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ABSTRACT

The article concerns the case of #WirVsVirus, a civic hackathon organized in 
reaction to the COVID-19 pandemic and officially endorsed by Germany’s 
federal government. It aims to address the normative implications of this polit-
ically oriented technological format. Specifically, it asks how civic hackathons 
formulate and negotiate different political representation claims. Our analysis 
shows that the hackathon constituted a successful representative claim on be-
half of civic tech initiatives vis-à-vis the administrative state. While this claim 
primarily concerned establishing a new format for efficient and subsidiary 
problem-solving in the wake of the crisis, the hackathon’s participatory prom-
ises have only been partially fulfilled. The hackathon was rather open to input 
from civil society, enabling it to attract substantial public interest. Nonethe-
less, its technological-organizational structure and competitive, solution-ori-
ented procedures meant that decision-making power remained largely with the 
hackathon’s organizers.
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1	 Introduction

The COVID-19 pandemic has created a multitude of crises in contemporary 
societies, accelerating the adoption of digital technologies in business, culture, 
and politics. From video conferencing to tracing apps to modeling social be-
havior, in many ways, the almost complete transition of social communication 
to digitally mediated formats represents a clean break with the existing para-
digm. In the field of (democratic) politics, public debate and political science 
research alike have focused on new control technologies, such as the various 
contact tracing and quarantine apps (Tretter, 2023; Zar & Elkin-Koren, 2023). 
Nonetheless, there have also been changes in the form of democratic politics 
and social self-organization. States have experimented with digital formats 
that should enhance their problem-solving capacities and boost innovation 
without excluding the citizenry from the process. 

The growing importance of civic hackathons reflects this. Hackathons originated 
in the late-1990s open-source movement. Their basic principle can be summa-
rized as “putting problems into code” (Ermoshina, 2018, p. 80). They often serve 
as a playground for tinkering and allow participants to socialize in a creative and 
inspiring atmosphere and, as an organizational format, enable the collaborative 
development of technological solutions to pre-defined problems. The format 
has been widely adopted by commercial actors as a means of fostering an agile 
working culture, with a public variant also emerging in the form of civic hack-
athons that explicitly aim to solve societal problems. Civic hackathons center the 
development and use of digital infrastructures for fostering the common good by 
and for civic actors. During the COVID-19 crisis, civic hackathons worldwide 
became a prominent tool for collaboration between citizens, bringing together 
notions of state digitalization, democratic participation, and social innovation. 

Probably the most famous COVID-related civic hackathon is the #WirVsVi-
rus hackathon that took place in Germany from March 20 to 22, 2020. The 
German federal government gave the hackathon its full support, labeling it 
“Der Hackathon der Bundesregierung” (The Hackathon of the Federal Gov-
ernment). In addition, the country’s then-Chancellor Angela Merkel sent a 
message of support and President Frank-Walter Steinmeier met with represen-
tatives of the initiating Civic Tech actors. After the hackathon attracted wide-
spread media and political interest, more and more countries adopted the idea 
and organized their own hackathons, with the European Commission even 
launching a pan-European #EUvsVirus hackathon. In each case, civic hack-
athons were considered a means of responding quickly and comprehensively 
to the multiple challenges of the pandemic and engaging a wide range of citi-
zens in the effort. Even after the crises subsided, civic hackathons maintained 
their appeal. They expanded in scope and support structures, as exemplified 
by #UpdateDeutschland, a second German government-sponsored hackathon 
held a year after #WirVsVirus.
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In what follows, we closely consider the #WirVsVirus hackathon to analyze 
the democratic implications of civic hackathons as a political format. 1 We 
assume that it is possible to discern the general trends, risks, and opportunities 
of hackathons as a certain kind of democracy-focused social innovation by 
investigating this formative and keenly observed instance. The literature has 
mostly framed civic hackathons as a participatory format, with the main ques-
tion always concerning the extent to which the citizenry is included (Johnson 
& Robinson, 2014; Ermoshina, 2018). However, civic hackathons are not only 
a way to directly engage but also a way to constitute political subjects. Further-
more, insofar as the institutionalization of civic hackathons as a political format 
reconfigures the relationship between the state and the citizenry, we must close-
ly examine the kind of political subjectivity constituted here. To investigate this 
reconfiguration and broaden the scope of the research literature on hackathons, 
we discuss how societal descriptions of problems and options for action are 
produced, recognized, or rejected in and through the hackathon format.

Hackathons, we argue, have a representative or symbolic dimension. Like all 
forms of political or civic organization, they not only structure the actions of 
their participants but also constitute a distinctive way for the citizenry to per-
ceive and address themselves. Therefore, we propose engaging with the theo-
retical toolbox of representative-theoretical analysis, especially the distinction 
between claim-making and claim-taking (Saward, 2006; cf. Disch et al., 2019). 
This allows us to focus on who can frame a problem and who decides how 
claims are handled. According to our analysis, the civic tech 2 initiatives that 
organized the hackathon especially successfully asserted claims to speak for the 
citizens and establish a new form of political participation. However, this polit-
ical mode of participation had implications for the citizens’ claim-making and 
claim-taking capacity: Although the process generated general political claims, 
these were both (pre-)formed and systematically limited by the organizational 
design and technological infrastructure. Similarly, with regard to the recogni-
tion or rejection of representative claims (claim-taking), the focus on feasibility 
promoted a tendency towards an expertocratic decision-making structure. This 
had consequences for the diversity of recognized claims.

To develop this argument, we first contemplate the theorization of civic 
hackathons. We review previous research and perspectives that usually either 
define hackathons by their solutionist shortcomings or understand them as 
participatory panaceas. By contrast, our approach draws from modern demo-
cratic theory and focuses on the representational making and taking of claims. 

1	 This article is a fundamental revision and extension of an argument the authors made in an earlier German-language article 
(Berg et al., 2021).

2	 Broadly speaking, the term “civic tech” refers to a set of technologies that aim to increase engagement between citizens and 
their government (Baack, 2018; Schrock, 2019). Civic tech activism has developed in the US context, merging activism for 
open data and open government with technology-oriented community engagement. Therefore, following Patel, we can dis-
tinguish between civic tech activism working towards community action and activism working towards open government 
(Patel, 2013; cf. Lukensmeyer, 2017). 
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This is followed by the empirical investigation of #WirVsVirus, which sees us 
analyze the hackathon’s key phases and discuss how its technological media-
tion, procedural mode, and the distribution of agency structured the process. 
Next, we turn to the democratic implications of this structuring and examine 
the results within the larger context of the transformation of democracy. We 
conclude by formulating ideas concerning how civic hackathons can better 
comply with their democratic claims.

2	 Theorizing Civic Hackathons

Given the growing popularity of the civic hackathon format, it is unsurprising 
that social science research has increasingly turned its attention to the phe-
nomenon (Endrissat & Islam, 2022; Robinson & Johnson, 2016; Lodato & Di 
Salvo, 2016; Johnson & Robinson, 2014; Briscoe & Mulligan, 2014). Most of 
the literature begins analysis with the public perception that civic hackathons 
signal a willingness to engage in transparent and participatory governance and 
attempt to improve on the work of government itself (Schrock, 2019). 3 The 
literature can be roughly divided into two strands: a rather optimistic outlook 
that focuses on opening up public administration and a critical approach that 
highlights the exclusionary and depoliticizing effects of hackathons. 

Current approaches concerning COVID-19–related civic hackathons most-
ly pertain to the positive camp, depicting the hackathon as an alternative to 
bureaucratic-administrative procedures because the practical orientation trans-
mits the notion that institutionalized politics are insufficiently open to experi-
mentation (Ermoshina, 2018). These papers focus on the hackathon’s open and 
self-selecting participatory structure and its problem-solving mode of action. 
Hackathons are thought to recover the potential of a vibrant and technological-
ly savvy civil society, outperforming hierarchical structures of command and 
control, especially in situations with high uncertainty and a plethora of related 
problems and effects (Temiz, 2021). Accordingly, the literature on #WirVs-
Virus and related crisis hackathons most often interprets them as a form of 
collaborative crisis government within the context of open government and 
open social innovation (Haesler, 2020; Thiele & Pruin, 2021; Mair & Gegen-
huber, 2021). The COVID-19 pandemic is considered a wicked problem that 
requires an effort beyond classic crisis management (Bertello et al., 2021). This 
prompts perceptions of hackathons as a way to address this dynamic and highly 
contingent reality by strengthening societal communication and self-organi-

3	 From a theoretical viewpoint, civic hackathons can also be interpreted as a distinct variant of (digital) democratic inno-
vation located at the intersection of the collaborative and consultative variants (Geißel, 2012; Elstub & Escobar, 2019). 
As such, they are part of the cosmos of self-selective and experimental participation processes that are also increasingly 
concerned with the design of digital infrastructures (Gryszkiewicz et al., 2017; Asenbaum, 2021; for a critical perspective, 
see Kimbell & Bailey, 2017). 
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zation, enabling creativity and local problem detection and solving (Criado & 
Guevara-Gomez, 2020). According to this view, at best, they not only produce 
solutions to concrete problems but also change the relationship between citi-
zens and governments. Beyond being subjects to be taken care of or data points 
to be measured, citizens are understood to have an active role in driving inno-
vation (Haesler, 2020). 4 

This rather optimistic view of the potential of civic hackathons is shared by the 
official research team for the #WirVsVirus hackathon. Their “Learning Report,” 
published a year after the original hackathon, measures the impact largely in 
terms of its open social innovation method (Mair et al., 2021). They conclude 
that beyond individual development opportunities and successful projects, the 
hackathon shifted the relationship between different actors: Institutions of the 
administrative state established new ties with citizens and, in the course of a 
rather sudden change of values, opened up to their innovative ideas (Gegenhu-
ber et al., 2021). At a systemic level, open social innovation via civic hackathons 
(e.g., #WirVsVirus) could, therefore, prompt greater political participation, lead-
ing to advocacy for its position as a blueprint for other societal challenges. 

The more critical strand of the literature argues that the participatory-inclusive 
promise of hackathons is deceptive, with civic hackathons representing an 
instance of technological solutionism. In this view, hackathons are by no means 
inclusive. On the contrary, they are replete with prerequisites: They require 
that participants have time, organizational and technological competencies, and 
resources. 5 Furthermore, they reduce complex problems to small-scale, prag-
matic dilemmas and leave little room for broader reflection on the causes of the 
problem. Often it is the solution that determines what the problem actually was 
(Dickel, 2019, p. 104). According to this perspective, participants are pushed 
by the format into the role of “entrepreneurial citizenship,” which sees them 
feel (politically) engaged but unable to achieve solidarity or critical conscious-
ness-raising (Irani, 2015, p. 801; Gomez & Thornam, 2016). By doing so, 
hackathons align with a general trend towards transforming resistant forms of 
political action into more cooperative patterns of action (see Thiel, 2017). They 
can be read as an “attempt at routinizing” hacking (Dickel, 2019, p. 96; Gregg, 
2015) and as a breeding ground for start-ups where (open) social innovation 
functions as a way to combine the public good with profit orientation (Ches-
brough & Di Minin, 2014). Consequently, hackathons can be understood as a 
depoliticization of collective action, further fostering a neoliberal “undoing the 
demos” in democratic politics (Brown, 2015; Perng et al., 2018). 

4	 Problems discussed within the optimistic strand mostly link to organizational questions, such as how to sustainably institu-
tionalize the projects resulting from the hackathon (Yuan & Gasco-Hernandez, 2019; Temiz, 2021). Furthermore, the solely 
virtual format of pandemic-era hackathons has emphasized the need to translate the social character of the hackathon into 
the online environment (Menger, 2020; Happonen, 2021). 

5	 Compared to classic hackathons, civic hackathons generally feature a more heterogeneous group of participants, but the 
epistemic dominance of tech-savvy participants still easily prevails. The fact that hackathons are often held at weekends as 
a form of “free labour” also creates strong selection effects (Gregg, 2015; Hope et al., 2019).
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What the participatory praise and solutionist critique perspectives share is that 
they interpret hackathons as mere participatory tools. Openness and effective-
ness are their main yardsticks for ascertaining normative suitability, with both 
perspectives tending to presume that there is already a given political subject 
that can be either activated or silenced by the hackathon’s formal arrangement.

In what follows, we want to enhance this perspective by exploring how polit-
ical subjectivity is formed in and through the process of the hackathon itself. 
As such, we adopt as our starting point the perspective of modern democratic 
theory, specifically, representation-theoretical analysis as formulated after the 
so-called representative turn (Näsström, 2011). 6 Approaches in this line of 
thinking reject an identification of democracy with participation in opposition 
to representation (Plotke, 2002). Instead, they highlight how civic participation 
is structurally embedded within the broader political process of political rep-
resentation, that is, how political deliberation and judgment are structured and 
linked to processes of political decision-making (cf. Urbinati, 2014, p. 22). This 
perspective emphasizes how even far-reaching openness to participation may 
produce exclusions and hierarchies. To take this into account, the main focus of 
a representational analysis concerns how interactive relationships of represen-
tation are structured and how, performatively, a democratic subject is politically 
generated and meaningfully configured (Disch et al., 2019). Democratic rep-
resentation is characterized by the fact that it offers a mode in which different 
ideas of political problem-solving are brought into competition with each other 
under the claim of serving the common good or public interest. These are 
discussed in public forums, whereby citizens can form political opinions that 
are then translated into decisions. Thus, public judgment and representative 
decision-making represent different but interrelated modes of democratic action 
(Urbinati, 2006) that are always complemented by the configurative and legiti-
macy-giving mode of symbolic representation (Breckman, 2012; Diehl, 2019). 
Iterative and interactive processes between representatives and citizens form 
opinions and translate them into decisions. At the same time, a collective polit-
ical subject We is constituted and, through this performance, made intelligible 
and experienceable. 7

6	 Although there are congruencies and both can be considered interrelated, a basic distinction can be made between the repre-
sentative turn (Näsström, 2011) and the constructivist turn (Disch et al., 2019). For example, while the former emphasizes 
the representative character of democracy on the basis of action theory, the latter particularly addresses the performative 
dimension of political subjectivation. Because we do not want to elaborate on the differences between the two here, we will 
consistently employ the term representative turn.

7	 This transformation means that democratic politics today is flanked by and also complicated by a variety of non-parlia-
mentary modes of organization – the spectrum ranges from transnational governance structures to cooperative or plebi-
scitary procedures. Political representation does not, consequently, become obsolete, but it changes its form and modes of 
functioning (see Keane, 2018; Rosanvallon, 2008). Representation is no longer viewed solely as a legally formalized and 
institutionalized relationship but as a structural feature of political contestation that permeates all social spheres in which 
political demands are formed and articulated. This includes parties, social movements, and associations. In this respect, 
representation is not an obstacle but, rather, the central condition of political action (Urbinati & Warren, 2008).



INNOVATING DEMOCRACY? \ 703

Michael Saward deserves credit for translating these theoretical considerations 
into the empirically operationalizable concept of the “representative claim.” 
Expressed in an abstract formula, representational processes are understood as 
the presentation and recognition of representative claims: “A maker of repre-
sentations (M) puts forward a subject (S) which stands for an object (O) which 
is related to a referent (R) and is offered to an audience (A)” (Saward, 2006, 
p. 302). Using this abstracted view, it is possible to analyze how, in different 
contexts, political subjects are produced, concepts of order are constituted, and 
legitimacy is symbolically negotiated through representationally structured 
interactions in political debates.

By linking the assertion of representational claims (claim-making) and the 
formation of judgments about and the acceptance or rejection of claims 
(claim-taking) as two interlocked constituent aspects, citizens and representa-
tives are brought into a common political relationship of interaction that consti-
tutes political subjectivity. 

When political representation is understood as an interactive, performative 
relationship that can also be exercised in various social arenas and contexts by 
entities such as social movements, trade unions, and media personalities, it is 
clear that civic hackathons can also be interpreted as representative procedures. 
In civic hackathons, particular problem diagnoses and proposals for action are 
brought forth to be validated and authorized as communal and general descrip-
tions by means of a structured debate process. 8

To date, the literature on representative claims has primarily focused on discur-
sively presented claims, underestimating the formative effect of media contexts 
and material expressions. However, within the hackathon, “arguments by tech-
nology” (Kelty, 2005) are articulated in both the production of technological 
prototypes and their material presentation in public space. The study of civic 
hackathons and the broader context of a form of civil society that is oriented to-
ward and operates via technology make it necessary to reflect on the ways that 
technological infrastructures are important for the production of representative 
claims. Consideration of how representational claims are “enacted through 
work in and on material objects” (Marres & Lezaun, 2011, p. 496) aligns with 
an approach that decenters linguistic acts as the key to the political realm. 9

8	 The empirically oriented analysis of performative representational processes is a familiar approach in other policy fields. 
Comparable examples include analyses of the different representational relationships in democratic innovations (Guasti & 
Geissel, 2021), of the M5S movement and its medially supported organizational structure (Diehl, 2018; cf. also Alexander, 
2014), of representational processes in the diplomatic negotiations producing the Paris Climate Accord (Willis, 2018), and 
of the actions of non-formalized personalities (Murphy, 2021).

9	 We discuss this aspect further in the context of technological mediation in section 3.3.2.
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A representational analysis (as attempted here) improves on the participatory 
perspective offered by most other literature in at least two ways. First, it al-
lows us to decipher the production of political claims to the common good, the 
symbolic component, and the importance of mediating institutions. A represen-
tation-theoretical analysis examines the conditions and constraints under which 
claims can actually be staged and what audience is enabled to perform the 
claim-taking. On the basis of this analysis, it is possible to determine the extent 
to which expectations of democratic participation are justified. Second, the ap-
proach moves beyond the rhetoric of more or less participation and normatively 
offers a vocabulary that encompasses the democratic value of raising, channel-
ing, and configuring claims.

We now turn to the empirical analysis of the #WirVsVirus hackathon to exam-
ine how the hackathon format structures the making, evaluation, and accep-
tance or rejection of representative claims.

3	 Methodology and Data

Our study of #WirVsVirus was conducted using an explorative-qualitative 
approach and a research design with staged sampling. As a first step, and to 
explore the field, we conducted an analysis of the extensive public written and 
video material. Of particular importance was the dynamic handbook made 
available to participants (#WirVsVirus, 2020a).

Based on document analysis, we developed a semi-structured interview 
schedule that included questions about the constellation of actors supporting 
the format, the processes of making, acknowledging, and rejecting claims to 
representation, the role of digital media, and the institutionalization of the 
format. Then, we selected seven interviewees who had played a formative role 
in shaping the hackathon in various capacities: two people who were responsi-
ble for the civic tech initiatives responsible for organizing the event (Prototype 
Fund/ProjectTogether), two people who were responsible for the hackathon at 
the Federal Chancellery (double interview), one juror and two people involved 
in hackathon projects (Ich bin kein Virus/Corona vor Ort). In addition to these 
expert interviews, we had access to a survey completed by 1,022 participants 
and mentors, a survey conducted by the civic tech initiatives that organized 
the hackathon. 10

10	 The survey’s results have not been published, but the raw data were kindly made available to us by the organizers and are 
selectively analyzed here.
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3.1	#WirVsVirus: Four Phases

The #WirVsVirus hackathon can be conceptually divided into four phases: 
the initiation phase (1), the problem-definition phase (2), the problem-solving 
phase (3), and the stabilization phase following the actual hackathon (4).

Initiation
The seed for the #WirVsVirus hackathon can be identified in a Twitter con-
versation on March 15, 2020. That conversation brought together several 
representatives of the eight organizations from the German-speaking civic 
tech community that would later officially initiate the hackathon. The Ger-
man government was also already represented by the head of the Digital 
Policy Unit in the Federal Chancellery. The subject of the conversation was 
the successful implementation of the online hackathon “Hack the Crisis” in 
Estonia (March 13 – 15), and the discussion concerned implementing a similar 
format in Germany. The organizers assumed that there was “a will among the 
population to get actively involved” but that this would require “a new for-
mat for social participation that allows civil society to contribute to solving 
challenges in a coordinated and effective way” and to combine its “creative 
potential” (#WirVsVirus, 2020b, own translation and emphasis). #WirVsVi-
rus was intended to unite civil society and politics and enable political action 
regardless of pandemic-related restrictions on socializing. On the part of the 
government – which at this point primarily meant the Federal Chancellery – it 
was already clear in the initial phase that sustainability, in the sense of the 
capacity to implement “real” solutions beyond the event, was the conditio sine 
qua non for its involvement (Interview with the Federal Chancellery). Only 
three days after that first conversation, both the name #WirVsVirus and the 
legitimacy-lending tagline of the hackathon (“The Hackathon of the Federal 
Government”) were decided upon and publicly communicated.

Problem Definition
On Thursday, March 18, the call for participation in the hackathon was widely 
distributed on social media and beyond. This call asked participants to submit 
problems that could be understood as “challenges” to be overcome during 
the COVID-19 crisis. The target group was kept open, with the ambiguous 
term “problem solvers” employed, but it was clearly action-oriented, inviting 
anyone who had “the desire and time and [...] internet access” to participate 
(#WirVsVirus, 2020c, own translation). Beyond the public, members of state 
bodies were also explicitly addressed.
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Despite the tight time frame, more than 2,000 submissions were generated, 
including 200 problem descriptions submitted by federal ministries (#Wir-
VsVirus, 2020a). These were assessed by the organizers according to factors 
including impact, feasibility, and quality. A total of 809 submissions were 
considered for inclusion in the process and divided into a total of 48 thematic 
challenges. The spectrum ranged from infection control and contact tracing 
to combating the social consequences of the pandemic, such as isolation and 
loneliness (for a presentation and discussion of several projects resulting from 
the hackathon, see Mair et al., 2021).

Members of the public who registered to participate in the hackathon received 
an overview of the 48 challenges and access to the official workspace on 
Slack, the hackathon’s central communication platform. Participants could 
assign themselves to the channels created for the challenges and form teams. 
This team-building process was supported by mentors, who offered orientation 
and technological assistance. 11

Problem Solving
The main phase of the hackathon involved the development, presentation, and 
evaluation of prototypes. Teams were encouraged to work on their prototypes 
until Sunday night and then present them in the form of a two-minute video. 
A total of around 1,500 proposals were received via Devpost and YouTube, 
which were reviewed the following week.

Although the hackathon’s organizers initially planned a public vote, this idea 
was withdrawn after some participants raised concerns. They noted that such a 
vote would be distorted by the high media profile of certain individual partic-
ipants. Instead, a review process was established that saw around 700 people 
(mentors, experts, and employees from federal ministries) initially appointed by 
the organizers and asked to evaluate the prototypes according to the “ten-eyes 
principle” using the criteria “social added value,” “innovation,” “feasibility and 
scalability,” “idea stage (progress),” and “understandability” (#WirVsVirus, 
2020a, p. 5). This process led to the identification of 197 favorable solutions 
that were subsequently divided into five thematic groups (medical care/diagno-
sis and dissemination/administration, information and data/economy, work and 
education/welfare) and presented to a 48-member jury.12 The jury did not func-
tion as an interactive body. Instead, jury members were each asked to identify 
promising solutions and communicate them back to the organizers (Interview 
with Juror). On this basis, twenty “jury-awarded projects” were selected.

11	 Nonetheless, due to technical and staff overload, there were sometimes delays and problems and the complexity of the 
process sometimes produced frustration on the part of participants, as revealed by the participant survey.

12	 Each thematic group had its own jury of five to nine members. The jury members comprised not only representatives from 
politics and business but also digitization experts and topic-specific actors.
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Stabilization
The hackathon’s implementation phase began when the winning projects were 
selected and ended with the official closing event on October 1, 2020, for 
which numerous funding partners were solicited by the coordinating bodies in 
the Federal Chancellery and digital civil society. The program comprised three 
funding lines. First, the Solution Enabler program supported a total of 130 ini-
tiatives, 80 % of which were created within the framework of the hackathon. 
Initiatives were supported with their concepts, human resources, and (partly) 
their financing. However, with the exception of the winning projects, repeated 
application was required. 

Meanwhile, the Solution Builder program established “fast track” for ten of 
these projects, and the Matching Fund program featured a crowdfunding cam-
paign including a percentage grant. Until the end of June, community manage-
ment also continued on Slack, which served as a moderated discussion forum 
and a place to search for experts. This offered non-funded projects the oppor-
tunity to continue working on their idea. Beyond the work on implementing 
individual projects, this final phase was characterized by attempts to stabilize 
the format, which were also symbolically legitimated. Hence, the highest 
elected representatives of the Federal Republic of Germany – the Federal 
President and the Federal Chancellor – actively sought dialogue and, in public 
messages and meetings, emphasized not only the importance of the hackathon 
but also of digital civil society engagement more generally.

3.2	#WirVsVirus: Structures and Dynamics

Building on the foregoing overview of the timeline of the hackathon, this 
section analyzes the structures and dynamics of #WirVsVirus. This involves 
first determining the central representational processes in each of the four 
phases before interrogating the structuring mechanisms in operation. In each 
of the four phases, the representational processes can be differentiated into 
claim-making and claim-taking.

Representational Processes in the Four Phases
The initiation phase is the constituent phase of the hackathon. It sees the 
format itself established and specified, with the civic tech initiatives acting as 
claim makers and established politics in the form of the federal government 
representing the central audience that had to decide on claim-taking. The civic 
tech initiatives (makers) established themselves (subjects) as representatives 
of the German civil society who wanted to participate in the political solution 
to the pandemic (object). The German government approved the claim when 
the Federal Chancellery decided to engage with the initiatives (see Figure 1). 
As repeatedly emphasized in the interviews, the close contact and the existing 
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networks between the civic tech ecosystem and political actors were decisive in 
realizing the hackathon. The initiating civic tech actors saw their task as “trust 
brokering,” which meant mediating between civil society and the political 
sphere. They were able to “approach certain people that such an initiative from 
civil society normally cannot approach” (Interview with ProjectTogether  13). 
Because of the trust in the actors, the Federal Chancellery was willing to push 
the process on the political side and (especially) to encourage the federal min-
istries to cooperate: “It was a fortunate combination of people we knew and 
who we knew were very, very reliable, people who have a good network and 
we were able to offer our patronage” (Interview Federal Chancellery).

Figure 1: Claim-Making in the Initiation and Stabilization Phase

Notably, the group of initiating actors was largely recruited from the Berlin civ-
ic tech community. Their perspectives and experiences dominate the German 
discourse, but it must be assumed that their habits and content differ substan-
tially from other civil society actors. This close connection also means that the 
model cannot be directly transferred to other initiatives and contexts. Informal 
contacts and the associated trust were central factors in the initial phase, which 
underscores the contingency of the hackathon as a political structure.

In the problem-definition and problem-solving phases, not only the actors but 
also the structure of representation changes (Figure 2). During the problem-defi-
nition phase, the claim-making process was openly constructed and took place 
directly from within society, with the recognition of the problem definitions (i.e., 
the claim-taking) and decisions about their presentation a task for organizers. 
The challenge’s structuring in 48 clusters configured the pandemic as a problem 
complex that confronted the crisis community and activated it to collaborate.

13	 All quotes from the interviews were originally in German and have been translated by the authors.
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Figure 2: Claim-Making in the Problem-Definition and Problem-Solving Phase

During the problem-solving phase of the hackathon, claims were structured 
according to the prototypes or videos presented by the projects. Participants 
directly expressed their views of the problem and proposals concerning how 
to respond to the challenges of the crisis in this material-visual way. At the 
same time, they asserted the feasibility and effectiveness of their proposals. 
The audience in this phase was twofold. On the one hand, the general public 
could follow the entire hackathon in a low-threshold way. This is what Saward 
coins the “intended audience” (cf. Saward, 2010, p. 49). On the other hand, 
having discarded the idea of the public vote, the expert public comprising 
decision-makers decided in a ranking mode whether the proposed solutions 
were worthy of recognition. This is Saward’s “actual audience.” Although the 
constitution of claims – that is, the development of prototypes – was charac-
terized by an interactive and creative dynamic, the judgment of each claim’s 
deservingness was characterized by a rationalist and hierarchical mode based 
on objective criteria and expert knowledge. The expert jury actively perceived 
itself as a filter that contemplated the context and focus of the process: “There 
are more delicate questions or some approaches are more delicate than others, 
and for such a broadly effective hackathon, where the Federal Chancellery is 
involved, one perhaps doesn’t try to put the most controversial things in the 
spotlight” (Interview with Juror).

The final, prolonged phase of stabilization returns to the higher level of nego-
tiation between civil society and the state. Here, claim-making is again un-
dertaken by the organizing civic tech actors. They used the successful imple-
mentation of the hackathon as an opportunity to strengthen their claim to the 
organizational capacity of achieving broad public participation, a claim made 
in the initiation phase. In particular, the organization ProjectTogether became 
the hinge, as the following remarks succinctly demonstrate:



INNOVATING DEMOCRACY? \ 1403

It was clear from the beginning that we think it should not only be a hack-
athon, but it should be more. We also considered from the beginning what 
should happen after the hackathon. That is, we wrote our concept for the fol-
low-up implementation program – the Solution Enabler program – during the 
hackathon. (Interview ProjectTogether)

The ProjectTogether network coordinated the implementation processes and 
initiated further activities, such as the 2022 follow-up hackathon #Updat-
eDeutschland. It also organized communication mechanisms, such as the 
closing events. This can be considered a form of state recognition for a new 
constellation of civil societal self-organization that accepts the need to shape 
a digitalized society in changing ways and therefore fosters broader oppor-
tunities for civil society to organize and exert influence. These opportunities 
involve not only the transfer of organizational responsibility but also the 
possibility of establishing substantive priorities. For example, the focus on 
the principle of “public money–public code,” which refers to a preference for 
open-source projects, represents a central concern for most civic tech actors 
(Interview Prototype Fund). The final phase also saw a striking semantic 
shift around the spirit of the hackathon, with the event now overwhelming-
ly described in terms of open-social innovation, a term advocated by more 
professionalized civil society organizations and readily accepted by the public 
administration, to the extent that the term became an important reference point 
in the coalition agreement of the next German government. Meanwhile, the 
more political nomenclature characteristic of the initial phase, such as citizen 
participation and solidarity, faded.

 It is now possible to step back to reflect on how the processes of representa-
tion were structured and how the boundaries of inclusivity and articulateness 
were created and follow-up opportunities shaped. There were claims of demo-
cratic mobilization, which at first glance seems to have been entirely success-
ful. The #WirVsVirus hackathon was said to have brought together those “who 
can code and those who don’t even know what that actually means” to become 
“a positive part of civil society” (Bär, 2020, 33.57). However, these claims 
must now at least be qualified.14 In this context, it makes sense to closely 
consider the structuring effects of the technology, the procedural rules, and the 
distributed agency of the actors that shaped the hackathon’s power dynamics.

14	 The participants themselves also predominantly shared this positive assessment, as the survey reveals, indicating that a large 
proportion of participants described their collaborative work on the selected projects (despite individual criticisms) as a positive 
experience of collectivism, solidarity, and empowerment to act.
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Technical Mediation
Digital technology was a prerequisite for not only #WirVsVirus itself but also 
for the prototypes developed. However, technical infrastructures are never 
neutral mediators, instead creating a space of possibility for communication 
and coordination (Hofmann, 2019).15

Two examples illustrate how such infrastructures operate. First, there is Slack, 
the communication platform chosen for the hackathon. A Slack workspace is 
essentially structured by division into channels, with users exchanging infor-
mation on the channels they belong to. Although the organizers emphasized 
the simplification effect of participants assigning themselves to teams and 
topics, exchange between channels was largely minimized (Interview Ich bin 
kein Virus/Interview Corona vor Ort). Distinct from a physical hackathon, 
there were few opportunities for people to casually encounter each other and 
no chance to look over figurative shoulders at the problem definitions and 
ideas of other groups. Overarching channels only existed to answer questions, 
undertake general organization, make announcements, and facilitate commu-
nication between specific groups, such as mentors. This meant that a discus-
sion of the general aspects of the pandemic’s social challenges did not build 
momentum and was not even intended. Larger community building only took 
place in the context of framing events, such as the presentation of projects on 
YouTube or the closing event. However, these mainly functioned unidirection-
ally and created a sense of belonging by thanking and addressing participants 
rather than enabling communicative discussion.

Second, the presentation of the solutions themselves demonstrates the struc-
turing effect of technology. The prototype and the video to be uploaded can be 
read as a materialized argument: an “argument-by-technology” (Kelty, 2005, 
p. 187). These are based on participants’ perceptions of the problem and repre-
sent the idea of a feasible solution (see Dickel, 2019, p. 104). Thus, the proto-
typical claim has, at least in principle, a differentiated repertoire of arguments 
that is perceived on different levels and invites debate. At the same time, its 
materiality and technicality shape and limit what can be argued convincingly. 
In combination with the short time scale and the logic of presentability, this 
results in a focus on making small adjustments with (supposedly) great effects.

Procedural Mode
The mode in which the hackathon was conducted represents the second di-
mension through which representational processes were structured in the long 

15	 The mobilization and organizational capacity of the hackathon confirmed many findings of the now well-established social 
science research on changes in political action in the digital constellation (for an overview, see Jungherr et al., 2020, pp. 
132 – 156). Changes in the repertoire of civil society politics are central here because they increase implementation speed 
and improve scalability. In collective action, organizations have a new role that lies more in networking than in structuring. 
Participation in the context of digital infrastructures is self-selective and, to a certain extent, horizontal, but it still consti-
tutes structures and positions of power.
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term. Although practical organization was mainly driven by the organizing 
civic tech initiatives, the influence of the Federal Chancellery can be observed 
in the fact that the hackathon was geared towards success in the sense of feasi-
bility and the development of flagship projects:

We were always very keen to find these examples of success and then 
also to promote projects that have great potential in a much more targeted 
way. In other words, not to get lost in the masses but to focus through the 
implementation program on those projects to which we also say, yes, this 
could lead to a good result. (Interview Federal Chancellery)

Although the civic tech ecosystem often emphasizes that the value of hack-
athons concerns not primarily the projects themselves but rather the networks 
and the exchange of ideas made possible by this playful, experimental method 
(Code for Germany, 2020). The focus in the political sphere was on legitima-
tion via successful and innovative projects. Overall, in the case of #WirVsVi-
rus, a competitive, solution-oriented structure prevailed that aimed at com-
parability and engendered time and competitive pressures: “At some point, 
we summarized everything in terms of competitiveness because we said that 
if a jury looks at it and wants to tick the boxes, we can just take the structure 
that is given to us in unchanged form and write something about each aspect” 
(Interview Corona vor Ort).

As in the case of technical mediation, the procedural mode also complicated 
reflection loops and exchange between projects. As in the case of other hack-
athons, the proponents sought to frame this as a feature rather than a bug, 
arguing that the “manufactured urgency” would act as a driver of creativity 
(Irani, 2015, p. 818). However, the command to “get shit done” – in a docu-
ment on the hackathon referenced in the FAQs should be viewed critically, at 
least with regard to the democratic potential of the process. Specifically, the 
imperative to act fast ultimately reintroduced the asymmetries of experience 
and epistemic imbalances that the hackathon’s organizers had previously 
sought to reduce via inclusion mechanisms, such as the mentor program.

Furthermore, the format of the #WirVsVirus hackathon procedurally separat-
ed problem definition and problem-solving. Although politics normally sees 
claims for representation – whether they concern issues or constituencies – al-
ready linked to proposed solutions at the moment of articulation (e.g., “I want 
to represent constituency X with its high unemployment [problem definition], 
because my plan to promote tourism will create jobs [solution description]”), 
#WirVsVirus enabled challenges to be submitted without a proposed solution, 
with solution-focused teams then constituted via the challenges. This division 
is consistent with the competitive, solution-oriented idea of politics that the 
format calls for. It presumes that problems can be objectively identified and 
that, in attempting to solve them, the social experience from which the prob-
lem definition results plays only a subordinate role.
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Distribution of Agency
Consideration of how the resources and positioning of actors created possibil-
ities for structuring makes clear that claim-making and claim-taking should 
be evaluated differently. In terms of claim-making, the hackathon was charac-
terized by relative openness. Both the submission of problem definitions and 
the participation in the development of solutions were avenues available to 
all interested members of the public, deliberately conceived as low-threshold 
activities. In terms of claim-taking, the format was not very dialogue-oriented, 
and the result was strongly asymmetrical. Here, civil society organizers and 
institutionalized political actors had a clear advantage because they configured 
the problem definitions, decided on criteria, selection mechanisms, and jury 
members, and ultimately also controlled society’s perception of the problem 
through their communication strategy.

It becomes very apparent how this excludes the citizenry from the hackathon. 
Although projects were made directly and transparently accessible to a diffuse 
but potentially unlimited public, the decisions concerning how worthy they 
were of recognition were made by an audience of experts. Thus, the citizenry 
remained in the role of a symbolically invoked legitimizing authority that was 
spoken for but not spoken with.16 In other words, citizens remained solely in 
the role of the referent (cf. Saward, 2010, p. 79).

Just how problematic this is can be illustrated by how organizers responded to 
criticisms from the Ich bin kein Virus project. That project’s team participated 
in the hackathon with a proposal for a platform to make COVID-specific ex-
periences of racism visible and discuss them, but the proposal was abandoned 
after the first selection stage. The project’s representatives criticized the evalua-
tion practices, arguing that neither the criteria employed nor the composition of 
the committees was sufficiently diverse or allowed for adequate consideration 
of social problems (Interview Ich bin kein Virus; Stuetz & Kure-Wu, 2020). 
However, the internal mechanisms available to voice this criticism and achieve 
thematic relevance did not generate any response. It was only when the project 
used the extremely popular Twitter account of the Peng! collective to criticize 
the #WirVsVirus organization that a discussion about the insensitivity to issues 
of diversity and racism was initiated. This resulted in the organizing civic tech 
initiatives making a statement indicating that they would seek to ensure more 
diversity-sensitive committee selection in the future (#WirVsVirus, 2020d), an 
intention also noted in the final report as a recommendation for action for fu-
ture formats (#WirVsVirus, 2021). However, a mechanism for communicating 
conflicting positions and the possibility of criticism remains lacking.

16	 The organizers seemed well aware that this was an issue. As such, the handbook, which aims to capture key lessons from the pro-
cess for future hackathons, formulates the organizational requirements as follows: “Delegate to participants and listen: Delegate 
everything you can to the participants themselves. If the majority of people vote against what you are saying, just drop it. You do 
not have time to discuss.” (#WirVsVirus, 2020a, p. 8). While the informal exchange process between organizers and participants 
seems to have been intensive and cooperative based on statements made in our interviews, the only procedural change, at least 
according to our research, was the abandonment of the idea of a public vote due to concerns raised by participants.
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4	 Conclusion: Reflecting on a Democratic Prototype

We believe this can be a blueprint for how governments could address 
pressing challenges bottom up and collaboratively with civil society. 
#WirVsVirus, 2020a, p. 11

In many ways, the #WirVsVirus hackathon can be interpreted as a prototype 
itself. It represents an attempt to demonstrate the possibility and usefulness 
of involving citizens in political processes by experimentally combining 
existing ideas and novel collaborations between different actors, even un-
der conditions of substantial time pressure. As a prototype – especially one 
evaluated as a successful experiment by the organizing bodies – the #WirVs-
Virus hackathon itself will probably generate new path dependencies. Be-
cause it was used as a model for the design of interactions between citizens 
and political and administrative institutions, it enters the political imaginary 
of democratic politics under a regime of innovation and thus serves as an 
organizational resource in the future.

If we understand digital technologies as a medium of democratic self-gover-
nance in and through which social coexistence reconfigures itself, the political 
design of the formats and processes is itself of interest in democratic terms. 
Therefore, our analysis has attempted to reconstruct and take seriously the 
implicit claim of hackathons to facilitate participation and the attainment of the 
common good as a participatory format for civil society. Using the lens of dem-
ocratic theory, we have made the performative logic of hackathons explicit and 
discussed their democratic suitability for advancing proposals to shape society. 
Although this normative claim is not the only metric available – an alternative 
might be the output in terms of, for instance, the quality of the projects deliv-
ered – it is an important one. With regard to Saward’s theory of democratic rep-
resentation, we have distinguished between claim-making and claim-taking in 
relation to different phases and actors in order to identify structuring factors in 
the representation processes. Saward’s theory has provided us with a yardstick 
that enables the establishment of an explicit link between empirical observa-
tions and normative judgments. Employing the theory allows us to assess the 
extent to which the representative claims made by the hackathon can be trans-
formed into a procedure that preserves substantial representation and plurality.

The initiation phase saw the #WirVsVirus hackathon represent a successful 
case of claim-making by civic tech initiatives vis-à-vis the administrative state. 
The claim by these civic tech activists that the hackathon as a political format 
could mobilize a broad spectrum of active citizens and produce innovative, 
implementable projects was eagerly adopted by the German government and 
supplemented with the highly symbolic charge of labeling #WirVsVirus the 
hackathon of the federal government. Consequently, we can observe the growth 
and consolidation of connections between politics and civil society, at least 
among those actors with a connection to Berlin’s civic tech community. Thus, 
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the technologically oriented part of civil society and the specific modus operan-
di of the hackathon moved closer to institutionalized politics. With reference 
to the discussion about the transformation of democracy, a reconfiguration of 
the relationship between political-administrative actors and members of the 
public can be observed. One example is the Sovereign Tech Fund, which was 
established in 2022 to support the development, improvement, and mainte-
nance of open digital infrastructures. The fund can be directly linked to actors 
and structures from the hackathon and presents itself as another instance of a 
change in the cultural relations between politics and civil society. However, it is 
also possible to recognize in this shift a takeover of the civic tech culture by the 
political establishment, a takeover of the kind already observed in other areas 
of civil society engagement. This appropriation often legitimizes political pow-
er by referencing openness and innovation, and it must be debated on a case-
by-case basis whether those formats and collaborations activate the citizenry in 
a sensibly democratic way or push a neoliberal restructuring under the guise of 
civil society participation. This is particularly visible in the concept of open so-
cial innovation (cf. Rulf et al., 2021), which measures modernization primarily 
in terms of economic potential and marketization and advocates for solutionism 
rather than the political involvement of citizens (cf. Brown, 2015).17

Therefore, our overall assessment of the democratic potential of civic hack-
athons is skeptical, especially because opportunities for participation can never 
be equated with democratization in a straightforward way, as already demon-
strated by the existing literature on hackathons and open government. Our 
analysis of the interactive structure of representative claim-making and taking 
in the hackathon phase shows that although the hackathon offers an open, 
self-selective structure for claim-making, the technical mediation, the proce-
dures, and the distribution of agency create characteristic weaknesses, such as 
the reduction of possibilities for reflexive judgments and the relative compart-
mentalization of the experience of acting in concert. Such trade-offs should 
not be readily justified by the productivity gains of high pressure or the stated 
goodwill of the organizers. Democratic politics needs reflexive and collective 
interaction and structures that afford those interactions should be strengthened 
and upheld. With regard to claim-making, the focus should be on not only acti-
vating the citizenry as broadly as possible but also fostering exchange between 
projects and the possibility of discussing problems beyond the project level and 
at the required level of detail. The special feature of the hackathon – promoting 
intensive problem-solving by deliberately setting limits – need not be aban-
doned. This effect, which also centers on problem awareness, could be created 
by making the formulation of challenges more interactive or iterative or by less 
exclusively centering the implementation of the hackathon on “winning” proj-
ects. In this way, opportunities could be created to formulate solutions in a new 
and different way in order to generate more potential for surprise.

17	 The follow-up project #UpdateDeutschland confirms this tendency and is even more explicitly characterized by the rhetoric of 
innovation and the logic of the entrepreneurial state (see Staemmler and Berg, 2021; for more on the broader context, see Mazzu-
cato, 2013).
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There is an even bigger need with regard to claim-taking. From the perspective 
of democratic theory, the multi-level jury structure ultimately implemented by 
the organizers is one-sided and structured to favor monological communica-
tion. Organizers are aware of the weakness, which was raised by all interview-
ees. Appointing a more diverse jury, as was specifically demanded, promised, 
and already implemented in the context of the Solution Enabler program, is 
a necessary step but not a sufficient one. The already envisaged public voting 
procedure would not be a democratic substitute per se, but it could serve as a 
preliminary stage leading to the jury procedure, thus generating more attention 
for the claims. From the perspective of democratic theory, it would be much 
more promising to move away from appointing the selection committee ac-
cording to an expertocratic logic and to at least complement it with a kind of 
citizens’ council that reflects the diversity of the general public.18 In addition to 
developing the selection process in this manner, it is also critical to strengthen 
the internal contestation mechanisms, including their formalization.

Broadly speaking, the hackathon format certainly has democratic potential. 
However, to realize this potential, it is imperative to move away from thinking 
about the hackathon––and the field of open social innovation in general––using 
the logic of marketization and instead see it as a platform for politically shaping 
the democratic community. In this respect, #WirVsVirus has set a development 
in motion. However, as always in the context of democracy, it will continue to 
depend on the iteration more than the prototype.

18	 The idea of organizing a vote prior to the jury decision or including a citizens’ council as an additional decision-making 
body was already put forward as a potential improvement by a leading member of one of the organizing entities (Interview 
with ProjectTogether).
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