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1 Introduction
Jeremy Rose
Åke Grönlund
Kim Viborg Andersen
This book is the first comprehensive volume from the EU-funded1 DEMO-net
(http://www.demo-net.org) network of excellence (NoE), which is devoted to
integrating, encouraging, promoting, supporting, and reflecting upon
eParticipation research.
The book presents contemporary European research in matters pertinent to
eParticipation by means of a collection of 13 chapters each describing a PhD
research project of which some are in the early-mid stages of their PhD project
and others are close to finish their dissertation.
One important objective of the book is also to contribute to DEMO-net’s
integration task. This book has been produced as an integrative project of DEMOnet. All chapters in the book have been presented at PhD workshops held as part
of the DEMO-net integration strategy. This first workshop was held in Krakow in
September 2006 in conjunction with the EGOV 06 conference. A second one was
held in Athens in December 2006 in conjunction with a DEMO-net project
meeting. In between the workshops, and after the Athens meeting, there has been
a review process involving many DEMO-net faculty as well as PhD students.
From the originally 25 contributions we eventually arrived at the set of 13
chapters presented in this book. This collection of projects is of course by no
means a complete overview of ongoing research, but it does reflects the breadth of
the field and highlights some salient issues as well as some that may not yet be so
obviously apparent but still represent important fields where well designed
participation using ICT – eParticipation – is increasingly an important success
factor. While the book reflects the field it is also contributing to shaping it.
eParticipation is a growing field and while we here provide a contemporary
snapshot and some frameworks for understanding the research yet much research
and development remains to be done the field will continue to grow in different
directions. This book is also a part of PhD education. One of the tasks of DEMOnet is to provide a curriculum for PhD training, and this book is the first tangible
example of these efforts. The colloquiums and the review process are elements of
implementation, and the view of the eParticipation field that we have conveyed to
students is shaped by other DEMO-net activities including research on methods,
tools, drivers and barriers, etc.
This introductory chapter is designed as follows. First we present a discussion of
the concept of eParticipation and the developments behind it. Then a model for
understanding the approaches eParticipation is presented, which based on the
1

DEMO-net is funded under the European Commission’s sixth framework program: Information
Society Technologies IST (FP6-2004-27219). DEMO-net is funded for the period 2006-2010
involving 20 core partners’ institutions spread across 12 countries. During its first year more than
110 associated Institutions, Co-operating Networks, Affiliated Experts, PhD Student Members,
and Interested Parties have joined the network.
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criteria the purpose of research and the object of study defines five forms of such
research; descriptive, normative, reformist, critical, partisan and regulative. We
conclude the introduction by relating the papers to the domain of eParticipation
development, implementation, and use.

2 What is eParticipation?
The focus of DEMO-net is how to support democratic processes by means of
various ICT applications employed both to facilitate communication in general
based on emerging practices on the Internet and to redesign existing processes.
Around the turn of the century “e-democracy” had become the most frequently
used term for ICT use in democratic processed. This term originally had a broad
meaning ranging from various forms of politicians consulting with citizens to
more focused communication such as e-petitioning and e-panels to electronic
voting (Grönlund 2001; 2002).
Very quickly, however, the term became closely associated with e-voting only,
which created some problems. First, focus became too narrow to cater for all the
innovative forms of communication that emerged. Second, the term e-voting
became associated with a largely negative development. The anticipated increased
voter turnout that had spurred the interest in it was not realised. The technical
opportunity to vote electronically does not alone promote increased interest in
politics. There were also concerns about the security of e-voting. While there are
secure systems, many providers were not open about the security of their systems
and there were indeed some scandals where security was infringed upon. Finally,
and arguably most important, e-democracy is much more than voting. Opinion
forming, open information, rights of voice, participatory processes etc. are equally
important as the voting itself. To the extent the e-democracy is equalled with evoting it is no longer an interesting term for those who want to use ICT to
improve democratic processes. Instead, the DEMO-net consortium adopted the
term eParticipation as this is indeed a better word to describe what democracy is
all about, and hence how ICT could be employed to support it.
Coincidentally, participation is also the probably most important keyword when
discussing the development on the Internet today. In 2006, Time Magazine
nominated “You” as the person of the year. “You” then meant all the users of the
Internet who were driving the development by “user-generated content”, that is,
participatory activities of many kinds; chatting, file sharing, emailing, blogging,
socializing on web meeting places, creating Wikis and so on. Much of this
development is in itself democratic processes while taking place in civil society
only. Some of the tools and ways of communicating have also been taken up by
the formal political system, such as blogging.
Because this is where the important and interesting development is today,
participation is the most interesting and telling term to use. Whether or not there
should be an “e” in front, as in “eParticipation” can be discussed. We have used
the e simply to point out that the DEMO-net is concerned specifically with the
role of ICT in these processes. There are several definitions of eParticipation in
use. While they have different scope and foci there are no major conflicts among
them. One definition of eParticipation is following the above discussion,
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eParticipation refers to all ICT-supported democratic processes
except e-voting
This leaves already known processes like ICT-supported city planning,
consultations, e-petitioning, podcasting etc. as well as any other yet unknown ones
objects of study within the field. A more formal definition is
eParticipation refers to “ICT-supported participation in processes
involved in government and governance. Processes may concern
administration, service delivery, decision making and policy
making.”
This definition takes into account the development in the ICT field in general over
the past decades, which is also clearly reflected by the research done under the
umbrella of eParticipation (as will be seen in the student chapters included in this
book). Apart from the above-mentioned development in e-democracy there are
three important backgrounds: 1) the development in the Computer Supported
Cooperative Work (CSCW) and groupware, 2) development in eGovernment, and
3) different approaches between and within countries and regions.
One background is the development in the field of CSCW and groupware directed
towards collaborative environments to support human ICT-mediated interaction,
both work related and social. This was an experimental field in the 1980s but now
includes several kinds of applications used by most computer users. Skype is an
illustration of a limited groupware, including chatting, voice communication and
simple file sharing among a small group of people. LMS, Learning Management
Systems, are a more elaborated kind of system. LMS include several tools for
cooperation including email, discussion, file repositories, templates for teaching
and learning activities such as schedules, course templates and more. Many such
systems today find their way into administrative and decision making processes,
hence making them “e-participatory”. One example is that the US Patent Office
has started using Wikis for examining patent applications
The second background is the development in eGovernment towards increasingly
complex service delivery. Complex services require considerable interaction
including searching, selecting options based on multiple criteria, calculating
outcomes, notifications, inquiries, complaints, and many other activities. There
are several ICT tools for such tasks, ranging from FAQs to call center systems,
but there is a need to coordinate all these into user-friendly but powerful toolsets
for client-organization encounters. Because interaction in such contexts is
complex, and because goals have to be reached, the arenas where it takes place
becomes social arenas for ICT-supported participation. This is in fact a crucial
problem facing eGovernment, but it is hidden. It is hidden because developers –
governments – are still looking elsewhere for effects. It is a revolution because it
fundamentally changes citizen-government relations, roles and discourse.
Governments first looked for more technology to provide self-service systems,
later for back-office integration, and now for interoperability and Enterprise
architectures. Meanwhile, users got more data at their fingertips, more technical
tools and skills to manipulate that data. In that process, government self-service
has created lots of new electronic arenas where processes related to service,
information, lobbying, but also arguments and fights are carried out. This
Understanding eParticipation - Contemporary PhD eParticipation research in Europe
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interaction is one aspect of eParticipation. As governments withdraw from faceto-face services and refocus their staff on control functions, government faces a
trust crisis. Managing these arenas is a challenge in government-citizen
communication. Third, it is evident that different approaches to eParticipation are
evolving not only among countries in EU but also within countries. The research
projects included in this book reflect the variance with respect to the extent of
public services and traditions for citizen involvement in decisions related to the
type of services, financing, and the running of daily operations. In some countries
there are few governmental services for childcare, schools, and elder care. This
group of countries tends to rely more on private institutions. Other countries have
a large operation with almost exclusively publicly run childcare, schools, and
elderly care institutions. The larger government, the more people are concerned
with it and the greater government’s need to communicate with the citizens. One
fundamental problem, which becomes evident in the context of eParticipation, is
that no considerations are made regarding the possible shifts in the balance
between activities related to administrative issues and policy-making issues that
are caused by an increase in interaction from eParticipation activities. In its
simplest form, involvement occurs in an input-output style where policy processes
take place in a vacuum controlled by policy makers. Citizens provide input to a
formal decision making process. Politicians make the decisions and the executive
body is implementing the decisions (Easton 1965). eParticipation can also be
viewed as an instrument applied by managers and politicians (and stakeholders)
with objective to facilitate more contact points, increase the exchange of data,
facilitate more frequent contact, etc. in order to legitimise decision already made.
Finally, eParticipation can be viewed as an indicator of a governance challenge
rather than a means to an end. According to this view, eParticipation is a
phenomenon and part of an overall transformation of the public sector to “getting
it right” rather than just doing it. According to this view, having a large number of
web page visitors who are active in communication, etc. is according to this view
less important. More important is the governance processes and whether society
overall are benefiting. (Andersen et al. 2007).
In this section we have briefly discussed the motivation for, and the scope of, the
field of eParticipation. Next we will provide a framework for analysing
eParticipation research.

3 Five eParticipation research forms
In this section we discuss the nature of research into eParticipation and identify
five different eParticipation research forms: regulative, critical, reformist,
normative, and partisan. The discussion is rooted in a study of eParticipation
research literature published as Sæbø Ø et al. (forthcoming).
The five forms of research are derived from a matrix which has two axes. The first
axis represents the purpose of the eParticipation research; that is the expectation
the researcher has of what the new knowledge he or she generates will be used
for. Will it be used primarily for understanding eParticipation phenomena
(descriptive research) or will it primarily be used to improve the practice of
eParticipation (instrumental research)? The second axis represents the object of
study – distinguishing those eParticipation initiatives which are set in motion by
government institutions (thus, in the European context, ultimately sponsored by
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elected politicians) from those which arise spontaneously from citizen groups,
voluntary organizations or other stakeholders with an interest in shaping the
development of their environment.
If we formulate the components of the first axis (the researcher’s purpose) more
precisely, we can say that descriptive research involves examining eParticipation
phenomena with a view to explaining them. These explanations can be limited to
a single case situation, or a small geographical area, or a particular group of
citizens or technology. They can also describe eParticipation at a national or
European level. However the eventual objective for these kinds of explanations is
the generation of descriptive theory – generalisable explanations of eParticipation
phenomena which are transferable from situation to situation. One important kind
of descriptive theory is causal theory, which describes causal relationships
between different variables – enabling prediction of certain outcomes under
particular conditions. Many descriptions exist already in the eParticipation
literature, for instance in case studies of eParticipation initiatives, in surveys of
citizen participation on the net and in descriptions of national readiness. Sæbø,
Rose et al. (forthcoming) identify several important areas of descriptive
knowledge that eParticipation researchers need to improve, including:
•
•
•
•

“knowledge of citizens as eParticipation actors, particularly a more
detailed understanding of citizens’ eParticipation habits across
gender, nationality, social grouping and cultural background
understanding the roles of other eParticipation stakeholders,
including politicians, government institutions (as sponsors of
eParticipation initiatives), businesses and software vendors
understanding the role of eParticipation in the political decision
making process, and
learning from spontaneous political participation activity on the net
(i.e. that which is not sponsored by government)”

Instrumental eParticipation research, in contrast, involves:
“determining the tools and methods which are appropriate for
pursuing these goals. Here researchers have the task of
understanding the different contexts of eParticipation, and
developing better frameworks, procedures, methods and software
tools for varying contexts and objectives. This research has the
objective of improving the practice of eParticipation” (Sæbø et al.
forthcoming)
Where descriptive research is primarily about understanding phenomena,
instrumental research is focused on improving practice. Action researchers, for
instance, take part in eParticipation projects with the objective of helping them
achieve better results, design science researchers may help with the design of
eParticipation systems. Both these activities are somewhat dependent upon a good
understanding of eParticipation phenomena, achieved through descriptive
research. Many European projects (like Demo-net) have the primary instrumental
task of contributing to the development of European societies, with the generation
of new knowledge as an important contribution towards this primary goal.
Understanding eParticipation - Contemporary PhD eParticipation research in Europe
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Instrumental research tasks include the development and testing of eParticipation
tools, methods, technologies, policies and evaluation techniques, often in cooperation with practitioners.
A third kind of research purpose can be described as normative. Normative
research concerns reaching better understandings of the objectives and goals of
eParticipation initiatives. Ultimately these rest on two pillars:
1. The direction in which society should develop in relation to democratic
participation.
2. The role of technology in that development
As Sæbø Ø et al. point out
“the forms, structures and purposes of democratic participation
are much discussed in the literatures of political science and
political philosophy. However these understandings are partially
and inconsistently transferred to the eParticipation literature.
Without consistently and clearly articulated democratic objectives,
practitioners are left to initiate projects with the weak justification
that eParticipation is a necessary and worthy activity. The lack of
well considered objectives may contribute to a relatively poor
success rate, and certainly makes initiatives hard to evaluate”.
If the underlying purpose for conducting eParticipation is not discussed it remains
buried in poorly understood and articulated cultural norms – we think it is obvious
in which direction we should proceed, and we can to some extent agree on it (in as
much as we can even articulate it) because we have similar cultural backgrounds.
However, as the political science, democracy, social theory and critical theory
literatures make clear, these objectives are far from clear cut and far from agreed,
even within democratic societies. Should we move towards a more liberal
democracy, a consumer democracy, or a more direct from of democracy? What
are the different roles of participation in these societal forms? Should elected
politician transfer some of their decision making authority to citizens? Should
government institutions invest more resource in eParticipation initiatives, or
should we focus on enabling spontaneous social movements? Which technologies
should be developed to support which participation forms? All these questions are
essentially normative, and though they stem from understandings generated by
descriptive research, they require a philosophical framework to begin to answer.
Of course civil society will eventually make these decisions, not researchers – but
hopefully well informed by research. Instrumental research always takes some
normative ideal as its starting point (though it seldom articulates it). Instrumental
research starts to be normative where it produces standards – theoretically and
empirically justified good practice which can be transferred from one situation to
another.
If we consider the second axis (concerning the object of research study) we can
observe two different kinds of research objects. In the existing literature many
researchers focus on government-driven eParticipation initiatives. Here the object
of study is a project or a policy which is (usually) sponsored by politicians and
implemented by government institutions. Of course many other actors may be
involved, such as software suppliers, researchers and citizen groups. However,
government remains the driving force and normally provides the funding. Most
Understanding eParticipation - Contemporary PhD eParticipation research in Europe
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research projects (including Demo-net) are sponsored and paid for by
governments, and have to meet objectives which suit the purposes of politicians
and administrators. Thus it is easy to develop the understanding (through reading
this literature) that eParticipation is the responsibility of government and is also
primarily enacted by government.
This understanding stands in rather sharp contrast to understandings developed
through the study of related literatures. In the fields of technology innovation and
technology and society, for instance, technology development and adoption is not
primarily regarded as government-driven (though of course governments have a
role to play). The wider interests of commerce and consumers (citizens) are also
primary drivers of technology change. In modern social theory such as Castells’
account of the network society (Castells 1996), governments are regarded as a
structure of society, where social movements made up of citizens and enabled by
network technologies (such as the Internet) provide the driving force for change.
According to this perspective, much of the technological support associated with
eParticipation (Internet, blogs, virtual communities, discussion forums, Wiki’s,
decision support, and podcasts) is developed in response to societal demand,
rather than promoted by governments. Furthermore inspection of the Internet (in
as far as this is possible) shows extremely widespread spontaneous political
activity. Citizen blogging is a dominating form of political expression in highly
developed European countries, far outstripping government-inspired political
discussion forums in scope, use and dimension. The Internet, mobile telephony
and computing provide important communication tools for activists and terrorists.
Hacking is likewise an effective (and frequently-used) means of political
expression, and most ePetitions are organized and run by committed individuals,
newspapers or pressure groups, not governments. Another perfectly legitimate
object of research study is therefore citizen-driven eParticipation. Here the focus
is on citizens’ demand for political expression and participation, rather than the
comparatively unimaginative services which governments supply. Widely-used
technologies are high jacked as political campaigning and influence tools, as
subversion instruments, and for the promotion of the alternative ideals of subcultures. If governments are to provide effective eParticipation services in the
future, then they will probably do it at the insistence of their citizens, using the
tools and technologies that citizens have decided are appropriate and effective.
To sum up the discussion so far: we supply two axes for analysis of eParticipation
research:
1. Research purpose axis: description, explanation and understanding of
eParticipation phenomena v. instrumental research intended to improve
eParticipation.
2. Research object axis: focus on eParticipation organized by government v.
eParticipation instigated by citizen stakeholders or stakeholder groups.
The axes are combined in Figure 1.
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research purpose:
descriptive

reformist

critical

research object:
government driven
eParticipation

citizen driven
eParticipation

normative

regulative

partisan

instrumental

Figure 1. Five forms of eParticipation research approaches

The matrix results in five different forms of research:
•
•

•

•

Normative research discusses and determines the individual and societal
goals of eParticipation – political, societal and democratic. It also
discusses technology trajectories in support of these objectives.
Regulative research aims to facilitate more effective political governance
through eParticipation without changing its underlying democratic or
political structure. Government sponsored eParticipation is by nature
conservative (it never sets out to undermine or radically change the
premises of governance), but seeks instead to optimize existing
governance forms – regulation. Instrumental researchers helping these
initiatives also necessarily buy into existing norms – their work is devoting
to helping governments with their regulative initiatives.
Critical research describes government-driven eParticipation initiatives
with a view to analyzing or evaluating them. Because researchers are
doing this kind of research are not so actively involved in shaping these
initiatives, they are freer to adopt a critical stance. This research tends to
be critical in the sense that it does not necessarily share the premises that
governments adopt when they seek to regulate through eParticipation. It
also tends to be critical in the sense that researchers adopt somewhat
emancipatory theoretical frames of reference, where the underlying
motivation is the advancement of the common good. This is, of course, not
necessarily the same as the advancement of government agendas.
Reformist research describes the shape and evolution of technology-driven
political participation processes in society. Here governance is not the
focus of attention, but seen as a manifestation of societal evolution.
Technology trajectories are studied, as well as the development of
democratic forms and the evolving shape of citizen participation (for
instance in studies of political use of the Internet). Micro phenomena are
also studied: for instance activism through the net, or the activities of
Understanding eParticipation - Contemporary PhD eParticipation research in Europe
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•

citizen pressure groups. This form of research is reformist because it
follows the activities of citizens who wish, through legitimate or less
legitimate political participation, to improve their own circumstances, or
societies.
Partisan research aims to facilitate eParticipation as a means for evolving
a different political or democratic structure, or for imposing citizen goals
on the existing political hierarchy. This form of research is rare, because
the researcher has to ally themselves with a non-mainstream social
movement, even though they are very often employed and funded by
conservative institutions (universities), and their research programs are
financed by politically allocated research funds.

4 eParticipation research forms: the book chapters
Next we turn to consideration of the work of the young researchers who contribute
to this book. How are the five eParticipation forms represented in the thirteen
contributions, how to the researchers adapt the forms to their own purposes, and
what overall conclusions can we draw?
With regard to the research purpose, there are examples of both descriptive and
instrumental research, and a fair degree of overlap. There is widespread interest in
understanding deliberation tools in their social contexts. Lehtonen describes the
web portal project at Manse Square in Finland (using conventional case study
methods) to understand the social effects of the project: community interaction,
social networks, civic competence. Wojcik uses interviews and text analysis to
examine the operation of French political discussion forums. Winkler’s focus is
on assessment of online debates, taking the European Union’s own debate site as a
starting point. Another preoccupation is with understanding the state of the nation
– eParticipation in a national context. Medaglia introduces a descriptive model for
assessing the degree of eParticipation adoption at a national level, based on website analysis. Ziba offers a descriptive analysis of a nation state – Malawi, where
the development condition of the country leads to other barriers to eParticipation
than those encountered in richer European countries. A third area of interest is
with the (potential) influence of the Internet upon participation. Turnšek studies
the potential of the Internet for engaging young people in political participation,
providing the foundation for a long term ethnographical observation of young
people’s web sites. Brundin uses a quantitative survey approach to study NGO’s
(representing social movements) on the net, particularly the use of the various web
tools available to them, and their perceptions of the role of the Internet in their
work.
Some of these contributions are purely descriptive, but sound understanding is the
basis for effective action, and there is some overlap with instrumental
contributions. A good example of this is Ekelin, who uses a descriptive method
(ethnography) to examine a Swedish project in participation in local spatial
planning and analyses prototype tests. The result is primarily a descriptive
analysis of what happened in the consultation period; but it’s clear that the longer
term intention of her work is also partly instrumental – to help develop the
consultation exercises she is engaged in.
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Amongst instrumental contributions (those designed to help improve practice), the
focus is primarily on technology solutions. At a conceptual level, Zielinski
addresses an important aspect of eParticipation, privacy protection, and proposes
the development of a model (ANOPI) for supporting the anonymisation of
citizens’ personal data. Krimmer’s focus is on process modelling in the eVoting
context, which is considered a tool for ‘understanding, development and
implementation of eParticipation instruments’. Rios describes an experiment with
a web-based decision support system designed to underpin participatory
budgeting – part of the further development of the tool. Löfstedt studies (instead)
the technology development process: how concepts from Social Systems Design
can be instrumental in involving users in improving public services. She uses
seminars with users in an action case method. The work can eventually be used to
help design better eParticipation technology systems. Only Roeder is more
concerned with a human competence: online moderation. She takes action
research cases in online moderation as her starting point, and develops guidelines
for planning and process design in spatial planning consultations.
As regards the object of the research (government-driven or citizen-driven):
Manse Square (Lehtonen) is financed and maintained by public money (though
with wide citizen involvement), as are the French electronic forums (Wojcik) and
Your Voice in Europe (Winkler). The eServices that Löfstedt contributes to are
government-owned, as are the spatial planning services reported in Ekelin, the
public budgeting process (Rios), and the government web sites that Medaglia
studies. Elections (Krimmer) are planned and conducted by governments. An
online moderator (Roeder) in a government-led consultation is normally a public
official (though Roeder’s work has a general application across all forms of
electronic deliberation).
However, two contributions focus on citizen-driven participation. Turnšek focuses
on young people, looking at the political presence of young people in the web
spaces that they themselves choose to frequent. Brundin studies the citizen-driven
eParticipation of NGO’s, where NGO’s represent the leading edge of social
movements.
Summing up the analysis thus far we can note that the chapters in this book are
relatively evenly distributed in relation to descriptive and instrumental research
(though slightly weighted in favour of description), but focus heavily on
government-driven eParticipation.
Next we turn to the five forms of eParticipation research delineated in Figure 1
(regulative, critical, reformist, normative, and partisan). Two forms predominate:
regulative and critical. Regulative research is instrumental and government-driven
– seeking to improve participation through better regulation of the relationship
between government and citizens. This improvement is assumed, by these young
researchers, to be rooted in technology. Budget negotiations can be facilitated
technologically (Rios), privacy protected (Zielinksi), elections facilitated
(Krimmer). Users can also be involved in the design of their own eServices
(Löfstedt). Roeder, however, focuses on the human role of the online moderator.
However this type of regulative research hardly ever investigates critically the role
and development of eParticipation. Participation is a generalized virtue,
technology is the way to achieve more of it, and the job of the regulative
researcher is to help society to achieve these goals.
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The role of the critical eParticipation researcher is to describe, analyze, and
understand the efforts that governments make to promote eParticipation. This may
concern eParticipation readiness in a national context (Medaglia, Ziba), or
deliberative or consultative practice on the net (Lehtonen, Wojcik, Ekelin,
Winkler). However critical eParticipation research does not necessarily involve
the acceptance of a government agenda, or simplistic precepts about the practice
(or reasons behind) eParticipation experiences. Wojcik demonstrates this rather
well. For her, the nature of eParticipation is disputed, and its implementations
imperfect and problematic. The forums she studies are characterized by conflict
and domination. Deliberation is not equal, and deliberation quality is sometimes
low. Here eParticipation is far from being taken for granted, or a generalized
good. These observations are very necessary – but she offers no suggestions for
how things could be better. This is the job of an instrumental researcher, who can
improve their work through these critical understandings.
There are two examples of reformist research in our collection. In reformist
research the object of research is citizen-driven eParticipation, where the citizens
are (in our case) young people (Turnšek) and NGO’s representing social
movements Brundin. Their research projects help us to understand a different
phenomenon: one which stands in opposition to the status quo. Here
eParticipation is not really about what government can (or is prepared) to do for
its citizens, but more what citizens are prepared to engage in, or to demand.
NGO’s can also use the net to mobilize support for their causes, in order to get
governments to change their policies. Young people can engage in deliberation in
their own (provocative) ways, on the sites that they enjoy, without having them
provided by a government department. Turnšek shows the passion of a reformist
researcher when she argues for a different understanding of the participation of
the young, of their use of the Internet, and (ultimately) their role in society.
Things, according to a reformist, should be different.
There was little evidence of normative research in this collection, though Ziba
argues for a particular relationship between society and technology (the
domestication pattern) in his chapter. However most of this type of research has
previously focused on discussion of the trajectory of democracy; this research is
referred to by our contributors (e.g. Wojcik) rather than added to. There were no
examples of partisan research.
What, then, have we learnt about trends in eParticipation research amongst our
young Demo-net researchers? eParticipation is a government-driven phenomenon
and largely technology-oriented. Neither of these propositions is necessarily true,
but they reflect the focus of the research here. Demo-net, as an EU project, is also
government-driven and practice oriented, so it possibly attracts some kinds of
researchers more than others. Understanding and improvement of eParticipation
practice are considered equally important. This reflects a circular relationship:
understanding is the basis of practice improvement, and practice is the focus of
understanding. Citizen initiatives are considered relatively unimportant. This is
possibly naïve; studies show that eParticipation initiatives are hard for
governments to prioritize (Chadwick 2003), and that spontaneous political activity
on the net is widespread. Governments can be interested in token participation or
try to control or to suppress it. It’s possible that citizens’ net deliberation has more
influence that commonly supposed, and that eParticipation will be driven more by
citizen expectation, than by government initiative. Normative research is
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uncommon or unpopular. Perhaps this is more the province of experienced
researchers or maybe eParticipation is simply considered a more practical,
operational type of field, where the more speculative considerations are left to
eDemocracy researchers. Nobody contributed with partisan research. This is not
surprising. To stand up and actively work for a radically different social order is a
demanding and possibly dangerous; our researchers are wise to avoid it.
This analysis demonstrates a form of consensus in eParticipation research around
regulative and critical research. Consensus is a good sign in a young field; it
shows the beginnings of the emergence of ground rules. However, where there is
consensus, there should also be challenges to that consensus: when we understand
where the consensus lies, we should also work to develop the challenges.

5 The relation of the chapters to the eParticipation
domain
In the previous sections, we have categorized the papers in this book with
respective to the research approach, we will in this section categorize the papers
whether they address development, implementation or use of eParticipation.
Recalling the focus of DEMO-net is on technology’s role in part of participation,
it is essential to see eParticipation through the lenses of information systems. In
this perspective, DEMO-net complements other initiatives in EU such as the eTen
eParticipate initiative. The papers indeed take onboard theories, models, and
empirical approaches from non-technical disciplines but they also share a focus on
the development, implementing or use of eParticipation. Although the borderlines
between the three categories not clear-cut Figure 2. illustrates how the different
chapters relate to the three categories.

Local elections
(Wojcik)
Local government
(Medaglia)

Spatial planning
(Ekelin; Roeder)
ta

EU (Winkler)

e

en
em
l
p
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us

Budget elaboration
(Rios)

Third World (Ziba)
n
tio

NGO (Brudin)
E-participation

Transformation process
(Krimmer)

Civil society (Turnšek )
development

Communities of practice
(Lehtonen)

Safety & Privacy
(Zielinski)
User-centred
(Löfstedt)

Figure 2. Development, Implementation, and Use of eParticipation: Categorization of the PhD
papers
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Within the development of eParticipation of technologies, we have four
contributions in this book addressing communities of practice (Lehtonen in
Chapter 1), User-centred development (Löfstedt in Chapter 2), and safety &
privacy issues (and Zielinski in Chapter 3).
Lehtonen explores in Chapter 1 (“Citizens’ web as a public space. Developing
community practices in the framework of eParticipation” the potential of
community media as a channel for eParticipation and to discuss social aspects of
local participation. It introduces a project aimed at creating citizen-oriented web
publicness in Finland. The chapter provides information on how citizens in the
City of Tampere in Finland use the Internet to participate and what social effects
emerge in web-mediated participation suggesting that the Internet’s potential is
utilised more often for communication within local communities than for political
participation. Although, eParticipation is often claimed to be an important factor
when developing civic competences, but, in the case of Manse Square, the Internet
did not engender any greater sense of solidarity in local communities.
Löfstedt explores in Chapter 2 (“User-Centred Design and Development of Local
Public e-Services”) users’ ability to take an active part in the development of local
Public e-Services. The findings from the study indicate that there is potential to
involve users, and that a “user-designer” approach is feasible and worthwhile. To
harvest this potential, the author propose that efforts must be made to increase the
awareness, motivation, and interest of users so that they become involved in the
development of local public e-Services.
In Chapter 3 (“Privacy protection in eParticipation: Guiding the anonymisation of
microdata”) by Zielinski, the balance between privacy and information utility
when anonymising microdata for different uses is addressed. The author develops
a model aimed at significantly improving the process of anonymising microdata
with respect to resulting levels of privacy and information utility. This paper is at
the border line between development and use since it on the one hand is targeted
to improve development, on the other hand is conceptual rather than technical in
itself.
Within the field of implementation of eParticipation, we have four contributions:
Spatial planning (Ekelin in Chapter 4 and Roeder in Chapter 5), budget
elaboration (Rios in Chapter 6), and transformation processes (Krimmer in
Chapter 7).
In Ekelin’s Chapter 4 (“Situating eParticipation“) the author applies ethnographic
participatory observations and interviews conducted within an R&D project
within spatial planning in a Swedish municipality. The chapter argues that certain
user-values and power relations becomes technologically embedded during a
process of customisation of a consultation tool, intended for online participation.
Roeder develops in chapter 5 (“Online-Moderation in eParticipation - Sociotechnical dynamics in multi polar communication”) practical guidelines for
online-moderation in spatial planning processes. Arguing that process, media and
moderation consittute a dynamic socio-technical system, the chapter provide
suggestions for an integrated concept of online-moderation in eParticipation.
Rios explores in Chapter 6 (“Supporting participatory budget elaboration through
the web”) participatory budgets where government is involving citizens in the
allocation of part of the municipal budget. Most participatory budget experiences
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have been based on physical meetings and voting by hands, with little ICT or
analytical decision support involved. In the paper, Rios describe the outcome of
an experiment using a web-based Group Decision Support Systems (GDSS) using
decision analysis and negotiation analysis in involvement of citizens in budget
allocation.
Krimmer presents in Chapter 7 (“Case Study-Based Development of an
eParticipation Process Model”) a holistic eParticipation process model. The model
derives from multiple case studies within the field of e-elections. The aim of the
chapter is to support application understanding, development, and implementation
of eParticipation instruments that will ultimately lead to larger participation in
democratic processes.
Within the use of eParticipation, there are five contributions in the book with
different spatial foci: local government (Medaglia in Chapter 8 and Wojcik in
Chapter 9), the Third World (Ziba in Chapter 10), the EU (Winkler in Chapter
11), civil society (Turnšek in Chapter 12) and NGO (Brundin in Chapter 13).
Linking adoption of eParticipation and institutional explanatory factors in local
government, Medaglia proposes in chapter 8 (“The Diffusion of eParticipation in
English and Italian Local Government”) an interpretative model for explaining
different types of eParticipation adoption in local authorities’ websites, focusing
on the role of the characteristics of local governments. The proposed framework
incorporates demographic, political and socio-economic issues to be investigated
in a study of UK and Italian local government.
Wojcik explores in Chapter 9 (“How Does eDeliberation work? A Study of
French Local Electronic Forums”) deliberation in electronic discussion forums in
local French authorities. Based on an analysis of forums messages and interviews
with representatives and technicians, the study propose that eParticipation could
lead to remodeling of cultural and social hierarchies which usually hinder citizens’
expression.
Turning to eParticipation in the Least-Developed countries, Ziba explores in
Chapter 10 (“Technology Choices and ‘Literacies’ for eParticipation in Malawi”),
technological choice processes related to eParticipation initiatives and their
consequences. Ziba argues that eParticipation initiatives should be conceptualised
from a socio-technical viewpoint and that such a perspective would enable
stakeholders to anticipate, explain, evaluate and understand various experiences
and consequences related to eParticipation projects.
Looking to the EU, Winkler proposes in Chapter 11 (“Online Deliberation:
Towards a research framework for assessment of online debates”) a research
framework for the assessment of online debates in the context of the EU’s
eParticipation platform Your Voice in Europe. Providing a framework for the
evaluation of political online debates in terms of interactive and rational
communication among participants, Winkler draws on the theory of deliberative
democracy in order to assess the democratic quality of EU online debates. Also,
the framework is developed based on experiences from other online talk boards.
Turnšek explores in Chapter 12 (“The Digital Youth Revolt?” Young People and
eParticipation“) the Internet’s potential as a mobilizing tool for civic engagement
and empowerment of the “digital generation” (aged 15–25). The author argues
that young people do show political and civic interest, but they do it in new and
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different ways, especially with the help of new communication technologies.
Thus, it becomes critical to understand how young people actually participate with
the help of new communication technologies and whether the online content
provides them with information and opportunities for empowerment.
Brundin explores in Chapter 13 (“NGO perceptions of the Internet as a political
space”) social movements and the Internet. Introducing empirical data from a
quantitative, comparative study on NGOs in the USA and in Sweden, the study
indicates that size and age of the organisations are important to explain their levels
of Internet activity. Also, Brundin suggests that national political contexts in
which the NGO act seem to play an important role for how the Internet is being
used as a political tool and space.
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Abstract. The purpose of this chapter is to shed light on the potential of
community media as a channel for eParticipation and to discuss social
aspects of local participation. It introduces a project aimed at creating
citizen-oriented web publicness1 in Finland. The local web portal Manse
Square is maintained by residents in the city of Tampere. The research
employs a case study approach to discuss how eParticipation practices
could be initiated. Research data was gathered using quantitative and
qualitative methods: a statistical survey and theme interviews. The
theoretical framework includes studies on citizenship, new media and social
capital. The chapter provides information on how citizens use the Internet to
participate and what social effects emerge in web-mediated participation.
The Internet’s potential is utilised more often for communication within local
communities than for political participation. Participation is claimed to be an
important factor when developing civic competences, but, in the case of
Manse Square, the Internet did not engender any greater sense of solidarity
in local communities. Future research could focus more on the Internet use
and participation of different cultural groups (such as ethnic minorities) and
ask how online participation could serve these groups. The chapter
contributes an account of a bottom-up initiative for eParticipation developers
and experts. It also contributes to the academic discussion on democratic
practices.
Keywords: eParticipation, Internet, community communication, social capital, civic
competences

1

With the notion of citizen-oriented web publicness I refer to the citizen activism that is connected
to public discussion. Citizens as publics are valued as active and critical actors when compared to
citizens as audiences who are often positioned as passive recipients (e.g. Livingstone ed., 2005).
For instance Seija Ridell (2001, p. 57) defines the notion of publicness “as a collective process of
interaction in which the actors engage in public dialogue on locally important, often disputed
issues and try to find a solution among as many different parties as possible”
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1 Introduction
Changes in contemporary society have stimulated discussion about the democratic
practices and communication between the political elite and the general public. It
has been suggested that behind this development lies the political elite’s
motivation to improve direct communication channels with the public, in order to
prevent the media from taking the role as (occasionally misleading) mediator of
this communication (Nieminen 2007, pp. 176).
Since representative democracy is considered to be in crisis and people’s interest
in party politics has decreased (e.g. Blumler & Gurevitch 1995, pp. 1–5), more
transparent and participatory decision-making processes should be developed
(Tuzzi et al. 2007, pp. 31–34). The development of new information and
communication technology (ICT) offers possibilities for changes within
citizenship and democracy. ICT is proposed as one potential way to revitalise
democratic practices, although this view is also considered controversial (Harrison
et al. 2002, pp. 250). Hopes are pinned on the interactivity of the Internet and
further, on the promise of improvement in information delivery (e.g. Hacker &
van Dijk 2000; Dahlgren 2001; Day & Schuler 2004).
ICTs have already affected a transformation in the role of the audience which
challenges journalists: citizens are taking the role that was once the prerogative of
news media (Gillmor 2004). The Internet has enabled ordinary people to become
active producers of information (Gillmor 2004; Coleman 2001). Social media
applications such as web logs, chat rooms and wikis have recently achieved an
important position in mediating global news alongside mainstream media.
According to Brian McNair (2003, pp. 549–551), these technological innovations
may necessitate changes that can be referred to as “cultural chaos”. He argues that
unpredictability and instability now substitute control and order in our information
environment.
This chapter provides an insight into the changing environment of democratic
practice and eParticipation obtained through a case study from Finland. A local
web-mediated citizen participation case is introduced to illustrate how
eParticipation practices could be initiated. I will consider 1) the ways in which the
Internet is used to support civic action and 2) what social effects web-mediated
participation might have on local communities and citizen groups.
The case is the web portal Manse Square that acts as a virtual meeting place for
local people – a forum for public participation and discussion. Manse Square is
maintained by residents of the city of Tampere, with the support of the city
administration. Its content is produced by local communities and citizen groups.
The web portal currently consists of two independent but closely interrelated
sections: 1) local neighbourhoods’ and communities’ own web sites called the
Manse Communities section and 2) the citizens’ web magazine Manse Media. The
portal was redesigned in November 2006 when the previously active but recently
dormant third section Manse Forum was closed. Manse Forum concentrated on
dialogue between residents and decision-makers. In this chapter I focus on all
three sections because they made up Manse Square during the period 1998–2006.
I analyse communication practices in local residential districts and use studies of
social capital, citizenship and new media to interpret the findings. I briefly present
discussions of citizen action and new media as well as the notion of social capital.
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Then I describe the case, research methods and report some preliminary results. In
conclusion I sum up the findings and reflect on them through comparison with
earlier studies.

2 New media and community communication
Nicholas Jankowski (2002, p. 34) have categorised three types of illustrations of
community and media: small-scale electronic media, community information
networks and public discussions via electronic networks. Community information
networks and digital cities usually represent physically based virtual communities
such as the Seattle community network or Netville’s wired suburb in Toronto. In
the public discussion dimension the emphasis is on discussing social, political and
cultural topics on the Internet, for instance in newsgroups and discussion sites.
(Jankowski 2002, pp. 41– 43.)
Hollander et al. (2002, p. 23) describe community communication as small-scale
forms of public communication that often happen within a neighbourhood, a
village or suburb. For local communities, the objective of public and community
communication is usually strongly related to the chance to achieve more
publicness for neighbourhoods. This is the same for both geographical
communities and communities of interest (Hollander et al. 2002, pp. 23).
In Finland, projects that have promoted citizen participation on the Internet have
been implemented by various actors, from academics and administrations to
grassroots organisations. These projects have differed in their objectives. The
objectives can be divided into three categories: 1) advancing web services and
access to the Internet for citizens, 2) encouraging the development of local
communities and areas and 3) enhancing citizen participation and public
discussion on the Net (Sirkkunen 2004).
Tuzzi et al. (2007, pp. 33-34) categorise the term eDemocracy into three levels,
based on the degrees of citizen engagement. First, the information level
emphasises people’s access to relevant information, for instance through websites
and search engines. Second, the consultant level contains more interaction, as
governments and citizens can use online-forums or web-based platforms to
publicly discuss issues of decision-making. The third level is active participation
that emphasises public participation in policy-making processes.
A common feature in community network projects that have experimented with
ICT has been the active role of citizens. In these experiences, people have been
regarded as active individuals or groups that act in social and public settings (cf.
van Lieshout 2001; Dahlberg 2001; Schuler 1996). This chapter shares this view
of civic participation as collaborative process in which local people together
aspire towards common aims. The aims may relate to living environment or
general topics such as welfare, support for the elderly, city maintenance or urban
planning.
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3 Social capital in collective action
The notion of social capital has attracted much attention from researchers (Putnam
1993; Coleman 1988; Granovetter 1985; Lin 2001). It refers to social networks
and relations among individuals, and to common norms, rules, trust and
reciprocity which have effects on social networks. Social capital can develop in
communities where communal action is produced through co-operation (e.g.
Putnam 1993).
Two separate approaches to the notion of social capital can be identified. Robert
Putnam describes social capital more as resource for the community, whereas the
other approach (based on the work of Pierre Bourdieu) addresses social capital as
an individual’s asset (Siisiäinen 2003). In this chapter I understand social capital
more from the collective view. It has to be noted, however, that Putnam’s research
has faced criticism, for instance, concerning the influence of communication
media in civil society (e.g. Lin 2001, pp. 210–11).
Active participation in society and public discussion are typically associated with
features of citizenship (Putnam 1993, pp. 87–91). Putnam emphasises the role of
horizontal social networks such as civic organisations in building a coherent and
functioning society. Horizontal networks occur in communities such as
neighbourhood associations or sport associations, where people help, honour and
trust each other. Horizontal networks enable the formation of new ties between
separate groups. In this sense, local associations are examples of groups in which
social capital could be high. For Putnam vertical networks possess features of
hierarchy, which is not conducive to equality or trust. (Putnam 1993)
James Coleman (1988, pp. 100–101) points out that, along with physical and
human capital, social capital can also enable action that can be productive.
Carmen Sirianni and Lewis Friedland connect social capital to civic innovation:
“Civic innovation mobilizes social capital in ways that promote broad democratic norms,
enhance responsible and inclusive citizenship, and build the civic capacities of communities
and institutions to solve problems through the public work of citizens themselves, often in
collaboration with various market, state and professional actors and through policy designs
that foster self government.”(Carmen Sirianni & Lewis Friedland 2001, p. 13)

Sirianni and Friedland (2001, p. 20) understand civic innovation as social
learning. If citizens’ innovativeness is considered as a long-term learning process
it is possible to analyse the actions of citizens, experts and community organisers.
This offers a perspective that considers changing contexts and offers an
opportunity to investigate how they influence actors’ choices and decisions.
Social capital can be a resource for civic engagement as it clearly relates to
community communication practices. The real life indicators of social capital such
as interpersonal trust, social norms and practices can also be seen in online
community networks (cf. Jankowski et al. 2001).
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4 Case description: local residents creating public
space
4.1 The web portal of Manse Square
The local web platform Manse Square2 in the city of Tampere in Finland was
created to develop participatory tools and encourage active citizenship. The portal
was initiated and implemented in two research projects led by the Journalism
Research and Development Centre in the University of Tampere during the years
1998–2004. The projects’ aims concentrated on 1) the creation and maintenance
of a public space for multi-voiced citizen participation and communication, 2)
developing social innovations and communications technology, 3) enabling new
journalistic practices and 4) studying the processes of emerging web publicness
(Sirkkunen 2004; Heinonen et al. 2000).
Manse Square is called Mansetori in Finnish. The prefix “Manse” comes from the
saying that Tampere is the Manchester of Finland; hence Manse is a commonly
used nickname for the city. The comparison is appropriate, because both towns
are old industrial working class cities. The suffix “tori” means square in English.
With over 200,000 inhabitants, Tampere is the third biggest city in Finland.
Manse Square serves local citizen participation by offering a free forum for
different views on current issues, problems and interesting topics of discussion.
The funding of the web portal was connected to the research projects3. When the
projects ended in 2004, the Journalism Research and Development Centre
continued to maintain the portal with residents, with financial support from the
city. In November 2006 the responsibility for maintaining Manse Square was
transferred to the city. During the transfer some structural changes were made. A
new layout was designed and, as mentioned earlier, a third part of the portal
(Manse Forum) was closed due to the lack of volunteers to maintain it.

2

The new address is http://www.mansetori.fi. The old layout (used until November 2006) can be
found at http://mansetori.uta.fi/vanha_mansetori/mansetori.uta.fi/index.html
3
The projects were funded primarily by the Finnish Funding Agency for Technology and
Innovation. The projects collaborated among others with MIT Media Lab Europe.
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Figure 1. A view of the front page of Manse Square in January 2007.

The research projects embodied the approach of participatory action research, in
which researchers provided guidance and support to local communities and citizen
groups in both technical and practical issues (see Sirkkunen & Kotilainen 2004).
The researchers helped and taught local people web publishing, and encouraged
communal and participatory use of the Internet. Researchers thus faced situations
where they had to reflect and redirect the research process (e.g. Stringer 1999, p.
19). The approach emphasises the engagement of research subjects as participants
in the research process (Stringer 1999, p. 9).
The activity at Manse Square is based on the enthusiasm of volunteers, who are
responsible for web publishing. The City of Tampere offers free server space and
technical support for residential districts and cultural communities who publish
web sites in the portal. On the one hand, citizen orientation has been encouraged
by educating local citizens to become producers of information and to take
responsibility for maintaining the web sites. On the other hand, one of the main
aims has been political – aimed at initiating dialogue between city officials and
residents.
Before November 2006 Manse Square´s vast portal consisted of three independent
sub-sections, each having a specific emphasis. Manse Communities has
neighbourhood/community focus in the centre, Manse Forum represents the civic
action focus and Manse Media is oriented towards journalism.
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The Manse Square web portal
www.mansetori.fi

Manse
Communities

Manse Media

Manse Forum

- 33 neighbourhood
web sites (in
February 2007)
- Roma community’s
web site

- the citizens’ web
magazine
- local people as lay
reporters who write
stories

- the place for
dialogue between the
public and decisionmakers
- was closed in
November 2006

Figure 2. The sections of Manse Square.

At Manse Communities local neighbourhoods and cultural communities (such as
the Roma) maintain their sites. In February 2007, there were 33 published
neighbourhood sites under the Manse Square umbrella organisation4.

Figure 3. The front page of Järvensivu neighbourhood at Manse Communities (in February 2007)

At Manse Media neighbourhood reporters i.e. volunteer residents from
neighbourhoods produce local news. It represents an example of the civic
innovations (cf. Sirianni & Friedland 2001) that have emerged from Manse
Square; a citizens’ web magazine that aims at developing journalistic practices
that would give a clearer voice to local residents.

4

There are over 80 residential districts in Tampere.
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Sirianni and Friedland (2001, pp. 13–16) understand civic innovation broadly, for
instance as social learning. With the notion of civic innovation they refer to
various civic renewal movements that have emerged although democratic
processes have been in transformation. In their view civic innovation often
initiates from governmental or state supported action. In the case of Manse Square
the University’s projects can be regarded as the kind of organisational support
Sirianni and Friedland refer to.

Figure 4. A view of Manse Media, August 2006. The story’s headline “The farewell journey bus
service No. 5”.

Figure 5. A story about the renovation of an old windmill at Manse Media in November 2006.

The closed section of Manse Forum acted as an arena for public debate on current
and controversial issues. Moreover, Manse Forum distinguished itself as an
initiator of public discussion by organising encounters between citizens, civil
servants and elected officials.
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Figure 6. A view of Manse Forum in 2006.This site concentrated on a discussion on the demolition
of an old dye works in the city centre.

According to user statistics in January 2007 there were 47,312 visits to Manse
Square. In December 2006 the number was 36,709. These figures show an
increase; an average of 9,200 users visited Manse Square monthly in 2003,
compared to approximately 12,800 in 2004 (Kokkonen 2004).

4.2 Contents of the web portal
The extent of Manse Square makes it difficult to describe its content briefly.
Basically, it provides information to and from local neighbourhoods, such as
information about the area’s history, services, typical features, leisure facilities,
happenings, stories about local residents and current topics, for instance,
regarding city planning. At Manse Media people write stories about their living
environment and everyday lives, such as local news, happenings, events, disputes,
art exhibitions, sports, gardening, pets etc. The story types range from columns,
interviews and serials to descriptive stories and photo galleries.
Manse Forum was divided into four categories: articles, discussion board, civic
organisation sites and a Let’s participate! section. The articles and discussion
board served as places for public debate. The articles were published in thematic
sections such as housing, sustainable development, general welfare and urban
planning issues. Civic organisation pages and the Let’s participate! section offered
information about participation procedures, legislation, means of participation and
information about civic organisations and advice – for example how to establish a
civic organisation, how to write press releases, organise meetings or find local
assembly rooms (see Hokka et al. 2004). Around 60 civic organisations
introduced themselves on the site.
Seven citizen-oriented web genres were developed at Manse Forum. They can be
categorised as results of civic innovation or civic imagination that emerged during
the projects:
1) Questions to decision-makers: Engaging the silent power-holding parties
in public dialogue.
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2) Monitoring citizens’ initiatives: Monitoring and reporting on the handling
of citizen initiatives in the local government.
3) Monitoring citizens’ participation: People participating in the planning of
a city project posting progress reports.
4) Citizens’ evaluations: Citizens assessing their surroundings and planning
processes from their own individual perspectives.
5) Civic visualisations: A grassroots view of the city and an alternative way
to represent the city, challenging the bird’s-eye view used in urban
planning.
6) Citizens’ advice: Providing information on opportunities for citizen
participation and agency.
7) Arenas for public interaction: Decision-makers and residents meet to
discuss as equal partners.
(From Hokka et al. 2004, pp. 213–214, see also Ridell 2001, pp. 80-86.)
Postings at Manse Forum can be understood as citizen monitoring when citizens
question the views of decision-makers and the management of local processes
(Hokka et al. 2004; Ridell 2001). Citizens also implemented an electoral engine
on sustainable development which was connected to the municipal elections of
2000. The questions related to sustainable development were directed to electoral
candidates. This engine provides one example of the innovative use of ICT.
People acting at Manse Forum also participated in the development of an
initiative filing system that was constructed to challenge the dominant practices of
the city (Hokka et al. 2004, pp. 208–212).

5 Research Methods
The case in this chapter constitutes part of my doctoral dissertation so the analysis
is not yet completed. In the dissertation my approach is founded on actionoriented case study (see, Flyvbjerg 2006). However, I emphasise that this chapter
does not focus on the action-oriented approach, but on the findings of a research
project that utilised qualitative and quantitative methods.
I approached the question of the social effects of eParticipation from three angles,
based on studies of social capital (e.g. Putnam 1993). First, attention was paid to
interaction in communities consisting of practices of action, information sharing
and reciprocity. Second, social networks were examined; how relations are
formed and what role living environment has in networking. The third focus was
on the development of civic competences (see, Dahlgren & Olsson 2007
forthcoming), such as interaction and media skills.

5.1 Data collection: survey
In the Journalism Research and Development Centre research project “Civic
innovations and digital applications” I carried out a statistical survey during the
years 2003–2004. The survey was intended to clarify the use and the role of
Manse Square as a part of the local public sphere. The survey was also designed
to investigate what eParticipation tools are preferred. It focused on residents
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involved with activities of Manse Square. The involvement was categorised, for
instance, as participation in the maintenance of Manse Square or participation to
the meetings around Manse Square.
The deductive approach, based on earlier studies of social capital and civic action
(e.g. Putnam 1993; Jankowski et al. 2001), was used when formulating the survey
questions. The questionnaire included sections aiming to outline the various
indicators of social capital such as social networks, density and means of
interaction practices, societal activity and media use. The questions elicited, for
instance, participants’ traditional and new media use, computing skills, activity at
Manse Square, Manse Square’s role, the social effects of this activity both for the
respondent and his/her community as well as questions about democratic practices
and participation. The questionnaire also included a few open-ended qualitative
questions.
The survey was sent to 153 residents and 73 responded (response rate 48 %). The
sample of 153 respondents was gathered by approaching people who had recently
been involved in Manse Square. The sample can be divided into five respondent
groups depending on the level of involvement: 1) active individuals who maintain
web sites at Manse communities or Manse Forum, 2) lay reporters who publish
Manse Media, 3) Manse Square’s contact persons in local communities, 4)
participants of web publishing courses at Manse Square and 5) active people in
communities, for instance chairpersons of neighbourhood associations.
The number of responses (73) is representative of active individuals participating
in Manse Square because this group is relatively small. The survey data was
analysed with SPSS software. The small sample (73 respondents) imposed some
restrictions on the analysis so primarily cross tabulations, correlations and chisquare tests were used in data analysis.

5.2 Data collection: theme interviews
To consider some topics of the survey more thoroughly I conducted theme
interviews with participants at Manse Square. I wanted to get more in-depth
information about their participation experiences and compare them with the
survey results. I interviewed seven people who had participated in Manse
Square’s activities for at least one year and had lived in their current
neighbourhood for some time. The majority of the interviewees were middleaged, but younger and older people were also interviewed.
The interviews were held to locate the social context that exists in collective
action and influences the emergence of social capital (cf. Jankowski et al. 2001, p.
107). Focusing only on the survey would ignore these context-related issues in the
background. The interviews were analysed by identifying specific recurring
themes, for instance interaction, practices, competences, community
communication.
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6 Findings of the study
The preliminary findings are divided into three categories based on social effects:
1) interaction practices, 2) social networks and 3) civic competences.

6.1 Practices of interaction
At Manse Square, people independently publish content at their neighbourhood’s
or community’s web site or at Manse Media. According to the survey, 44 % of the
respondents update their sites monthly, 14 % weekly, 17 % seldom and 25 %
never. Every neighbourhood has its own Internet team, a group of volunteers who
are responsible for web publishing, generally a neighbourhood association. The
Internet groups from neighbourhoods together form a larger group representing
the whole Manse Square. This larger group used to meet monthly and its purpose
was to support the separate communal groups. Now, as the city of Tampere coordinates the action, new practices are still evolving.
Although independence in web publishing can be regarded as one of the strengths
of Manse Square, it may also be a reason why the majority of the people produce
content on the site infrequently. The method of free and independent action may
inadvertently signal that commitment is not expected. Yet commitment and
voluntariness form the foundation of this civic action and the group responsible is
required to promote the goals of individuals. One interviewee emphasises the
meaning of the co-operative forum like this:
“It is really important that people have a forum where there are other like-minded people or
people who disagree with you, then you can reflect on your own opinions.” (Female resident)

According to the interviews, the survey and earlier studies (e.g. Sirkkunen &
Kotilainen 2004; Heinonen et al. 2000), citizens consider neighbourhood sites at
Manse Communities as the most important part of Manse Square. 87 % of the
respondents in the survey replied that they visit their own neighbourhood web
sites. For comparison, only 34 % of the respondents visit the Roma community’s
web sites at Manse Communities and 68 % follow the discussion site at Manse
Forum. 56 % of the respondents recognise that Manse Square has brought more
publicness to their neighbourhood, whereas 15 % disagree and 29 % do not know.
The data implies that the neighbourhood web sites provide a channel for
information sharing and communication in local neighbourhoods, as the following
interview extract illustrates:
“You can write stories there and you can also send messages to people that hey, check this out.
So you can see what is going on there. Then there have also been responses to these
messages.” (Male resident)

Another interviewee whose neighbourhood does not have its own web site, but
who participates in the Manse Forum section, shares the community
communication aspect:
“There is a neighbourhood association that is quite active but it annoys me that they don’t
have any web sites. It would have been nice to know what is going on there and see, for
instance, minutes of meetings. Especially now there is lot of discussion about the traffic
arrangements in the area.” (Female resident)

Understanding eParticipation - Contemporary PhD eParticipation research in Europe

29

Pauliina Lehtonen

Besides its community communication purpose, Manse Square serves as an
alternative forum to mainstream media and to public (political) discussion in the
city. The interviews substantiated the finding that Manse Square creates a channel
for alternative and minority views that are usually neglected in the local media.
More often than not when journalists interview residents, they process the
statements afterwards, but at Manse Square ordinary people can produce content
on their own terms. See the following extracts:
“[When some issue is published at Manse Square] It gives more official status to this action
when it is noticed somewhere, because the news media are not interested in this kind of action.
It has been a tool where you have control over the issues that get publicness.” (Male resident)
“It is easier to respond, for instance if you think about contributions to the letters to the editor
section, it is easier to respond [on the Net] than to write an answer and send it to a newspaper.
It is quick and it is easy to say everything at the same time.” (Female resident)

In one of the earlier extracts the interviewee clearly points out that he does not
feel that the mainstream media present issues that are important for him.
Therefore, he considers the Internet a valuable channel to discuss issues in an
alternative way. Similar observations have occurred among studies on young
people’s media use (e.g. Dahlgren & Olsson 2007, forthcoming).
Although the citizens themselves publish content online, they have contradictory
views on public discussion on the Net. According to the survey results the citizens
do not consider interaction through the Internet to be as important as face-to-face
encounters. 24 % of the survey respondents said that they use personal
communication (i.e. talking to people weekly) in order to express their opinions. 8
% of the respondents use general Internet discussion boards weekly to express
opinions and 5 % write letters to the editor weekly. Only 3 % use the discussion
board of the City of Tampere weekly to express opinions.
What means are used to express opinions
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Internet discussion
25
boards in general

13

24

44

18
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8

36

50
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39
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37
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80%
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Figure 7. Means used by respondents to express their opinions, n=73.
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The lack of interest in discussing issues publicly online implies that people might
still find debating on the Internet a strange or awkward method of participation.
Expressing opinions in public is a thing that people ponder:
“I visit there [discussion board of Manse Square] but I have a very high threshold to […] start
to write myself and participate there. But I follow it and maybe at some point I shall have the
courage to say something there. “ (Female resident)

The silence of Manse Square’s general discussion board might also suggest that
people do not value online forums as places for rational debate. However, the
themes and topics offered for discussion in Manse Square’s Manse Forum section
may have been too vast and complex; social services, democracy and sustainable
development have been some of the themes (Hokka et al. 2004).
People are more sensitive to issues concerning their everyday lives and
environment. Judging by the messages sent to neighbourhoods’ discussion boards
at Manse Square, local people perceive neighbourhood web sites and discussion
boards as arenas for discussing minor matters such as selling things on an
electronic flea market, offering gardening help to neighbours, or having a
neighbourhood cash dispenser. The neighbourhood discussion boards at Manse
Communities have therefore been livelier than the general discussion board at
Manse Forum, where serious weighty topics are proposed.

6.2 Social networks in local action
One basic starting point at Manse Square was to increase contacts within local
civic organisations, neighbourhoods and other voluntary actors (Heinonen et al.
2000). For local communities, the Internet has appeared as a new channel for
getting to know and staying in touch with fellow-residents. 90 % of the survey
respondents had made new acquaintances through Manse Square’s action; 52 %
of these people got to know 1–5 new persons, 20 % 6–10 new people, 10 % 11–15
new persons and 9 % over 15 new people. 60 % of the new acquaintances live in
the same area as the respondent. These figures show that community
communication can serve as an initiator for new social ties.
According to the survey, people aged 25–55 were most likely to establish social
contacts in their communities, as 54 % of them got to know new people. Only 8 %
of the respondents under 25 had made new social contacts. This may suggest that
younger residents are not as connected to their living environment as older
residents. Younger people move more often, which hardly increases a sense of
loyalty to one’s living environment. Spatial identification or place-orientation
usually emerges when people identify themselves with their living environment
and feel a sense of community with fellow-residents. The sense of belonging does
not necessarily create social commitment, because the meaning of the living
environment depends on how people recognise their current situation in life.
(Sassi 2004, p. 37)
Strong ties that strengthen the sense of community are typical for residents who
have lived years in their neighbourhood (see, Granovetter 1985). 41 % of the
survey respondents have lived 5–15 years in their current neighbourhood. 21 %
have lived in their district for 15–25 years, 20 % under 5 years and 18 % over 25
years. This suggests that people who have long history in a specific area are more
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interested in taking part in neighbourhood activities. The nexus for active
residents at Manse Square is also their activity in neighbourhood associations. 53
% of the survey respondents are actively and 34 % occasionally involved in
associations, but 13 % are never involved at all.
The interviews and the survey show that the strength of neighbourhood web sites
has been in gathering different spatial actors together. 41 % of the survey
respondents agree that co-operation in neighborhoods has increased thanks to the
Manse Square project. 24 % disagree and 35 % do not know. However, the sense
of community has increased more through everyday collaborations (such as
producing material for the web together with fellow residents) than through the
mere existence of the neighbourhood Internet sites (e.g. Sassi 2004).
Social effects vary in different neighbourhoods; activity is really high in some
areas and lower in others. Activity in publishing websites does not directly
correlate with an increased sense of community, because some neighbourhoods
concentrate on organising real-life happenings and meetings instead of
maintaining the community’s web site. According to the interviews, there have
been difficulties in finding volunteers to publish the neighbourhood sites,
although people would actively participate in events and associations. Face-toface meetings with fellow residents at Manse Square serve as an important forum
for information sharing. This can enable coherent Internet teams at Manse Square,
but also means that no larger community communication develops.

6.3 Development of civic competences
For individuals, participation has brought better ICT skills and access to
computers. 59 % of the survey respondents observe diversified use of ICT and 46
% report increased use. Participation has also brought more opportunities to be
active:
“I think this is a good tool, previously I have written a lot to newspapers’ letters to the editor
sections but now I can do more, I have access to the Internet and nobody can stop me [for
publishing stories, opinions etc.].” (Female resident)

Although the participants have typically been active in neighbourhood
associations and civic organisations before, they now note expanded activity. The
interviews suggest that, once they participate in Manse Square, people’s interests
have widened. Some interviewees realise that they follow more current topics:
“I believe that [since participating to Manse Square] I now follow everything connecting to
housing and living more actively than before. I think that I have become much more active.”
(Female resident)

Some have even pro-actively monitored their environment in order to report it
publicly at Manse Square:
“I have sometimes thought that when I have borrowed the camera and then when I have had
the camera with me I have thought that something could happen now so I could be right there
and make a story of it.” (Female resident)

Although people now feel more self-confident when expressing their views
publicly, the Internet still rarely serves as the main channel for public argument.
Manse Square functions more as a channel for local communication and delivery
of information (e.g. Lehtonen 2005).
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Motives for participating in Manse Square include the possibility to 1) act on
behalf of one’s neighbourhood (89 % agree, 5 % disagree, 5 % do not know), 2) to
achieve publicness for one’s neighbourhood (86 % agree, 86 % disagree, 8 % do
not know) and 3) to publish web sites (83 % agree, 9 % disagree, 9 % do not
know). These findings suggest that the motives for participation relate to common
interests such as doing something together. In this respect communal effects
appear as improved communication practices, achieved publicness and social
networking.
However, no greater sense of community was achieved. The sense of solidarity
increased rather among those people who manage neighbourhood web sites than
in neighbourhoods at large. 28 % of the survey respondents think that the
community spirit has not improved, 44 % do not know and 28 % think it has
improved. According to the interviews, the sense of community has grown more
because of concrete actions taken by local actors and groups like neighbourhood
associations.

7 Preliminary conclusions
This chapter has offered a case study view of eParticipation. The emphasis has
been on the social effects of civic action that could strengthen social capital in
communities (cf. Putnam 1993; London 1997). The study suggests that
participation in Manse Square has supported local community communication.
Publishing communities use the Internet to communicate to their own district as
well as to other local districts. Moreover, there is also evidence of Manse Square’s
role as an alternative medium that aims to challenge the practices of traditional
media, by discussing issues that rarely achieve publicness.
Manse Square has succeeded in supporting social networking in communities and
citizen groups, although no greater sense of community can be reported. The core
groups in the communities that maintain the web sites are still rather small.
Relations between citizens at Manse Square can be described as horizontal ties,
which appear in environments of trust and independence and enable the formation
of new ties (cf. Putnam 1993). Referring to the development of social capital,
Manse Square’s social networks have promoted co-operation and enhanced the
creation of trust between group members. Manse Square encourages the weak ties
that Granovetter (1985) emphasises as important in enabling the enlargement of
social networks. Strong ties are typical for close friends and family, whereas weak
ties illustrate relations between new acquaintances (Granovetter 1985). Tuzzi et
al. (2007) stress that horizontal interactive flows characterize ICT’s and makes
active orientation of citizenship possible.
A long personal history creates commitment and a feeling of belonging to a
specific district through multiple social ties. People who have lived in the same
area for a long time are often most active in attempting to improve neighbourhood
conditions at Manse Square.
Manse Square also helped to develop better means of political participation. The
initiative filing system, the electoral engine for sustainable development or the
citizen-oriented web genres had a more political emphasis. These initiatives were
also innovative eParticipation in Finland at the time of their introduction.
Although the Manse Communities section especially might be labelled as a
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community communication without political interest, citizens do utilise the
possibilities of the Internet when there are current topics that need to be discussed.
In other words, important issues can be raised for public discussion in Manse
Square.
The Manse Square experiences raise questions of civic competences. By civic
competences I refer to capabilities that are often connected to active citizenship;
media literacy, interaction and communication capabilities, ICT skills (technical
skills, user skills), performative skills and the ability for self-reflection and
rational debate (cf. Dahlgren & Olsson 2007, forthcoming). The development of
participatory skills can lead to a media-critical attitude, in which finding the
courage for public participation and understanding media content support the
development of civic competence. I see participation as a learning process that
enhances the capabilities to take an active part in society, and that can
simultaneously strengthen social capital.

8 Discussion
Citizen-oriented web projects resemble earlier community radio and television
experiments (e.g. Jankowski & Prehn 2002; Rodriguez 2001). Manse Square was
created to encourage bottom-up initiatives in the information society. The digital
city of Amsterdam emerged in the same way, as a result of co-operation between
two social groups. Although these projects have features in common, such as
encouraging citizens as co-designers of participatory applications, the digital city
of Amsterdam was implemented with a clear connection to the private sector (cf.
van Lieshout 2001). Van Lieshout (2001) approaches the Amsterdam case as
social learning and analyses a mode of experimentation and a mode of control.
Traces of social learning are also evident at Manse Square, although no clear
distinction between the two modes of social learning can be substantiated. Manse
Square was an open social shaping process, but due to the research projects it had
certain aims and restrictions (such as not accepting commercials on the portal).
One aim in the Manse Square project was to activate local people and to
encourage them to step out the position of passive recipients. Some of the
participants have become more active and critical. People have also started to
utilise the Internet’s potential for political participation; neighbourhood web sites
offer them the means to raise important issues for public discussion.
Jankowski (2002, p. 35) points out that “new media are, to a large degree, socially
constructed phenomena”. He stresses that much of the newness of new media is
related to transformations in the ways in which citizens start to use media and how
they adopt media in everyday life. Similar observations can be made in the case of
Manse Square. People adjust new media to their lives both with the means and for
the purposes they feel comfortable with. Similar findings have been reported from
another eParticipation case (cf. Dahlberg 2001). The Minnesota eDemocracy
initiative also recognized the important linkage between everyday reality and use
of the Internet. It was observed in Minnesota that deliberative processes need to
be concentrated on the offline political problems that citizens face daily in their
localities. (cf. Dahlberg 2001)
With the Manse Square case I want to argue that participation should not be
situated in frames that are too narrow. It is worth noting that bottom-up initiatives

Understanding eParticipation - Contemporary PhD eParticipation research in Europe

33

34

Citizens’ web as a public space. Developing community practices…

should be considered equal to eParticipation methods developed on the
administrative level. Citizens’ knowledge, founded on everyday experience, is
rarely deemed as relevant as expert knowledge (Bäcklund et al. 2002). Citizens’
experiences are valuable when developing eParticipation tools in municipalities;
paying attention to how people use the Internet in communities could enable the
development of better functioning means of participation. Citizen-oriented web
sites could also reveal current disputes, or show the strengths of communication
practices that could inspire democratic practice.
Developing useful and functioning tools for eParticipation requires that the effects
of their use are followed and analysed, sometimes with a long-term perspective.
The main purposes of developing eParticipation should be to create opportunities
to enable participation for more people, to decrease the digital divide and to enable
participation with more deliberative means.
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Abstract. In this chapter, eParticipation concerns involving different users in
the design and development of local public e-Services, for the purpose of
(amongst other things) enhancing the potential for users to act in the social
arena and creating potential for users to e-Participate. The need for
increased user participation and involvement in the development process for
public e-Services has been emphasized in recent years, but there is a lack
of appropriate methods supporting the involvement of users. In the research
project presented in this chapter, concepts from Social Systems Design are
tested for their capacity to improve users’ ability to take an active part in the
development of local public e-Services. Results indicate that there is
potential to involve users, and that a “user-designer” approach is feasible
and worthwhile. However, efforts must be made to increase the awareness,
motivation, and interest of users so that they become involved in the
development of local public e-Services.
Keywords: Local Public e-Services, Service delivery, “User-Centred approach”,
eParticipation, Local e-Government, Public Information Systems
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1 Introduction
According to Grönlund (2006), e-Services comprise a social arena where citizens
interact based on need and, accordingly, citizens need to learn to interact in this
social arena – i.e. to e-Participate. Macintosh (2004) claims that eParticipation
means using information and communication technologies to involve citizens in
democratic decision-making, including policy-making. According to her,
eParticipation has mainly concerned participation in democratic processes through
developed and implemented systems. In this chapter, the concept of eParticipation
is expanded to comprise e-Service delivery, and user involvement in design and
development of public e-Services. Thus, in this research project, eParticipation is
about involving different users in the design and development of local public eServices to, amongst other things, enhance potential to act in the social arena and
to create potential for the users to e-Participate. Furthermore, this conception of eServices at the local level in Sweden also includes services concerning eDemocracy and eParticipation.
In recent years, there has been great progress in the development of eGovernment, and today public e-Services are provided through a number of
organisational entities at different levels. From the beginning, the development of
public e-Services was mainly guided by supply-side factors – i.e. the focus was on
governments and their requirements for development (Gareis 2004). However,
recently there has been increasing interest in demand-side factors. The need for
greater user participation and involvement in the development process has been
emphasised in several reports in recent years (e.g Makolm 2006; Brown &
Schelin 2005; Pearce 2003; OECD 2000). This citizen orientation is strongly
emphasized and highly prioritized in the development of public e-Services for
governments of today (see e.g. EU 2006a; 2006b; EC 2005). According to the
study conducted by Löfstedt (2007), there is also a desire on the part of local
governments to involve users in the development process.
Scandinavian research into system development has traditionally emphasized
active involvement of the user in the system development process (Ehn 1993;
Floyd et al. 1989). However, user involvement in developing public e-Services
puts other demands on the development process. The issue of who the real users
are must be raised (Janssen 2006). There are many different constellations and
stakeholders when new e-Government solutions are to be developed and
implemented, and the question is whether or not it is possible to involve all users
in the development process.
Thus far, few efforts have been made to involve citizens in the development
processes (Löfstedt 2007). Today, user involvement does occur in the
development processes of public e-Services at the local level, but these efforts are
usually minor, not comprehensive, and reflect an approach distinguished by
“expert designing with users” (Löfstedt 2007). According to Janssen (2006) the
most frequently adopted user involvement in the development of e-Services is
user representation in project teams. The problem of using this approach is the
course of action, i.e. the design, is steered by the “expert” and decision-makers.
Jaeger (1999) points out that when users themselves are not directly involved in
the development process, the designers and the producers have to design the
technology on the basis of their own hypotheses about users.
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At the present time, citizens mostly take an active part in defining, representing,
and steering the development process by, for example, providing feedback on the
services provided. User involvement is consequently indirect, and the crucial
question is whether or not this is taken into consideration in the development
process. Consequently, one of the main challenges facing the development of
local public e-Services is the lack of appropriate methods supporting the
involvement of all users. Banathy (1996) claims in his theory of Social Systems
Design that it is the users, the people in the systems, who are the experts when it
comes to the design of social and societal systems of all kinds. Social Systems
Design is conducted from the third-generation of design approaches, i.e. from the
“designing within” approach. This approach is based on the assumptions that the
future is not determined by what has been or what is (Banathy 1993), and that a
social system has to be designed by those who are served by the system, who
serve the system, and who are affected by it, i.e. the system stakeholders.
Therefore, the purpose of the research presented in this chapter is to improve user
potential to actively participate in the development of local public e-Services. To
fulfil this purpose, the aim is to answer the following questions: To what extent is
it possible to realize the ideas of Banathy? What experiences can be provided?
And what positive effects can user involvement result in?

2 Research Design
The point of departure for the research is the theory of Social Systems Design by
Banathy (1996). According to him, three interacting and integrated ideas create
the requirement for the approach of Social Systems Design and a designing
system, i.e. the user-designer, the designing community, and the design culture.
From this research approach, ideas for the user-designer and the designing
community are taken into consideration. The approach for the research is action
research (McNiff 2002; Reason & Bradbury 2006). The idea of Social Systems
Design is that all the users of a system become a part of the designing community.
According to Banathy (1996) the challenge is to create an authentic community,
i.e. a group of individuals who have developed a deep and significant commitment
to each other with a shared vision and purpose. In the specific current situation,
this was difficult to realize, and as the first step towards this ideal design through
representatives was chosen (Ranerup 1996).
To make the conception of the user-designer and a designing community possible
and to be able to test the ideas of Banathy (1996), seminars with different
categories of users were conducted. Nominal Group Technique (NGT) (see Figure
1) developed by Delbecq et al. (1975), according to Warfield (1990), was chosen
as an appropriate method for conducting the seminars. Warfield (1990) claims that
NGT has the potential to stimulate the generation of many ideas concerning
organisational, behavioural, and other issues. It is also an appropriate method for
encouraging contributions from all participants, even those normally noted for
quietness.
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Facilitator
Instruct NGT group about the
NGT process

Facilitator
Present triggering question to
group in written and oral form

User group
Quietly generate written ideas
relative to question

OR
Recorder
Record the ideas from group on a flip
chart or white board
AND

Facilitator

User group

Lead group in discussion for each
idea to clarify all ideas

Hitch-hike ideas when possible to
generate new ideas for recording

Facilitator
Ask group for individual rank-order
judgement

Recorder
Tabulate voting results and present
them to group

Facilitator
Take final vote to prioritize ideas
and document the results

Figure 1. Revised Nominal Group Technique (NGT).

The method is generally appropriate whenever collective idea generation is of
value, e.g. fostering stakeholder participation. NGT has multiple properties. It is a
method for (1) generating ideas, (2) clarifying ideas, (3) making a preliminary
partitioning of the set of generated and clarified ideas, and (4) helping to build a
spirit of participation and teamwork or group morale (Warfield 1990). There are
several other possibilities and methods for conducting seminars, but for the
purpose of this research, NGT was an appropriate method.
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2.1 Selection of seminar participants
There are many different categories of users of e-Services and according to
Banathy (1996), it is important that all involved stakeholders and parties make
their voice heard. However, Janssen (2006) raises the question of who the real
users are in the context of e-Government. But, according to the study by Löfstedt
(2007), the stakeholders to public e-Services at the local level are: Citizens,
employees, contractors/suppliers, the business sector, enterprises, organisations,
other municipalities, and the county council. For this study, participants
representing the categories of citizens, contractors, enterprises, organisations
(associations), political parties, and the county council were chosen, and in the
seminar groups there were between 5 to 12 participants. Unfortunately, no
seminar with representatives from the county council was conducted. In
discussions with different representatives, they did not want to participate in the
study, because of their lack of needs for e-Services offered by the municipality.
Citizens were grouped into categories according to SIFO (2002) (see Table 1).
According to SAFAD (2004) this grouping is relevant when developing public eservices, since the needs and requirements of different e-Services are assumed to
change along with life situations.
Table 1. Groups of Citizens (SIFO 2002).

Group of citizens

Characteristics

Young and single

Young and unmarried. About 15–25 years old. They
may live with their parents or alone.

Single

Childless, mostly employed, but even in search of work,
studying, or has taken early retirement. They are about
25–64 years old.

Couples without
children

Citizens who are in a partner relationship and are
childless. They are about 15–64 years old.

Couples with small
children

Citizens who are married or live together with a partner.
At least one child below the age of six lives at home.
They are about 15–64 years old

Couples with school
children

Citizens who are married or live together with a partner.
At least one child six to twenty years of age lives at
home, but no child below the age of six. They are about
15–64 years old

Single parents

Citizens who are single and they have at least one child
living at home. They are about 15–64 years old

Couples with grownup children who do not
live with at home

Citizens who live in a partner relationship and their
children have left home. They are about 15–64 years
old, but the majority of the citizens in this group are in
the upper middle age.

Retired persons in
couples (age 65–74)

Citizens who are retired and live in a partner
relationship. People in this group are 65–74 years old.

Single retired persons
or retired over 75 years

Citizens who are retired and single, 64–75 years old or
over 75 years of age.
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Citizens were selected for the seminar groups based on the intention of creating
groups that included citizens from different backgrounds, educational levels, and
even according to gender. This was achieved in most of the groups. Contractors
and enterprises were selected to provide contractors and enterprises from different
branches that delivered or offered a variety of products and services. The
organisations chosen were largely associations with different activities and
members. The organisations and associations were grouped into two different
seminar groups, i.e. athletic and cultural associations, and other organisations and
associations.
In analysing the outcome of the seminars, the e-Services suggested by the users
were compared to the catalogue of possible municipal e-services as developed by
Sambruk (2006b).

3 Outcome of the Seminars
Seminars were conducted during the autumn 2006 with different categories of
users of local public e-Services. Seminar results are presented below (see Table
2). The seminars generated about 20 to 30 ideas each, of e-Services needed and
desired by the different categories of users. However, in the table below the five
most needed and important e-Services for each group of users are presented and
placed in order of precedence according to NGT (Warfield 1990).
Table 2. User’s needs and requirements concerning Local Public e-Services.

Citizens
Young and single (C1)
1. Tourist information
2. Possibility to apply for jobs in the municipality
3. Possibility to look for a place to live
4. Search function to contact persons at the municipality
5. News
Single (C2)
1. Possibility to look for a place to live
2. Possibility to apply for jobs in the municipality
3. Traffic information, e.g. road conditions, traffic jams, accidents, etc.
4. Possibility to book recreational activity grounds
5. Interactive forms
Couples without children (C3)
1. Interactive forms
2. Information about fees for services in the municipality
3. Possibility to look for a place to live
4. Information about current events
5. Information about building sites
Couples with small children (C4)
1. Search function for contacts within the organisation of the municipality
2. Possibility to report the children sick to day-care
3. Information/cost estimate for building permits
4. Integrated information, applying to schools and day-care
5. Possibility to communicate to specific groups, e.g day-care, other parents etc.
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Couples with school children (C5)
1. Search function for contacts within the organisation of the municipality and
contact information of the personnel at the municipality
2. Forms available as PDF-files or intelligent forms
3. Possibility to book recreational activity grounds
4. Opening and closing times for municipal service functions
5. Discussion forum for citizens and civil servants
Single parents (C6)
1. Information about services in the municipality and how to contact services
2. Library services
3. Possibility to report the children sick to day-care and compulsory school
4. Discussion forum for citizens and civil servants
5. Interactive forms
Couples with grown-up children who do not live with their parents (C7)
1. Forms available as PDF-files or intelligent forms
2. Traffic information, e.g. road construction
3. Search function for contacts within the organisation of the municipality
4. Information about communication local to and from and also within the
municipality
5. Services to people moving into the municipality, e.g. information about the
municipality, places to live, jobs
Retired persons in couples (age 64–75) (C8)
1. Search function for contacts within the organisation of the municipality
2. Information about available services within the municipality
3. Possibility to apply for or change home-help service
4. Possibility to book an appointment with civil servants
5. Information about current events
Single retired persons or retired persons in couples over 75 years (C9)
1. Discussion forum for citizens and civil servants
2. Search function for contacts within the organisation of the municipality
3. Possibility to book an appointment with civil servants
4. Possibility to apply for or change home-help service
5. Records from municipal council

Other categories of users
Athletic and culture associations (A1)
1. Presentation of events in the municipality at the web site, easy to find and easy to
grasp
2. Link to the web site of the association
3. Search function for searching a particular association in the register
4. Presentation of available grants and rules for different grants, and possibility to
apply for associations to apply for these grants
5. Booking and selling of tickets to different events
Other associations/organisations (A2)
1. Presentation of available subsidies and rules for different subsidies, and
possibility to apply for these subsidies
2. Forms available as PDF-files or intelligent forms
3. Possibility to book an appointment with civil servants
4. Search function for contacts within the organisation of the municipality
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5.

Register of associations in the municipality and easy access to the representatives
of each association
Contractors (Co)
1. Presentation of purchasing at the web site
2. Possibility to order documents concerning purchasing
3. Possibility to tender for a contract at the web site
4. Information about the personnel at each administration
5. Search function for contacts within the organisation of the municipality
Enterprises (E)
1. Search function for contacts within the organisation of the municipality
2. Information for the everyday activities of enterprises
3. Presentation of enterprises in the municipality at the web site
4. Intelligent forms
5. Possibility to follow how a matter is dealt with by the municipality
Political parties (P)
1. Register of the representatives in the municipality
2. Documents, notices to attend, and minutes of a meetings available at the web site
3. Search function for contacts within the organisation of the municipality
4. A calendar for events in the municipality at the web site
5. Dialogue with the citizens for fast communication between the citizens and the
politicians

4 Analysis
There is a need for greater user involvement in developing public e-Services, and
Banathy (1996) claims, in his theory of Social Systems Design, that maximum
stakeholder participation ensures that the design process gains legitimacy. Three
interacting and integrated ideas fulfill the requirements of the approach of Social
Systems Design and a designing system, i.e. the user-designer, the designing
community, and the design culture. In the research study presented in this chapter,
the concepts of user-designer and the designing community are empirically tested.

4.1 User requirements and needs of local public eServices
The outcome of the seminars has generated different needs and requirements for
local public e-Services from the point of view of different categories of users.
SAFAD (2004) claims that different groups of citizen have different needs and
requirements for e-Services depending on their life situation, and this study
confirms that statement. However, there were a few e-Services assessed as
important and needed by several groups of users (see Table 3).
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Table 3. E-Services assessed as important and needed by several groups of users

E-Services assessed as important by several groups User category
of users
Search function for contacts within the organisation of the
municipality
Interactive forms
Discussion forum for citizens and civil servants
Possibility to book an appointment with civil servants
Possibility to look for a place to live
Possibility to apply for jobs in the municipality
Traffic information
Possibility to book recreational activity grounds
Possibilities to report the children sick to day-care and
compulsory school
Possibility to apply for or change home-help service

C1, C4, C5, C7,
C8, C9, A1, A2,
Co, E, P
C2, C3, C5, C6,
C7, A2, E
C5, C6, C9, P
C8, C9, A2
C1, C2, C3
C1, C2
C2, C7,
C2, C5
C4, C6
C8, C9

Accordingly, almost every category of users assessed a search function for
contacts within the organisation of the municipality as needed and important. All
categories of users did also mentioned interactive forms as an e-Services the
municipality should offer, but some categories of users did not assessed that eservice as one of the five most important services.
In Sweden, there is a platform for co-operative use, Sambruk (2006a), in which
some of the Swedish municipalities participate. This co-operation includes cooperation on both the selection and purchase of e-Services and the knowledge and
technical components required for developing and maintaining e-Services.
Sambruk (2006b) has also identified a set of possible e-Services for the
municipalities. Some of these e-Services identified by Sambruk (2006b) have
already been developed and implemented, and some of them are in development.
In the catalogue of possible e-Services for municipalities, there are e-Services
directed towards citizens as well as e-Services directed towards, e.g.
organisations, contractors, and enterprises. Several of the e-Services presented in
the catalogue were also identified in the seminar study. However, there were also
needs and requirements of e-Services expressed in the study, not identified and
presented in the catalogue by Sambruk (2006b) (see Table 4). But, some of the eServices presented in the table below might yet be offered today by some
municipalities. Nevertheless, when applying user involvement from the “expert
designing with users” approach, the question of ”unknown” needs cannot be
answered. Social Systems Design and the “designing within” approach can
obviously pave the way for opportunities to identify such needs.
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Table 4. “Unknown” needs and requirements for local public e-Services.

Additional Local Public e-Services in demand

User category

Possibility to provide suggestions for improvement

C5, C7, C8, C9,
A1, A2, Co
C1, C4, C6, C7,
C9
C1, C4, C6
C1, C5, C7
C2, C7, Co
C4, C5, C6

Public services (timetables for buses and trains, fares etc.)
Information on general rules in the municipality
Map over parking places
Traffic information
Reporting sick children to different schools (integrated with the
regional social insurance office)
Extended information in text in several languages as well as
pictures, about the municipality for tourists and people moving in
Link to different associations’ web sites
Possibility to make appointments at the PHC and dentists at the
national dental health service
Interactive maps with possibility to search for information (GIS)
Records from the municipal council and information about
decisions
Register of associations in the municipality with potential to search
for a particular association
Register over enterprises in the municipality and possibility to
search for a specific enterprise
Information about local talents
Information on civil rights
Possibility to book reservations at restaurants
Interactive consumer guidance
Vision of the future
Estate agents
Weather bulletin
Possibility to order inspection of houses
Extended information about queues and charges for services
Digital marketplace
Hotel reservations
Purchase and doorstep delivery of products
Municipality history
Provide integrated information about fees for services in the
municipality
Report schedules for children at day-care and after-school
recreation centres
Information about refuse dump (opening hours, category etc.)
Information/cost estimate for building permit matters
Possibility to change method of payment (frequency)
An outline of debiting of the municipality
Possibility to buy ski lift tickets, etc.
Possibility to make appointments for, e.g. assessment talks
between teacher, parents, and pupil
Possibility to make an appointment with other school staff, e.g the
school welfare officer

C5, C7, C2
C9, A1, A2
C2, C5
C5, C7
C7, C9
A1, A2
A2, E
C1
C1
C2
C2
C2
C2
C2
C2
C2
C2
C2
C2
C2
C3
C4
C4
C4
C4
C4
C4
C5
C5
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Search engine for activities in the municipality halls
Possibility to search for a place to live, with several different
criteria
Information on and possibility to book appointments at the well
child centre
Report defects in public environment
Possibility to listen to the content of the web site
Supplementary verbal information connected to certain information
Possibility to download documents as “Daisy files”
Information in sign language
List of products recommended by the Swedish Asthma and Allergy
Association
Information about living with different types of handicaps
Information about the number of inhabitants in the municipality
Address to city hall
Description of the organisation of the municipality
Information about the personnel at each administrative office
Information about IT platforms in the municipality
Information about the contractors to the municipality

C5
C5
C6
C6
A2
A2
A2
A2
A2
A2
Co
Co
Co
Co
Co
Co

Furthermore, it is interesting to note the perception of citizens regarding which eServices a municipality should offer. Several of the e-Services identified in the
different groups of users are services which are not in the frame of municipal
activities. Nevertheless, the users expect or want access to these services on the
web site of the municipality. Accordingly, the expectations and requirements go
beyond the general idea of which e-Services should be offered by a Swedish
municipality.
In the study, however, the suggestions for e-Services were mostly at the lower
level of integration. A few of the e-Services identified in the study were integrated
with other public authorities. Nevertheless, e-Services were suggested and
required by users which were integrated in the municipality. According to a recent
study by Wauters and Colclough (2006) most of the basic e-Government services
concern downloadable forms or two-way interaction and the awareness of more
integrated e-Services can be enhanced when citizens can see the potential.

4.2 Conceptions of Social Systems Design for
development of local public e-Services
The seminars were an effort to realize the conceptions of Social Systems Design
and the idea of the user-designer from third-generation design approaches. The
seminars have progressed in a fruitful way and there were few problems in the
process. However, there were some problems arousing enthusiasm in the selected
users of different categories. Accordingly, one obstacle to overcome in order to
implement the “designing within” approach in the design of public e-services was
the lack of motivation and interest among users. Wilson et al. (1997) and
Damodaran (1996) maintain that it is crucial to enable users to participate in
addition to their normal activities. According to them, there are problems
regarding to make the users feel free to participate and to allow oneself time to
participate. This is probably one explanation for the lack of motivation and
Understanding eParticipation - Contemporary PhD eParticipation research in Europe

50

User-Centred Development of Local Public e-Services

interest in participating in the study. Another reason may be the actual
unawareness of local public e-Services among citizens as claimed by Følstad and
Brandtzæg (2006). Furthermore, according to them, many public e-Services are
used very rarely by each citizen and there is additionally an awareness of whether
or not the services are available online. The development process of local public
e-Services is just in the beginning and municipalities have not, according to
Löfstedt (2007), experienced any demands on local e-Services from citizens. This
lack of demands makes the development process more difficult, according to the
municipalities. This is particularly because municipal governments are interested
in steering development towards a selection of public e-Services which will
benefit both users and the governments. Consequently, efforts must be made to
increase awareness, motivation, and interest in these issues among citizens and
other categories of users. Some broad information campaigns can be conducted.
However, enhanced user involvement in the development of local public eservices can probably enhance knowledge of existing and potential e-Services at
the local level. Enhanced user involvement can contribute to a foundation for user
ownership, increasing user acceptance of new solutions and minimizing resistance
to changing processes. According to Carter and Bélanger (2004) citizens’
willingness to assume public e-Services is important to attain success and
acceptance of e-Government initiatives, and a misunderstanding of user needs
would influence this acceptance negatively.
The intention of Social Systems Design is to involve all users in the design
process, and all these users who should be the designers of the system (Banathy
1996). However, besides the obstacles concerning lack of motivation and interest
among users, the realization of the ideas of the user-designer might be hard to
completely fulfill because of the technical factors in the development of local
public e-Services. Users are unable to design the systems of their own. The idea
of the user-designer is nearly impossible to fully apply, but one suggestion might
be a “user designing with expert” approach. Westrup (1997) illustrates the
representation concerning users and developers as representatives of the social
and the technical (see Figure 2), and both parts contribute to the design to attain
functional systems.
Technical

Social
Users
(Representing the
social qua organization)

Developers
(Representing the
technical qua information

Requirements Techniques
(Invoking user involvement)
Figure 2. Users and developers as representatives of the social and the technical (Westrup, 1997).

Consequently, users would have a prominent role in the design process. The userdesigner would be involved in the design process by expressing their needs and
requirements and organising the direction of the development process. According
to Löfstedt (2007), the reasons for the municipalities to implement e-Services are,
in most cases, to generate profits in different ways. There is a common opinion
that e-Services imply a great potential for savings and streamlining, and
increasing the potential to meet future requirements (Löfstedt 2007). Additionally,
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efficiency and rationalisation are important aspects when developing e-Services in
the municipalities in Sweden. The importance of e-Services generating efficiency
and rationalisation, i.e. the development and implementation have to provide
positive effects for the municipality to warrant the venture, is emphasized by the
municipal representatives (Löfstedt 2007). However, by involving users in the
design process benefits of the future use of e-Services are generated. If few or no
citizens use the e-Services developed, profits will be minimal, but user
involvement would enhance the user willingness and frequency of use, and the
municipality would benefit from that. Følstad and Brandtzæg (2006) raise the
issue of whether or not high usability of e-Government services guarantees
success. According to them the answer is; “it depends on the service context from
the perspectives of both the public and the government body.”
The idea of the designing community is not fulfilled in this study. According to
Banathy (1996) the designing community constitutes the designing system and it
is composed of three groups of stakeholders collectively, i.e. those who serve the
system, those who are served by it, and those affected by it. Banathy (1996)
claims that the members of the designing community who live in a particular area
have a common purpose in designing their own system. He means that the degree
to which they are a community is due to the degree of effort they devote to
achieving their purpose, the degree of their commitment to it, and the degree of
their commitment to each other. In the seminar study, representatives were chosen
for each seminar group and they were grouped in different categories depending
on their life situations as well as the type of user they were. In these seminar
groups the participants have similar situations in the context of users of municipal
services. This fact affected the results and entailed synergy effects during the
stage of the seminar when the participants were to generate ideas and suggestions
for e-Services from the ideas already noted. However, the difficulty in engaging
users in the design process might be a criticism of Banathy’s ideas about the
design community and the development of a design culture.
Social Systems Design also contains the idea of a design culture. In the
development of public e-Services with Social Systems Design as a foundation, the
design culture must, in a first stage, be developed during the development process.
However, if users can be engaged in the development process, their willingness to
learn about design would probably increase and would substantiate more general
knowledge about design. The challenge to improving the development process of
public e-Services with Social Systems Design is to develop design literacy and
design competence, and to forge a design culture as the culture of the designing
community. To be able to engage in design, the users must have some solid
orientation in the issues of what design is and how it works. The issue of learning
about designing public e-Services can be seen as a continuously spiral of
developing expertise, i.e. a learning, doing and experiencing process. The learning
process must be in the form of doing while learning, and learning while doing.
Banathy (1996) points out that in the short range, design professionals can
provide assistance and guidance, but in the long run, the designing community
should have user-friendly, design-learning resources available which would be
developed by the design professionals. In the development of public e-Services,
the professionals must play a more prominent role, with special issues in mind.
These concepts of the designing culture have so far not been tested and applied in
this study.
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5 Results and concluding remarks
This chapter presented a research study concerning improving user potential to
take an active part in the development of local public e-Services is presented. The
point of departure was the “designing within” approach and the concepts of Social
Systems Design (Banathy 1996).
The need for user involvement in the development of local public e-Services has
been emphasized by researchers as well as practitioners. Unfortunately, there is a
lack of appropriate methods supporting the involvement of all different kinds of
users. In this research study efforts were made to create opportunities and ideas
for a “user-designer” approach. The research concerned user needs and
requirements and was an effort to test the ideas developed by Banathy (1996)
concerning how users can be involved in the design process. The study has shown
that the user-designer approach necessitates resources of different kinds, e.g.
administration, and time for both users and experts involved in the design process.
A planning period before conducting seminars is necessary. However, the study
proves that there is potential to involve users by using rather simple means, but
the vision of engaging all users in the design process is thus far difficult to realize.
Nevertheless, it can be concluded that the “user-designer” approach provides
ideas to further enrich the development of local Public e-Services. There were
several additional ideas of e-Services generated in the seminars and the synergy
effect was obvious in the discussions about the ideas generated. However, results
of the seminar study have shown that it is impossible to investigate user needs and
requirements for users in general, and to see users as a homogeneous group. The
needs and requirements varied depending on the life situation of users and the
kind of user who is involved in the development process. It can be concluded that
a shift in focus from the “expert designing with the users,” to the “user designing
with the experts” approach is a feasible and worthwhile approach. However,
efforts must be made to increase the awareness, motivation, and interest of users
so that they become involved in the development of local public e-Services.
Additional tests of the concepts of Social Systems Design in the area of e-Services
are warranted for further research. Methods for involving all users should be
developed and tested, and there should be more research into the concepts of
design community and design culture in order to fully attain the vision of the
“user-designer.”
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Abstract. One precondition for the successful deployment of eParticipation
tools is related to security and privacy in eParticipation contexts. Security
and privacy measures need to be implemented in eParticipation services to
ensure that the users will trust a system. If users’ expectations of security
and privacy are not met, or if the measures are excessive, then participation
will be ineffective, either due to a lack of trust in the system, or due to
system usability problems. It is, therefore, important that a proper balance
between security, usability and transparency of eParticipation services is
achieved. In this chapter, we focus on protection of privacy in the
eParticipation context. We identify the need to guide the anonymisation of
microdata (such that an optimal level of privacy or confidentiality and
information utility is achieved) and discuss how this need relates to
eParticipation. We then discuss a study during which an anonymisation
model will be proposed and developed to address this need.
Keywords: security, privacy, microdata, information utility, association rules
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1 Introduction
Many organisations, including government departments and businesses, collect
and analyse data related to individuals. The data is then used to assist in the
planning and decision-making activities of those organizations. For example,
governments may collect statistical data about their citizens to assess population
trends and to guide the development of government policies.
However, citizens may be reluctant to participate in the collection of their
personal data, or they may deliberately provide false information, if they do not
have sufficient confidence that their privacy will be protected. Ultimately,
citizens’ lack of confidence in the government’s ability to protect their personal
data will lead to lower participation of citizens in the decision-making and policymaking processes of government. Therefore, it is important that individuals are
assured that their privacy will be protected when their personal data is collected;
techniques that protect the privacy of individuals must be developed and used
when their data is collected, analysed and released as statistical data.
Fraser et al. (2006) have identified a number of preconditions for the successful
deployment of eParticipation tools. One of the identified preconditions is related
to security and privacy in eParticipation contexts. eParticipation services need to
be easy to use, simple and without time-consuming procedures to ensure the
participation of users. However, there is also a need to implement security and
privacy measures in eParticipation services to ensure that the users will trust a
system. If users’ expectations of security and privacy are not met, or if the
measures are excessive, then participation will be ineffective, either due to a lack
of trust in the system, or due to system usability problems (which may be
expressed through, for example, users’ impatience with the system). It is,
therefore, important that a proper balance between security, usability and
transparency of eParticipation services be achieved.
Fraser et al. (2006) have also identified several focus areas that need to be
investigated to properly understand security requirements in eParticipation
contexts. One of the focus areas identified is the protection of data investigations
to ensure privacy versus the use of modern knowledge extraction methods, such
as data mining tools. It is clear that a conflict arises in this case, since the need to
protect individuals’ privacy requires to hide as much data as possible, whereas the
need to extract useful knowledge requires access to as much individuals’ data as
possible.
In this chapter, we focus on protection of privacy in the eParticipation context by
describing a study that aims to address the problem of finding an optimal balance
between privacy and information utility when releasing statistical data (in the
form of microdata) for data investigations.
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2 The need to guide the anonymisation of
microdata: balancing privacy and information
utility
Citizens can participate at different stages of the policy-making process (as
discussed in Macintosh (2004)) and at each stage, different types of data can be
collected from citizens. Statistical data can play a significant role in supporting
the policy-making process. In particular, various statistical data related to citizens
can be collected to serve as the basis for creating the knowledge necessary for
guiding the development of policies. For example, collected statistical data may
serve as a basis for assessing population trends, which may, in turn, serve to
identify the challenges and opportunities that exist within the population.
Information and communication technology (ICT) can be used to support the
participation of citizens at various stages of the policy-making process. In
particular, ICT can greatly improve the collection, processing, and release of
statistical data related to individuals for the purpose of guiding the development of
policies. However, because of the relative ease with which personal data can be
manipulated through the use of ICT, citizens must be assured that their privacy
will be protected when their data is collected, processed and released for later use.
Without this assurance, citizens may be reluctant to participate in the collection of
their personal data. Such reluctance will also reduce their participation in the
policy-making process. It is, therefore, important that citizens are not discouraged
from eParticipation processes due to privacy concerns. Therefore, to ensure that
citizens take full advantage of eParticipation initiatives, techniques that protect the
privacy of citizens should be developed and used when personal data is collected,
analysed and released as statistical data.
Most statistical data is released in the form of tables or as microdata files (FCSM
1994; Mas 2000). Data released in the form of tables is usually summarised and
aggregated (e.g. in the form of averages, means, frequency counts, etc.). In
contrast, microdata files consist of records that contain "raw" or non-aggregated
data (Willenborg & de Waal 2001), with each record containing a set of attribute
values that are associated with a single individual or other entity. By releasing
microdata, instead of specific statistics in the form of tables, users of the data are
offered greater flexibility with regards to what the information can be used for.
For example, users are able to compute their own statistics that they require,
rather than being restricted to using pre-computed statistics.
Although microdata can be de-identified by, for example, removing explicit
identifiers, such as names and addresses, the microdata is not necessarily
anonymous. That is, it is still possible to compromise the privacy of individuals,
by disclosing their identities and the associated confidential information, through
the manipulation of the data and / or by matching it with other sources of data.
Several methods have been proposed to reduce the risk of disclosure (discussed in
Willenborg & de Waal (2001); Willenborg & de Waal (1996); Mas (2000); FCSM
(1994)). One such method, discussed in Samarati (2001), Sweeney (2002a;
2002b), can be used to anonymise microdata in such a way that the correctness of
the data is preserved and yet the identity of the individuals, whose data has been
released, cannot be determined. This can be achieved by releasing the data such
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that it meets the requirement of k-anonymity. That is, every record in the
anonymised microdata set must be related to at least k other records or individuals
(where k is greater than 1).
The value for k has a direct effect on the privacy level of the anonymised
microdata. The higher the value for k, the greater the privacy level of the
anonymised microdata. However, high values for k also reduce the utility value of
the anonymised data. That is, the accuracy and completeness of the data are
reduced since the data needs to be anonymised to a high degree. Ideally, the
microdata should be anonymised such that it will provide an adequate level of
privacy while also providing an acceptable level of information utility. However,
since privacy and information utility are two conflicting requirements, it is
difficult to determine what should be the optimal value for k when microdata is
anonymised for different uses.
Before a technique is used to anonymise microdata, the required levels of privacy
and information utility need to be determined. Ideally, both privacy and
information utility levels should be maximised. However, the higher the required
level of privacy, the lower the utility value of the anonymised microdata. To date,
we have not found a proposed model in the literature that could be used to guide
the selection of an optimal balance between privacy and information utility when
anonymising microdata for different uses, and which would be sufficiently formal
and yet simple enough to use. Without such guidelines to guide the selection of
optimal levels of privacy and information utility for specific purposes (in a
particular environment), it is difficult to find an optimal balance between the two
goals.
The study discussed in this chapter aims to addresses the above problem by
answering the following research question: "How can the processes of microdata
anonymisation be guided such that there will exist an optimal balance between
privacy and information utility in the anonymised microdata?"
The study concentrates only on the development of guidelines relating to the
release of (anonymised) microdata. That is, the privacy concerns related to the
other steps of microdata production, i.e. collection and processing of the data, are
not addressed.
The study will answer the above research question by proposing an anonymisation
model that will ensure that the anonymised microdata possesses an optimal
balance between privacy and information utility, based on the content of the
microdata, the purpose for which the microdata will be used, as well as the
environment in which the microdata will be used. The proposed model will be the
main result of this study and is called the ANOPI Model, or the ANonymisation
with Optimal Privacy and Information utility Model. A prototype system will also
be developed during the course of this study. It will implement the ANOPI model
as an anonymisation process to evaluate its practicality and to determine its
potential applications. The next section discusses how the model can be applied in
the eParticipation context and briefly presents the functionality of the model.
The research problem described in this chapter is related to, but is not the same as,
the problem of optimal k-anonymisation. The problem of optimal k-anonymisation
aims to find an anonymisation that will produce the "best" k-transformed dataset,
as determined by some cost metric (Bayardo & Agrawal 2005). For example, if
the cost metric is the information loss that occurs as a result of the generalisation
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and suppression applied, then an optimal k-anonymisation is an anonymisation
that achieves k-anonymity with the least number of generalisation and suppression
combinations, so as to minimise information loss. However, it is still unclear what
should be the optimal value for k that should be used to provide an optimal kanonymisation.
The research problem described in this chapter aims to find the optimal balance
between privacy and information utility for a microdata set. To relate this research
problem to the problem of optimal k-anonymisation, our research problem aims to
provide a specific value for k that should be used in the process of finding an
optimal k-anonymisation. Our aim is to find the optimal value for k (privacy) and
information loss (information utility) that an anonymised microdata set should
possess.

3 The ANOPI model
3.1 Use of the ANOPI model in eParticipation
The ANOPI model is focused on supporting the Participation area of Information
Provision. This area relates to the use of ICT to structure, represent and manage
information in participation contexts (Fraser et al. 2006). The model supports the
representation and management of information by protecting the privacy of those
individuals that contributed the information.
Data-mining technologies have been identified as one of the emerging
technologies that may possess significant potential for extensive use in
eParticipation contexts (Fraser et al. 2006). Data-mining technologies may be
used during the Analysis and the Policy Formulation stages of the policy-making
process to derive knowledge that will be used as a basis for guiding the
development of policies. For example, statistical data related to individuals can be
used to guide the development of policies by analysing the data to identify
population trends as well as the challenges and opportunities that exist within the
population.
However, it is also necessary to protect the privacy of individuals when analysing
their data. In fact, privacy-enhancing technologies have also been identified by
Fraser et al. (2006) as one of technologies that the may also possess significant
potential for extensive use in eParticipation contexts. Therefore, it is necessary to
anonymise the individuals’ data, collected during various stages of the policymaking process, before it is used as an input for data analysis.
Figure 1 illustrates how the proposed ANOPI model, implemented as an
anonymisation process, can support the policy-making process. (See Macintosh
(2004) for a discussion of the policy-making process). During the process of data
collection, various statistical data related to citizens can be collected. The
collected data can be in the form of microdata. The microdata should be
anonymised to ensure that the privacy of the citizens is protected. An
implementation of the ANOPI model in an anonymisation process can be used to
anonymise the microdata. Once the microdata has been anonymised, it can be
used as an input into the Analysis and the Policy Formulation stages of the policymaking process.
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Figure 1 - The use of the ANOPI Model to support the Policy-making Process

3.2 Functionality of the ANOPI model
The purpose of the ANOPI model is to guide the process of microdata
anonymisation such that an optimal balance between privacy and information
utility is obtained. The model anonymises microdata when given, as inputs, nonanonymised microdata as well as the minimum support and confidence values of
association rules. The model is shown in Figure 2.

Figure 2 - The ANOPI model, shown with its inputs, its two functions and its output

The model is composed of two functions: the first to determine the optimal
balance between privacy and information utility, and the second to anonymise
microdata such that it possesses this optimal balance.
The optimal balance between privacy and information utility is obtained through
the use of the OPI Function, or the Optimal Privacy and Information utility
function. The function produces two values as outputs: privacy, which is
represented in terms of the value for k used for subsequent k-anonymisation, and
information utility, which is represented in terms of information loss.
The operation of the OPI function is based on the existence of association
relationships that exist among attribute values and individual records in the
microdata. These relationships are represented as association rules that have
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certain support and confidence values. The function works as follows. Given a
non-anonymised microdata set, it finds all sensitive association rules (i.e.
association rules that can disclose confidential information) that can be mined
from the non-anonymised microdata. The association rules must have certain
minimum support and confidence values, which are provided as inputs to the
function. Based on these rules and their support and confidence values, it
determines (and provides as outputs) the optimal values for k (privacy level) and
information loss (information utility).
These values for k and information loss, together with the non-anonymised
microdata, are then used as inputs for the anonymising function, which is the
second function of the model. The purpose of the anonymising function is to
perform the actual anonymisation of the microdata. For this purpose, a
combination of generalisation and suppression is applied on the non-anonymised
microdata such that it satisfies k-anonymity and possesses the identified level of
information utility. Different anonymisation approaches may be used for this
purpose, such as those presented in Sweeney (2002b); Samarati (2001); Le Fevre
et al. (2005); Bayardo and Agrawal (2005).

4 Related work
Microdata protection techniques aim to prevent the identification of individuals,
in a population, that may be considered as "rare" or unique with respect to a
particular set of characteristics. The techniques also intend to prevent the
disclosure of attribute values that may be considered as unusual and thereby assist
with identification of certain individuals in a population (Mas 2000).
The privacy of an individual in released microdata may be compromised through
different forms of disclosure (Duncan et al. 1993; Duncan & Lambert 1987):
•

Identity disclosure, which occurs when the identity of an individual
is revealed from the released microdata;

•

Attribute disclosure, which occurs when sensitive information
about an individual is obtained from the released microdata; and

•

Inferential disclosure, which occurs when the value of a particular
characteristic of an individual can be determined, from the
microdata, more accurately than it would otherwise have been
possible.

A number of methods have been proposed to reduce the risk of disclosure of
confidential information in statistical databases, as discussed in Willenborg and de
Waal (1996; 2001), Mas (2000) and FCSM (1994). The methods that have been
proposed for the protection of microdata release can be classified into two groups:
restriction- and perturbation-based methods.
Restriction-based methods restrict the amount of data that is released. Cell
suppression is one such method in which cells that are considered to contain
sensitive information are suppressed (Cox 1980; 2003). For example, cells
containing values that are relatively rare and thereby cause the associated record
to be highly visible, may be suppressed. Generalisation is another type of
restriction-based method, in which the disclosure risk of a microdata file is
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reduced by decreasing the precision of the released data. Generalisation may be
implemented through a number of approaches, including:
•

Recoding, where, for example, only a year in which a person was
born is released, rather than the complete date of birth (Skinner
1992);

•

Rounding, where, for example, incomes are rounded to the nearest
one thousandth values;

•

Top-coding, where, for example, a person’s age can be released as
being above 65, rather than releasing the exact value;

•

Bottom-coding, where, for example, a person’s income may be
released as being below a certain amount, rather than releasing the
exact value.

Perturbation-based methods reduce the risk of microdata disclosure by modifying
the values of certain attributes, before the data is released, such that the exact
values of those attributes cannot be determined. The methods in this category
include:
•

Adding noise, in which random numbers or "noises" are added to
the values of attributes (Fuller 1993; Kim 1986);

•

Data swapping, in which the released data is distorted by
interchanging certain attribute values in such a way that certain
summary statistics are preserved while preserving the correlation
structure (Dalenius & Reiss 1982);

•

Blurring (Spruill 1983), in which selected attribute values from
small groups of records are aggregated and then replaced;

•

Micro-aggregation, in which certain attributes are used to group
records, after which, for each group, an aggregate of those
attributes is calculated. Thereafter, those attributes are replaced by
the group aggregate in each record (Govoni & Waite 1985; Wolf
1988).

Since restriction-based methods do not modify the released data, the data released
is always correct, although this comes at a cost to the precision of the data. To
ensure that released microdata is correct and that identities of individuals are
protected, generalisation and suppression may be used to protect microdata.
Samarati (2001) and Sweeney (2002a; 2002b) have discussed how the
combination of generalisation and suppression can be used to anonymise data
such that it is useful (i.e. the correctness of the data is preserved) and yet the
identity of the individuals, whose data is to be released, cannot be determined.
This can be achieved by releasing the data such that it meets the requirement of kanonymity. A data release is said to satisfy k-anonymity "if every tuple released
cannot be related to fewer than k respondents, where k is a positive integer set by
the data holder" (Samarati 2001). That is, every record in a microdata release must
be related to at least k other records (individuals).
To release microdata that satisfies k-anonymity, the data undergoes a combination
of generalisation and suppression. It is important to ensure that, during this
process of generalisation and suppression, the data is not distorted more than what
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is necessary to satisfy k-anonymity. That is, the released data should be
generalised (and suppressed where required) only up to the point where kanonymity is achieved. This view has lead to defining the concept of k-minimal
generalisation, which requires that the least amount of generalisation and
suppression is enforced to achieve k-anonymity (Samarati, 2001; Sweeney,
2002b).
Informally, a generalisation of a data table T is k-minimal if and only if:
•

The generalisation of T satisfies k-anonymity;

•

The generalisation of T does not enforce more suppression than is
allowed (or is considered acceptable); and

•

There does not exist another generalisation of T such that it would
produce a table that also satisfies k-anonymity, but which has been
generalised to a lesser degree (i.e. a table that is more precise;
containing more specific values).

A k-minimal generalisation can be computed using different algorithms, such as
those presented in Sweeney (2002b) and Samarati (2001), as well as in Le Fevre
et al. (2005), which offers improved performance over the former algorithms.
Since it is possible that a data table may have more than one k-minimal
generalisation, it is also necessary to decide upon specific preference criteria for
which a given k-minimal generalisation will be considered optimal. Samarati
(2001) presents a few examples of such preference criteria.
At least two systems have been developed to provide k-anonymity protection for
microdata through the use of generalisation and suppression. These systems are
the Datafly system (Sweeney 1997) and the µ-ARGUS system (Hundepool &
Willenborg 1996). Both systems use a combination of generalisation and
suppression to convert a data table such that, when it is released, there will be at
least a minimum number of value occurrences for an attribute (or a combination
of attributes). This minimum number of occurrences, called the binsize,
determines the anonymity level of the released data. The binsize value can be set
by the data holder, which allows data to be released with different anonymity
levels for different purposes and users with different needs.
Both the Datafly and µ-ARGUS systems have certain shortcomings (Samarati
2001; Sweeney, 2002b). The Datafly system can guarantee that its generalisation /
suppression technique will produce a data release that will satisfy the requirement
of k-anonymity. However, the system can perform generalisations that are
unnecessary to achieve the desired level of k-anonymity, since generalisation is
carried out at the attribute level. This leads to generalisations that are not
necessarily k-minimal. µ-ARGUS, on the other hand, does not guarantee that its
generalisation / suppression process will always satisfy k-anonymity. µ-ARGUS,
too, cannot ensure that the generalisations it produces are k-minimal
generalisations.
To release a data table that satisfies k-anonymity, the optimal value for k should
first be determined, given the purpose of releasing the data as well as the needs of
the users of the data, the content of the data, and the environment in which the
data will be used. This is similar to selecting an appropriate binsize value in the
Datafly and µ-ARGUS systems. The higher the value for k, the greater the
anonymity level provided in the released microdata. However, the greater the
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anonymity level provided, the lower the precision and utility value of the released
microdata.
To date, we have not found a proposed model in the literature that can be used to
guide the selection of an optimal balance between privacy and information utility
when releasing microdata for different uses. It is therefore difficult to determine
the optimal value for k, when k-minimal generalisation is used to protect a
microdata release. The study discussed in this chapter aims to propose such
guidelines in the form of a model, which has been described Section 3.

5 Conclusion
This chapter focused on the protection of privacy in the eParticipation context by
describing a study that will develop a model to guide the process of microdata
anonymisation, such that the anonymised microdata possesses an optimal balance
between privacy and information utility. The model supports the Participation
area of Information Provision by supporting the representation and management
of information through the protection of the privacy of those individuals that
contribute information. However, the application of the model is not restricted to
eParticipation, as it can be applied in other contexts that require the
anonymisation of microdata for the purpose of analysis, e.g. analysis of sensitive
medical data.
The model uses the support and confidence of sensitive association rules, which
exist in the unreleased microdata, to determine the optimal value for privacy, or k,
and for information utility, or information loss, that the anonymised microdata
should possess. It then anonymises the microdata such that it possesses these
optimal values. The model will be implemented in a prototype system, as an
anonymisation process, during the course of this study to evaluate its practicality
and determine its potential applications.
To date, we have not found a model that has been proposed in the literature and
which could be used to guide the selection of an optimal balance between privacy
and information utility. Therefore, it can be quite difficult to determine the
optimal way in which to release microdata such that it possesses an optimal
balance between privacy and information utility. We believe that, by undertaking
this study, the process of releasing microdata (with respect to resulting levels of
privacy and information utility) can be significantly improved through the use of a
formal model to guide the anonymisation of microdata.
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Abstract. eParticipation is gaining more and more attention in public
discourse. The purpose of this chapter is to describe and discuss how
reproduction of certain user-values and power relations becomes
technologically embedded during a process of customisation of a
consultation tool, intended for online participation. The analysis and
discussion in this chapter is based on ethnographic participatory
observations and interviews conducted within an R&D project. The aim of
the project was to broaden the scope of participation concerning spatial
planning in a Swedish municipality. A prototype of the tool was also tested
by a group of citizens. The findings of the study are discussed and analysed
with the help of concepts derived from situated and relational theories. The
overall objective is thus to develop methods for how to handle local
processes of setting the stage for eParticipation.
Keywords: ICT Design Issues, Consultation, Deliberation, Evaluation, Spatial Planning
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1 Introduction
Development of eParticipation has hitherto focused primarily upon the potential
to stimulate new forms of deliberative processes, and visions of improving
communication between citizens and decision-makers, as well as ensuring access
for all (e-inclusion). This is described in more detail in this book by, for instance,
Winkler, Krimmer and Turnsek. The visions of democratising dialogue and
policy-making are, for example, highlighted in the European guidelines for
eGovernment development, exemplified in the Communications of the European
Commission (2003) or in the i2010 visionary agreements. Electronically mediated
participation (eParticipation) is relatively uncritically promoted and emphasised
as having great potential for changing existing relations between decision-makers
and the public, as well as generating new forms of alliances. eParticipation is thus
expected to help reform the classical model of democratic involvement. However,
these visions of increased and evolved participation must be better informed by
local contexts and practices, in order to create real impact. Even if eParticipation
to some extent can be classified as a mediated activity, the design of this
particular mediation and activity is highly dependant on contextual, localised
participation. Therefore it is crucial to discuss eParticipation as an open process
including issues of sharing responsibilities and power.
The objective of this chapter is to describe and analyse a local process of redesigning and further developing a new, interactive function on a consultation on
the Internet. The tailoring process engaged practitioners from a local
municipality, researchers, and representatives from a software company. The
interactive function was also tested by a group of citizens during a usability
session, later on in the project. This chapter primarily focuses on and discusses
how to detect and handle the practices and processes through which established
values and power relations are transformed into technological solutions. With its
firm anchoring in practice, the ultimate goal of my research is to contribute to
what could be referred to as a practice-based conceptualisation of eParticipation.
Projects and other initiatives towards developing eDemocracy and eGovernment
in Sweden, as well as in other parts of Europe, have hitherto focused mostly on
improvement of providing online information, rather than on achievements of
direct involvement of citizens in policy making and decision-making through
technical tools. These experiments introducing elements of direct democracy to
the citizens, have taken place within the existing and established forms of
representative democracy. Experiences from the action-oriented developmental
projects, which form the basis for this chapter, accentuate the necessity to regard
eParticipation as an activity of co-construction, which is not detached from a
workplace context or a specific use-situation. The context of a local activity of
setting up (for instance) eConsultations is as important for the outcome of the
mediated participation, as the actual eConsultation.
Strivings to characterise eParticipation must not get stuck on analysing what is
ultimately displayed and visible on the web, they should also include the local
work practice of preparing, supporting and maintaining the participatory event,
since these activities contribute to steering the final outcome of electronically
mediated participation. eParticipation is not a detached phenomenon, it is
dependent on the practices where it is introduced and used, and it is also changing
those local practices of use, politics and municipal work. I have therefore found it
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necessary to apply a broad perspective when discussing eParticipation, including
also the contextual circumstances of electronic participation as part of the notion.
I am doing so on the basis of empirical findings supporting the argument that the
context and the final outcome are inseparable from each other. This will be shown
in this chapter by exemplification of how previous knowledge and habitual
procedures among local municipal employees, are transferred and embedded into
a new form of web-based debate forum, during a process of tailoring a technical
tool. This affects the outcome of the particular consultation.

Figure 1. Illustration to conceptualise the focus of the study

eParticipation is to be seen both as a directed activity that has to be managed, and
as a situated practice, consisting of individual actions, initiated from different
perspectives and localities. The intended function of electronic consultations and
technologically supported deliberations is questioned by recent results, showing
that information is still the final outcome. Effects such as actual impact on
decision-making are rare, according to studies made by the UN.1 Research,
within the field of Scandinavian Systems Design has shown that technological
improvements have an impact on specific activities or sites of work, at the same
time as they influence the internal organisation, i.e. the co-operation, the learning
and development of new skills, the working conditions and the work itself.
(Greenbaum & Kyng 1991; Eriksén 1998). At the same time, the development of
technologies influence and alter tailoring-activities or specific use situations.
The practice of being an active citizen is also changing due to the introduction of
new technologies. Citizens are supposed to take part in various exercises such as
providing feedback or continually evaluating eServices along with contributing to
decision preparation and decision-making. The social anthropologist and STS
scholar Lucy Suchman showed with her research concerning human computer
interaction and Artificial Intelligence (Suchman 1987), that the local activities of
human beings are not as much steered by plans, as based on specific conditions
and situations. She maintained the view that plans are to be understood as
resources for action rather than controlling structures. (Suchman 1987, p. 186)
This way of understanding human action emphasises that conceptualisation and
1

Global E-Government Readiness Report (2005) http://www.unpan.org/egovernment5.asp
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descriptions of eParticipation must include situated experiences, and not only
focus upon the detached surface of participation. Management of eParticipation,
then, becomes something other than presenting a simplified, universally
applicable set of tools for increasing what often is perceived as an activity totally
detached from a surrounding social practice. More justice is done to
eParticipation by acknowledging that it is a practice consisting of manifold
relations, perspectives, initiatives and a range of situated, located activities which
is in constant interplay with plans of conduct and practical use.

2 Theoretical basis and method description
Information systems development (IS), or Informatics, emphasises use of
technology as an important part of technology construction. I belong to a
multidisciplinary tradition, which draws upon the tradition of situated information
systems methods and development. Two legendary computer scientists,
Greenbaum and Kyng (1991), explained the implications of a situated approach
towards development of computer applications deriving mainly from a social
constructionist view. Computer systems, often comprehended as purely technical,
are mainly generated through and by interactions among people who are engaged
in a particular design process, in a specific situation and under specific
circumstances. It is possible to make a similar claim about the development of
eParticipation. It is not purely technical; it is generated through and by humans
who are engaged in a specific situated interaction, which is steered by specific
circumstances and available resources.
Thus I have chosen to apply a socio-technical approach in this study, I maintain,
along with Bowker and Star, that:
“a system becomes a system in design and use, not the one without the other/.../a fully
developed method of multiplicity-heterogeneity for developing information systems must draw
on many sources and make many unexpected alliances”(Bowker & Star 1999, p. 292).

The situated methods I will present in this paper are based on empirical findings
during interventional work within action-oriented research and development
projects. The findings are coupled with an interest in supporting development of a
democratic work life, and democracy development as a whole. This conscious
stance is inspired by a long tradition of Scandinavian Systems development
(Bratteteig 2004), where aspects of plurality of design and inclusion of social
aspects and direct involvement of users in design activities are crucial.

2.1 Ethnographic fieldwork
My research strategy also makes use of ethnographic methods, and falls within
the framework of what is normally described as qualitative research. It is based
on several important principles such as descriptive studies of everyday activities
in a natural environment and the application of a holistic perspective, i.e. a focus
on the relations between activities, and not exclusively on individuals or
individual activities. Researchers applying an ethnographic perspective strive for
an ‘insider perspective’ – being close to practice (Blomberg et al. 2004). The
research material gathered within the municipal project, on which I base my
writings for this book, is exemplified concretely as; audio-taped interviews,
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participatory observations, mock-ups (basically explained as low-tech paper
prototyping of web interfaces), video taped workshops, video conferences,
discussions in web forums, focus group meetings, observations of technologiesin-use, web sites, articles in news press, as well as individual and group
evaluation of the functionality of the proposed consultation tool.
When bringing together several perspectives, such as information system studies,
ethnographic fieldwork and practice-based, relational theories, it becomes
important to work on the fringes. According to Star (2002, p. 107):
“Ethnography always examines the formal and informal, not taking either for
granted as the natural way to do things.” In my research, analysis of concrete
interactions in a number of different use and design situations concerning
eConsultations is combined with analysis of interviews, extracts from field notes,
tape recordings or video clips from a documented video conference, and
participatory observations. Iterative processes are important, and these processes
are based on a general striving to constantly seek feedback from, and develop
mutual understanding with those involved in the study, in order to establish the
relevance and accountability of the analysis.
The peripheries of these fields are still open and inviting. However, the decision
to use contextual inquiries of actual activities and local processes does not mean
that the interdependency between plans of conduct and what actually happens
should be ignored. On the contrary, following what Suchman (1987), once
emphasised, it is the interplay between general visions about how to proceed in
developing eParticipation and the actual activities taking place on a local level
that is important to focus on and bring to the fore.

2.2 Technological embodiment of work practice and skills
This analysis draws on practice-based theories, which often emphasise the need to
describe relations and contradictions between several perspectives. This focus has
also been applied in this study, where the conflicting perspectives are not
disregarded, but rather emphasised as necessary dynamics for understanding how
change can be possible. The theories of a semiotics-oriented approach within the
sociology of science and technology, discussed by Akrich (1992), Woolgar
(1991) and Oudshoorn (2003), provides workable theoretical tools for such an
approach. The concept of script, basically understood as a scenario, (Akrich
1992) is similar to Woolgar’s concept configuration and useful when describing
the attempt of digitising a habitual workshop technique such as a SWOT-analysis.
They suggest that “scientists and engineers configure uses and contexts of use as
integrated parts of the process of technological development.” (Oudshoorn 2003,
p. 209). However, Akrich does not advocate technological determinism, and
points out the negotiations between designers and users as the most important
study object. She maintains:
“We have to go back and forth continually between the designers and the user, between the
designer’s projected user and the real users, between the world inscribed in the object and the
world described by its displacement”(Akrich 1992, p. 209)

My focus is not on the task of the engineers, but rather on participation for
eParticipation and how this process, including both actors and actants, also
predefines use and users. I describe how the local designers – in this particular
R&D project represented by the municipal employees, the researchers and the
Understanding eParticipation - Contemporary PhD eParticipation research in Europe

75

76

Situating eParticipation

software company project leader – inscribe certain predefined practices into
technological solutions, during a process of adaptation of a tool as well as
designing the new interface presenting it. The actant here refers to non-human
entities, such as the SWOT-analysis, which has a profound effect on the
participation for eParticipation. The activity of digitising an already established
procedure resulted in reproduction of organisationally embedded behaviour,
values and power relations. Related to the specific example which will be
presented in this chapter, this local practice of municipal employees is
represented by their professional skills, such as possessing the necessary knowhow on how to structure a discussion according to a model called SWOT
analysis.
The sessions of local adaptation of a particular web-tool, which will be further
described in my empirical example in this chapter, was intended to help in
structuring a virtual discussion. This process of customising the tool to the local
circumstances was simultaneously contributing to renewal of a traditional forum
and at the same time also reproducing the work practice and skills of the
municipal employees. The ethnographic account of this tailoring activity shows
how these elements finally became technologically embodied, which in turn had
implications for the final outcome of the mediated participation.

2.3 Situated, informal learning
Another crucial aspect of the actual making of eParticipation is learning by
participation. Lave and Wenger (1991) described in their presentation of a
situated, social theory of learning, a process which they call legitimate peripheral
participation. This could be described as a form of apprenticeship, but is,
according to the authors, a much more complex activity. It is, in a sense, a
description of the particular mode of engagement of a learner who participates in
the actual practice of an expert, but with limited responsibility for the ultimate
outcome as such. It is also a way to describe the process of becoming engaged.
Lave and Wenger studied the activity of situated learning in what they called
communities of practice. The notion of communities of practice was further
developed by Wenger (1998) and could briefly be explained as groups of people
who share a concern or interest for something they do, and learn how to do this
better as they interact regularly. Communities of practices are, according to these
researchers, defined by three distinct elements; a shared domain of interest,
engagement in joint activities, and a shared practice.
eParticipation could to some extent be seen as a situated learning process which
takes place in a participation framework. It does not, as argued earlier in this
chapter, lend itself to being simplified to an isolated interaction involving an
individual and an artefact. This means that the activity of participation is
mediated by the differences of several perspectives, for instance, the
organisational culture which the municipal employees are both reproducing and
changing by their part-taking.
A situated approach also contests the assumption that learning is an exclusive
response to teaching; rather learning can take place during unexpected occasions
or within undefined conditions, in other places than those formally decided upon.
Desired activities, such as stimulating citizens to take part in a web-consultation
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regarding spatial planning, are not necessarily the answer to procedural
stimulation of participation. In order to broaden the established understanding of
eParticipation, activities of participation and eParticipation could be explored
further by examining their natural communities of practice. This could be done by
taking a closer look at the learning process among a group of people, which could
be called a community of practice, engaged in the joint task of adapting a general
e-consultation tool to the local circumstances (i.e. developing a digital version of
a SWOT-analysis).
The group in this specific case involved municipal employees, software
consultants and researchers who met regularly in order to redesign a module of a
software application to make it fit a particular work and use context. This could
be described as an “informal eParticipation activity”, since it does not directly
address online dialogue with citizens’. Thus it is to be regarded as an activity
which has profound significance for development of eParticipation, if the situated
activity is related to what actually happened in the resulting online consultation
and to the eventual reactions this specific tool generated among local politicians
and citizens.
The participants had diverse interests and motives for taking part in the project
and were a part of a designated project group. Some of the participants formed a
kind of community of practice, since they had a shared domain of interest
(development of ICT support for municipal spatial planning). They were also
engaged in joint activities (events of training and customisation), and finally they
also had a shared practice, i.e. experiences, common problem formulation, joint
strategies to solve the task of learning about development of both technology and
spatial planning and so on. However, it would be more appropriate to label this
group as a semi-formal or semi-informal community of practice.
The task of tailoring software tools had a local history, which had developed over
time. Most of the participants in the group had worked together before in
development projects concerning, for instance, upgrading of the municipal web
site. The software firm had been previously engaged in the municipality, and,
since it was a small firm, the same persons took part in all assignments. Another
characteristic of this community of practice was mutual learning about the
complexity and interdependency of organisational development and decisionpreparation in dialogue with citizens (as an essential part of eParticipation) gained
through previous customisations of the municipal online services.
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3 Empirical example
I will now introduce the Invitation project2, which was a municipality-driven
project involving research. The aim of the project was to stimulate the dialogue
concerning spatial planning and the development of the local society amongst
citizens, by asking “what is your opinion about the suggested spatial plan?” and
“how do you imagine the local society in the future?” In the funding application
for the Invitation project, the aim of the project was presented as follows:
“Questions, answers and opinions about local municipality interests are going to
be highlighted in adaptable web interfaces, which will also be used for presenting
relevant facts. Spatial planning, in connection with the comprehensive plan,
housing and citizen services are the main issues. The target group is the public in
general but also local SME: s.”3
The web site, here called the Vision Site, was built on the idea of incorporating
citizens’ views of the future local society into the formal process of spatial
planning. It was in this sense an extended response to the demands of Swedish
law regarding formal consultation with citizens on spatial planning. The project
and the web site are briefly described in this chapter. The selected interactive
feature (the SWOT analysis) was only a small part of Vision Site.
The community of practice in this particular setting consisted of municipal
officers from the information office and the spatial planning unit, researchers, and
a consultant from a small software company. The task was to jointly design
services and interactive web sites describing future development plans for the
city. In the periphery there were also citizens and politicians involved, either
invited to take part in focus groups and interviews (the citizens), or as members in
the political steering group (the politicians). As the project proceeded, the citizens
were also invited to comment on the proposed prototype of the web site.
The website was based on the O-System4 development platform. It was a tool for
modular web communication, a portal supporting management of dialogues
between citizens, official administrators and local and regional politicians. The
portal was built up of a set of linkable modules. The modules were integrated
with each other in order to create seamless flow in the portal. The modules had to
be combined, customised or redesigned to fulfil the needs of the municipality.
The requirements for how O-System should be transformed and adapted to suit the
local context were specified and decided jointly upon in the project group. Work
on engaging and including involved staff, introductory internal testing of design
and functionality were other examples of activities, taking place within the frame
of the project.
The official spatial planning consultation period ran in parallel with the design
project, until the formal opportunity to hand in opinions reached its deadline.
During the course of the project, focus group meetings were arranged concerning
the application design project. Since they should have been conducted earlier in
2

I have chosen to invent an acronym for this particular project, in order to concentrate the
analysis on the findings rather than in which municipality the project actually took place.
3
From the project description/application, dated the 31st of January 2003 (translated from
Swedish by the author.)
4
The system has been renamed by the author in order to sustain anonymity.
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the development cycle of the project in order to create real impact, they had, in
reality, the function of marketing sessions, or opportunities for discussing general
issues in designing municipal web sites, targeting the general public. On the other
hand, adjustments of the site were made, and opinions from the citizens on the
planning issue collected throughout the whole period. The focus group meetings
were also an opportunity for the municipal employees to meet citizens face-toface and discuss issues of spatial planning, and to share a user-perspective on
presenting online information. In other words, this was an example of an
additional community of practice, concerned with the joint enterprise of learning
more about spatial planning, and thus offering situations of mutual learning.

3.1 The Virtual SWOT-analysis
The idea of developing a virtual SWOT-analysis came up during one of the design
sessions concerning the content of the consultation site. The SWOT analysis had
been mentioned and described earlier as an existing technique for gathering
opinions. It was suggested as a more advanced interactive feature compared to an
ordinary discussion forum, in order to achieve a higher degree of interaction on
the web site. The letters SWOT are an acronym for Strengths, Weaknesses,
Opportunities, and Threats. The SWOT technique is used primarily in practices
aiming at initiating discussions among different stakeholders at physical
meetings. According to Bödker, Kensing and Simonsen (2004), the method is
essentially a brainstorming technique. SWOT analysis had been used several
times before in this particular municipality context, in earlier presentations and
discussions within comprehensive spatial planning processes during local
community meetings. The aim of the technique was to order and structure
discussions at the consultation, and this was also one of the motives for
reproducing the technique on the web. It was considered useful, since it could
help citizens to present more structured and well-thought-through suggestions on
future planning of the local society. Issues discussed in the group were, for
instance: how can we relate ordinary debate forums to this new form of handing
in opinions? The debate forums were understood as separate spaces enabling
discussions, while the SWOT analysis rather was envisioned as a tool for
structuring opinions. Could the SWOT analysis then be regarded as one of many
channels for discussions offered the citizens, and as such also help them to better
visualise different dimensions of the required planning? Or was it mainly a tool
for the municipal employees to handle the discussion in a more structured way
while keeping in control of the debate? One of the municipal employees
commented:
CS3: “Make your own SWOT-analysis- what would come out of that? If people in the
villages did that on their own?”

This comment was taken as a humorous remark by all participants in the project
group, but it also illuminated a crucial aspect, the possible shift of initiativetaking and agenda-setting that this interactive feature could imply. Some group
participants declared that several published SWOT analyses would probably
create discussions among people, if they were given the opportunity to read each
others contributions. Others argued, based on experience of misuse of debate
forums in earlier projects that it was necessary to formulate restrictions on the
dialogue. This point led on to a discussion about restrictions on who should be
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allowed to create a SWOT analysis. Should, for instance, people from
neighbouring villages be allowed to make a SWOT analysis about the village next
to them? These remarks circled issues of control, highlighting, for instance,
assumptions about who should have precedence in formulating matters of
opinion. Who should really have the precedence of interpretation, not only when
it came to presenting their opinions, but also communicating their view of change
and re-evaluation of established ways of working? This discussion revealed that
municipal employees seemed afraid of losing control of the online discussion at
this early stage. They may have been focusing more on how to handle possible
changes in their own work practice, rather than putting a democratic and political
goal in front; that is: how to gather as many opinions as possible, in order to
broaden the basis for an informed decision-making?
When the first version of the web site for spatial planning was up and running, a
group of citizens, researchers and municipal officers gathered to evaluate the
result in a workshop. The citizen group consisted of eight citizens of varying
ages, who were invited on the basis of previously shown interest for redesign of
the municipal website. There were also representatives from a study-group
involving immigrants. The group was supplemented by participants from a local,
civic organisation involved in development of the municipality. The citizens used
and commented on the functions on the suggested prototype, and the use
situations and group discussions revealed the following:
a) The traditional distribution process for consideration of the spatial plan
was subconsciously given prominence. Since there was uncertainty about
how to treat the opinions given on the web site, they were regarded as “inbetween” opinions rather than actual suggestions (since they were not
“formally” delivered remittance letters to the municipal).
b) The issue of combined multi-level participation was not properly clarified
on the web site, and the SWOT analysis was not interpreted as a place to
hand in opinions. Instead it was interpreted as a valuable resource for
information about the neighbouring villages.
c) The function of the SWOT analysis was considered “too technical and
complicated” and impossible to relate to by the citizens who took part in
the focus group interview. This issue of multi-level participation revealed
other important problems with the site, namely the difficulties of
incorporating these informal opinions on spatial planning in the formal
process. If, for instance, someone started to make a SWOT analysis and
another citizen continued to fill in the rest, how should then the incoming
suggestions be treated? Was it considered to be a formal suggestion or
not? What degree of legitimacy should it is given in the formal process of
spatial planning?
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4 Discussion
A crucial issue derived from discussion of the SWOT-analysis, was the judgment
of priority concerning what should count as an opinion and what really counted as
a formal suggestion. This was determined partly by the technical solution, as the
format of the discussion made it impossible to label the input properly. The
labelling of informal input required other kinds of skills from the citizens, which
differed from professionals skills. The technical format (the SWOT analysis)
restricted the citizens’ ways of expressing themselves, but helped the municipal
employees in structuring the incoming feedback. The SWOT analysis was thus
more effective in structuring and controlling opinions than opening up for
presentation of several perspectives.
The idea of making a virtual SWOT analysis presupposes that citizens have
certain skills in judging and evaluating information, coupled with an ability to
differentiate between different levels of participation, i.e. what it really means to
deliver an opinion in a bureaucratic process. They were also expected to know the
difference between taking part in deliberations and conducting evaluations, and/or
writing formal remittance letters. The SWOT analysis inscribed and presupposed
certain dispositions or certain skills in order to effectively make use of this
interactive feature. This might not have been revealed, if the citizen evaluations
of the web site prototype had not taken place.
The use situations also revealed an important problem with the prototype; citizens
experienced difficulties when asked for multi-level participation. They were
expected to give their opinions in varying forms in several places on the site. First
of all they were expected to present their opinions on the subject matter (spatial
planning). They were also supposed to present their thoughts about the
functionality of the web site as such, since it was an R&D project, and they were
also expected to be prepared to debate in differing types of debate forums.
However, citizens were more concerned with officials’ response to eParticipation
than their own contribution, i.e. how the input would be received and by whom.
There was, for instance, uncertainty about politicians’ participation in the econsultation.
An example of situated learning which took place during the customisation
sessions was the growing insight of the municipal employees, and their gradual
move from the periphery of use to the core of formulating and designing their
own situated version of an ideal tool for participation. The use situation revealed
other aspects of how the tool could be used in practice, and the difficulties in
predefining use based on their own values and practices.
To conclude, a few words about the function of the interplay of theory and
practice, and how this could contribute to deriving practice-based
conceptualisations out of local processes. This is the ultimate goal of my research.
The local intervention accomplished the introduction of citizens as participants in
the semi-formal community of practice which was established in the municipality.
New aspects of learning were brought to the surface by this change. Citizens were
able to see that their difficulties handling multiple debate channels triggered
changes in the work practices of the municipal employees. Existing practice was
altered by the new forms of incoming opinions. The municipal employees became
aware of the role that tailoring-activity could play in the embodiment of power
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relations in technology. These local findings could in turn be used as resources
for new local, situated practices of preparing for and implementing eParticipation.
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Abstract. The purpose of this work is the development of practical
guidelines for online-moderation in spatial planning processes. It provides
help in balancing the elements: moderation, process, and media. Process,
media and moderation consitute a dynamic socio-technical system. This
chapter aims to investigate this system. The research methods include case
studies and action research. The system will be described by using the
concept of the “morphologic box”. The socio-technical system is
characterized by so called interdependent relations. The interdependencies
have to be balanced by the moderator. The chapter gives suggestions on
how to balance the system in respect to the main eModeration dimensions.
The main research work is focused at the analysis of the socio-technical
system. Since the methods used are qualitative research methods, which
depend on the experiences and the perception of the researcher, there
remains a natural imprecision compared to quantitative research methods.
The result of this work are suggestions for an integrated concept of onlinemoderation in eParticipation. This work gives new insight in the field of
online-moderation, not only essential for spatial planners, but also important
for any process manager who wants to realize complex eParticipation
processes.
Keywords: eParticipation, eModeration, Spatial planning, Deliberation, Consultation.
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1 Online-moderation and socio-technical dynamics
Online-moderation is different from traditional moderation: Not only does the
moderator have to be skilled in the traditional moderation tasks like group
facilitation and various moderation methods and techniques, he also has to know
how to put the “new” media into use.
The online-moderator needs knowledge of innovative moderation methods using
the features of the electronic and Internet-based media. The traditional process has
to be analysed and translated into a fully online or into a “blended” (mixed-media)
procedure using traditional as well as online elements. This translation needs to
take into account that traditional elements can be realised in a different way with
the new media. This can change the structure of the procedure completely: for
example using parallel online work units instead of face-to-face group
discussions.
For this complex task, the moderator needs help to structure the work, because if
the moderation method is changed, for example, the whole process and the
underlying media are influenced by this decision. The moderator must deal with a
balance between process, moderation and media (see Figure 1).

Process

Media

Moderation

Figure 1. Elements of the socio-technical system

Process, media and moderation constitute a socio-technical system, which will be
explained in detail later on. This work will help to explain the socio-technical
system. Since the subject is extremely broad, the work picks the moderator as the
main thread and explores the interdisciplinary field from their point of view,
where all disciplines are united in the form of the process management.
The work focuses on the skills needed for successful process design and
realization under the premise of a dynamic socio-technical system, and gives an
overview of the interdisciplinary knowledge on which the skills are built. The
research aim of this work is to understand the dynamic of the socio-technical
system and to offer suggestions about how to work with the system.
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The principal eModeration dimensions were identified in the course of various
moderated eParticipation processes (see table 1) in order to help to understand this
dynamic system. The eModeration dimensions will also be explained in depth
later on.
Table 1. Main e-moderation dimensions
Socio-technical system element

E-Moderation dimensions

Moderation

–
–
–
–
–
–
–
–
–

Procedure

Media

methods and techniques
discourse ontologies
generating knowledge
process type
process plan
the political process
electronic discourse systems
mixed-media communication
awareness and visualization

The eModeration dimensions are part of each online-moderation process. The
moderator has to decide for each dimension how it should be designed. This work
helps the moderator to handle the dynamic of the system by showing where
important points of the dynamic are.

2 Starting points and definitions of terms
2.1 The e-moderator – who is that?
In the eParticipation processes (which build the empirical basis for this study) the
e-moderator is typically a spatial planner, whose task is to slip into the role of a
moderator and process manager and to realize complex eParticipation processes in
various fields of spatial planning: urban visioning processes, urban development
decisions, or the distribution of facilities and finances in a municipality (Roeder et
al. 2003).
The moderator, or the moderation team, has to take care of the process phases and
their respective media. As a facilitator, the moderators’ tasks are either the
successful realization of the process (process facilitator), or the successful
solution of a problem (content facilitator) (Bush et al. 1994).
Electronic discourses are composed of several steps and phases and thus need to
be carefully planned. The planning and design of a discourse process and its
follow-up, evaluation and presentation are, in most cases, part of the moderators’
tasks (Roeder et al. 2004).

2.2 eParticipation – what does it do?
The term eParticipation stands for electronically supported procedures in which
decision makers consult with stakeholder groups, for example citizens, in a
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communication process in order to prepare a decision (von Lucke & Reinermann
2000).
Participation – and eParticipation as its innovative media supported mode – are
classic approaches for spatial planning and decision making. Additionally,
eParticipation is used for new approaches in (e-)government and (e-)governance:
As a part of e-government and e-governance, eParticipation represents an
electronically supported mode of interaction between the political administrative
system on the one hand, and the citizens and non-governmental organizations
(NGOs) on the other hand (von Lucke & Reinermann 2000).

2.3 Research on online-moderation
There are many courses and practice areas on online-moderation and eModeration
(which are here used synonymously). Mostly, these are traditional moderation
providers, or eLearning providers, who also give courses in online-moderation.
Gilly Salmon, a British researcher, has done much important work on onlinemoderation. She built a five-stage model for eModeration and also gives onlinecourses on eModeration (Salmon 2000, 2002). Most of the research work which is
located in the moderation field focuses on moderation methods and process design
(Berge 1995; Gustafson & Gibbs 2000). Most of the research work which is
located in the e-learning field focuses on the choice of media (Haraism et al.
1995; Mason & Rennie 2006).
This work tries to integrate knowledge of online-moderation with knowledge of
media and process design, with regard to the interdisciplinary task the moderator
has to fulfil in successfully designing an online-moderated eParticipation process.

3 Research design and methods
3.1 Action-research based and participative exploration of
Internet-based multi polar communication processes
through various case studies:
The study is based on a variety of cases realized by the Fraunhofer-Institute IAIS.
These were “multi polar” communication processes, where multiple interest
parties were participating.
The cases have been studied in a participative research setting, which means the
researcher(s) have been part of the project team. The participative research setting
is an element of the chosen action research approach (Whyte 1991).
A participative research setting has the advantage that it is possible to introduce
an iterative approach to the project. This was especially important for the analysis
of the use and adaptation of the software system, as well as the analysis of
iterative changes in the procedures’ work flow.
This study follows the interpretive qualitative research tradition in information
science, which can be described as following:
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“Interpretive research starts out with the assumption that access to reality (given or socially
constructed) is only through social constructions such as language, consciousness and shared
meanings. The philosophical base of interpretive research is hermeneutics and phenomenology
(Boland 1985). Interpretive studies generally attempt to understand phenomena through the
meanings that people assign to them and interpretive methods of research in IS are "aimed at
producing an understanding of the context of the information system, and the process whereby
the information system influences and is influenced by the context" (Walsham 1993).
Interpretive research does not predefine dependent and independent variables, but focuses on
the full complexity of human sense making as the situation emerges (Kaplan & Maxwell
1994).” (Myers 1997)

This study takes many different processes into account, rather than concentrating
on few processes in depth, because the intention is to identify dimensions and
basic modules of action that are similar in most processes. The processes are
analyzed in a qualitative manner. The participative research setting allows an
understanding of the processes through direct experience, and the interpretive
approach allows the identification of parameters inductively from practice through
comparison of processes.

3.1.1 The empirical Basis
The empirical basis encompasses four different types of communication
processes:
1) Internet-based collaborative planning and decision processes – five
simulations of multi polar geo-referenced1 discourses, realized by
scientists and software developers in an online communication lab
2) Internet-based citizen participation processes – For the illustration of the
dimensions of moderation, procedure, and software, several Internet-based
participation processes serve as the empirical background
3) Internet-based large group discussions – Regarding the challenges of large
scale discourse processes, the experiences of discussions with more than
1000 contributions serve as examples
4) Internet-based visualized argumentation processes – Additionally, a large
quantity of argumentation maps, generated from synchronous and
asynchronous visualized discussions, provide a fund of experiences
regarding moderation techniques and moderation features

3.1.2 Identification and classification of dimensions and
interdependencies through modular reconstruction of
online-moderation:
The intention of the research setting is firstly to identify dimensions of onlinemoderation processes, which contain basic modules of action that have to be
combined in certain ways in the design and the course of the process.
These basic parameters of the process will be described in a so called
morphologic box, which shows in a simple way the complex possibilities of the
1

The term ‘geo-referenced’ means that the discourse was about an area on a map, and each
contribution was linked to the respective point on the map, which it contributed to.
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combination of the modules of action. This is especially important for the process
design in advance of the process (see morphologic boxes in Figures 6–9).
The morphologic box is an order pattern, trough which the problem is divided into
its components. The analysis continues with the generation of diverse proposals
regarding the implementation possibilities of each component. New solutions to
the problem may arise through combining the different implementation
possibilities.

3.1.3 Grasping dynamic interdependencies through the
definition of flexible action modules:
The method has to take the dynamic of the participation process into account, in
addition to the concept of the morphologic box. During the process, there are
parameters that show dynamic changes and also have an effect on one, or several
other parameters. This has to be taken into account by the process manager –
usually the online-moderator – and implies a need for continuous process
management and adaptation.
This dynamic is integrated into the morphological box in special modules of
flexibility that show the interdependencies between the process dimensions. These
are the control points which help the process manager to work with the dynamic
socio-technical system. This is especially important for the management of the
process.

3.2 Reflection on the methods
The combination of an action-research approach with the case studies and the
morphological box concept results in a set of methods that can be usefully applied
to the research task. The direct, experience based, qualitative method is needed for
understanding the complex and dynamic interdependencies of the socio-technical
system. The large number of processes serving as the empirical basis is necessary
for identifying the recurring parameters.
The method(s) used for this study are goal-oriented; thus the study does not intend
to further the methods themselves or to invent new methods, but rather to use
them for investigating and understanding the problem.
Since the methods used are qualitative research methods, which depend on the
experiences and the perception of the researcher, there remains a natural
imprecision compared to quantitative research method. However, there are some
arguments for defending the qualitative approach in this case. Qualitative research
methods are designed to help researchers understand people and the social and
cultural contexts within which they live. Kaplan and Maxwell (Kaplan &
Maxwell 1994) argue that the goal of understanding a phenomenon from the point
of view of the participants and its particular social and institutional context is
largely lost when textual data are quantified.
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4 Exploring the socio-technical system
Moderation, procedure and media are elements of all Internet-based
communication processes, and establish a dynamic. Moderation and procedure which are also elements of traditional communication processes – influence the
dynamic on the social level. The media, as a new element, influences the process
on the technical level. The three elements moderation, procedure, and media,
comprise the socio-technical system. The three elements are shown in Figure 1.
This model is close to the eParticipation model of Märker and Trénel, whose
research focus lies in internal and external relevance (embedding eParticipation
into political processes) and who name three pillars of eParticipation: software,
procedure and moderation (Märker et al. 2003; Trénel et al. 2001). This work
takes this model into account and focuses on the interdependencies of the three
elements process, media and moderation.
The “socio“ part of the socio-technical model is the collectivity of actors and the
moderator, who are working with the three elements process, media, and
moderation. The “technical“ part of the socio-technical system is the totality of
support systems and structuring procedures, which are used by the moderator and
the actors to fulfill their task. The model of the three elements of the system can
be seen as the catalyser which brings the social and the technical backgrounds
together in a specific way (see figure 2).

Process

Social
background

Technical
background

Collectivity of
actors and the
moderator

Media

Moderation

Totality of
support
systems and
structuring
procedures

Figure 2. The social and technical parts of the socio-technical system are united through the
unique socio-technical system of each eParticipation process

This section is dedicated to the main research work of the study. Within the three
elements of the socio-technical system a number of dimensions were identified
(see table 1), which are first explained and then explored in the planning phase
(static factors are important) and in the process phase (dynamic factors are
important).
For each dimension, the empirical basis serves as a source of information about
the respective dimension and as a base of practical knowledge which is important
for the creative development of the morphologic box and the dynamic modules of
flexibility.

Understanding eParticipation - Contemporary PhD eParticipation research in Europe

92

Online-Moderation in eParticipation - Socio-technical dynamics in multi polar communication.

4.1 Main e-moderation dimensions
The main dimensions are identified through the qualitative method of
participative research. Planning and realizing a large number of onlinemoderation processes helped to find the main aspects of moderation, procedure
and media which have to be carefully planned beforehand, and which contain the
main dynamic factors during the project phase.
The selection of dimensions is explicitly targeted for this research. Although
there can be many dimensions for each element (given the breadth of the topic),
this work focuses on those dimensions which are important for online-moderation
in the context of spatial planning2.

4.1.1 Moderation:
1) Methods and techniques
This dimension focuses on online-moderation methods and techniques, as well as
knowledge of the application of traditional (offline) moderation methods, which is
important for mixed media processes. The main aspects of this dimension are
what methods and techniques, are there and how to handle the difference between
moderating offline and online.
2) Discourse ontologies
It is possible to control the discussion through predefined discourse ontology, e.g.,
whether the participants may only ask questions, if they may submit ideas and
comments, or only use pros and contras, or if they shall state their opinion. The
main aspect of this dimension is to find out what the goal of the discussion in the
different discourse phases is, and how this would be mirrored in the discourse
ontology.
3) Generating knowledge
Knowledge generation is the most important task of the process phase. The
aspects which have to be regarded in this dimension are to provide sufficient and
easy-to-grasp information, to bring the knowledge and the insights of the different
participants together, and to form new strands of thought and new ideas.

4.1.2 Procedure:
1) Process type
The process type should be identified at the very beginning, and is a dimension
that has a very large influence on the whole process design. The main aspect is to
find out what the task of the eParticipation process is: a site selection, a visioning

2

The dimensions which are important for spatial planning are not exclusive, but also important
dimensions for other contexts of e-moderation – thus, the work is in large parts transferable to
other contexts of e-moderation.
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process, the distribution of facilities, a new design of a central place or a street,
etc...
2) Process plan
The process plan means, in this context, the workflow of the eParticipation
procedure not that of the larger project plan. Here, it is important to decide on the
workflow – the procedure or discourse phases. There are many examples for
already existing procedures from which the process designer may choose, such as
mediation process phases, informed decision making procedure, or standard
project management phases. It is also possible to develop a new process flow. The
main aspect is to specify the discourse phases necessary for finding a suitable
solution for the task. Discourse phases could be: information exchange,
developing options, exploring options, voting on options or reaching a consensus,
amongst others.
3) Political process
The political process dimension regards the embedding of the procedure in the
surrounding political decision making process. Its main aspects are: who are the
decision makers, what will be done with the results of the eParticipation process.
Will the participants form the eventual decision, or will they only be advisory,
will the participants and citizens be informed about the further use of the results,
will there be follow up participation processes, and so on.

4.1.3 Media:
1) Electronic discourse systems
This dimension regards the large number of software systems which could be used
for online-moderation processes. The main aspect of this dimension is to find out,
which system, or set of systems, is fitting for the procedure. The selection of the
software needs a comprehensive knowledge of the existing software, and of
moderation methods and techniques.
2) Mixed media communication
It is beneficial to mix online and offline elements during the participation process
for optimum efficiency. The main aspects are: the group-process (are the
participants already a group or do they need a phase to learn to know each other –
a learn-to-know phase is more efficient when realized in a face-to-face setting),
the geographical setting (would a face-to-face meeting even be possible), and the
financial background (cost of room and personnel). It is also important to develop
a concept for handling media-breaks (how to get the information from offline
media into electronic media); this dimension also needs to take into account the
evolution of communication channels (e.g., chat, forum, wiki, and audioconference).
3) Awareness and visualization
This dimension regards the awareness the moderator and the participants have of
the procedure. Do they need to know how many people are online, if the
discussion is still on topic, where they are in the workflow, and what critical
situations are currently happening? Visualization of this awareness is important if
the moderator and the participants are to grasp the important facts at a glance.
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The visualization features of the media are also important for the provision of
information, and could also be used for visualizing different parts of the
discussion – for example, how the contributions are linked to each other in a
semantic net.

4.2 Interdependent factors of the online-moderation
dimensions
The pattern of action the online-moderator chooses in a specific dimension
normally influences several other dimensions, which also have to be adapted
appropriately. This has to be considered in the process design phase, when the
whole process is planned. It also has to be considered during the process, since the
socio-technical system is not static but dynamic. The study integrates the analysis
of the dimensions and the analysis of their interdependencies into a structured
concept of e-moderation.

Process
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Figure 3. Basic interdependencies between the three elements of the socio-technical system

In the course of the study, factors will be identified which have significant
influence on other dimensions. This analysis of the dimensions is based on the
project examples in the empirical basis.
The dimensions are analyzed for factors that require a particular configuration in
other dimensions because of specific input or output demands. These factors are
classified as static (they are selected once in the planning phase) or dynamic (they
have to be adjusted) during the procedure.
The dynamic factors provide regulation options throughout the process phase. The
analysis of the dynamic factors will result in a comprehensive overview on the
regulation of the dynamic of the socio-technical system.
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These interdependencies between the dimensional factors of the elements of the
socio-technical system are structured according to the planning phase (static
factors) and the realization phase of the process, the process phase (dynamic
factors).
The structuring scheme of interdependencies is specified in table 2.
Table 2. Structuring scheme of the cross-dimensional interdependency-analysis
Interdependencies of

planning phase

process phase

Interdependencies between

Static interdependent

Dynamic interdependent

procedure and media

factors of the dimensions

factors of the dimensions of

of procedure and media

procedure and media

Interdependencies between

Static interdependent

Dynamic interdependent

media and moderation

factors of the dimensions

factors of the dimensions of

of media and moderation

media and moderation

Interdependencies between

Static interdependent

Dynamic interdependent

moderation and procedure

factors of the dimensions

factors of the dimensions of

of moderation and

moderation and procedure

the socio-technical
system

procedure

4.3 The planning phase – analysis of static factors of
interdependence
Figure 4 shows interdependencies in the planning phase. Several dimensions have
influence on other dimensions, shown by arrows. In brief, the interdependencies
can be described as following:
The political process and thus the necessity for a participation process is the
prerequisite for the start of the process design phase. In this planning phase, the
embedding of the process has to be negotiated, and the process type has to be
identified. The process type depends on the political process, since the task is
defined from the type of decision to meet (political process Æ process type).
The methods and techniques, which have to be selected, depend on the process
type (process type Æ method and techniques). Simultaneously the process plan
and the mixed-media concept have to be developed, while the process plan
depends on the moderation methods and techniques (methods and techniques Æ
process plan) and the mixed media communication concept depends on the
process plan (process plan Æ mixed-media and communication).
The choice of media and software also depends on the moderation methods and
techniques (methods and techniques Æ electronic discourse systems), and the
simultaneously chosen awareness and visualization features depend on the choice
of media (electronic discourse systems Æ awareness and visualization).
Since these dependencies have partly to be considered simultaneously, the task to
find a suitable solution for the process design is very complex. The sub-chapter
“suggestions for an integrated concept of online-moderation” (see below) deals
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with this complexity and proposes the creative method of the morphologic box as
a suggestion on how to handle this complexity.

Figure 4. Interdependencies in the planning phase

4.4 The process phase – cross-dimensional analysis of
dynamic interdependent factors
Figure 5 shows interdependencies in the process phase. Again, several dimensions
have influence on other dimensions, which is shown by arrows. In a similar brief
overview, the interdependencies of the process phase can be described as the
following:
The most important factor of the political process in this phase is the embedding
of the procedure in the surrounding political process – and especially the
participation of the representatives in the discussion (for example for the
continuous input of information). This factor is important, because the knowledge
generation and the mixed-media communication depend on this (political process
Æ generating knowledge; political process Æ mixed-media communication).
The knowledge generation, which in the process phase is the most important
dimension, is dependent on several other dimensions: The discourse ontology has
to be adapted during the workflow of the procedure according to the different
discussion phases (discourse ontology Æ generating knowledge), the knowledge
generation is also dependent on the dimension of the process type – here
especially the factor of the task to be fulfilled (process type Æ generating
knowledge), and the mixed-media communication as well as the awareness and
visualization features have influence on the knowledge generation (mixed-media
communication Æ generating knowledge; awareness and visualization Æ
generating knowledge).
During the process phase, the handling of the interdependencies is a complex task
because of the dynamic changes in the different factors in the dimensions. The
sub-chapter “suggestions for an integrated concept of online-moderation” (see
below) deals with this dynamic and proposes a method which composes modules
of flexibility as the suggestion for the online-moderator to handle this complexity.
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Figure 5. Interdependencies in the process phase

5 Results and suggestions for an integrated
concept of online-moderation
The integrated concept focuses on the tasks of the e-moderator, and gives a
description of each task and on how to realize it in the process3. For the planning
phase, a morphologic box can be applied, for the process phase; the morphologic
box is enhanced through modules of flexibility.

Initiation
and
negotiation
phase

Modelling
phase

Choice of
media
phase

Process
type

Political
process

Methods &
techniques
Process
plan

E-discoruse
systems

Mixed-media &
communication

Awareness &
visualization

Figure 6. The planning phase

For the planning phase, three different sub-phases can be identified: the initiation
and negotiation phase, the modelling phase and the choice of media phase (see
figure 6). The respective dimensions have to be taken into account during each
phase.
Three sub-phases have been identified for the process phase: the information
phase, the knowledge generation phase and the decision phase (see figure 7).
Here, the dimensions have no linear relations, but influence each other in a
dynamic fashion.

3

Only cut-outs of this concept can be shown to illustrate the concept, the whole concept would be
too detailed in this context.
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Political
process
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knowledge

Mixed-media &
communication

Discourse
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Mixed-media &
communication

Process
type

Figure 7. Process phase

To describe every element of the morphologic box would be too detailed in this
context, so it will be explained first with an example of a dimension in the
planning phase (see figure 8):
In the planning phase, the dimension process plan is located in the modelling subphase and is dependent on the process type and the political process. In this
example, the political process is an exploratory argument for an urban visioning
process about the future development of a large city. Here the online-moderator
decided on standard mediation phases to allow for argument-centred discussion,
with the goal to finding a consensus through discussion of interests, of pros and
contras, and of different options.

Decision
making

Political
Process

Argument
exploration

Process
type

Visioning
process

Distribution/
Allocation
process

Development
process

Process
plan

Mediation
process

Informed
decision
making

Standard
project
management
phases

Figure 8. Cut out of the morphologic box regarding the dimension process plan in the planning
phase

A second example concerns the handling of the dynamic for the process phase:
the dimension discourse ontology in the knowledge generation sub-phase has
influence on the dimension generating knowledge. Figure 9 shows the dynamic
interdependencies of the dimensions. Unlike the use of the morphologic box in the
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planning phase, the process phase needs continuous adaptation of the different
dimensions (for instance changing the discourse ontology from Idea/Comment to
Pros/Contras, if the collective deliberation would benefit from such a decision).

Discourse
ontology

Generating
knowledge

Idea/
Comment

Argument
collection

Pro/Contra

Question/
Answer

Information
distribution

Structuring

Figure 9. Cut out of the dynamic module of flexibility regarding the dimension discourse ontology
in the process phase

Every dimension is described in a similar way in the detailed version of this work,
including references to the respective empirical projects.

6 Implications for practice
This short introduction illustrates the task of identifying and understanding points
of control in the dynamic socio-technical system of an eParticipation process
(from the online-moderator’s perspective).
The suggestions for an integrated concept for online-moderation will help
practitioners – online-moderators, process designers, and software developers – to
understand how online-moderation processes in eParticipation work. This study
gives a new insight in the field of the moderation of Internet-based processes,
which is not only essential for spatial planners, but also important for any process
manager who wants to realize complex eParticipation processes.
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Abstract. Participatory budgets are becoming increasingly popular in many
municipalities all around the world. The idea is to allow citizens to participate
in the allocation of part of the municipal budget. In spite of various attempts
to introduce ICT within politics and public policy decision making, most
participatory budget experiences have been based on physical meetings
and voting by hands, with little ICT or analytical decision support involved.
We describe a general framework combining decision analysis and
negotiation analysis principles to support groups in the elaboration of a
participatory budget. We also present PARBUD, a web-based Group
Decision Support Systems (GDSS) which implements this methodology
through the web, and an experiment conducted with this system.
Keywords: Deliberation support, mediation support, ICT design issues.
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1 Introduction
In representative democratic electoral systems, specific issues are not decided by
referendum; but by voting by citizens’ representatives based on their general
electoral promises. The bonds between voters and elected representatives may
lose legitimacy when citizens do not feel properly represented in real decisions
which impact them. Across Europe and US there are moves to involve citizens in
decision making on key issues that affect them. Politicians’ motivation in this
movement towards participation probably relates to achieving greater public
acceptance of the eventual decision, than to any democratic ideal; but, whatever
the cause, there is an increasing demand to promote the use of participation
instruments in public decision making processes, especially nowadays as IT
seems to make it attainable.
Remote electronic voting, together with other technologies such as discussion
fora, tools for collaborative work and document fusion (which support
deliberation) can be used to promote citizen participation through, for example,
electronic referenda. IT can enable the implementation of a direct democratic
system. However, there are important disadvantages in this movement towards
direct democracy. Therefore, we prefer to view those instruments as an
opportunity to strengthen and improve representative democracy; allowing for
increasing citizen participation and improving communication between citizens
and governors, as well as administrative services to the citizen.
Citizen participation has several benefits in addition to democratizing and
legitimating policy making. Firstly, it facilitates overcoming the shortfalls
associated with citizen representation in deliberative institutions. Secondly, the
participation of individuals and organizations whose interests are affected by
decision making contributes valuable information, especially in local policy
issues. In this way, citizens may prove to be experts in fields where they have
experience or knowledge which is at least as relevant as expert knowledge and
scientific data. Renn et al. (1995) illustrates that ordinary citizen participation in
local policy making processes may provide important high quality information to
complement the use of scientific data, increasing the quality of policy analysis.
Hence, their potential contribution (such as ideas, comments and proposed
solutions) is lost when they are excluded from the policy making process. In this
respect, Surowiecki (2004) has noted that large groups of people are smarter than
an elite few (no matter how brilliant); better at solving problems, fostering
innovation, coming to sensible decisions, even predicting the future. Therefore,
involving and communicating with all stakeholders at all stages of the decision
process also leads to better and more consensual decision making. Beirle (2002b)
demonstrates (through case study data) that a majority of stakeholder-based
processes in environmental decision-making show evidence for improved quality
of decisions. Finally, not only does the success of implementing the outcome of
the process depends on its acceptance by the citizens involved, but citizen
influence over outcomes is also the cornerstone of democracy.
Case studies and issues concerning categorisation and evaluation of different
multi-party deliberation methods for enhancing citizen participation are reviewed
by Abelson (2003), Beierle (1999; 2002a; 2002b), Beierle and Konisky (2000),
Beierle and Cayford (2001), Chess and Purcell (1999), Fischhoff (1995),
Hämäläinen et al. (2001), Irvin and Stansbury (2004) and Rowe and Frewer
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(2000; 2005), amongst others. There is a relatively small literature on how to
design general participatory processes in public policy choices, including Geurts
& Joldersma (2001), Gregory et al. (2001), Mumpower (2001) and Röder and
Tautges (2004). Guidelines based on decision analysis principles for including
citizens’ views and supporting policy decision making processes can be found in
Gregory et al. (2005) and Hämäläinen (2003), and Mustajoki et al. (2004) present
interactive multicriteria decision support tools that can be used in participatory
initiatives within e-democracy. Information systems approaches to participatory
process design in political decision making are also relevant, for example Duggan
(2003), Lourenço and Costa (2004), Macintosh (2004) and Nunamaker et al.
(1988).
Citizen participation in public decision processes through new technologies is the
least developed and, probably, the most controversial application of IT in politics
and administration. In this paper, we present a framework (based on decision and
negotiation analysis principles) aimed at facilitating citizen participation in public
budgetary decision making, and a web-based implementation.

2 Participatory budgets
Participatory budgets constitute an attempt to allow citizens to have a say (mainly
in municipalities) in deciding how part of the public budget is spent; both where it
should be used (in transportation, culture, education, urban development, health
...) and how much should be spent. Participatory budgeting constitutes a budget
allocation approach based on dialogue and citizen participation, which diverges
from the current predominant representative model (in which citizens choose
representatives for four years, with practically no other direct opportunity to
influence council policies). In this sense, participatory budgets can transform the
ideal of representative democracy (where citizens’ preferences are considered
only through electoral voting); moving closer to participatory democracy based
on direct participation and discussion of issues.
Early experiences with participatory budgeting took place in Kerala, Lajes, Boa
Esperança, Diadema and Vila Velha. However, the best known, and longest
lasting, experiment with participatory budgets is in Porto Alegre (initiated in
1989, permanently adopted in 1992). Since then, it has been applied annually with
considerable success (see Abers (1998), Santos (1998), Latendresse (1999) and
Baierle (2002) for descriptions), winning a United Nations prize for best urban
governance practice. Participatory budgeting has since become increasingly
popular in other municipalities around the world. In 2003, approximately 200
municipalities1 undertook participatory budgets initiatives, not only in South
America, but also in Italy, France, Germany, Belgium and Spain. Numerous cities
are planning to implement similar initiatives; Toronto anticipates that citizen
participation will be allowed in the allocation of 10 % of its budget by the year
2010.
The following benefits have been described from these initiatives:
•

Greater legitimacy of investment decisions, due to the inclusion of the
citizens in determining investment priorities.

1

We would like to indicate that, against the generalized opinion, participatory budget experiences
are not only carried out by leftist political parties.
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•

Transfer of investment decision making to citizens, with a consequent
educational process. When citizens learn that their demands have costs,
they value political decision making. Participants evolve from saying I am
going to request, to saying I am going to help decide.

•

Making investment decisions public, so that politicians understand their
duty to represent citizens’ interests, and not to practice clientelism or
political patronage.

•

A greater transparency in public expenditure. By making public spending
more transparent and equitable, participatory budgets serve as an
instrument for transforming local policies for the benefit of citizens, and
for protecting their civil rights.

There are, however, also problems with these experiences. Participation is
frequently limited to a small fraction of the population, which partly invalidates
its basic principle. From an information technology point of view, we appreciate
that, apart from a few initiatives which use discussion fora to collect suggestions
for project proposals, there is little use of new technology. Processes are based on
discussion and physical meetings, and preferences are usually established through
voting, very frequently by show of hands. This can disadvantage people with
poor communication skills. Furthermore, participatory budgeting experiences are
often sabotaged by those who stand to lose influence.
Participatory budget experiences have thus been characterized by conflict, due to
the large variety of stakeholder groups with different interests that take part. This
is not necessarily bad, as long as there are methods for managing such conflicts.
This is related with our final critique, from the point of view of the little decision
technology employed. No problem structuring tools are used, no formal
modelling of citizens’ preferences is undertaken and no formal negotiation or
group decision support tools are used (except for those based on voting). It is
partly for this reason that citizens tend to focus more on the solution of their local
problems, than global concerns, proposing little more than the re-paving or the
lightening of some streets, or small sewer and water projects, as local public
works. To sum up, little methodology based on decision and negotiation analysis
principles has been used.

3 A framework to support participatory budget
elaboration
We have modelled the participatory budget problem as one of limited budget
resource assignment, in which citizens attempt to maximize their own budget
value in view of multiple criteria, subject to other possible constraints. In the
general case, there will be various individuals involved with different values and,
consequently, different optimal budgets. Therefore, an agreement about those
non-allocated budgets should be sought through joint decision. To do this, we
propose a negotiation approach and suggest a general methodology to support
participatory budget elaboration. This methodology consists of the following
phases:
1) Preparation phase. The problem is structured before a final list of
proposals is identified. In this phase, we determine and structure criteria,
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elaborate an initial list of projects, together with their associated costs and
technical features, and identify constraints.
2) Discussion and consolidation. Participants propose new projects and
criteria, supervised by a decision analyst to consolidate a final list of
proposals.
3) Preference communication phase. We elicit the participants’ preferences
to guide the negotiation and provide analytical support during the process.
As a by-product, we may determine the optimal budget for each
participant.
4) Negotiation phase. Participants are allowed to make offers and discuss
them through a forum. Participants are allowed to vote in favour or against
each offer. The offer with highest percentage of acceptance among
participants will be implemented if this percentage is sufficiently high.
Otherwise no offered budget will be globally accepted.
5) Voting phase. If the negotiations fail, a voting session allows for
determining a budget. We use approval voting over the projects to
compute the winning budget, although other voting schemes could be
used.
6) Post-settlement phase. It could happen that the winning budget or the
agreement reached in the negotiation phase will be jointly improvable. In
such case, participants should try to improve it through negotiation.
Note that if all the participants’ preferences are known, a solution through
arbitration could be adopted: thus a budget will be chosen (from many possible
feasible and efficient budgets) as a binding joint decision, trying to incorporate
some principle of equity and fairness. We believe, however, that the
implementation of an arbitrated budget would be looked on as an imposed budget.
For that reason, we prefer to support a negotiation process and, where
negotiations fail, voting. The method chosen to conduct the negotiation phase
allows participants to make offers and send text messages to discuss them, using
an electronic forum to support communication. This reduces the number of
communication channels among participants: messages are sent to the forum,
which is accessible to the rest of participants. Participants will make bids that
include their desired projects. This task can be facilitated by incorporating
warnings when the inclusion of a project in a bid does not satisfy some constraint.
Participants can also vote on each bid. In addition, each participant’s value
function can be used to support them individually in the participatory budget
negotiation process, allowing for the evaluation of bids received.
We also use an index to measure the acceptability of each bid, computed as the
rate of votes in favour minus votes against the total number of participants. We
consider a bid acceptable if it has a sufficiently high index. This index of
acceptance, along with the value function of each participant, can also be used to
provide support in managing bids where the number of bids is high. It is expected
that each participant considers those offers with a high index value, in addition to
those which favour them. The exchange of information during a negotiation
allows parties to learn about the problem and clarify their needs and objectives.
Next, if participants’ preferences change during the negotiation, we allow them to
change their value functions. At the deadline of the negotiation phase, if there is
no minimum bid for the index above, participants will go on to the voting phase.
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Finally, we note that our approach is suited to a web implementation, and
supersedes the standard participatory budgeting methodology (which, roughly
speaking, consists of a phase 2, in which participants elaborate a list of initial
proposals, and a phase 5, in which participants vote over such list). By including
phase 1, before 2, we mitigate the issue of the myopic vision of participants. By
including phase 5 after phases 3 and 4, we allow participants to vote with a better
knowledge of the options. Moreover, if implemented on the Internet, it would
have the technological advantage of remote voting, reducing the stress associated
with face-to-face voting on a potentially confrontational topic (assuming all the
remote voting issues are solved). By including phase 6, we provide a mechanism
to verify whether a dominating budget obtained by voting in phase 5, or by
negotiation in phase 4, is suboptimal. It is usually ignored that it could happen
that the dominating budget obtained by voting is suboptimal according to the
Pareto order. Thus, our methodology contributes with a mechanism to verify
whether a potential budget is non-dominating and, in such a case, to improve it.

4 PARBUD: A system implementation to support eparticipatory budget formation
We have presented participatory budgets as a paradigm for participatory
democracy, and described a methodology to support the elaboration of
participatory budgets. In the light of the lack of IT in previous participatory
budgeting experiences, we have developed PARBUD2, a web-based Group
Decision Support Systems (GDSS) which implements our methodology through
the web.
The application of IT to cooperative work and group decision making has grown
out of three traditions: communications, information services provision and
decision support. Communication support enables the elimination of
communication barriers, providing communication technologies such as
electronic fora, electronic mail, bulletin boards, virtual meeting rooms and
conference facilities over the Internet. Decision and negotiation support software
provide tools for structuring decision analysis, such as decision trees, influence
diagrams, multi attribute preference models, hierarchical structures for multi
attribute value analysis, sensitivity analysis and risk analysis as well as protocols
to guide negotiations. Information support technologies facilitate data access,
management and sharing, as well as providing statistical packages for data
analysis using techniques like forecasting and multivariate methods.
Kraemer and King (1988) and Jelassi and Foroughi (1989) review technologies
which aid group decision making and the theories used for designing IT based
group decision support systems, as well as experiences with existing systems.
Espinasse et al. (1997), Hämäläinen and Pöyhönen (1996), Hämäläinen et al.
(2001), Hämäläinen (2003), Jarke et al. (1987) and Rangaswamy and Shell (1997)
illustrate some of the existing systems as well as describing experiments
undertaken with them. A review of empirical studies on the impacts of these
systems on the group process and outcome, see Pinsonneault and Kraemer (1990),
suggests that use of group decision support systems increases participation and
decreases domination of the group by individuals, as well as increasing the depth
of group analysis, consensus reaching and decision quality. They also decrease
2

PARBUD is available at http://infodoc.escet.urjc.es/pp
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the time to decision. These empirical studies also found that the supported group
members were more satisfied with the process and the decision, and that they
manifested a higher confidence than the non-supported group members.
The PARBUD system assumes the mediator’s role – a neutral external helper,
which gathers confidential information from participants facilitating a FOTID
(Fully Open Truthful Intermediated Disclosure) framework, rather than the
traditional FOTE (Fully Open Truthful Exchange) and POTE (Partially Open
Truthful Exchange) frameworks described in Raiffa (2002). The FOTID
communication framework implies, for us, that participants may confidentially
reveal their true preferences to the system, the intermediary. The system will thus
know the true preferences of all participants without disclosing them to
counterparts. The FOTID framework enables the computation of the set of nondominated budgets and the facilitation of multilateral negotiations, suggesting
agreements (based on knowledge of participants’ preferences and some concept
of fairness) until one is jointly accepted. Thus, participants’ preferences influence
the outcome of a guided process, mediated by the system.
Rather than using physical meetings with voting mechanisms, PARBUD
promotes virtual meetings in which participants can discuss problems and explore
consequences through an integrative methodology, confidential revelation of
preferences to the system, and mediation for conflict resolution. The system
supports problem structuring, preference modelling and problem solving for each
individual, and allows for conflict resolution through arbitration, guided
multiparty negotiations and/or voting mechanisms. A post-settlement module
allows checking if the voted solution is inefficient. See Rios and Rios Insua
(2006) for system details.

5 An experiment
We have conducted a simple experiment within the above framework with a
group of lecturers and students from the Rey Juan Carlos University who wanted
to participate in deciding how to spend a departmental grant of 10,000 Euros.
Each year, an amount of money is granted to the Statistics and Decision Sciences
department at Rey Juan Carlos University. This grant can be spent on teaching
and research needs for the coming year, like the purchase of hardware and
software licenses. This year it is also possible to fund up to three invitations to
external professors. Some researchers have previously complained about lack of
consultation. This experiment enables them to participate in the decision process.
A preliminary study was carried out by the department head to identify possible
proposals. The sum of the costs of the initial proposals is higher than the available
budget of 10,000 Euros. The proposals were also subject to other constraints, in
addition to the budgetary constraint. For example, there were applications for
several licenses for the same software, where one could be sufficient in the final
budget. This preliminary study also identified appropriate criteria for evaluation.
We helped the department head to select representative, non-redundant,
meaningful criteria.
The initial draft of the budget problem was formally debated with those lecturers
and students who wanted to participate, including a brainstorming process to
extend the set of proposals. This process was carried out in a face-to-face
meeting. Proposed alternatives and the criteria were discussed (guided by a
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decision analyst) to determine the final list, which included fifteen proposals and
three constraints in addition to the budget constraint. Finally, proposals were
evaluated in relation to the following four criteria:
•

Cost in Euros

•

Expected number of students directly benefiting

•

Expected number of researchers directly benefiting

•

Expected number of papers in the next two years, directly related to the
proposal

The value of the proposals with regard to each criterion was established by the
technical staff of the department, based on objective considerations. The value
function of each of the five participating individuals was elicited in the preference
communication phase, through the protocols implemented in PARBUD for
assessing users’ preferences. A weighted additive value function model with
common multiple attributes was adopted. After the elicitation of a participant’s
value function, the system presents all the proposals and their computed values so
that participants can check whether the assessed value function accurately
describe their preferences. Thus proposals can be holistically compared and,
where participants do not agree with the proposals’ scores (computed through his
assessed value function), they can change their ratings.
In the negotiation phase, each offer was evaluated individually according to the
participants’ value functions. Hence, the system provides each participant with a
rating for each received bid. Participants found the bid evaluation support quite
useful, because of the complexity of intuitive budget evaluation. All participants
used the information received, together with the budget bid, to make their
decisions. Participants judged this decision support essential; they felt that it
would otherwise be extremely difficult to reach a decision. Participants reached
an agreement in the negotiations and were pleased with the experiment. However,
this agreement was dominated. The problem had 7090 feasible budgets and only 3
of them were non-dominated. In the post-settlement phase, the system offered a
non-dominated budget which was better than the previous agreements for all
participants (in terms of their value functions) and all of them decided to accept it.
Although a budget was chosen in the negotiation phase and improved in the postsettlement phase, we ran a voting session for illustration. Interestingly enough,
the winning budget in the voting phase, obtained by the usual mechanism for
deciding participatory budgets, was dominated and improved in the postsettlement phase, to reach the same solution as before.
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6 Conclusions and discussion
The models and tools that we have developed aim at overcoming conceptual and
technical difficulties that participatory budget initiatives are facing in their current
physical implementations.
PARBUD illustrates how we might support groups making decisions in the area
of participatory budgets, by using communication and decision technologies. We
have illustrated (with an ad hoc implementation) how our general architecture for
solving generic decision making problems would allow more participation, a
more informed and transparent decision and a more consensual approach than the
use of new technologies to facilitate standard political decision making
mechanisms.
Having conducted a successful experiment with a small group of students and
researchers, we are currently designing a large scale experiment with PARBUD.
Further research efforts are needed in issues relating to large scale group
implementations, such as the identification of groups with similar interests based
on preferences communicated by participants to enable better communication
support. We have to date assumed that untrained users interacting with PARBUD
have the cognitive abilities and skills to understand the cognitive tasks facing
them. However, where users are neither experts, nor familiar with decision
support systems, human-computer interface issues need to be studied. Initial
experiments show us that some users have complained about usability, pointing to
the inherent difficulty in appropriately interfacing sophisticated decision analytic
concepts. Therefore, some improvements must be made. Finally,
cryptographically secure methods within the system will be implemented in a
future version to ensure confidence and trust in the system.
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Abstract. Electronic participation has developed at a slower pace than
similar transition movements (i.e. Electronic Commerce or Electronic
Government), and major countries still lag behind in their adoption of
eParticipation instruments. Still, there is growing need for them, as voter
turnout is decreasing and the disconnectedness of voters from their
representatives is rising. The development and implementation of
eParticipation instruments (i.e., the use of ICT in legally-binding democratic
instruments, including elections) involves several dimensions, such as legal,
political, social, and information (technology) sciences. In this paper, a
planned research project is presented, in which a holistic eParticipation
process model is developed, based on multiple case study and process
modelling from existing solutions in the field of e-elections. The aim of the
project is to support application understanding, development, and
implementation of eParticipation instruments that will ultimately lead to
larger participation in the democratic processes.
Keywords: ICT Design Issues, Voting
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1 Introduction
Democracy in its various forms, with free and equal elections and free speech, has
become a major factor in the stability of countries worldwide. Although the
number of countries ruled by democratic structures has steadily increased since
the Second World War and the end of communism, the voter turnout and
satisfaction with this system has steadily decreased (United Nations Development
Programme 2002). Unlike the democracies in transition, which increased their
electoral turnout at one point in the 1980s to over 80%, but have since decreased
to 70%, the established democracies have consistantly lost voters since 1945 and
have reached levels that were formerly only seen in transition countries,
according to a 2002 IDEA study on voter turnout worldwide since 1945 (Pintor &
Gratschew 2002).
Halting this development has been the issue of many studies (Bozóki et al. 2004;
OECD 2001) and many put their hopes in new opportunities available through the
application of new forms of technology. Technology has always been an
important factor in democracy. While the Greeks used stones to cast their votes,
which later were replaced by swords and similar instruments of power, now one
might use new technologies, like the Internet. Many believe that this could help
solve the democratic crisis (Coleman 2003; Kies et al. 2003; Macintosh 2003b).
Similar to the transition in business (“e-commerce”) and government (“egovernment”) this transition is called e-democracy or, better, eParticipation. This
leads to the definition of eParticipation as “the use of information and
communication technologies within political processes, from the local
communities to the global stage” (Clift 2003).
Nowadays the availability of information and communication technologies poses
new questions in respect to their use in the democratic process. Developing
applications in the area of eParticipation is, therefore, very difficult, especially
when it comes to transferring existing democratic instruments into the electronic
sphere. It is not only adding a remote channel, but also changing the whole backoffice process. As in e-government, such thinking has to be expanded in order to
support the complexity of eParticipation,.
One way to support such development, implementation and understanding of
processes is to use reference or process models. Not only will they enable an
easier understanding of the complex issues involved, but they will also fulfill the
requirement for transparency, as everybody, including the end-users, can
understand how the application works. Although there is considerable research on
process modeling in the public sector (Becker et al. 2005; Billie 2001; Wimmer
2005), it is still hard to find domain-specific and complete process models like
Hagen’s work (2001). So far, there is neither work on process nor on process
models for electronic participation instruments; thus, this dissertation fills this
void in research to support the future development, deployment and
understanding of such applications. Further, in the field of process modeling, it is
important to generate validity by basing the model on empirical findings. In our
approach, the selected multiple case study approach allows for an inductive
development of the process model.
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2 Theory
Electronic participation, as a concept, has roots back to the time of the Second
World War. These were mainly positive visions that had no or little connection to
the emergence of the Internet. Visionaries like Fuller (1963), Fromm (1955),
Arterton (1987) or Rheingold (1993) have conceived new, more direct forms of
democracy. Only later did further positions evolve. Contradictory positions were
taken by (Golding 1996; Haywood 1995), who foresee a negative effect on
democracy through new technologies, due to inequalities in information access.
No effect at all on democracy is attributed to the Internet by (Bimber 2001;
Leggewie & Bieber 2001). With the small number of eParticipation instruments
in place, it is hard to find evidence for either influence. Still, these assumptions
play a very important role, in the judgement of politicians.
As described above, electronic participation is often seen in a close relationship to
electronic government. There are definitions which see eParticipation as part of egovernment or separately. Scholl (2002), for example, defines electronic
government as, "the use of information technology to support government
operations, engage citizens, and provide government services," which includes
not only electronic administration, but also electronic participation by citizens.
This differentiation can also be found in Europe, where Reinemann and von
Lucke (2004) distinguish e-workflows and e-democracy. Although the
information technology in place is similar to e-commerce, it involves legal and
social components, such as electronic government (Reinermann & von Lucke
2000, p. 10), as well as politics, which makes it even more complex. They also
define eParticipation as the electronic representation of the democratic processes,
which Parycek (2005) divides into three subprocesses, (i) information acquisition,
(ii) formation of an opinion and (iii) the decision itself. Electronic participation
has, therefore, often been differentiated into two aims – the field of e-deliberation
(decision preparation, therefore consisting of processes (i) and (ii)), and the field
of e-voting (decision-making, therefore process (iii)). This separation is more
related to the fact that e-voting is focused on utilizing existing instruments (and is
highly disputed), while e-deliberation is focused more on new forms of
eParticipation instruments. For the development of a process model, this
segregation is not helpful, and it is the task of this paper to provide a unified
model that fits both application types. The relations between e-government,
eParticipation, e-deliberation and e-voting are depicted below:
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Figure 1. Framework of eParticipation Instruments

Taking these relations based on the definitions of eParticipation and related
research into account, it is clear that eParticipation is an interdisciplinary research
field, consisting of several areas of expertise. One can, therefore, speak of four
dimensions of eParticipation research: technology is needed as the driver for the
transformation approach, legal regulations make it possible and accountable, the
political process is at the core, and the social dimension involves citizens shaping
the process with their input.

Figure 2. Four Dimensions of EParticipation

The most distinguishing dimension for applications is the level of technical
complexity. Combining it with the political process, one can develop an
eParticipation application framework. This framework follows an approach
developed by the EU forum e-democracy working group (Macintosh 2003a),
where political processes are matched with the technical complexity.
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Figure 3. Framework of EParticipation Instruments

This results in four application types that are depicted in Figure 3: (i) websites,
providing information to citizens, (ii) e-polls as uni-directional, since citizens
don’t get feedback on their opinions, (iii) blogs, where discussion takes place at
the same time, and finally (iv) e-voting, where a decision is ultimately made.
These applications in the field of e-democracy are also called instruments, as they
are methods by which citizens express their will.
The use of ICT in casting votes (e-voting) also requires a further differentiation
by the site where the voting takes place – either in a controlled or an uncontrolled
environment. This is depicted in Figure 4.
Environment
Controlled

Uncontrolled

In-Person

Hands-Up

-

Paper

Polling Place

Postal Voting

Electronic

Stand-Alone
Electronic Voting
Machine
Networked
Electronic Voting
Machine

Remote
Electronic Voting
(Cell Phone, PC)

Counting Machines

Medium

Networked Kiosk Electronic Voting

Figure 4. Forms of ICT-supported casting of votes

Still, only a small number of projects exist where electronic participation
applications, representing voting instruments online, have been successfully
implemented. The 2003 United Nations E-Government survey found that the top
20 countries using e-government provide only one third of what they could offer
in services for online citizen participation (UNPAN 2004).
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In a study of US municipal public service offerings on the Internet, Jay Moon
(2002) classified the offerings in five categories: (i) information offering, (ii) bidirectional communication, (iii) service and financial transactions, (iv) vertical
and horizontal integration and, finally, (v) political citizen engagement. This late
support of e-democracy applications is also a result of a lack of support from the
politicians. Mahrer (2005) found this in a survey of European parliamentarians,
where he queried them on their support of e-government and eParticipation.
While they were strongly in favor of administrative transactional services, they
found major drawbacks, such as privacy and usability issues, with eParticipation
applications.
Further challenges to such application development include equal access and
transparency. The German philosopher Jürgen Habermas and his theory of the
transformation of the public sphere, which resulted in the field of deliberation, has
developed into a major driver of eParticipation. His work was first published in
German (Habermas 1962) and became hyped in the Internet research area after its
translation into English nearly thirty years later (Habermas 1991). He attributes to
the Internet a transformation of the public sphere towards more equal access, the
price of which has been poorer quality of the contributions (Habermas 2006).
From the sites where eParticipation processes are in place, one major problem is
the lack of citizen trust in the results of, for example, an election using electronic
voting technology. Here, Vollan attributes this to the low level of transparency, in
contrast to what people are used to in paper-based elections (Vollan 2005). This
lack of transparency could be the reason for high levels of dispute, as. for
example, with the e-voting machines in Venezuela 2004/2005 (Carter Center
2004; EU Election Observation Mission to Venezuela 2006). To solve these and
other problems in developing such challenging IT applications, it is necessary to
aggregate and finally integrate all relevant domains into one model to facilitate
communication among experts in the specific domains (Hollingsworth 2004).
For the future of eParticipation, therefore, it is necessary encourage research that
contributes to the understanding, development, and implementation of electronic
participation instruments. This will also help overcome the the major challenges
found by Ann Macintosh in her study (2003a) for the OECD: (i) problem of scale,
(ii) building capacity and active citizenship, (iii) ensuring coherence, (iv)
evaluation of e-engagement, and (v) ensuring commitment.
Democracy is a term used for many different forms of governance. What people
understand by “democracy” can differ considerably and is usally clarified in a
country’s constitution. How the use of technology could influence these
democracies is explained in the scenarios described by Åström (2001). Rather
than looking at scenarios, the research focuses on how things are done. The best
way to understand how technology is applied differently from country to country
is to look at a process that follows similar structures. This research therefore
concentrates on the democratic instrument of elections. The following research
questions drive the analysis:
1) Which applications in current information and communication
technology are currently used in casting votes?
2) What dimensions and criteria have to be considered in their
implementation?
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3) Which processes are followed to produce a sound and acceptable
result by the public?

3 Methodology
In the field of IS research, one way to answer the questions raised is to use
process models. In the field of information systems these models have received
growing attention in recent years. Although there is no common definition of
process models (Becker et al. 2005), still, Scharl (1999) sees their objective as (i)
developing a common consistent concept basis, (ii) critically analyzing
organizations and procedures to find latent vulnerabilities, (iii) propagating a
sectoral description of a mass information system, (iv) reducing communication
barriers among domain specialists, and (v) reducing the complexity of
implementation of concrete applications. In addition, having process models
prior to implementation is a good predictor of success (Klischewski 2005).
In order to create correct and proper process models, it is necessary to adhere to
certain principles (Becker et al. 1995; Schütte & Rotthowe 1998): (i) construction
adequacy, meaning there must be a consensus on how the problem is represented
in the model, (ii) language adequacy, the relation between the model and the used
(artificial) language, (iii) economic efficiency, due to the requirement for an
economic restriction, (iv) clarity of the hierarchical decomposition, the
arrangement of elements and the filtering of information, (v) systematic design by
differentiating between behavior and structure of information systems, and (vi)
comparability must be possible on correspondence and similarity, either on the
level of the model systems or on a meta system level.
In addition to adherance to the modeling principles, above, for the model to be
successful (according to Wimmer 2005) it will be necessary to adapt it to the
special needs of the public sector. This includes (i) a holistic view, (ii) model
process and service-oriented, (iii) vision of process models as the link between
process management and implementation, (iv) use of state-of-the-art modeling
tools, (v) use of participative design models and prototyping, (vi) evolutionary
process lifecycle, as well as (vii) adhering to layer-by-layer implementation. The
planned process model will be in the declarative area (Fettke & Loos 2004).
While these design principles are important to follow, they do not help in
knowing how to design such a process model. Basically, there are two ways to do
so – either by modeling one’s own approach and then adapting it to reality, based
on problems in implementation (deductive approach), or by basing the model on
current experiences and an analysis thereof, on which to build a best-of model
(inductive approach). For this study, the latter will be used.
For Becker et al. in (2005), such an inductive approach is constructed in two
sequential steps: (i) as-is modeling and (ii) should-be modeling. In the first step,
they modeled the e-government processes of selected communities as-is, based on
expert interviews. In the second step, they analysed the strengths and weaknesses
of comparable processes to produce an integrated should-be process that could be
applied by all participating parties.
Such an approach, to conduct an in-depth study of a contemporary phenomenon
using multiple sources of evidence in its real-life context, is the typical
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application of case-study methodology. This is an area where there has been little
prior research (Benbasat et al. 1987) in the IS field.
Case studies can either be exploratory, descriptive or explanatory (Yin 2003). As
we are trying to gain new insight as to how states developed and implemented
eParticipation instruments, the exploratory approach is selected. A central
criterion for this is the selection of cases. As democratic instruments can be very
different in detail, the author had to select an instrument that, at least, follows
similar procedural steps and allows for comparative analysis. Due to the nature of
constitutional law, which is very different from country to country, as it is based
on the national history, elections, although similar in nature, may use very
different procedures. The international dimension offers the opportunity to study
national mechanisms and, at the same time, to discover potential cross-national
similarities. Hence, the author selected a holistic multiple case study approach
which allowed us to gather and document sufficient experiences for the design of
the intended process model. The case study design follows three phases: (i) define
and design, (ii) prepare, collect, and analyze, and (iii) analyze and conclude, cited
after Yin (2003).

Figure 5. Case study implementation time line

Due to the lack of political support, as mentioned previously (Mahrer 2005), the
actual implementation of ICT in casting votes although heavily discussed has not
yet been widely adopted. The selection of cases is based on a list of planned and
conducted e-voting cases (Krimmer & Triessnig 2007). The selection criterion
was the conducting of a legally-binding election, where at least one voting
channel used electronic means. Following the concept of theoretical sampling
(Punch 2005), e-voting uses in both controlled and uncontrolled environments of
equal number were observered. Futhermore, the researcher wanted to observe
elections on both a local and national level, as well as in countries with
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established democracies, as well as younger democracies. The six1 cases
identified are: (1) Nation-wide municipal elections in Estonia 2005, (2)
Parliamentary elections in Venezuela 2005, (3) Regional elections in Novgorod,
Russia 2006, (4) Senate and Congressional elections in the United States of
America 2006, (5) Parliamentary elections in the Netherlands 2006, (6) National
Referendum in, Canton Neuchâtel, Switzerland 2007:
1) Estonia is the first (and only) country worldwide to introduce legallybinding, nation-wide, remote, electronic voting without any preconditions.
The first application took place in the October 2005 municipal elections.
2) In Venezuela the use of ICT in casting the votes reaches back to 1999
where they first used ballot counting machines. Since 2004 all elections
use networked electronic voting machines manufactured by Smartmatic.
In December 2005 the national parliament was elected using these
machines.
3) Since 2002, the central election commission of Russia supports its
elections with the use of ballot scanning devices in parts of that immense
country. In October 2006, they used, for the first time, stand-alone
electronic voting machines in regional elections in the city of Novgorod.
4) In the United States of America, the use of different forms of voting
technology dates back to the beginning of the 20th century. While pulllever and punch-card machines were common up until the 2000 voting
disaster in Florida, the Help America Vote Act of 2002 mandated that
most of the country switch to stand-alone electronic voting machines, as in
Montgomery County, Maryland, Arlington, Virginia and the District of
Columbia.
5) One of the European countries most advanced in using ICT for casting
votes is the Netherlands. This country used both stand-alone electronic
voting machines nation-wide, as well as remote electronic voting for
citizens living abroad in its 2006 national parliamentary election.
6) Switzerland is the country with the most experience in conducting legallybinding regional elections via the Internet. The election under analysis is
the 2007 election, where remote electronic voting was used in the canton
Neuchâtel.
Environment

Paper

Polling Place
[3, 4, 5] Stand-Alone

Electronic

Electronic Voting Machine

[2]

Networked Electronic
Voting Machine

Uncontrolled
Postal Voting
[1, 5, 6]
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Figure 6: Representation of Selected Cases within the Form of a Vote-Casting Framework

1

A number of interesting cases were excluded due to lack of accessibility; i.e., Kazakhstan,
language problem; i.e., Brazil, or simply because of insufficient data available; i.e, Korea.
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The data collector further followed the code of conduct as an international
election observer, as signed by twenty-one international organizations, including
the United Nations, the European Union and the OSCE/ODIHR (United Nations
2005), and followed Gold’s definition of a complete observer (Gold 1958).
For the analysis of the data reference framework that is used, based on the
dimensional model from Figure 2 as the macro level that is extended with the
actual electoral process as the micro level, see Figure 7.

Figure 7: The eParticipation Instrument Dimension and Procedural Model

This framework will be used to gather the data for these cases studies, using
available public data on the Internet. Furthermore, the official information
documents used; i.e., training materials for poll workers, were provided by the
organizers; and third party reports found on the Internet, as well as in literature,
were used to gather data. Finally, open questions will also be discussed with the
development, implementation or administrative teams. An important point then
becomes the modelling of the business processes. For the modelling process, the
major established business modelling approaches are (i) ARIS, (ii) SOM and (iii)
PROMET. Aris was developed by August-Wilhelm Scheer, and is used in SAP. It
consists of a process model, modelling methods and meta models, and defines
different views. SOM is a method of semantic object modelling, which consists of
the company architecture, process model and software architecture. PROMET is
seen as the node between business strategy and information technology. It uses
net displays, matrices like the SWOT network and further use task chains to
display the connections between processes and IT.
As the author wants to concentrate on both – application development and
implementation – one needs a more universal approach. For this reason, the
industry standard UML (unified modelling language) was selected. Not only does
it share the strengths of ARIS (object-oriented approach in analysis and design),
but UML is a standard, not just a tool; therefore it allows for the perfect
combination of application development needs, due to its methodological
uniqueness, and also business modelling, due to its extensibility. Furthermore,
UML has been used for business process modelling in (Oestereich et al. 2003),
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and will, therefore, serve as the perfect tool to build the data basis for case study
analysis.
This, then, will conclude the first phase of the analysis, where the result will be
as-is models of the described case studies.
In the second step, the strengths and weaknesses of the approaches will be
analyzed. These data will be analyzed for the propositions stated in the beginning
of this paper, and then analyzed to try to match patterns (Yin 2003) to use them
for input in the generalized eParticipation instrument process model for ICTbased casting of votes, which will be constructed as final result.

4 Prospective results
This research project is a perfect example for interdisciplinary research. It uses
methodologies from two domains, social sciences and business informatics. These
domains are combined in the case studies and process modeling methodologies.
Furthermore, this methodology is used to describe and document the
transformation process in political and social structures around the world. The
democratization process will continue, as will the movement towards more
participation by citizens. Knowing how to do it right and to raise the level of
transparency is necessary in such processes. This is what this research hopes to
support and facilitate.
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Abstract. The chapter suggests an interpretative model for explaining
different types of eParticipation adoption in local authorities’ websites,
focusing on the role of the characteristics of local governments. Following
new institutionalist theory, I assume that the characteristics of local
governments affect the degree of adoption of eParticipation. This latter, as
the dependent variable, is measured by looking at the features of local
authorities’ official websites in England and in Italy, using a website analysis
grid that has been evaluated by eParticipation experts through an online
survey. Seven independent variables concerning local government
characteristics have been classified in three groups: demographical, political
and socio-economic, to be collected from secondary sources. The
relationship hypothesised between independent and dependent variables is
to be assessed through statistical analysis. The review of studies on nonelectronically-mediated participation suggests the relevance of the
independent variables chosen. A website analysis grid for assessing the
degree and type of eParticipation has been constructed, and its validity
confirmed by the overall high scores of each of its items resulting from an
online evaluation survey on eParticipation experts. Primary data has not
been collected and analysed, thus the relationships hypothesised have not
been tested yet. The study contributes to building a standard,
methodologically sound tool for measuring the degree of eParticipation and
can help practitioners in identifying favourable local environments for
implementing eParticipation. Almost no previous research exists which tries
to test the relationship between the adoption of eParticipation and
institutional explanatory factors in local government.
Keywords. eParticipation; local government; institutions
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1 Introduction
Why do some local governments adopt the new information and communication
technologies (ICT) to enable citizens to participate in the policy-making process,
whereas other do not, or do it to a lesser extent?
The adoption of ICT in the public sector is expected to introduce innovation and
change in government policy making. The processes of democratic governance
are among the dimensions in which innovation is expected to occur, namely the
relationships between governments and citizens in the policy making process,
which take place mainly at local level.
However, different types of technologically-mediated innovation in governmentcitizen relationships can be put in place, according to the degree of inclusion in
the policy-making process provided by local governments for citizens – that is the
different types of eParticipation adoption. Such types range from information
provision, to consultation and active participation.
A non-deterministic view of the role of ICT in democratic governance implies
that other, non-technical, factors besides technology affect the way change is
introduced in governments (Fountain 2001; Hoff et al. 2000). There is a need to
investigate the factors that affect the different degree to which eParticipation is
implemented in local government.
Following the theoretical framework of new institutionalism (March & Olsen
1995; Reich 2000) I assume that, among these factors, the institutional context
plays a fundamental role. In particular, the characteristics of local authorities are
considered to influence local authorities’ public policy behaviour, namely the type
and degree of adoption of eParticipation.
In order to assess the impact of institutional factors on the type and the degree of
adoption of eParticipation, this chapter proposes an explanatory model of
eParticipation adoption, to be tested on local governments in England and Italy,
along with a set of research tools and a brief outline of methodology to be
adopted.
After this introduction, the second section will analyse the current streams of
research on the processes of ICT adoption for citizens’ participation within the
existing institutional and scientific literature, arguing that there is a need to
investigate institutional variables affecting different degrees of implementation of
eParticipation, particularly at local government level.
The third section will present an interpretative model for explaining different
degrees of eParticipation adoption in local government, indicating a set of
independent variables of demographical, political and socio-economic nature. An
analysis grid for local authorities’ websites will be also proposed, as the
operationalization of the dependent variable.
The fourth section will illustrate the choice of England and Italy as study cases, by
indicating the significant similarities and differences between them concerning
institutional setting and eGovernment policy.
In the conclusions the contents of the paper are summarized and contributions to
policy practice and policy research on eParticipation provided by this chapter are
illustrated.
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2 Local government and the adoption of
eParticipation: investigating the relations
The use of ICT in the public sector is supposed to foster change and innovation in
several areas of government. Both policy makers across the world (see, for
example, Cabinet Office 2000; European Commission 2002; Jaeger & Thompson
2003; OECD 2003; UNPAN 2005) and the research community (Bellamy 2000;
Dunleavy & Margetts 2000; Heeks 1999; Holmes 2001; Margetts 1999) have by
now increasingly pointed out that eGovernment is not, or not anymore, about
technology – but it is about introducing change and innovation in a wider field,
including public sector organisation, policy-making, service delivery and the
relationship between government and citizens.
The OECD indicates six topic areas in which eGovernment is thought to have an
impact in terms of change and innovation. According to the OECD, eGovernment
is important for the public sector because: 1) It improves efficiency; 2) It
improves services; 3) It helps achieve specific policy outcomes; 4) It can
contribute to economic policy objectives; 5) It can be a major contribution to
reform; 6) It can help build trust between governments and citizens (OECD 2005,
pp. 15–16).
I group this range of items in which eGovernment is supposed to introduce
paradigmatic change into two main sets of objectives for eGovernment: New
Public Management-type objectives (managerial efficiency) (Bevir, Rhodes &
Weller 2003; McLaughlin, Osborne & Ferlie 2002; Osborne & Gaebler 1993),
and the transformation of government-citizen relationships (citizen
empowerment).
Table 1. eGovernment potential for innovation in the Public Sector: two principles of change

NPM objectives
(managerial efficiency)

Transformation of
government-citizen
relationship
(citizen empowerment)

Administrative
action

Efficiency

Accountability

Services provision

Service delivery
improvement (quantitative
and qualitative)

User involvement in services
design

Policy making

Achievement of specific
policy outcomes

Citizen participation in the
policy process

Achievement of economic
objectives
Administrative reform

If we focus on the right hand side of this scheme, we can see that only a minority
of factors expected to be influenced by ICT in government concern democratic
issues, namely the participation of citizens in the policy-making process. Such
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issues are commonly referred to as belonging to a specific area of eGovernment
that is eDemocracy and eParticipation (Gronlund 2004; Relyea 2002).
The theoretical relationship between the concepts of eParticipation and
eDemocracy is itself debated. Here I apply the position of Macintosh (2004), who
refers to eDemocracy as “the use of IT to support the democratic decisionmaking“. In her proposed framework, eDemocracy can be divided into two
distinct areas: e-voting, referring to the issues of enabling formal voting – i.e.
regular legally binding elections – and eParticipation, referring to the issues of
enabling opportunities for consultation and dialogue between government and
citizens by using a range of IT tools. Hereafter I am going to focus on the
dimension of eParticipation.
The implementation of eParticipation policies takes place mainly at local level.
Local governments are increasingly given a fundamental role in implementing
eParticipation policies in many parts of the world (Ferguson 2004; Stowers 1999).
Local governments are in fact held responsible for carrying out most of the
eGovernment projects related to both electronic delivery of services and the
involvement of citizens in public decision making. This is due to two main
reasons, which can be summarized as follows:
1) Local government is the closest access point for citizens to communicate
with government. For this reason, eGovernment policies are shaped
around a conception of the local tier of government as the front office of
an integrated system, the “electronic gate“ through which citizens/users
communicate with the public sector (Hall 1998; Holden et al. 2003; PercySmith 1996).
2) Local governments are traditionally the public bodies in charge of both
delivering services to the local community and being the arena for closer
forms of democracy and participation (Hamel 1998; Mansbridge 1983;
Phillips 1996).
In such a context, it is of great interest to analyse the way local governments
provide eParticipation, to measure the extent to which they do so, and to identify a
number of background variables that can help explain different degrees of
eParticipation provision.
Existing literature on these issues can be grouped according to two different
perspectives: one is concerned with the studies on background variables
explaining the adoption of eGovernment; the other one is concerned with
contributions framing different degrees of participation provided by ICT in
government and trying to operationalize them.
Within the first perspective – focusing on independent variables affecting the
adoption of eGovernment – there is very little empirical research that has been
carried out that focuses on eParticipation. In fact, even though there are a number
of studies looking at background variables for general adoption of ICT in
government (for example: Danziger et al. 1982; Musso et al. 2000; Ho 2002;
Criado & Ramilo 2003; Henriksen 2004; Moon & Norris 2005), only a handful of
them look at the implementation of participatory features as the dependent
variable.
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Scott (2006) has recently surveyed a number of large US municipalities by
assessing the online features provided to involve citizens in the decision-making
processes. He concludes that no standard tools, but a very heterogeneous variety
of methods for enabling eParticipation is used and, most importantly, that
evidence regarding government support of public involvement through IT is
highly dependent on theoretical assumptions. For example, in referring to a
feature of the pluralist type of involvement – as described by Norris (2003) – it is
found that larger municipalities are more likely to offer personalized content to
users on their websites. Hoff et al. (2003) draw on a set of 19 criteria for assessing
the level of political information and political participation provided by local
authorities’ websites in Denmark. They find, overall, a normal distribution of the
eParticipation scores across the country, albeit with larger and richer
municipalities scoring better. The degree of eParticipation provided is also proved
to be independent of the political orientation of the party in charge in each local
government. Lawrence Pratchett (1999), using a case study approach, argues that
the presence of an influential policy community of ICT professionals among local
decision makers results in the participatory dimension of eGovernment being
neglected, at the expenses of management efficiency and services delivery.
Similarly, Mahrer & Krimmer (2005) point out the lack of support of the body of
elected representatives as the key for explaining the failure of local eParticipation
projects.
As far as the second perspective is concerned – classifying the degrees of
participation provided by ICT in government and operationalizing them – some
attempts have been made to structure eParticipation within a “stage model“,
similarly to what can be found in the literature dealing with eGovernment services
(Andersen & Henriksen 2006; Hiller & Bélanger 2001; Layne & Lee 2001).
In the case of eParticipation, different stages are assigned to different degrees of
citizen involvement in decision-making. The OECD identifies three stages of
government commitment to eParticipation, according to the type of
communication flow between citizens and government that is enabled by the use
of ICT: information, consultation, and active participation (OECD 2003). While
the information stage refers to the production and one-way delivery of
information to citizens, who in this case have a relatively passive role,
consultation refers to a two-way relationship in which citizens provide feedback
to government’s policies, and in which they are actively involved. Active
participation refers to a situation in which citizens can actively engage in the
policy-making process and they can propose options and shape the policy in a
symmetrical two-way relation. This was later refined by Macintosh (2004), when
referring to the degree of commitment put by a government to “e-enabling“, “eengaging“ and, eventually “e-empowering“ citizens.
Without explicitly referring to a stage rationale for classifying modes of
eParticipation, Norris (2003) draws on classic theories of democracy to identify
three types of “web-based public involvement“: the pluralist, featuring elitemanaged efficiency in public service delivery and extensive interest-group
consultation; the representative, similarly focusing on managerial efficiency in
information provision and services delivery, but enhancing elected representatives
accountability; and the direct democracy type that includes all of the features
present in the other two types, plus an extensive use of IT-enabled “action
functions“ for citizens, such as open public forums and systematic user feedback.
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Summarizing therefore: given the importance of the local government level for
analysing eGovernment and eParticipation implementation, and the very limited
number of empirical studies both on explanatory variables and on the
operationalization of eParticipation in local government, the following research
question is formulated: which are the factors in local government affecting the
degree of adoption of eParticipation features?
The following sections will describe the design of an empirical approach to
investigate this research question.

3 An explanatory model for local eParticipation
adoption
An empirical approach to investigate the relationship between local governments’
institutional characteristics and the implementation of eParticipation implies three
steps: 1) operationalizing the degree of eParticipation as a dependent variable by
building a tool for collecting empirical data on local governments; 2) identifying
explanatory variables in local government characteristics that can be justifiable as
meaningful, by relying on existing empirical and theoretical research literature; 3)
verifying the existence of a relationship between predictors and the dependent
variable.
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3.1 The dependent variable
As discussed in the previous section, a number of contributions in the literature
set a framework to conceptualize different degrees of participation provided by
the implementation of ICT. A summary of the main concepts is provided in the
scheme below.
Table 2. Conceptual scheme for framing degrees of eParticipation

Scientific
literature
contribution
Bellamy 2000
Hiller and
Bèlanger 2001

Classification of the degrees of eParticipation

Consumer
democracy
Information

Demo-elitist
Neorepublican Cyberdemocracy
democracy
democracy
Transaction
Participation

Norris 2003

Information

Communication

Action

Pluralist democracy

Direct democracy

Chadwick &
May 2003

Representative
democracy
Managerial
eGovernment

Consultative
eGovernment

Participatory
eGovernment

OECD 2003b

One-way
communication
Information

Asymmetric two-way Symmetric two-way
communication
communication
Consultation
Active Participation

Macintosh
2004

Information (eenabling)

Consultation (eengaging)

Active Participation
(e-empowering)

Within this conceptual scheme, I refer to the main distinction between
information, consultation and participation, as proposed by the OECD framework
(OECD 2003b). In an attempt to translate these three dimensions into empirically
measurable variables, I have developed a detailed list of features to be analysed in
local governments’ institutional websites, drawing from existing literature.
The following table illustrates items to be found in local authority websites
referring to the three dimensions of information, consultation and participation.
Table 3. Items of eParticipation in local authority websites

(I)NFORMATION – One-way communication
A one-way relation in which government produces and delivers information for
use by citizens. It covers both passive access to information upon demand by
citizens and active measures by government to disseminate information to
citizens. (OECD 2001, p. 23).

Understanding eParticipation - Contemporary PhD eParticipation research in Europe

138

The Diffusion of eParticipation in English and Italian Local Government

I01 – Display of personal information on the PRINCIPAL Local Authority’s
policy makers (Leader of the Council, Executive Members)
I02 – Display of personal information on ALL the Local Authority’s policy
makers (including all the Councillors)
I03 – Description of Local Authority’s organization (e.g.: division in departments,
committees, ...)
I04 – Description of Local Authority’s functions (statutory decision-making
processes and roles)
I05 – Publication of Local Authority’s decision outcomes (e.g.: budget decisions,
laws passed, …)
I06 – Publication of Local Authority’s agenda and timetables
I07 – Possibility of subscribing to a newsletter on Local Authority’s activities
I08 – Minutes of meetings of official bodies (e.g.: Council, committees, ...)
I09 – Audio broadcast of meetings of official bodies (e.g.: Council, committees,
...)
I10 – Video broadcast of meetings of official bodies (e.g.: Council, committees,
...)
(C)ONSULTATION – Asymmetric two-way communication
A two-way relation in which citizens provide feedback to government. It is based
on the prior definition by government of the issue on which citizens’ views are
being sought and requires the provision of information (OECD 2001)
C01 – Personal e-mail contact of the PRINCIPAL Local Authority’s policy
makers (Leader of the Council, Executive Members)
C02 – Personal e-mail contact of ALL the Local Authority’s policy makers
(including all the Councillors)
C03 – Generic e-mail address (e.g.: “Contact us“ button)
C04 – Collection of online citizens’ feedback on services (e.g.: complaint forms)
WITHOUT publishing the results
C05 – Collection of online citizens’ feedback on services (e.g.: complaint forms)
INCLUDING publishing the results
C06 – Online polls (no binding outcome) WITHOUT publishing the results
C07 – Online polls (no binding outcome) INCLUDING publishing the results
C08 – Discussion forum/citizen-managed weblogging (within the website)
without final binding outcome
C09 – Online panel
(P)ARTICIPATION – Symmetric two-way communication
(Active participation) A relation based on partnership with government, in which
citizens actively engage in the policy-making process. It acknowledges a role for
citizens in proposing options and shaping the policy dialogue – although the
responsibility for the final decision or policy rests with government (OECD 2001)
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P01 – Online referendum (=online poll with binding outcome; NOT including
regular elections e-voting)
P02 – Online discussion forum with final binding outcome
P03 – Dedicated space for petitioning
P04 – Dedicated space for citizen-provided website content
P05 – Chatroom meetings with policy-makers and citizens
P06 – Citizen-initiated poll
For this list to be methodologically sound enough to be used as an analysis grid
for my research, I needed it to be evaluated against some arguably valid criteria.
In order to do so, I have submitted the list of grouped items to the measured
opinion of a recognized community of experts on eParticipation, namely all the
members of DEMO-net, the European Network of Excellence on eParticipation.
I have built an online questionnaire consisting of three questions, each related to a
dimension in my items list. Each question featured, respectively, 10, 9 and 7
items. DEMO-net members were asked to rate each item from 1 (not important at
all) to 5 (very important), according in their opinion to the importance that they
attributed to it in assessing the correspondent dimension (information provision,
consultation, or citizens participation). The questionnaire was submitted to 188
DEMO-net members. 51 recipients responded and completed the questionnaire in
full, producing a response rate of 27%.
A preliminary overview of the frequency distribution of the ratings shows an
average high score for the majority of items, whereas no significant imbalances
are present in the distribution – which would have suggested the need to weight
the items in building the analysis grid. A number of interesting suggestions have
been collected for each dimension in the open-ended part of the online
questionnaire: these new or re-formulated items will constitute a precious
resource to integrate the items list. However, the limited amount of new items
added shows a good overall degree of completeness of the list provided at this
stage.
The refined grid of items for analysing the contents of the local authority websites
will be used to collect quantitative data on the three dimensions. As a result, each
local authority will be given a score for each dimension (information,
consultation, and participation) analysed in each website.

3.2 The independent variables
Local governments as institutions are assumed to be the crucial factors affecting
the degree and type of implementation of eParticipation. The institutional context
in which the adoption of eParticipation takes place – that is the characteristics of
local governments – are deemed to affect the type of implementation of
eParticipation features, namely the degree of participation offered by local
authorities websites.
Such an assumption is made within the theoretical framework of the new
institutionalist approach, when arguing the importance of institutions in
explaining policy-making and, in particular, policy outcomes. If rules are defined
as “routines, procedures, conventions, roles, strategies, organisational forms and
technologies around which political activity is constructed “(March & Olsen
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1989, p. 22), and institutions as “collections of interrelated rules that define
appropriate action“(March & Olsen 1989, p. 160), it can be pointed out that the
institutional characteristics of local government affect the outcomes of the
adoption of a policy, in this case of the type of eParticipation implemented.
Thus I identify a set of independent variables grouped according to three
dimensions of the characteristics of local governments in which eParticipation
adoption takes place: demographical, political and socio-economic.

3.2.1 Demographical variables
Two demographical variables are taken into account: local government’s
population size and population density. As eParticipation is referred to as a
process of bringing citizens closer to governments, the number of inhabitants in a
region and its population density are assumed to be significant factors affecting
the need and the capacity to have eParticipation features. As far as size is
concerned, following similar considerations already confirmed in studies on
general eGovernment features adoption (Moon & Bretschneider 1997; Musso et
al. 1999; Moon 2002; Criado & Ramilo 2003), and on eParticipation features in
particular (Hoff et al. 2003; Scott 2006), bigger local authorities and less densely
inhabited ones are expected to implement eParticipation to a larger extent, due to
their greater need to build a closer relationship with citizens in a more physically
dispersed environment – and to the greater availability of resources that is
associated with larger local governments. From a cost/benefit analysis point of
view, the adoption of ICT by local governments as a participatory device is
assumed to be a cost-efficient response to the higher alternative costs of giving a
platform to a large population by traditional “offline“ means.

3.2.2 Political variables
Two political variables are taken into account: the method of local authority
leader appointment (direct/indirect) and voter turnout in the local government
elections.
As the direct election of the local government leader represents a device for
increased accountability of governmental action (Hambleton & Sweeting 2004;
Svara 1999), this is likely to be associated with a stronger commitment to
eParticipation. When government is less accountable, as in the case of nondirectly elected leader local regimes, information or consultation features are
expected to be more present, rather than eParticipation ones.
A similar argument can be made regarding voter turnout, considered as a measure
of the political involvement of the citizens. There is empirical evidence that a
higher involvement in political issues and civic engagement tends to be associated
with a higher demand for participation in public decision-making processes
(Almond & Verba 1963; Putnam 1993; Pattie et al. 2004). This in turn is expected
to result, in response, in a stronger commitment to implementation of
eParticipation features by local governments.
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3.2.3 Socio-economic variables
Socio-economic variables include age, education and average per capita income
of each local authority’s population.
On the one hand, studies on the digital divide highlight the fact that the less
educated, poorer and elderly are less likely to have access and use ICT, and
particularly Internet-enabled features (Norris 2001; OECD 2004). It is also found
prudent to look at the per capita income in interpreting the level of adoption of
eParticipation by a local authority, given that local authorities with a richer
population are likely to have more financial resources themselves, as a result of
taxation. This is expected to affect the implementation of participatory online
features, since one of the characteristics of eParticipation policies is their high
cost (Andersen et al. 2007).
Furthermore, empirical studies within the stream of the SES (socio-economic
status) theory of participation (Verba et al. 1995) have proven that the levels of
demand for participation by citizens is usually connected to socio-economic
indicators of the polity: a higher participation demand is thus expected to be
associated with a higher level of adoption of eParticipation features by local
governments.
The expected behaviour of the independent variables forming the research
hypotheses leads to construct a research model that groups the modes of each
independent variable into two clusters and relates them to the positioning of each
local authority in a continuum represented by the three dimensions of information,
consultation and participation.
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Cluster X
Demographical Small size
Higher density
Political
Non-directly
elected leader
Lower voter
turnout
Socio-economic Higher average
age
Lower education

Cluster Y
Demographical
Big size
Lower density
Political
Directly elected
leader
Higher voter
turnout
Socio-economic
Lower average
age
Higher education

Lower per-capita
income

INFORMATION

Higher percapita income

CONSULTATION

PARTICIPATION

Figure 1. Interpretative model for implementing eParticipation in local governments

The data obtained will be analysed to investigate a possible bivariate statistical
correlation between the behaviour of independent and dependent variables and
such a correlation will be assessed against the hypothesis implied for each item of
the two clusters. The analysis will include descriptive statistics, cross-tabulations
and basic tests of statistical significance (chi square) for associations between
independent and dependent variables.
A quantitative approach is chosen given the relatively high number of local
authorities that are going to be analysed (185) and also because it allows a
representation of an entire country’s local eParticipation behaviour, which is
necessary for the cross-country comparison pursued in this study.
Secondary quantitative data is relatively easy to access (e.g. national institute of
statistics; consultancy firms’ and/or national and supranational global surveys of
e-readiness) and widely established as a reliable source for scientific literature.

4 The Italian and English cases
The choice of Italy and England as useful ones for a comparative assessment of
eParticipation implementation at the local level is based on the significance of
similarities and differences between the two countries as far as the institutional
setting of local government and the national eGovernment strategy are concerned.
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4.1 Institutional setting
Both Italy and England show structural similarities in the territorial composition
of local government; these similarities are particularly meaningful for a
methodologically correct comparison as far as the middle tier of local government
is concerned. England has a population of 49,141,360, distributed across 82
middle-level local authorities – that is Metropolitan and Non-Metropolitan
Counties and Unitary Authorities – with an average demographic size of 599,284
inhabitants; Italy, on the other hand, has a population of 56,995,744, distributed
across 103 provinces (Province), with an average demographic size of 553,356
inhabitants.
Italy and England are also similar as far as the distribution between medium-small
and medium-large local authorities are concerned, as shown in the figures below.
Distribution of Counties and Unitary
Authorities population (ENGLAND)
>750000
21%

<250000
44%

500000749999
18%

250000499999
17%

Distribution of population in the
Province (ITALY)
>750000
21%

<250000
24%

500000749999
10%

250000499999
45%

Figure 2. English and Italian local authorities’ population

The quantitative similarity between the two countries is however accompanied by
some significant differences concerning the qualitative side – namely the
institutional values traditionally embedded in local government and the methods
of appointing local government leaders.
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For historical reasons and for those regarding institutional path dependencies, the
English and Italian rationales for local governments differ considerably in nature.
The English constitutional rationale of local government is traditionally one of a
provider of services to the local community (Denters & Rose 2005; Page 1991;
Pratchett & Leach 2003); on the other hand, Italian local government is mainly
considered as an institution of political representation of the local community,
whose strong identity it is intended to embody.
As far as the appointment of local government leaders is concerned, Italy has a
uniform system of direct election of the leader by the citizens, while England
features a mixed situation, with some Local Authorities providing for direct
election, and others having a set of different systems, ranging from the
council/manager, to the leader/cabinet formula (Bruguè & Maria Vallès 2005;
Denters & Rose 2005; Gains et al. 2005).
The structural similarities between the two countries’ local government systems,
together with their significant differences, as indicated, thus represent a relevant
environment for a comparative approach to testing the influence of institutional
variables on local eGovernment implementation.

4.2 eGovernment policy
Significant differences between England and Italy are to be found in the
eGovernment policy characteristics as well.
The English eGovernment policy context features a very high amount of public
financial investment, whereas the Italian one does not so. For the period 2001 –
2005, 997,8 million euros in grants have been transferred to local authorities by
the UK central government, while a sum of less than a third (227 million) has
been made available in the Italian case (Dipartimento per l’Innovazione e le
Tecnologie 2000, Department of Environment, Transport and Regions 2001).
The two countries’ general indexes of ICT diffusion and of eGovernment policy
orientation also differ significantly: according to the international “e-readiness”
indicator by the Economist Intelligence Unit, while the UK ranks fourth in the
world with a score of 8.64/10, Italy does not rank higher than position number 25,
featuring an e-readiness overall score of 7.25/10 (EIU 2006).
Different eGovernment policy outcomes are also associated with diverging
institutional arrangements for eGovernment policy making. English Local
Authorities initiatives for eGovernment substantially depend on a centralized
funding system, steered by the Office of the Deputy Prime Minister (ODPM) –
from May 2006 the Department of Communities and Local Government (DCLG)
– and are subject of a centralized, target-driven auditing process led by the Audit
Commission, an independent non-departmental public body sponsored by the
ODPM. Italian eGovernment policy context, on the other hand, features a system
of co-funding between central and local government based on periodical national
bids made by the National Centre for Informatics in the Public Administration
(CNIPA), without any specific referral to target achievement. Similarly, no
specific auditing body is given a role in the policy deployment (Capocchi 2003,
Miani 2005).
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The following table summarizes the characteristics of eGovernment policy in the
two countries.
Table 4. Characteristics of eGovernment policy in England and in Italy

England

Italy

E-readiness scores

High

Medium-low

Financial investment

Very high

Low

Funding system

Centralized

Central-local co-funding

Auditing system

Target driven

Bid-centred

Binding

Non-binding

5 Conclusions
Understanding in which institutional context the diffusion of eParticipation at
local level takes place is a key issue that research must deal with. This chapter has
suggested a research approach to investigate such an issue.
After introducing the research question dealing with the factors affecting the
adoption of ICT as a participatory device in local government, I have showed that
there is a gap in current research that overlooks this issue, especially given the
importance of the local tier of government. I have then introduced an explanatory
model linking a number of local demographical, political and socio-economic
variables to the degree of participation provided by local authorities’ websites,
and suggested it to be tested by looking at the English and Italian cases, which are
argued to be significant for a comparison, due to both their institutional and policy
characteristics.
Such a research approach features the possibility to give a contribution to both
policy practice and policy research. As far as policy practice is concerned, it can
contribute to the easier identification of favourable local environments for
implementing eParticipation as a device for citizen empowerment. Understanding
how institutional contexts affect the implementation of eParticipation on a large
scale will in fact provide policy makers with deeper insights during the planning
phase of eParticipation policy actions, since knowing the potentials of a particular
local institutional context enables to shape the “supply” of eParticipation
accordingly.
As far as policy research is concerned, the research design proposed has provided
a standard, methodologically sound tool to measure the degrees of eParticipation
in local governments in a more precise way than the ones currently available;
furthermore, it proposes an explanatory model that brings together a set of
independent variables which are considered to be relevant in the existing
literature, and makes it available to be further tested in different national contexts,
enabling information-rich comparative studies.
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Abstract. In a context where the efficiency and legitimacy of public action
would seem to require the growing participation of citizens in collective
decisions, our paper deals with the kind of deliberation that can be observed
on electronic discussion forums provided by about thirty local French
authorities on their websites. Indeed, the specific characteristics of forums
(for example, asynchronic written exchanges, absence of face-to-face
interaction, anonymity) lead us to reconsider the ways in which citizens may
participate in the management of the city. The analysis of forums messages
as well as interviews with the elected representatives and technicians have
led to a more specific study of the rules, both formal and informal, which
structure electronic exchanges, the arguments and skills used by net surfers
in online discussions and the possible remodelling of cultural and social
hierarchies which usually hinder citizens’ expression.
Keywords: eDeliberation, municipalities, eParticipation, France, electronic forums.
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1 Introduction
Nowadays, public policies are increasingly stressing the need for deliberation.
Current weaknesses in the representative system reduce the capacity of political
elites to take into account the daily difficulties encountered by citizens and to
associate them with the decision-making processes. Deliberation, through its
democratic imagery and the values it seems to represent (for example, equality),
seems more likely to renew the way political power is exercised. In France,
besides the usual functioning of institutions and the mechanisms of public
decision-making, various procedures and techniques servicing this need for a
better understanding of citizens’ opinions have been set up: urbanism workshops,
public inquiries, youth or wise men councils, district councils.
At the same time, major thoughts on deliberative democracy have emerged.
Indeed, following Jürgen Habermas’ theory of a model of a public sphere
characterized by collective discussion and decision (1997), part of the AngloSaxon political philosophy (Bohman & Rehg 1997) tries to ground contemporary
democracies on the principle of deliberation, which is thought to provide an
alternative to the current political arrangements based on the confrontation of
plural interests settled by means of elections. Thus, according to John Dryzek
democratic theory has encountered a “strong deliberative turn” (Dryzek 2000, p.
1). Moreover, if some authors consider that the participation of citizens represents
a proper answer to representative government’s crisis, the local level appears
particularly likely to accommodate the renewal of citizens’ interest in the political
sphere (Mansbridge 1983).
In this context, the growing use of the Internet in city communication practices
has provoked rising hopes about its contribution to greater participation in local
democracy. Because of its interactivity – and, therefore, its potential for
interaction – this medium appears as a tool likely to renew the dialogue between
elected officials and citizens. The implementation of discussion forums by some
town councils on their websites has raised questions about these new forms of
political exchange.
At a local level, experiments in various countries (for instance, Sweden, UnitedStates, Germany and Great Britain) have generated academic studies which in
general share four main principles. First, they establish a parallel with the ideal
model of public deliberation, inspired by Jürgen Habermas’ theory. This theory
introduces an ideal situation in which the search for public good goes through
procedures of argumentation and reasoning among equal citizens. It also sets up
four ideal requirements of deliberation. First, the participants are not bound by a
previous commitment. Second, they are considered as equal (meaning that
existing inequalities of resources do not reduce their chances to influence
deliberation). The third requirement demands that deliberation should work as a
persuasive exchange, where the participants exchange reasons and claims in order
to convince their interlocutors. The last requirement regards the search for rational
consensus as the aim of ideal deliberation.
Their analysis then consists of underlining the gap between these ideal
characteristics and the online deliberation that is actually being realised. For
instance, Lincoln Dahlberg worked on the characteristics of the normative model
of the public sphere developed from the work of Jürgen Habermas. According to
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Dahlberg, there are six important points: autonomy from state and economic
power; exchange and critique of criticisable moral-practical validity claims;
reflexivity (meaning that participants must critically examine their own cultural
values, assumptions, and interests, as well as the larger social context); ideal roletaking (participants must attempt to understand the argument from the other’s
perspective); sincerity; discursive inclusion and equality. His analysis shows that
vibrant exchange of positions and rational critique does take place within many
online forums. However he stresses that there are also a number of factors limiting
the expansion of the public sphere online. For example, these factors include the
increasing colonisation of cyberspace by state and corporate interests, a lack of
reflexivity, a lack of respectful listening to others, the exclusion of many people
from online political forums and the domination of discourse by certain persons
and groups (Dahlberg 2001).
Second, these studies frequently compare online deliberation with traditional
deliberative or participative practices. For example, J. W. Stanley and C. Weare
(2003) analyzed a Federal Motor Carrier Safety Administration (FMCSA)
experiment by comparing the comments received in the docket with those made
through the web-based discussion. Thus they can emphasize the peculiarities of
eParticipation. In the case of FMCSA, the authors have shown that the individuals
who participated in the web discussion constituted a distinct group with differing
motivations and expectations compared to those who participated in the docket.
Third, some of them adopt a prescriptive orientation in enumerating the conditions
for the success of discussion forums such as, for example, the identification of
participants and the involvement of politicians in the discussion.
Lastly, growing attention has been paid to moderation and its consequences on the
quality of discussions (Coleman & Gøtze 2001; Wright 2005).
In this paper, our aim is not to draw a strict parallel between the Habermassian
approach of deliberation and online forums. So the “deliberative degree” of online
discussions will be not assessed. We propose first to analyse the real constraints
that shape the organisation of electronic debates. In other words, we try to
establish both formal and informal rules which structure online deliberation.
Second, we will look at the different ways residents participate in local online
forums. What issues do Internet users talk about? Moreover, with the forum
content analysis, we will deal with the kind of claims sent by Internet users. This
analysis will allow us to offer a typology of the messages collected on forums.
Finally, we will try to establish whether the electronic forums strengthen or
weaken the social and cultural hierarchies among people who want to speak in
public.
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2 Empirical ground and method
The outcomes presented here are based on an analysis of several forums
established by French municipal authorities between 2002 and 2005:
In 2002, we worked on the forums of eight municipalities, with varying numbers
of inhabitants, in Southwest France: Anglet (Pyrénées-Atlantiques), Carmaux
(Tarn), Cenon (Gironde), Condom (Gers), Luchon (Haute-Garonne), Montpellier
(Hérault), Tarbes (Hautes-Pyrénées) and Vauvert (Gard). The départment (in
brackets) represents an administrative division of the French territory.
In 2003, we did eighteen in-depth interviews with municipal employees from
these towns, mainly politicians (deputy mayor in charge of communication and
local democracy, town councillors and principal private secretaries) and those in
charge of communication (heads of communication and webmasters). We have
furthermore studied the messages posted on the forums. Thus, all of the messages
published in the forum since its opening until February 15th, 2002 (date of our
study) have been collected, that is to say seven hundred and thirty messages sent
by four hundred and seventeen net-surfers. We must say that this is more an
estimation liable to slight variations than the final number because the same
person can send several messages under different fictitious names.
Then, between 2003 and 2005, we studied the forums of other French cities which
are particularly meaningful because of their previous interest in information and
communication technologies (ICT). For example, some extracts of the forums of
Issy-les-Moulineaux (Hauts-de-Seine) or Vandoeuvre-lès-Nancy (Meurthe-etMoselle) will illustrate our comments.
Lastly, in 2005, we observed the forums available on the municipal websites of
the following cities with over 80 000 inhabitants: Amiens (Somme), Besançon
(Doubs), Boulogne-Billancourt (Hauts-de-Seine), Limoges (Haute-Vienne),
Montpellier, Mulhouse (Haut-Rhin), Nanterre (Hauts-de-Seine), Orléans (Loiret)
and Saint-Denis (Seine-Saint-Denis).
Besides interviews with council actors and forum content analysis, our
methodology includes a comparative analysis with face-to-face debates such as
district councils or public meetings. The comparison has double relevance. First,
the comparison allows us to bypass the simple measurement of the gap between
the theoretical models of deliberation, sometimes used in the discourses of
politicians, and the observable practices. Second, the specificities of online
deliberation can be illuminated with the help of quasi-systematic comparisons
made by various authors, especially on district councils.
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3 Main Characteristics of Online Forums
3.1 Forums as subjugated spaces
During public debates in face-to-face interactions, institutional authorities control
both the agenda and the organisation of the exchanges. They also try to find a
balance between allocating a comparable amount of time to members and letting
the discussion go its own way, in a relatively precise time. Similarly, electronic
debates respond to norms determining how free Internet users are when they try to
express themselves. On discussion forums, which are continuous spaces and do
not bring people physically together, how is speech cast? What are the rules, both
formal and informal, which structure electronic exchanges?
These constraints can relate to the kind of subjects selected for discussion but they
can also be editorial (for example, the obligation to respect the law). Indeed, the
topics on which the claims of net-surfers have to focus are, in some cases, chosen
by local authorities themselves. For example, in March 2002, the Internet users of
Rueil-Malmaison (Hauts-de-Seine) could only express themselves on the topic of
security, which is the only forum offered on the municipal website. In June 2005,
Marcq-en-Baroeul (Nord) proposed a single forum regarding sustainable
development. Sometimes, the topics have very few links with the municipal
activities. For example, in February 2004, Orléans (Loiret) submitted to the
Internet users a forum entitled “How to be a father today?”1 and, in autumn 2004,
another forum entitled “Is stress motivating or inhibiting for you?”2
Moreover, the forms and even the content of the messages are also decided by the
local authorities. For example, in Chalon-sur-Saône (Saône-et-Loire) net-surfers
must not “monopolize the conversation”. Their messages must also comply with
“the editorial line of the website”3, which is an especially vague expression. In all
cases, rules guiding the decision to publish a message or not are extremely
ambiguous. Thus, in the forum of Annecy (Haute-Savoie), Internet users are
warned in an extremely authoritative and emphatic way: “we are the only judge of
messages which must be removed from or added to the website.” In Miramas
(Bouches-du-Rhône), the omnipotence of municipal editors is rigidly established
by the editorial charter of the forum, since they have the right to “delete, publish
and shift any of the topics at anytime.”4
Their intention to master the discursive content is increased by the permanent
character of discussion forums. Indeed, because of the possible durability of
criticism by Internet users against municipal policies or staff, local authorities
may be tempted to remove a lot of messages. Traceability of messages is
admittedly an asset of the forum compared to other means of participation for
which the discussions are fleeting. Indeed, the forum keeps participants’ speeches
on a long-term basis. But at the same time, this traceability is considered as a
weapon of accountability likely to backfire on the local authorities. For example,
they may be forced to fulfil their previous publicly expressed promises. In this
1

http://www.ville-orleans.fr/EspaceNet/forum_archive_message.cfm?discusId=16
http://www.ville-orleans.fr/EspaceNet/forum_archive_message.cfm?discusId=22
3
http://www.chalonsursaone.fr, August 2002.
4
http://www.villeannecy.fr>, November 2002 and <http://www.miramas.org/plus/forum/charte.asp, August 2004.
2
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way, forums work like a mirror which is always held up to politicians, as it may
reflect the gaps between the real actions of the municipality and the speeches of
its leaders. Thus, within the framework of a “continuous democracy” evoked by
Dominique Rousseau, forums may be considered as a space for “the ongoing
exercise of a civic and critical gaze reducing the margin of independence of those
who have been elected” (Rousseau 1999, p. 5). In the same way, the wide
visibility of words abroad may increase their mistrust of discussion forums.
There are three factors that underlie the elaboration of both formal and informal
rules of online discussion. All these rules lead us to consider the municipality
itself as the only guarantor for the legitimacy of messages that may be published,
even if these limitations are not strictly implemented in practice.
First, municipal publishers try to attract some participants according to their
“familiarity” with the discussed topics, but also because of their skill in using
rhetorical and well-argued discourse. Even if the municipality does not really seek
expertise from citizens, it wishes for informed and relevant people who will
express their views first in order to define the parameters of a “good” discussion.
Then, the construction of common good is hindered by the very choice of topics
made by local authorities. Internet users do not always like local authorities’
selection of topics, as denounced by this inhabitant of Saint-Denis (Seine-SaintDenis):
“It’s my pleasure to open this forum!!! The first message, what a delight .... Honestly, it makes
me laugh. 1) Topics on which Saint-Denis’ unhabitants can express their views are IMPOSED
...This might be democracy (...)”5

Finally, electronic debates might only handle issues linked to the local area. For
example, Montpellier (Hérault) proposes seven discussion forums that precisely
relate to seven areas of this town. This is also the case of Agen (Lot-et-Garonne)
and Morsang-sur-Orge (Essonne), which propose forums based respectively on
five and eight areas of these towns. From a technical point of view, the forum
actually allows the citizens who do not live in a certain area to express their
views. But this possibility cannot arise when the local authorities restrict the
access to the forum in such a way that only net-surfers living in a given
neighbourhood can speak.
Thus, this opening of local political space is inevitably accompanied by the local
authorities’ will to control the expression of popular speeches. However,
eDeliberation introduces some elements of change compared to traditional faceto-face deliberation schemes. It erodes local authorities’ hold, because the
discussion management slips, in part, out of their hands. First, the supervision of
discursive contents is made by webmasters, with no direct supervision from
elected representatives. Second, it is impossible to define whose turn it is to speak
– such is the case in face-to-face debates. This situation leads to the levelling of
the participants’ status (who can, for example, express their opinions without
being cut by the authorities). Furthermore, some net-surfers twist the initial aims
5

“Changeons Saint-Denis”, 01/02/05, Commercants d’alimentation ?????, Saint-Denis, forum “La
halle du marché entièrement rénovée”. We quote the messages in this manner: “Name of the
Internet user”, date of the message i.e. day/month/year, title of the message, city, and “title of the
forum”. Because this information’s cannot be easily translated, we have chosen to keep the French
words.
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of the forum. For example, in Tarbes (Hautes-Pyrénées), they expressed their
views after the webmaster’s hours of duty in order to avoid censorship.

3.2 Forums as conflictual political spaces
Apart from electoral mobilisations, expression of public opinions in representative
democracy seems to be relatively sporadic. This applies to the local scale where
public meetings, district councils, local referendums or public inquiries in urban
affairs are only occasional. For this reason, electronic forums seem exceptional as
they allow an unbroken opinion flow, at least in theory. What issues do Internet
users talk about?
In our successive analysis of various municipal forums we have separated
messages concerning the city’s problems that may initiate or pursue political
discussion from those which merely ask for practical information, unlikely to
arouse debates among participants.
Within political messages we found some which were related to the policies of the
city. This is the case, for example, in this message from an inhabitant of Tarbes:
“I have a question for the town councillor (or technician) who is in charge of the parks: could
the town council technically and financially make some plantations of trees which may relieve
the bareness and the cold and austere appearance of the boulevards situated between the
roundabout of the hospital and the tax collection office’s buildings?”6

In this category of political messages, there are also other messages that deal with
the city’s administrative and political management.
There are also messages linked to the democratic function of discussion forums,
such as this one:
“What is this forum for? A censor moderator, perturbing questions and censored, cleaned-up
truths, organized propaganda. Freedom of speech in Boulogne-Billancourt goes in only one
direction: the one prescribed by the municipal team.”7

Finally, social issues are also political messages, which do not directly deal with
the local action but seem to come within a broader political arena. These messages
concern national or international matters whose lack of political treatment at a
broader level is precisely the cause of the contribution to the forum.
We have applied this categorization to five hundred and twenty-two messages
posted on the free forums of several websites.8 Our studies show that
eParticipation in forums is closely linked to general interest in politics, and
especially in local affairs: 68% of the messages are political and within them,
those related to the city policies are the most frequent (27%), followed by
messages about management (21%). Social issues and forum criticism reach 8%
and 12% respectively.
Furthermore, the interest in politics is expressed through conflicts and criticisms
concerning the authorities’ activities and other participants’ opinions. For
6

“Fabienne Duprat”, 01/02/02, arbres, Tarbes.
“ju92”, 19/09/05, A quoi sert ce forum ?, Boulogne-Billancourt, forum “Discussion générale”.
8
Here the forums observed are: Anglet (Pyrénées-Atlantiques), Luchon (Haute-Garonne), Tarbes
(Hautes-Pyrénées), Vauvert (Gard) and the forums “Miscellaneous” of Condom (Gers)
and “Citizenship” of Carmaux (Tarn).
7
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example, in the forum of a very small town, Luchon (Haute-Garonne), the
discussions often took on a rather acrimonious and heated tone. A net-surfer,
«Hôtelier en rage» wrote about the town’s cleanliness:
“It’s useless always moving the chief of the cleaning services because the town is really very
dirty this year. We bided our time until hearing the complaints of our customers and we hope
that you are going to restore everything to its proper order. We hoteliers are permanently
compelled to take hygiene measures and it would only be right that the same principles be
applied to the pavements. Thanks.”9

One of his fellow citizens, «Winston Smith» answered him:
“The city is dirty because we welcome little pigs (the tourists) and who wants the little pigs to
come? Hoteliers. And who moans because the city is dirty??? So let’s increase the taxes of
those who need the public spending in order to favour its profitable trade.”10

We know that consensus represents a very important point in Habermassian
deliberation. However, John Dryzek asserts that deliberation is not bound to end
with consensus (Dryzek 2000). Amy Gutman and Dennis Thompson evoke the
idea of “deliberative disagreements”, characterized by discussion between
participants who show respect for each other (Gutman & Thompson 1996). In that
way, electronic forums create local tensions and visible problems and are
therefore relevant to John Dryzek’s (2000) perspective.
Moreover, according to Habermas (1997), publicity of views implies that citizens
should be able to distance themselves from their own interests. Therefore, they
should be open to the arguments of other people and willing to reconsider the
value of their own reasons. Jon Elster also supports the opinion that, in a public
context, citizens should put their private interests in brackets for fear of sanctions
from the group (1999). However, this idea is confronted by Nina Eliasoph who
asserts that the public arena, because of the kind of interaction it produces, simply
cannot allow ordinary citizens to make a politicized speech (1998). In fact, the
controversial aspect of electronic exchanges includes concerns for general
interest. Some participants try to connect their personal objections to more general
issues regarding their community and also to more abstract principles of justice.
For example, access to public goods for all is claimed in the forum of Tarbes
(Hautes-Pyrénées) by “un habitant de la Gespe” (an inhabitant of Gespe). He
directly confronts the mayor, Gérard Trémège, about the lack of post offices in the
southwest of the town:
“Will M. Trémège have this injustice put right and ask the general management of the post
office to create an office next to La Gespe, Solazur or the University?”11

So it seems that electronic forums fall rather within Jon Elster’s logic of
generalization (1997). Indeed the public nature of the proceedings, in spite of the
absence of citizens, does not stop them from attempting to justify their claims and
resorting to general affirmations – even if this desire for generalization coexists
with the expression of selfish interests.

9

“Hotelier en rage”, 31/08/01, Propreté de la ville, Luchon.
“Winston Smith”, 08/09/01, la propreté affaires de chacun ou de tous ?, Luchon.
11
“un habitant de la Gespe”, 08/01/02, services publics à la Gespe-Solazur-Bastillac, Tarbes.
10
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3.3 Forums as unequal spaces
Although access to the Internet and the problem of the ‘digital divide’ are very
important we do not discuss them here. Rather, we focus on equality within
eDeliberation by asking whether the use of discussion forums requires specific
skills and more broadly if they challenge or enhance cultural and social
hierarchies which usually limit citizens’ expression opportunities.
It is, in effect, very rare that individuals are equally involved in the deliberation
process. Radically, Archon Fung and Erik Olin Wright conclude that deliberative
governance, if democratic benefits are really to be expected from it, needs a
significant opposition force. For them, it means a “set of mechanics that can
weaken, indeed neutralize, power and political prerogatives of the main organized
and leading forces in society” (Fung & Wright 2005, p. 50). Actually, the balance
of power is not naturally neutralized in the public sphere as Jürgen Habermas
postulates. We need to consider the various restrictions that hinder citizens’
participation. Speeches, for example during district councils meetings, depend on
the symbolic capital (fund of knowledge, social and economical status and so on)
of each citizen (Bacqué & Sintomer 1999). In accordance with this view, Lynn
Sanders criticizes the Habermassian approach because of the unequal ability of
citizens to carry weight in deliberation and to be heard. In the case of citizens’
juries she noticed that people who have a high social and cultural status are the
ones who speak most often and lead the others (Sanders 1997).
Apart from actual accessibility of the Internet, several facts should be considered
in order to assess the democratic potential of online discussions and their ability to
reconfigure social and cultural hierarchies which can usually be observed in faceto-face public debates. On the one hand, as Tamara Witschge comments, “the
Internet is often praised for its possibility to liberate us from the social hierarchies
and power relations that exists offline” (Witschge 2004, p. 116). This feature is
one of the most important arguments for eDeliberation: “if computer-mediated
interaction can consistently reduce the independent influence of status, it will have
a powerful advantage over face-to-face deliberation” (Gastil 2000, p. 359). On the
other hand, the specific mode of communication can entail some additional
exclusion of people who have a poor grasp of written language and can be
deprived of access to these forums.
While electronic writing may lead to a more flexible style than in traditional mail,
it seems to remain a more accurate conveyor of rational argumentation than oral
language. But the necessity of writing can be an additional constraint for some
individuals. Cécile Blatrix stressed this in her examination of the compulsory use
of writing in public inquiry. The fact of expressing their remarks in writing on a
register in the town hall is “a painful step for some participants who are less
familiarized with this kind of situation” (Blatrix 1999, p. 164).
It is clear that social status markers do exist online. Indeed, messages that include
inappropriate vocabulary, too much informal speech, a lot of grammatical and
spelling mistakes or typing errors, are discredited in the eyes of political
representatives (and other participants). Beside this, it is possible that some
particularly clumsy or wrongly spelt messages will not be published. The
willingness, declared by the interviewed local authorities, to assure the quality of
proceedings is linked also to their perception about the way in which net-surfers
should express their views. According to Stéphane Verdier, moderator of the
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forums of Cenon (Gironde), the quality of the participants’ expression (and not
only of the proceedings) worries the municipal officials. So these forums are
moderated a priori and a message can only be published when it is not contrary to
accepted standards of good behaviour, it does not undermine the elected and also
when “the expression is right.”12 Therefore the disadvantaged sectors of the
population are excluded from forums because of factors inherent in the written
means of communication.
Moreover we have noticed a phenomenon similar to that found by Michael S.
Schneider in his study of participation in the forum talk.abortion. According to
him, more than 80 percent of the postings are posted by fewer than 5 percent of
the participants (Schneider 1997, p. 85). Indeed, the electronic debates that we
have observed are often monopolized by a small number of Internet users. For
instance, among the 395 Internet users13 who took part in the forums of Southwest
France in 2002, 303 of them — 76 percent — posted only one message. Only one
percent of Internet users posted ten or more messages. Another example: among
the forty participants in the forum of Limoges, entitled “Agenda 21” about
sustainable development,14 twenty-five – 62.5% – sent only one message. Four
participants (ten percent) posted ten messages or more. This monopolization of
the forum hinders the variety of opinions expressed.
Nevertheless, we have to stress that electronic communication reduces, above all,
the general pre-eminence of speeches made by politicians. This weakening of the
domination of discourse by the municipal institution can be explained on two
grounds. The first is that symbols of power are not visible online (in particular
because of the lack of material space for debates). The second is that debates are
excluded from the terms demanded by the authorities that organize them.
Concerning the later, we can conclude that online forums bring some changes: the
loss of municipal monopoly on the answers provided to citizens’ questions, the
non-selective entry of participants, the impossibility of using technical assistance
such as graphics boards, budget charts, maps or urban development plans and the
lack of control on the distribution of speaking time.

4 Conclusions
To conclude, we would like to pay attention to the weak link between electronic
debates and public decisions. In French practice, mechanisms for participation are
mostly divorced from the processes of decision-making. For example, urban
consultations do not give power to residents; local referendums deal more with
information that is embedded in the decisional process than with decision itself;
district councils can only make consultative proclamations. In fact, discussion
forums do not have much impact on political decision for at least two reasons.
First, despite the fact that they have a strong hold on face-to-face debates;
politicians are not very present on electronic forums15. Their reluctance to speak
on forums and their obvious preference for public meetings are in part the result
12

Interview, Stéphane Verdier, Webmaster, Cenon, January 2003.
A net-surfer could send several messages with various fictitious names.
14
This forum has been implemented the November 30th, 2004; the last message was published on
February 6th, 2006.
15
On forums in Southwest France that we studied in 2002, 84.5 percent of postings are posted by
the citizens; only 1 percent is by the town councillors, 6 percent by municipal services and 8
percent by webmasters.
13
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of their conceptualisation of citizen participation. Public meetings or district
councils are places which facilitate the explanation of arguments or of important
information concerning municipal policies to inhabitants. On electronic forums,
such systematic pedagogical communication is uncertain because of the numerous
claims with which the elected representatives must deal. Secondly, citizens who
participate in forums are not representative of the local population. Only a small
number of Internet users take part in electronic debates and so the pluralism of
ideas is necessarily restricted.
However, discussion forums have some effects on the local public sphere.
Sometimes a forum can be a means of organizing collective actions against local
policies. Furthermore, the conjunction between the public nature of proceedings,
their written character and their permanency may allow for revitalisation of the
link between public opinion and the venerable idea of the supervision of the
representatives by the citizens. Nevertheless, local authorities have intuitively
understood this “risk”: potential traceability of electronic criticisms leads them to
increase censorship on forums. Unlike deliberative and participative devices,
electronic debates stay public for a longer time. Thus, everyone can assess the
adequacy of the elected representatives’ written interventions and their practical
fulfilment.
In the light of the fragmentary outcomes of our analysis, we have taken a look
back to some of the questions linked to deliberation: the rules of discussion
established by local authorities, the fluctuation of the discursive exchanges
between cooperation and conflict and the hierarchies amongst participants. We
would like to stress three points:
-

First, online forums can constitute conflicting political spaces in which the
attempts made by Internet users to justify their claims, their attempts to
appeal to general affirmations are not excluded;

-

The expression of Internet users on our observed forums is restricted by
local authorities, who in fact delegate this censorship and moderation task
to the employees in charge of communication and to webmasters;

-

Forums appear to be rather unequal spaces even if the discursive
hierarchies are somewhat eroded as the management of the tool slips out
of politicians’ control.

Our conclusions leave many questions unanswered. For example, the combination
of face-to-face and online devices, implemented by local authorities, may produce
new forms of public debates at the local level, whose modes are at the moment
still unexplored.
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Abstract: The research discussed in this paper aims at developing a
novel theoretical understanding of technological choice processes related
to eParticipation initiatives and their consequences in Least Developed
Countries (LDCs). The research probes the nature of the interdependent
relationship between the technology and the social context within which
the technology is embedded. The research argues that eParticipation
initiatives should be conceptualised from a socio-technical viewpoint and
that such a perspective would enable stakeholders to anticipate, explain,
evaluate and understand various experiences and consequences related
to eParticipation projects. This study, therefore, has significant
implications for eParticipation research and practice, especially in social
contexts where technologies are being implemented to promote citizen
participation, inclusion and subsequent socio-economic progress.
Keywords: Community Informatics, Inclusion and Exclusion, Deliberation, Discourse
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1 Introduction
The notion of eParticipation has generated much interest among various
practitioners and researchers. As a multi-faceted concept, eParticipation is of
relevance to all sectors of society, such as governments, development
organisations, education systems and various other bodies. At a global level,
efforts aimed at promoting eParticipation appear to be focussed on the use of
Information and Communication Technologies (ICTs) as a key to stimulating
socio-economic progress, particularly in Least Developed Countries (LDCs)
(UNDP 2001). It is believed that if LDCs do not implement ICTs and promote
eParticipation then they “run very high risks of social and economic exclusion”
(Mansell & Wehn 1998, p. 34) from the global world. As a result of this belief,
many practitioners in LDCs have now converged on promoting citizen
participation and inclusion through the use of ICTs in various sectors.
However, while there is enthusiasm, hope and hype, literature has shown that
actual experiences with ICTs in LDCs contexts show more ambiguity. For
example, while some authors report that the promotion of citizen participation
through the use of ICTs led to improved community participation in
government, education and business sectors (World Bank 1998; Mansell &
Wehn 1998; Schech 2002), other reports show that anticipated gains are usually
elusive, and are met with various social and technical challenges in the LDC
context (Heeks 2002; Kawooya 2004; Cossa 2004). Such contradictory
experiences imply that eParticipation and e-inclusion initiatives are not as
straightforward as some policies and ideologies may suggest. In the case of
LDCs, literature surrounding the promotion of participation and inclusion
through the use of ICTs has tended to focus on the technologies themselves,
while neglecting other parameters.
In this paper, the promotion of participation and inclusion through the use of
ICTs within social contexts is understood as a case of socio-technical action
(Kling 2000). This means that there are socio-technical (“social” and
“technical”) influences that account for the current patterns of citizen
participation and their consequences in LDCs. As such, this research study set
out to investigate the contextual experiences in relation to the promotion of
citizen participation and inclusion through the use of ICTs in LDCs.
Drawing on the empirical findings, this research aimed to fulfil three principal
objectives:
a) To find out how and why the interdependent relationship between
technology and the social context has led to the current eParticipation
promotion patterns in LDCs.
b) To identify the potential dangers / risks that could be associated with
such patterns in relation to stimulating socio-economic development in
LDCs.
c) To contribute to the body of knowledge by generating a new sociotechnical perspective on how eParticipation initiatives could be
understood in the context of LDCs.
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2 Background
The rhetoric that accompanies the implementation of ICTs in forms of
computer and internet technologies for inclusion, participation and socioeconomic development in LDCs is overtly deterministic (Ziba 2005). Much of
the literature about the role of ICTs in eParticipation and e-inclusion initiatives
talks about the potential of technologies themselves without paying particular
attention to the social context within which the technologies are to be
embedded (e.g. World Bank 1998; Malawi Government 2003). However, when
such technologies are introduced in any social group, it is both the social and
technical factors which influence the way they are used and the consequences
of such use (Kling 1987). Factors like the type of technology introduced, the
type of infrastructure that supports the technology, and the way the
technologies are adopted and controlled (or “packaged and fitted”) have been
observed to play a significant role. For example, computer and internet
technologies may possibly be good technological options for the facilitation of
eParticipation and e-inclusion when the context in which they are intended to
operate has adequate resources to support them. On the other hand, the same
technologies may exhibit poor “technological fit” if the context does not have
adequate resources to support them. In other words, contextual characteristics
greatly influence the ways in which ICT initiatives aimed at promoting
eParticipation are organised, used and the consequences that such use bring
about within the context of use (Kling 1987).
This suggests that the socio-technical nature of technology needs to be taken
seriously when making technological choices for purposes of eParticipation and
e-inclusion. If technology shapes society and is shaped by society (Bijker
1987), it is important to establish at and for what level of “society” decisions
are made. The choice of what technology to deploy is closely linked to people’s
perception of its technology’s status, meaning and value (Willoughby 1990).
More importantly, engagement with technology, or the choice of what to use,
(and thus the motivation for eParticipation) is equally dependent on values.

2.1 Technology choice, values and motivation
Heeks suggests that a local or regional focus may be critically important when
making technology choices (Heeks 2002). This suggests that local parameters
within actual communities are important in ensuring “technological fit”. In
Malawi for instance, technological niches (Willoughby 1990) vary according to
geographical positioning and context i.e. urban and non-urban. This means that
the socio-technical conditions among these niches are also likely to vary. It
may therefore be said that a technology which may be seen to exhibit a good fit
in an urban location may not necessarily exhibit the same in a non-urban
location and vice versa. This may be seen to highlight the significance of local
focus when making technology choices.
In many cases, the use of ICT for citizen participation and inclusion in LDCs
may be viewed as a response to the perceived socio-economic problems within
these countries. To a larger extent, the use of internet and computer
technologies has been shown to be promulgated by governments and
organisations which acknowledge the existence of these problems and strongly
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believe that such technologies have the potential to solve these problems.
Malawi is no exception in its enthusiasm for computer and internet
technologies for inclusion and participation (Malawi Government 2003).
However, in relation to economic / developmental value within Malawian
communities, the dominant trend for using such ICTs may be said to be
problematic in two main ways: sustainability and self-reliance.
The question of sustainability runs throughout the literature on ICTs for
inclusion and development (Mansell & Wehn 1998; James 2004; Wade 2004).
It has been shown over and over again that efforts to stimulate inclusion and
economic development through the use of ICTs are likely to stall if there are no
adequate resources to sustain such efforts. These resources include such things
as human skills base, infrastructure (i.e. telecommunications), and financial
capacity. For LDCs like Malawi, these resources in relation to computer and
internet technologies have been reported to be very poor, especially in the nonurban areas (Mansell & Wehn 1998). Many of the ICTs “chosen” by policymakers in Malawi require resources that are not available, though technological
choices in Malawi need to match the nature of the Malawian context if ICTs are
to be sustainable. Sustainability in this case may possibly be achieved through
the employment of affordable resources within the Malawian context. In other
words, the ability of Malawi as a nation to mobilise local resources that may be
employed to achieve sustainable use of ICTs may be seen as a crucial aspect
when considering technological options for eParticipation initiatives. There is
no point in implementing ICTs which cannot be sustained.
Secondly, although some analysts indicate that computer and internet
technologies have a significant role to play in facilitating inclusion in LDCs
like Malawi (Mansell & Wehn 1998), the value of such technologies within
Malawian local communities may be seen to be questionable. The
unquestioning implementation and use of such technologies as a strategy for
promoting participation and inclusion may be seen to undermine the promotion
of economic self-reliance. For instance the idea of promoting ICT literacy
through the use of computers in secondary schools (Malawi Government 2003)
may possibly lead to the production of pupils who have skills that cannot make
them economically self reliant within the Malawian context.
Moreover, in the case of Malawi, it is possible that some computer technologies
may be more suitable than others in different local communities i.e. urban and
non-urban. Some communities may be unable to afford to obtain resources for
the running of particular technologies, while others may manage to do so. Such
a scenario may have two main effects on the development of a nation. It may
firstly, instead of promoting inclusion, exacerbate the gap between the “haves”
and “have-nots” (Heeks 2002) and it may secondly encourage dependence of
the “have-nots” upon the “haves”. These effects may be observed at many
levels of society i.e. global, national, regional, local community, local
organisation (e.g. school), individual etc (Willoughby 1990). It is observed that
self reliance at any one of these levels may possibly reinforce self reliance at
the other levels. In other words, this suggests that self-reliant individuals within
a community may potentially help that community to become self reliant as a
whole. It has also been argued that self-reliant local communities are vital for
the achievement of self-reliance by individuals within those communities. Thus
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national self-reliance provides an important condition for self-reliant
communities within nations (Willoughby 1990).
Moreover ICTs that are being used to promote e-inclusion within LDCs appear
to be more urban than rural oriented. This suggests a possible lack of
understanding of the socio-technical nature of technology and failure to
consider contextual parameters within urban and rural settings. A dominant
assumption about ICTs for inclusion as shown by several development
stakeholders (e.g. Malawi Government 2003; World Bank 1998) is that any
technology that benefits the aggregate urban context will also benefit the rural
and other communities. In Malawi for instance, it may be seen that ICTs in
form of computer and internet technologies have “urban-life connotations” and
seem to be concentrated in major urban centres of Blantyre, Lilongwe and
Mzuzu. This suggests a belief that stimulating eParticipation in the urban
centres will eventually trickle down to the rural communities. However these
are different contexts and therefore it would be naïve to think that what works
for the urban context will also work for the non-urban context. In this case,
therefore, it may be said that a community centred approach has a possible
advantage of ensuring the mobilisation of local resources and promoting selfreliance within particular contexts. Moreover, by taking into consideration the
socio-cultural parameters within local communities (urban and non-urban), this
context based approach may be seen to have some value and relevance to
classes of people who would otherwise be “bypassed” by a global approach.

2.2 Literacy and [e] Participation
The notion of literacy is fundamental to the understanding of technology choice
and eParticipation in LDCs. In this study, an extended model of literacy is used
that covers functional, critical and cultural literacy (Graddol 2001). A simpler
model that focuses solely on functional literacy underlies much of the rhetoric
about eParticipation and inclusion in LDCs. As the term suggests, functional
literacy refers to the ability to “function” or participate in a literate society in
order to achieve particular goals (Graddol 2001). This means acquiring
necessary skills which enable a member of a social group or culture to
participate in activities which demand literacy. For example if people in
Malawi are equipped with skills in accessing and using the internet then they
would be said to be literate in a functional sense i.e. they can now “function” in
a “literate” world - hence inclusion. In this case, illiteracy in the sense of not
having the skills to participate in the literate world has been said to be a barrier
to development, because it hinders participation and promotes exclusion of
“illiterate” community members in developmental activities (UNDP 2001;
Mansell & When 1998). This could be a possible reason for the enthusiasm in
the promotion of internet and computer technologies in LDCs.
However, functional literacy will not, per se, be a driver of eParticipation, as
this requires the motivation that is fostered by critical and cultural literacy.
Literacy, in this research study, is an integration of “social and socially
constructed forms” (McLaren & Lankshear 1993, p. 15) and has to be
understood in relation to specific social practices within particular communities
and on the ways in which these forms of literacy are used within those
communities.
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Literacy, then, is not universal, instead it is a social construct which is context
specific (Graddol 2001). While it is acknowledged that participatory skills
acquired through the acquisition of functional literacy are an important
dimension of literacy, functional literacy does not constitute literacy on its own.
The skills that are acquired through functional literacy need to be in line with
the context within which literacy is to be used. As already observed, there are
reasons behind the promotion and acquisition of particular forms of literacy in
particular societies. In this case, therefore, it can be said that it is important to
first of all understand the nature of the context and to clearly investigate how
and the reasons why literacy relates to the context within which it is employed.
This implies that acquiring functional literacy does not make one literate.
Instead there is also need to acquire the ability to understand the nature of the
society and to be critically aware of the appropriateness of literacy for the
achievement of particular goals within a particular context. This introduces a
second dimension of literacy: critical literacy.
Critical literacy acknowledges that those with power are likely to dominate and
control the course of actions in any social group (Graddol 2001). MacLaren and
Lankshear observe that the ideological conceptions of such powerful groups
“reflect and promote values, beliefs, assumptions, and practices which shape
the way life is lived within a given social milieu” (MacLaren & Lankshear
1993, p. 18). By influencing the way of life, these ideological conceptions may
also be seen to influence the type of interests which are promoted or
undermined within a society. However, the ideological conceptions of the
powerful reflect their own interests rather than those of other groups with
whom they share the world. For these marginal groups, critical literacy is a
means to question and challenge dominant discourses in society and makes way
for alternatives.
The dominant view of computer literacy in both developed and less developed
countries is functional. It is defined in terms of technical competences and
operationalised by means of skills training. However, despite much
documentation that there are inadequate resources in many LDCs to support
such training, Heeks (2002) observes that many LDCs are still advocating the
promotion of these internet and computer technologies for eParticipation.
Critical literacy offers a means through which such dominant discourses may
be challenged.
Some analysts consider that critical literacy is an essential driver of [e]
Participation. It offers a possibility of “reading the world” (Freire 1995) in a
more adequate and accurate manner so that people can “rewrite” (Freire 1995)
the world in a manner which fully and more equally presents their interests,
identities, and aspirations. In other words, this dimension of literacy
emphasises the point that in order to be literate, people need to have the ability
to ”read the world”, analyse it and ”rewrite” it in a way that is appropriate for
their context. McLaren and Lankshear write that:
“The value of writing … should not be seen as access to a refined culture or to life skills for
our allotted places in the paid and unpaid labour market, but as a crucial means to gain
power and control over our entire lives. Our aim should be to create not ONLY!! functional
literacy but critical literacy which enables the growth of genuine understanding and control
of all of the spheres of social life in which we participate.” (McLaren & Lankshear 1993, p.
263).
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Similarly, when choosing technologies and designing eParticipation
programmes, it is important that LDCs should consider the value of the adopted
technologies in relation to local circumstances.
However even after acquiring functional and critical forms of literacy, it is
observed that literacy (functional) cannot be simply mandated and then be
expected to flourish in a particular context (McLaren & Lankshear 1993).
Literacy acquisition and maintenance are dependent on the cultural values,
beliefs, practices, and history within which they reside (Wagner et al. 2004).
Cultural literacy acknowledges that people acquiring literacy already have their
own cultural background. For example, when people begin the process of
computer literacy acquisition through learning, they already have a cultural and
knowledge background on which they base their acquisition or learning
process. This background is important for extracting, absorbing and
implementing whatever they are being exposed to. In this case therefore, the
acquisition of literacy will largely depend on its relatedness to this cultural
background (Graddol 2001). The current implementation of ICTs for
eParticipation and inclusion in LDCs like Malawi may possibly founder if
issues related to culture; both at national and local level are disregarded.
Examples are tribal prescriptions on male and female use of computers at
certain times, or kinship prescriptions on working together.

2.3 The case study: technology choice in Malawi
The Malawi government appears to believe that e-inclusion is the key to
development and is promoting the implementation and use of internet and
computer technologies. However, there appears to be lack of awareness or a
deliberate choice to disregard an alternative view that questions whether LDCs
like Malawi can possibly benefit from the implementation of technologies like
computer and the internet. Some observers have noted that LDCs do not have
adequate infrastructure to sustainably use internet and computer technologies
for the attainment of their goals (Mansell & Wehn 1998; Heeks 2002). In their
book, Mansell and Wehn (1998) provide indicators which suggest that it will
take close to a century for LDCs like Malawi to become ready to use and
sustain such technologies for developmental goals.
LDCs are characterised by significant social, political, economic and technical
problems (Wade 2004). Malawi for instance has its own problems like poverty,
high population levels, disease, illiteracy etc which could possibly lead to the
choice of a particular technology as a possible means of addressing such a
constellation of problems. Accordingly, ICT and other developmental policies
have become a central focus and have increasingly grown in importance as
potential sources of solutions to these problems.
There are a number of strategy papers that guide Malawi’s efforts in facilitating
e-inclusion and solving developmental problems. In its sectoral policies like the
”Vision 2020” document, the ”Malawi Poverty Reduction Strategy Paper” and
the ”Malawi Science and Technology Policy” document, the Malawi
Government has outlined several objectives. As far as development is
concerned, all these papers agree on the point that ICTs are “an engine for:
accelerated sustainable development and economic growth; social and cultural
development; national prosperity; and global competitiveness.” (Malawi
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Government 2003, p. 7). Although this may sound good to many Malawians, it
is clearly very deterministic and may be seen as heavily utopian. Technology
on its own does not have that kind of raw potential, instead it is the
interdependent relationship between the technical and the social which matters
(Bijker 1987; Kling 2000). However, the understanding of technology from
this socio-technical perspective does not appear to inform the current thinking
of the Malawi government, focusing as it does on the implementation of ICTs
that are not matched to the Malawian context. There may be a number of
technological options available like the radio, television, mobile phones, etc
which may be suitable for the attainment of various e-inclusion goals within the
country, though these are not addressed in official policy documents. However,
the level of suitability of each option may vary depending on its value within a
particular context of use i.e. urban or rural. Value in this case may be defined as
the technology’s potential role in influencing the achievement of the society’s
objectives (Willoughby 1990). This, therefore, means that an informed choice
of technological options, taking into account socio-technical factors and einclusion objectives, is an important element that is lacking in Malawi’s official
socio-economic agenda.
For example, it is indicated that as a strategy towards achieving the objective of
promoting basic literacy and ICT literacy, the Malawi government will
“introduce computer lessons in education, especially primary and secondary
education” (Malawi Government 2003, p. 16). However, for a country where
socio-technical parameters indicate inadequate resources for running and
supporting computers, Malawi may be seen to have jumped on the bandwagon
without really knowing where it is heading. In other words, while Malawian
policies acknowledge the important role of technologies, they do not focus on
the socio-technical complexities of implementation in Malawian communities.
In the above analysis, the concept of technology choice has been discussed. It
may be seen that different societies will choose particular technological options
depending on what they want to achieve and what their perception about that
technology is. As such it may be said that the official rhetoric surrounding
technology choice in Malawi is firmly grounded in e-inclusion and socioeconomic development. However such rhetoric has the potential to possibly
bring about uncritical acceptance of some technological options or an uncritical
rejection of other options.
As is noted above, it may be the case that Malawi and other LDCs have a
number of neglected technological options which if adopted and implemented
could be more effective in promoting e-inclusion and stimulating socioeconomic development than computer and internet technologies.
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3 Research Methodology
In order to achieve the research objectives, the researcher used both qualitative
and quantitative methods. First of all, a survey was conducted in which
questionnaires were used to collect data regarding the presence and extent of
ICT use for eParticipation and inclusion in Malawi. This was done to enable the
subsequent selection of research sites. Once the research sites were selected,
the researcher then carried out in-depth qualitative interviews with various
stakeholders. Punch (1998), Brewer and Hunter (1989) all observe that such an
approach whereby mixed methods are employed enables the researcher to
address various aspects of the same research question, thereby improving the
quality of the research. They observe that this extends the breadth of the project
and also enables the researcher to cross validate their data through triangulation
and consequently make correct conclusions. Gorman & Clayton (2005) agree
and indicate that, “obviously, conclusions arrived at by using several different
means are more likely to be correct and accepted as such.”(Gorman & Clayton
2005, p. 13). This, therefore, means that by adopting mixed approaches, the
research study draws on the strengths of both qualitative and quantitative
methods. However, this was not simply done for the sake of combining
methods. Instead, the decision to adopt this mixed-method approach in this
research study was guided by the objectives of the research study, the
circumstances of the researcher in terms of distance from the research sites, the
context within which the research sites are located and the practical aspects of
the research project itself i.e. time and cost.

3.1 Site Selection
Out of the 200 questionnaires sent out, 101 were returned representing a
response rate of approximately 50%. This research study then used theoretical
sampling (Glaser & Strauss 1967) in order to select its research sites in Malawi
based on the results obtained from the survey. In this case, particular attention
was paid to theoretical relevance and purpose (Glaser & Strauss 1967). In terms
of theoretical relevance, the researcher aimed at selecting research sites that had
implemented ICTs for purposes of promoting eParticipation and e-inclusion.

3.2 Data Sources
In this research study, data collection techniques mainly included semistructured interviews, observations and review of documents. In this case, data
collection aimed at generating data related to issues like: the nature of the
adopted technologies; reasons for adopting the technology; the policies and
procedures for adopting the technologies; strategies for implementing and
maintaining the technologies; the uses of technologies within the adopting
context and reasons related to technology use; the consequences of adopting
and using the technologies.
A total of 31 research sites were visited across Malawi and in all these sites
interviews lasting to an average of one and a half hours were conducted with
several participants. These included senior government officers, heads of ICT
departments, technical staff and members from the local community. In
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addition to these, observations were also done in some of these sites and photos
were taken as part of the data collection process.

4 Results and Observations
In this section, documentation of the experiences of Malawian communities
which adopted ICTs to promote eParticipation and socio-economic progress are
presented and discussed.

4.1 Major actors in technological choice processes for
eParticipation
By analyzing technological choice processes in all the research sites in Malawi,
two major categories of actors emerged: local and non-local actors.
Local actors include decision makers at the local research sites e.g. heads of
ICT department and senior administrators. They are local Malawians who form
part and parcel of the local community. On the other hand, non-local actors
involve representatives of international aid agencies like the World Bank, the
British Council and the Schoolnet Malawi. They all play a major role in the
way technologies are chosen for eParticipation in Malawi.
Non-local actors are, to a larger extent, non-indigenous people who are not part
and parcel of the social, economic and cultural fabric of the local context.
Moreover they often possess more of important resources like ICT knowledge,
skills, and experience than the local actors.

4.2 Technology choice patterns for eParticipation in
Malawi
In all research sites, decision makers had the responsibility to choose a
particular technological option which could be implemented in order to achieve
their intended goals. Decisions had to be made on whether or not to adopt
particular ICTs. To a larger extent, the processes through which these ICTs
were chosen revealed two major patterns: the determinism pattern and the
domestication pattern.

4.2.1 a. The Determinism Pattern
In this pattern, the process of decision making which leads the choice and
implementation of particular ICTs does not include a socio-technical
assessment of the actual contextual parameters within the local context. In this
case, an assessment of alternative technological options is not done and sociotechnical constraints within the adopting context are not taken into account.
This pattern is largely triggered or initiated by external or non-local actors who
sell the idea of implementing specific ICTs for eParticipation and supply those
ICTs to various local communities. Local decision makers or actors do not
lobby for their ideas and do not show any effort or willingness to question the
technology choice process. Instead they buy into the idea and believe that they:

Understanding eParticipation - Contemporary PhD eParticipation research in Europe

Anthony Ziba
“surely need ICT literacy in order to be part of the global world and to join the highway to
knowledge, to gain access to information, to employment, to development and to almost
everything. It’s a must nowadays to have these skills and technologies! It’s surely a must.”
[Interview 18: 26 – 29]

In this pattern it is the technologically deterministic perception of ICTs which
drives the adoption and implementation of these ICT based eParticipation
initiatives. Such ideologies also form a great part of literature surrounding the
role of ICTs in promoting inclusion and development.

4.2.2 b. The Domestication Pattern
In this second pattern, the decision to choose and implement particular ICT
solutions is driven by an assessment of socio-technical issues within the
adopting context. In this case, focus is made on the assessment of contextual
requirements and local factors e.g. comparison of available alternatives,
availability of resources, actual role of the chosen ICT solution within the local
context. In Malawi, such analyses are either made by local actors themselves or
in collaboration with non-local actors.
For example, in some communities, local actors interacted with non-local
actors to identify the current and future ICT needs of the local communities,
identifying possible ICT options and their requirements, analysing local
conditions, choosing the technology, implementing it and running it to promote
eParticipation and inclusion.

4.2.3 Consequences of technological choices for
eParticipation in Malawi
The choice of ICTs for eParticipation and developmental goals in various
communities yielded different consequences. For example, while some
communities managed to domesticate and use the implemented ICT solutions
(figure 1), others did not (figure 2) due to various prohibiting factors within the
local context.

Figure 1. Promoting inclusion and participation in Malawi through collaborative
domestication pattern of ICT choice
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Interestingly, eParticipation initiatives which followed the domestication
pattern of ICT adoption exhibited better fit within the adopting context than
those which followed the determinism pattern. For example, local communities
which implemented ICT based eParticipation initiatives through the
domestication pattern were able to run and sustain their initiatives. To a larger
extent, these initiatives encountered few challenges in trying to achieve
eParticipation and inclusion goals.
However, the collaborative approaches between local and non-local actors in
this pattern led to high levels of dependence upon non-local actors. In other
words, the survival of the whole eParticipation initiative relied on the presence
and support of non-local actors who, as stated earlier on, possessed more of
critical ICT resources (e.g. ICT knowledge, financial muscle, experience, skills
etc) than the indigenous local actors.
As a result of such dependence, many eParticipation initiatives based on the
domestication pattern suffered, and started experiencing problems after the
non-local actors had left. Such situations have led to instances where local
actors reappraise their eParticipation initiatives and consider alternative ICT
options relevant to their circumstances. For instance, after reappraisals, some
communities which had earlier on implemented computer and internet based
ICT solutions, later on replaced them with easy to run and easy to maintain
satellite and wireless technologies.
To a large extent, eParticipation efforts that followed the determinism pattern
of ICT choice experienced numerous challenges and ended up as ”total
failures” (Heeks 2002). In this case, the choice of ICTs for eParticipation
initiatives resulted into non-use or non implementation.

Figure 2. “Total failure” – Foundered eParticipation initiative in Malawi

In such initiatives which were based on the determinism pattern, it was soon
discovered that the local infrastructure was not suitable for the ”chosen” ICTs.
For instance, in terms of technical infrastructure, it was realised that the chosen
ICTs could not operate in the absence of electricity and the telecommunications
grid. As a consequence, such ICTs were just dumped (figure 2) and
eParticipation initiatives foundered
Moreover, since the chosen ICTs required technical know how and a reliable
human skills base, it was discovered that many communities that had ”chosen”
these ICTs based on the determinism pattern did not have these critical
requirements. There was acute lack of knowledge on how to install and
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implement the chosen ICTs. This meant that these institutions had to hire IT
technicians to man their eParticipation initiatives. However, hiring such IT
personnel was too expensive for their budgets and as a result, their
eParticipation initiatives foundered.
More significantly, eParticipation efforts that were based on the determinism
pattern were viewed as a threat to the Malawian culture in some communities.
While the chosen ICTs emphasized on eParticipation and inclusion through the
provision of information access and other resources via the internet, many local
actors considered the internet as culturally inappropriate. They expressed fears
that young users might easily be exposed to internet material that is culturally
unacceptable within the local context. Such cultural resistance also contributed
to the failure of eParticipation efforts which did not consider the sociotechnical parameters of the adopting context.

5 Conclusions
In this chapter, an examination of technological choice patterns and their
subsequent consequences in relation to the idea of promoting ICT literacy,
eParticipation, inclusion and socio-economic development in Malawi has been
made. The chapter specifically looked at how eParticipation initiatives are
happening and how such initiatives relate to literature on ICT for development.
An analysis of these findings in relation to literature on technology choice,
eParticipation and literacy reveals that a socio-technical approach which
considers and appreciates the conditions of the local parameters within the
context of LDCs results into more favourable consequences than other
approaches which only focus on the potential of ICTs themselves. In this case,
it has been shown that eParticipation initiatives which are based on the
domestication pattern of ICT choice are more likely to yield desirable outcomes
in Malawi than those initiatives that are based on the determinism pattern
which is largely influenced by deterministic and utopian visions about ICTs’
potential in solving social problems.
It has further been shown that active involvement of local actors in technology
choice processes is crucial and may be helpful in implementing eParticipation
initiatives which are aligned to the contextual parameters within Least
Developed Countries like Malawi. In this case, it is observed that although the
domestication pattern leads to favourable outcomes, the pattern is more likely
to yield even better outcomes if local actors are given full autonomy to actively
participate in ICT choices and run eParticipation initiatives through the use of
their own local resources. In this case, prolonged active involvement of and
dependence upon non-local actors is likely to cause disruptions in the long run.
Such active involvement by the local actors can be facilitated not by simply
promoting functional ICT literacy skills for eParticipation but by also
facilitating the promotion of cultural and critical ICT literacy skills within the
adopting context.
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Abstract. The purpose of this chapter is to propose a research framework
for the assessment of online debates in the context of the EU’s
eParticipation platform Your Voice in Europe. Against the backdrop of an
ongoing decline of civic participation and a democratic deficit at the EU level,
it will draw on the theory of deliberative democracy in order to assess the
democratic quality of EU online debates. Furthermore, experiences from
other online talk boards will provide the empirical background of this
research paper. This assessment will start with a structured comparison of
studies dealing with the deliberativeness of online debates. Subsequently,
the framework for a quantitative content analysis questioning the deliberative
character of the Your Voice in Europe debates will be provided. In general,
there is a considerable lack of empirical evidence about the deliberative
quality of political online debates. Most analyses have showed that the
deliberative quality of online debates is a contested field of research due to
the absence of interactive and rational-critical communication among
discussants. The chosen method (content analysis) does not allow drawing
profound conclusions about discussants’ motivations and expectations
related to online debates. Hence, further research on the Your Voice in
Europe debates should involve in-depth interviews with talkboard
participants. This paper provides a valuable framework for the evaluation of
political online debates in terms of interactive and rational communication
among participants. This is particularly important for political institutions
envisaging establishing online forums for civic eParticipation. On the one
hand, this paper describes some basic variables necessary for a
comparative analysis of online debates; on the other hand it translates
interactivity and rationality into testable variables.
Keywords: Deliberative democracy, new information and communication technologies
(ICTs), quantitative content analysis, comparative analysis.

Understanding eParticipation - Contemporary PhD eParticipation research in Europe

184

Online Deliberation Towards a research framework for assessment of online debates

1 Problem background
Low voter turnouts across the member states of the European Union (EU) indicate
the disconnection of the electorate from the political system and its shared
identity. IDEA, the “International Institute for Democracy and Electoral
Assistance1” in Stockholm continuously ascertains in studies on global voter
turnouts that electoral participation is in decline and similar observations have
been made by the European Commission (EC) and the OECD (EC 2006a; OECD
2001). Ballinger (2006) refers in a recent article on democracy and voting to six
major reasons why people stay away from the ballots: “Apathy (a lack of interest
in politics); Disillusion with politics (the idea that no difference is made
whichever party wins the election); Alienation (‘politics is not for us’); Lack of
knowledge of politics; Inconvenience (voting consumes too much time or effort)”.
Coleman (2005) reports about “extensive empirical data” indicating that “citizens
in established democracies regard government as being remote, do not trust
elected representatives, and are not as willing as they used to be to vote in
elections or participate in other institutionally connected activities”. Apart from
decreasing voter turnouts there is a lack of discursive communication which is
conceived as integral part of (deliberative) democracy since it has been replaced
by “virtual deliberation“ (Coleman 1997). This means that political communication takes mainly place among experts, journalists and politicians and widely
excludes citizens. Thus, political participation and its related “process of
formulation, passage and implementation of public policies” (Axford 2002) are
widely undertaken without those who are directly affected by public decisions: the
citizenry. This also affects the EU which is very aware about this crisis and which
states in its “Information and Communication Strategy” document: “Just like the
Member States, the European Union is facing the full force of public disaffection
with politics. This crisis of representation is even greater at European level since
there is no clear public perception of the legitimacy of the European institutions”
(EC 2002a). This view is supported by the results of a Eurobarometer survey
published in May 2006. Accordingly, less than half of the survey respondents (47
%) stated that they were “interested in EU politics” (EC 2006b).
Eriksen (2004) perceives the lack of a common, law-based identification and the
possibility for transnational discourse as a major reason for the EU’s democratic
deficit. Accordingly, there is a lack of a “single European space – in which
Antonio in Sicily, Judith in Germany and Bosse in Sweden can take part in a
discussion with Roberto and Julia in Spain on the same topics at the same time.
The debate on the future constitution of the EU is a paradigmatic case for such a
venture”.

1

IDEA (http://www.idea.net) is an intergovernmental organization seeking to support democratic
processes in new and long established democracies. It draws on comparative experience, analyses
democracy trends and assistance, and develops policy options, tools and guidelines related to
political participation, electoral systems, political parties, and post-conflict democracy building.
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2 Your Voice in Europe: The EU’s official
eParticipation platform
Since the early 2000s, the EC has outlined strategies in several documents2 to
involve Europeans in the Union’s policy-making processes. One of the most
influential documents in this regard is the EC’s (2001a) White Paper on European
Governance. This White Paper contains a series of recommendations on how to
enhance democratic participation in order to modernise European public action, to
increase accountability of European executive bodies to elected assemblies and to
open up the EU’s decision-making procedures by involving citizens,
entrepreneurs, NGOs. The EC considers in the White Paper “the need to
communicate more actively with the general public on European issues” (EC
2001a) and it conceives the Internet as a (complementary) tool providing new
political participation opportunities for citizens and creating a transnational space
where citizens can discuss on European issues.
In 2001, the EC (2001b) published a communication “Towards the eCommission” which set the basic objectives related to the application of Internet
services for its decision-making. In order to make full use of the Internet’s
inherent interactive character the Commission’s document proposed inter alia to
provide online communication services for reciprocal dialogues on EU relevant
policy issues between the Commission and societal actors in the EU. These
communication services are integral parts of the Commission’s “Interactive Policy
Making” (IPM) initiative which has been operating via the Your Voice in Europe
(http://ec.europa.eu/yourvoice/) platform since 2001.

Figure 1. Your Voice in Europe, European Commission’s web portal.

Your Voice in Europe has been chosen as the field of investigation in this paper
since it represents “[…] the European Commission’s ‘single access point’ to a
wide variety of consultations, discussions and other tools (emphasis added)
2

e.g. “European Governance: Better lawmaking” (EC 2002b); “Communication: Towards a
reinforced culture of consultation and dialogue-General principles and minimum standards for
consultations of interested parties by the Commission” (EC 2002c) and so forth.
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involving hot issues such as the Future of Europe. European citizens,
entrepreneurs, NGO activists from various fields, civil servants and so forth are
invited to play an active role in the Union’s policy-making processes.” The web
portal encompasses two major sections: Discussion and consultation platforms.
While the former includes debates on the EU and its future, the latter enables
citizens to contribute to the Commission’s policy-shaping process by giving their
input to new policy initiatives. In this research paper I will exclusively deal with
the EU’s online debates due to spatial restrictions.

2.1 EU online debates
According to the IPM initiative, the potential users of the EU’s online debates at
Your Voice in Europe is “any interested person” and debates shall be used by the
Commission to gather ideas from citizens and to discuss “hot” topics.3 In 2001,
the first online debates were started under the section name “Futurum”. This
interinstitutional website was active between spring 2001 and autumn 2004 and
focused on the future of the EU in general and the process of drafting the
European Constitution in particular. Regarding the goals of this discussion
platform, the IPM unit declared that “The objectives of Futurum are to renew and
publish as many documents and links as possible about the process of drafting the
Constitution, provide the information tools needed to understand it and give civil
society the means to make its voice heard in a real European public forum”.4 With
the signature of the Constitutional Treaty by the EU Heads of State or
Government in Rome in October 2004, the IPM unit closed down the “Futurum”
discussions. However, after the rejection of the proposed Constitutional Treaty of
the EU by voters in France and the Netherlands in spring 2005, the EC published
Plan-D for Democracy, Dialogue and Debate (EC 2005). Again, the EC detects a
strong need to involve citizens more intensely in wide-ranging discussions on the
EU. This has also involved a re-thinking of the EC’s communication policy which
was formulated in the EU’s White Paper on a European Communication Policy
and presented to the public in February 2006 (EC 2006c). At the same time, the
EC opened a new, web-based discussion section called “Debate Europe”
(http://europa.eu/debateeurope).5

3
http://europa.eu.int/yourvoice/ipm/docs/files/IPM-one_single_picture.ppt#1, accessed 1 March
2006.
4
http://europa.eu/constitution/futurum/about_futurum_en.htm, accessed 4 July 2005.
5
Importantly, online debates in this particular forum will no be dealt with in this paper since the
forum was set up at a time when large parts of my research were already finished.
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2.2 Assumptions and questions guiding the research
process
Obviously, the EC’s initiatives and intentions bring about questions that relate to
the issue of political participation and put particularly those aspects at the centre
of investigations that ask about the actual quality of political participation. This
also necessitates considering the organisational structure framing Your Voice in
Europe and the technological design of the online forum which ultimately affect
online debates and online consultations. Against the backdrop of the EU’s
intention to increase public involvement in policy-making processes via online
debates, the platform analysis shall be based upon a particular school of
democratic thought: Deliberative democracy which strongly focuses on the
quality of “democratic talk” and political participation and which leads back to
communicative actions such as political discussions. However, why to bother with
deliberative democracy in this context? The rationale is that (online) debates and
(online) consultations are both “participation instruments” applied in processes
that precede a certain decision (e.g. voting, referendum etc.). These processes
which encompass all those actions of negotiation, modification of opinions,
extension of political views etc. are exactly those which are central to the theory
of deliberative democracy. Hence, the major objective of this paper is to look into
qualitative aspects of the EU’s eParticipation platform. Moreover, the
investigation about online debates will be complemented by a structured
comparison which will summarise the research findings about the deliberativeness
of political online debates drawn from a selected sample of scientific research.
Consequently, the main research question I am interested in is
•

To what extent do online debates at Your Voice in Europe involve public
deliberation and which major differences and / or similarities can be found
compared to results gained in other studies on online discussion forums?

The research process will start with theoretical reflections on deliberative
democracy. Subsequently, a research framework will be developed in order to
compare and contrast previous studies concerned with deliberative participation in
online debates. This shall path the ground for the development of a research
instrument providing the means to assess the Your Voice in Europe online
debates.

3 Deliberative Democracy
Modern democratic theory developed numerous approaches differing particularly
regarding the normative foundations which are considered to be pivotal for
democracy (Abromeit 2002; Schmidt 2000). Referring to arguments of prominent
scholars in the field of democracy (e.g. Dryzek 2000; Warleigh 2003; Barber
1995), arguments will be put forward proposing that the model of deliberative
democracy is most suitable for the empirical analysis of the EU’s discussion
platform Your Voice in Europe. The rationale behind is the fact that this concept
answers adequately to the problems outlined in the introduction section and also
considers the EC’s assumptions related to its eParticipation platform.
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Deliberation, which is perceived to be of utmost importance in any living
democracy, can be best described as “[…] a mechanism for enhancing the
democratic legitimacy of public decision-making, from the local to the global
level” (McGrew 2002). Deliberative democracy, as the answer to the more
institution-focused participation theories of the 1970s, primarily focuses on the
quality of political debates. Since the 1990s, the term deliberation has become en
vogue within academia. Fishkin, Bohman, Dryzek, Coleman or Habermas (in the
1960s/70s) have undertaken a lot of research on deliberative discourses and their
significance for democracy.
The process how deliberative communication works appears to be rather
straightforward: Opinions and statements are subject to public scrutiny for
validation or in other words: Citizens discuss, validate and criticise publicly each
other’s point of view or political stance. Barber (1998) describes accurately the
features of deliberation while stressing that deliberation is a demanding and
challenging way of engagement: “Democracy depends on deliberation, prudence,
slow-footed interaction and time consuming forms of multilateral conversation
and social interaction that by post-modern standards may seem cumbersome,
time-consuming, demanding, sometimes interminable, and always certifiably
unentertaining.” Thus, deliberation can be regarded as special kind of
communication which is “reasoned and logical” (Dryzek 2000) and which
consists of two basic features determining its quality: Interactivity among
participants and the rational character of the process.
Basically, deliberative democracy can be divided into two constituent parts: the
deliberative and democratic element. While the former refers to all requirements
made towards deliberative communication (such as interactivity and rationality),
the latter refers to the organisational setting in which deliberative communication
operates and includes inter alia moderation and talk policies, registration
requirements for participants and commitments expressed by the initiators of
deliberative processes concerning the impact of online debates on policy-making
etc. (Wright & Street 2006). Both elements represent essential features when
analysing the deliberative potential of eParticipation platforms.

4 Online debates: Research design and case
selection
There is still little empirical evidence about the democratic quality (in terms of
democratically valuable and useful contributions) of eParticipation and the
expected added-values for involved actors (e.g. citizens, NGO activists,
administration officers or entrepreneurs). This mainly derives from the fact that
research in the field of online deliberation is still in an early stage regarding
empirical findings. Another reason can be seen in the abstract nature and the
complexity of the concepts underlying deliberation (Graham & Witschge 2003).
The purpose of the empirical research is to test a number of assumptions about the
nature and value of online deliberation considering as example the Your Voice in
Europe platform. The empirical investigation of this online talkboard will
encompass a quantitative content analysis covering a representative sample of
online messages (postings). Starting from the two main categories outlined and
described in the theoretical approaches on deliberative communication (namely
interactivity and rationality) the analysis will
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•

firstly provide an overview of prior studies dealing with the
deliberative potential involved in online debates;

•

secondly ask about the extent to which Your Voice in Europe
debates involve public deliberation, and

•

thirdly investigate the major differences and / or similarities in
terms of interactivity and rationality to be found between the Your
Voice in Europe content analysis and previous studies on online
discussion forums.

4.1 Review analysis on previous studies
The review analysis seeks to identify those studies that are based on similar
research questions i.e. studies that focus and question the extent of deliberation in
online discussions serve as starting points for the development and design of the
research instrument. The objectives of this review are threefold: 1. To respond to
scientific claims stating a lack of empirical evidence in the field of online
deliberation. 2. To learn more about online deliberation by considering different
organisational settings (such as moderated or non-moderated forums; forums presupposing the registration of users or not etc.) and finally, 3. to arrive at more
useful assumptions about evidence of online deliberation by contrasting
similarities and / or differences in the online forums to be investigated and
compared. For the identification and selection phase in the review process,
research studies have to be based upon similar theoretical assumptions
considering interactivity and rational-critical debate to play a crucial role in
deliberative communication. Consequently, the case selection is purposive with
respect to the categories (interactivity and rationality) and will be based upon a
typological sample necessitating that cases are most comparable. One may
wonder why I do not use random sampling. The main reason is that random
sample presupposes a well-defined population of studies on online debates. Given
that there is no documentation on the extent of studies on online debates, a proper
and reliable population cannot be identified.

4.2 The review process
4.2.1 Review question
The review question partly derives from the basic question framing the content
analysis on online debates at Your Voice in Europe: What can be learnt from
previous studies on online debates in terms of the constituent deliberation
categories interactivity and rationality?
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4.2.2 Literature scoping and study selection criteria
The review has to be based on a preliminary assessment of potentially relevant
literature on deliberation in discussion forums. Clearly, the operationalisation of
the term to be investigated, namely deliberation, has been undertaken differently
since various studies on the quality of deliberation have looked at various
dimensions. Still, the core categories to be investigated in the analysis on the Your
Voice in Europe debates are very common across the studies: Interactivity and
rationality. The most important sources of research evidence are: Scientific
journals in the field of communication studies; political science; social
psychology and sociology; reference lists from relevant primary and review
articles; grey literature and conference proceedings; library databases and online
search engines. Furthermore, the review will consider only those studies which
are written in English or German due to language restrictions. A first literature
review on previous studies dealing with deliberation in online debates has
identified some research studies and reports that represent appropriate points of
reference for an analytical comparison. The rationale for the selection of these
examples is that they involve both strong theoretical grounding and
methodological thoroughness.
Table 1. List of selected studies for comparative analysis

Author(s)

Year

Title of publication

Hill, Kevin;
Hughes, John

1998

Building Political Communities in Cyberspace.

Rafaeli, Sheizaf;
Sudweeks, Fay

1998

Interactivity on the Nets.

Davis, Richard

1999

The Web of Politics.

Wilhelm, Anthony

1999

Virtual sounding boards: how deliberative is
political online discussion?

Dahlberg, Lincoln

2001

Extending the Public Sphere through
Cyberspace: The Case of Minnesota EDemocracy.

Graham, Todd;
Witschge, Tamara

2003

In search of online deliberation: Towards a new
method for examining the quality of online
discussions.

Fuchs, Christian

2006

eParticipation Research: A Case Study on
Political Debate in Austria.
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4.2.3 Basic research motivation in studies on online debates
The study conducted by Hill and Hughes (1998) dealt with political Usenet
forums. One of their research questions refers to the extent to which online
debates reinforce existing political opinions. This relates to the theory of
deliberative democracy, which perceives political debates as central for reflection,
and the reconsideration of personal views in the light of a common interest and
concern.
Rafaeli and Sudweeks (1998) were interested in the captivation of participatory
communication on networks and examined how captivation occurs through
interactive communication processes in randomly selected group discussions on
Bitnet, Usenet and CompuServe lists. Although this study does not primarily
address issues linked to deliberative communication, it is valuable for this
comparative analysis since it exclusively deals with interaction patterns among
political talkboard users.
Davis’ (1999) research on online discussions primarily focused on the quality of
political discussions. Accordingly, the research questions underlying his study
were: “Is Usenet political discussion a guide to the public’s mood or is it a babel
of voices uttering boring drivel to the already converted? What kind of discussion
is going on here and how does it fit with the ideal of democratic participation?”
(Davis, 1999).
The purpose of Wilhelm’s (2000) research was to find out how far Usenet and
some other political forum talkboards represent interactive and rational
communication in the public sphere. In this study, the author posed the question
“how useful are these virtual sounding boards in enabling deliberation in the
public sphere?” (Wilhelm 2000).
Dahlberg (2001) evaluated along a number of deliberation criteria stemming from
Jürgen Habermas’ model of the public sphere the discussion list MinnesotaPolitics Discuss (MPD) that is part of the “Minnesota E-Democracy” initiative, an
Internet-based platform pursuing the goal to support online public discourse.
According to the author’s research intentions, he attempted to find out how far
online discourse on this particular discussion list meets the basic, normative
requirements of the concept of the public sphere set out by Jürgen Habermas.
Similar theoretical starting points were chosen by Graham and Witschge (2003)
who asked in their study on a discussion board initiated by the UK government
(“UK-online”) about the quality of online debates. Assuming a wide gap between
the theoretical approach and empirical evidence both in relation to the concept of
the public sphere, the authors attempted “to contribute to the development of a
method to evaluate Internet forums in the light of the ideal public sphere”
(Graham; Witschge, 2003). Importantly, this study was outlined as an exploratory
investigation i.e. the authors primarily pursued the goal to translate theoretical
assumptions about the political public sphere into testable categories. It will be
considered in this comparison given its clear and proper approach in terms of
theorising the concept of the public sphere and the development of coding
categories for the empirical analysis.
Fuchs’ (2006) study involves a case study on an Austrian political online
discussion forum. His research is to be understood as a contribution to
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eParticipation research in Austria based upon an empirical investigation on online
discussions. Two of the author’s research questions also thematise interaction
patterns among discussants and the rational character of the online contributions.

4.3 Experiences gained in previous studies
A first brief review of the selected studies shows that most authors are sceptical
about the deliberative potential of online debates. Accordingly, most online
discussion forums fall short of the potential to establish an (online) environment
in which interactive exchange among participants and rational-critical debates
prevail. The principal results about the deliberativeness of online debates such as
conducted by Hill and Hughes (1998) showed that online communication in the
political context is rather about discussion dominance than problem solving.
Rafaeli and Sudweeks (1998) found in their analysis a relatively high degree of
interactive messages (61 %). Accordingly, discussants obviously made use of
online debates to learn about other opinions which can be partly interpreted as an
attempt to broaden one’s political view. Davis (1999) comes to different
conclusions and states that most political online debate “does not resemble
deliberation and does not encourage participation”. Wilhelm (1999) found in his
research that “The sorts of virtual political forum that were analysed do not
provide viable sounding boards for signalling and thematizing issues to be
processed by the political system”.
Dahlberg (2001) concludes on the online postings he investigated that messages
“tend to be reciprocated and substantial critical discussion often develops”,
though, debates are strongly dominated by male posters. Thus, there is an obvious
exclusion of women taking place which questions the democratic potential of
online debate forums. The investigation by Graham and Witschge (2003) revealed
that on the one hand, online debates were “poor” in terms of wide-ranging
interactions among discussants, on the other hand about three quarters of the
analysed messages contained well-reasoned arguments. Fuchs’ (2006) analysis
showed that a wide majority of the analysed debates were responses to arguments
put forward by other discussants. Regarding, the use of reasoned argumentation,
Fuchs found out that a vast majority of online messages involved rational
argumentation and facts (e.g. from media sources) to underpin statements.
These tendencies experienced by some authors and problematised in scientific
publications will be summarised under three assumptions. The purpose is to test
whether the above experiences on online deliberation gained in other studies hold
true for online debates at Your Voice in Europe or not. Basically, I expect that
online debates at Your Voice in Europe involve little deliberativeness and
regarding to the deliberation criteria chosen for this research, I assume that
I: discussants show little interest in getting into communicative exchange with
other participants in order to debate on issues of European relevance;
II: there is a lack of rational and well-balanced arguments put forward in the
online contributions;
III: online contributions do not trigger learning effects among the participants
and consequently do not provide any added-value for the democratic process.
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The first assumption that people are hardly willing to debate online is supported
by the simple fact that EU citizens hardly interact with each other due to lacking
Computer and Internet skills. According to a recent Eurostat (2006) publication,
only 33 % of EU citizens (age 16 – 74) declared to know how to post messages to
chatrooms, newsgroups or an online discussion forum. Not surprisingly, within
this group, those with broadband at home (41 %) and students (61 %) stated to be
capable (i.e. to have the necessary Computer and Internet skills) to get actively
involved in online debates. The lowest rate accounts for retired people (18 %)
followed by those who have no broadband at home (see Eurostat 2006).
Rational argumentation means that discussants put forward arguments that are
intersubjectively comprehensible which may trigger learning effects, bring people
to reflect more profoundly on their opinions, attitudes, values etc. and which may
induce discussants to re-formulate their previous assumptions on political issues.
Since most of the studies on online deliberation showed that discussions were
impoverished in terms of rational argumentation, I expect the same for the Your
Voice in Europe debates. The following assumptions involve several notions
which need to be clarified before the coding book for the content analysis will be
developed and the coding procedure will be initiated (Table III).
Table 2. Operationalisation of assumptions
Assumption
I.

Notions
• Little interest in getting into
communicative exchange

Operationalisation
• Discussants do not or hardly interact with
each other. There is no or little interest in
getting in contact with others for the
purpose of political talk.

• Issues of European relevance

• This involves discussion topics which are
linked to the EU. Online debates may
involve national aspects, though, must
have a thematic focus on the EU.

II.

• Rational and balanced
arguments

• Hereby, I understand all those arguments
in which discussants provide reasons to
validate the truth of assertions. These
reasons are open for criticism and provide
the groundwork for further discussions.
The use of arguments and counterarguments can be defined as a “pluralist
view” which indicates that the
discussant’s contribution is balanced.

III.

• Learning effects among
participants

• Learning effects become manifest when
discussants alter their views on political
issues due to reflections about the
statements of other discussants.

• Added-value for the
democratic process

• In the context of this paper, the democratic
process is considered to be enriched when
discussions are characterised by vivid
interactions among discussants and
discussions are based upon rationalcritical argumentations (see assumption I.
and II.).
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4.4 Your Voice in Europe online debates
In order to respond appropriately to the posed assumptions, the empirical analysis
on online debates will be guided by the following questions:
•

How far do participants interact with each other at the Your Voice
in Europe talkboard?

•

How far are political issues with European relevance debated
“rationally”?

The research instrument to be used in this investigation will be a quantitative
content analysis. This method enables the researcher to say something about the
messages of online debates and aims at identifying and counting the occurrence of
particular aspects in a text (Hansen 1998). However, the content analysis on Your
Voice in Europe online discussions will not primarily focus on the counting of
certain aspects in messages but rather attempts to gauge the extent of interactivity
among the discussants and the quality of their discourses in terms of rationality.
Content analysis is an adequate research instrument for such purposes since it
seeks to investigate the political discourse on the EU’s online platform. Similar
conclusions drew Wilhelm (1999) in his study on the “Usenet” political online
forums. Accordingly, content analysis was chosen as research method “[…] since
the deliberativeness of online political communication is really about the
substantive components of messages as well as about reciprocity between
message posters […] Content analysis was determined to be the tool most
amenable to discoveries about the [research] questions” (completion in brackets
added). The single posting will be determined to be the unit of analysis. The
content analysis will encompass a representative (random) sample. Particular
attention will be given to the intercoder reliability i.e. the internal consistency of
the data. Thus, an independent coder will code approximately one-third of the
selected online contributions. The categories attempt to investigate two core
components of deliberation: Interactivity and rationality. The following more
detailed descriptions of the deliberation categories partly refer to the previously
presented research studies.
The first category, interactivity among discussants, is expected to contain three
variables.
•

Message format (e.g. reply to the postings of other discussants;
seed discussions; provide information for others etc.)

•

Message purpose (e.g. information seeking; expression of a
statement etc.)

•

Level of agreement (agreement / disagreement on a previous
statement or neutral stance)

The second key variable is rationality and is expected to involve the following
variables:
•

Rational argument (e.g. provision of reasons to validate the truth of
assertions etc.)

•

Balance of arguments (e.g. pluralist view in contributions;
indications for learning effects)
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•

Reference to facts in the contributions (e.g. historical events;
reasonable figures etc.)

•

Emotional or ironic tone in the message (e.g. usage of a “very
personal touch” in the statement)

4.5 Comparative analysis of online deliberation studies
Subsequent to the analysis of the Your Voice in Europe online debates, the results
will be compared and contrasted with the previously selected research studies.
This comparison exclusively refers to the categories interactivity and rationality
and pursues two concrete goals
•

Firstly, to identify and explain similarities and differences related
to the degree of interactivity and rationality in the analysed online
debates.

•

Secondly, identify those variables that presumably enable or hinder
deliberative online communication.

While the former primarily attempts to identify similarities and differences related
to the deliberative element, the latter mainly deals with the democratic element
framing online forums. This is necessary in order to avoid a narrow view on
deliberative online discussions since eParticipation platforms have to be analysed
against the backdrop of the forums’ structure and organisation which significantly
impacts upon the online discussions (Coleman 2004).

5 Contributions and implications for research and
practice
This book chapter proposes several contributions to the fields of deliberative
democratic theory and communication studies. Firstly, against the backdrop of a
continuously contended democratic deficit in scientific literature concerning
participation options in the EU, the research will take a closer look at the interplay
of ICTs and deliberative participation options provided by the EU’s participation
platform Your Voice in Europe. The theoretical discussion will bridge
assumptions related to deliberative participation with those perceived to be
enshrined in ICTs. Deliberative eParticipation has been increasingly discussed in
scientific literature, but there has been little said about the significance of online
deliberation in the EU context. Secondly, it contributes to the translation of the
theory of deliberative democracy into practice since empirical investigations
about online debates at Your Voice in Europe will be undertaken. Referring to the
most prominent approaches towards an understanding of deliberative
participation, online debates in the EU will be analysed regarding their democratic
quality.
This provides the basis for the third contribution tied up with this research.
Several scholars have stated a clear lack of empirical evidence in favour or against
the significance of online deliberation for democracy. This research should be
perceived as a contribution to the provision of empirical evidence and to the field
of comparative analysis studies, since empirical findings about the Your Voice in
Europe online debates will be contrasted with findings from other studies. This
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shall not only enable a more proper and concrete interpretation of the EU’s online
debates, but also help to identify the pros and cons of this eParticipation platform
in contrast to other online talkboards. In order to compare empirical analyses on
online deliberation, practitioners shall be enabled to identify more easily the
potential and pitfalls of other online debate platforms. However, this also means
considering the organisational framework of online deliberation frameworks.
While discussants are responsible for the quality of the discussion content,
practitioners set the organisational framework affecting discussion processes.
Thus, organisational issues strongly impact on the discussion quality.
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Abstract. The aim of this paper is an analysis of the Internet’s potential as a
mobilizing tool for civic engagement and empowerment of the “digital
generation” (aged 15–25). After a brief overview of suggested reasons for
young people’s (non)participation, an optimistic perception of both the
technological potential of the Internet and young people is introduced. The
main thesis of the paper is that young people do show political and civic
interest, but they do it in new and different ways, especially with the help of
new communication technologies. A research design is presented with the
aim of answering two research questions: (a) how do young people actually
participate with the help of new communication technologies? and (b) Does
the online content provide them with information and opportunities for
empowerment?
Keywords: young people, civic participation, political participation, the Internet,
eParticipation, campaigning, evaluation
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1 Introduction
The title of the present paper builds on a stereotypical image of young people as
the rebellious dynamo of social movements. Historically, youth have been a
special and, more often than not, socially excluded group, who have nevertheless
found ways for their voices to be heard. Student protests or “youth revolts” have a
long tradition of being a loud voice in opposition to governments, from the
student movements in Europe (1968), to the student protests in China (1989), the
protests of Serbian students against Milošević’s regime (1999) and the recent
youth revolt in France (2006). But, paradoxically, young people have been
traditionally labelled as a non-political group (Gibson et al. 2004), because they
do not seem to show much interest in traditional mainstream party politics.
Youth has always had a special place in socio-political imagination, with two
complementary stereotypes. The first one labels young people as being rebels
without a cause, being in a “natural” state of adolescent opposition to authority.
The other portrays youth as a passive or even helpless half-child, who needs adult
guidance and help for her/his voice to be heard. Both images support the
marginalised role of young people in society, denying them the capability of adult
reasoning and comprehension of political processes. Here we propose a third
image – a young person as an interested and capable individual, but marginalised
in the public realm.
The main thesis of the paper is that young people do participate and show political
and civic interest, but they do it ways which are not well represented by previous
conceptions of political participation. The questions posed here address two
topics. The first is eParticipation: how do young people actually participate with
the help of new communication technologies? The second is empowerment: does
online content provide them with information which positively influences their
civic values, affinity, knowledge and identities? If so, does it reach young people,
or is it only preaching when it should be listening?

2 Youth and the Crisis of Participation
There has been a widespread concern expressed across the western industrialized
world about the apparent crisis of democracy. Classical modes of political
expression such as voting, signing a petition and participating within political
parties have all been in a steady, long-term decline. Moreover, people’s interest
in, and knowledge of social and political issues has also decreased. Public sharing
of information, the creation of community, and commitment to rational debate are
now seen to be in serious decline, together with aspects of social capital – “social
networks and the norms of reciprocity and trustworthiness that arise from them”
(Putnam 2000, p.19). With the levels of trust in political parties, the political
system and political authorities decreasing, we can speak of a crisis of
representative democracy, where the proportions of the population represented are
sometimes so low that we can hardly talk about legitimate political representation
of the interests of the majority. These concerns have been expressed especially in
respect to the younger generation (Delli Carpini 2000), where young people are
seen as a distinct social group which is the key indicator of new social phenomena
– youth as carriers of new political attitudes, practices and behaviours (Huggins
2001). The causes of this situation have been analyzed in various ways.
Understanding eParticipation - Contemporary PhD eParticipation research in Europe
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Firstly, starting with the media, blame is allocated to the provision of
entertainment as their main function, supplying the needs of consumers, not
citizens. In this context, information provision has been fused into new forms of
infotainment, with strong emphasis on the personal lives of political personalities,
horse-race journalism, spin and targeting, and the spectacle of public debate,
leaving no possibility for an ordinary citizen to participate (Dahlgren 2001; Hardt
2004; Kerbel 1999). Television particularly has been seen as “the route of all
evil”, for example by Putnam (2000) or Arnold and Schneider (2004). Huggins
(2001) refers to media developments as the diffusion of both media and
promotional cultures, where the media are seen as the main source of the identity
construction of consumers rather than citizens. Similarly, Dahlgren (2001) fears
that “the citizen has become marginalized by the consumer” (Dahlgren 2001, p.
83) with the strong voice of inclusive citizenry moving towards media
spectatorship. This is a reflection of global trends in mass media, such as
concentration and conglomeration (Dahlgren 2002; Hardt 2004).
The second reason is structural change in the global society, usually labelled as
“risk society” (Beck 1992) or “reflexive society” (Beck et al. 1994). The
traditional authorities, such as the family, schooling, religion, the neighbourhood
and civic organisations – “little schools of citizenship” (Putnam 2000; Ester &
Vinke 2003) – and especially the state (Beck 1992), are loosing power in defining
the individual’s identity it is up to her/him to engage into a self-driven identity
construction which is characterised by diversity, fluidity and an emphasis on
“weak ties” in personal relationships rather than obedience to strong traditional
authorities. The individual is thus no longer born into his/her identity, but has to
construct it through the process of reflexivity (Beck et al. 1994). With identity
becoming more fragmented and less connected to social grouping, individuals are
less and less engaged within the social life of a group. Political participation shifts
to more personalised or localised “micro-politics”. As Baumann (2001) notes, the
other side of individualization seems to be the corrosion and slow disintegration
of citizenship, where the “public interest” is reduced to curiosity about the private
lives of public figures.
Thirdly, some critics argue that the blame should be put on the political system,
which has become highly orchestrated, professionalized and exclusionary (Bucy
& Gregson 2001). Brady et al. (1995) stress that one of the reasons for citizens not
participating is simply “because nobody asked”. The level of civic engagement of
young people depends very much on the opportunities they are given to
participate in public life (Buckingham 2000; Delli Carpini 2000). Political parties
and organisations such as trade unions, which have historically been the most
influential networks for political mobilisation, have been increasingly losing both
members and public trust (Ward & Lusoli 2003). Individual networking and
mobilisation through person to person relations have been displaced by
professional public relations methods, with politics being increasingly organized
as a media phenomenon, planned and executed for and with the co-operation of
the media (Dahlgren 2001). Thus media and political elites work hand in hand in
construction of the citizen-consumer. Political participation is a characteristic of
the active citizen who provides input into policy-making. In this respect, the
political authorities should provide channels for citizens to talk and, even more
importantly, listen to what is said. One of the most frequent reasons for not
participating listed by young people is the feeling that nobody is listening
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(Livingstone 2006). Instead, as Needham (2001) observes, governments see the
citizen as citizen-consumer, a passive recipient of outputs delivered by the state.
Even in situations where political authorities express their support for citizen
input, their efforts stay at the level of information provision, with a low level of
interactive communication (Ǻström 2004).
This is especially troubling when considering the younger generation. Delli
Carpini (2000) criticises the formal institutions of public life for ignoring young
adults and issues that matter to them, and for being ill-equipped to attract young
people and provide them with meaningful opportunities to participate. Research
by Andolina et al. (2003) has shown that youth have a stronger tendency to need
facilitation for political participation, such as a simple invitation. Yet youth today
receive fewer invitations to participate than their elders (Andolina et al. 2003). It
seems that civic non-engagement of young people has produced a sort of a vicious
spiral, where the traditional image of youth as apolitical reduces the authorities’
interest in engaging them – producing even lower levels of youth participation
Similarly, Buckingham stresses that many critics have blamed young people for
being lazy and ignorant, and, if there have been undesirable changes in the media
(such as the advent of tabloid television) “this too can be laid at the door of the
young, with their love of superficiality and sensationalism” (Buckingham 2000, p.
5). On the contrary, young people’s alienation from, and cynicism about politics
should be interpreted as a result of exclusion and disenfranchisement, rather than
ignorance and immaturity (Buckingham 2000).
Young people are thus being denied their maturity. Dahl (2000, p. 38), when
enumerating the positive opportunities that a democratic system offers (such as
effective participation, equality in voting and agenda-setting) points out that they
facilitate only the inclusion of adults. One of the reasons for civic nonengagement of young people could be that for most of their lives they are defined
as non-citizens in terms of not having political rights and responsibilities. Only
after reaching a certain age, are they regarded by the Western democracies as
being capable of political participation. Furthermore, as young people spend more
time in education, economic dependence on their nuclear family sometimes
extends beyond 25 – a strange half-child half-adult situation.
Surprisingly, the image of a young person as a citizen is in sharp contrast to a
young person as a consumer. Marketing strategies have for a long time
acknowledged the social power of youth as financially powerful consumers,
regardless of their age. As Bennett (2003c) notes, young people represent a
demographic market segment which is highly prized for selling fashion and
entertainment products, but less valued in electoral marketing strategies.
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3 Why Should the Internet make a Difference?
New media have been seen by many as a promise of change, a tool which would
re-connect the individual with local and especially global community, and give
the individual a chance to speak back to the media and the political system. This,
it is argued, may be particularly relevant for the “socially excluded”, who have
effectively been left behind by mainstream political discourse. According to
Splichal (1999), the Internet can be seen as a tool for democratic enhancement if it
allows marginalised social groups to step into the public arena and lets their
voices be heard in the decision making process.
The debate about the influence of the Internet is especially relevant for younger
generations, because they are the most skilled in Internet use and the most
frequent Internet users. This caused some researchers to name the generation
between 15 and 25 years of age, (born after 1980) as the “the Internet
generation” (Livingstone et al. 2005), “digital generation” (Montgomery et al.
2004), “Dot.com generation” (Delli Carpini 2000), “Dot.nets” (Andolina et al.
2003) or even the “Napster generation” (Norris 2001) thus referring to the
embeddedness of the Internet in their every-day lives.
There are different views about the impact of the Internet. The position taken in
this paper acknowledges that technology in itself should not be regarded as the
principal cause of change – instead we should look at who is using it and for what
reason. At the same time we should optimistically argue that there are some
characteristics of the Internet and its content which could help in the mobilisation
and empowerment of young people. We should keep in mind, however, that the
Internet is a generic communication platform which supports a variety of
applications. It is not Internet use per se, but patterns of use, featuring the
exchange of information that matters (Shah et al. 2001). When talking about the
characteristics of the Internet, we have to acknowledge that there are a number of
applications and websites which do not use these characteristics in their full
potential. As Lupia and Philpot (2003, p. 1124) have shown, if the Internet is
going to change young peoples’ political interest, it will do so because particular
websites capture their attention, not the Internet per se. Nevertheless, there are
certain characteristics of the Internet, which could be seen as potentially useful in
mobilisation and empowerment of the digital generation:
1) Interactivity. Interactivity has usually been the foundation for hopes for
democratic enhancement through new technology. In traditional mass
media, citizens’ feedback was restricted mostly to letters to the editors.
With the the Internet almost everyone gained “a chance to answer”
(although this of course depends on the tools provided for interaction and
the moderation of responses).
2) Abundance of information. As the costs of entry for information
producers are significantly lower than in traditional mass media, the the
Internet is an endless source of information. According to Coleman (2001;
2004) the Internet is opening up to public scrutiny a wealth of hitherto
remote information, which can enable “the network empowered citizen”
(Coleman 2004) to engage on a more equal basis with political and other
authorities. Information is therefore perceived as the key source of
empowerment through civic knowledge.
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3) Hypertextuality. Closely connected to abundance of information is
hypertextuality, which allows for an individual to “go as deep as s/he
desires” in searching for information. Websites’ hypertextual connections
also work in a similar way to references in academic papers – the reader
takes them as a recommendation of reliable information.
4) Anonymity. In some virtual spaces there is no need for the individual to
disclose her/his age, gender, status or name. Anonymity can forst reduce
anxiety about public performance and therefore improve young people’s
inclusion in eParticipation. Second, as there are no involuntary age or
social status cues, it could help them to avoid the negative influence of
being perceived as young and therefore inexperienced. On the other hand,
it can also reduce responsibility for ones’ own actions and increase
irresponsible behaviour.
5) Accessibility. The Internet is significantly cheaper and more accessible
than traditional media (especially newspapers) – at least for the majority of
younger generation.
6) Multimodality. The Internet as a broad communication platform is
textual, visual and auditory all at once. It enables new and creative ways of
information production, such as home-made digital videos, which have
become highly popular among the digital generation. Multimodality
therefore means not only more involving and interesting ways of
information retrieval, but also information production, and could therefore
stimulate young techno-savvy individuals to try these new kinds of
eParticipation.

4 Civic culture & eParticipation
According to some theorists, arguments about the decline of civic culture tend to
rest on a traditional understanding of what counts as civic or political practice,
which may not be relevant to younger generations (Axford 2001; Ester & Vinken,
2003; Bennett (2003a; 2003b); Delli Carpini 2000). Some young people may in
fact be very passionately engaged in particular campaigns or in community-based
issues, even if they feel alienated by conventional forms of political discourse.
Huggins (2001) discovered that levels of disengagement among youth were high
(or apparently so), but it turned out that youth took ‘politics’ to mean mainstream
party politics. Further discussion revealed that young people did talk about a
range of social issues and some confessed to feeling quite strongly about these
issues. According to Huggins (2001) these responses provide some evidence that
there may well be a “new politics” waiting to be tapped.
Terms such as “sub-politics” (Beck 1994) or “life-style politics” (Bennett 2003a)
have been coined to refer to the new ways of political participation. Bennett
argues that these new forms of political expression often take place through a
wide range of activities, such as community service, politically motivated
consumer choices and anti-globalisation protests. For young people, it is argued,
the focus is now on more individualised or privatised responses to changing social
circumstances. Putnam in his “dark” description of the decline of social capital
sees the millennium generation as a hope for civic renewal through their
commitment to volunteerism (Putnam 2000, p.133). Beck sees a salvation
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potential in what he terms “altruistic individualism” – a value system of an
individual who acknowledges that “in order to live for himself, he has to live
sociably” (Beck 1997, p. 19). This kind of altruistic individualism has also been
discovered as a new value system among Slovene youth at the end of 1990s (Ule
2000).
A new definition of political and civic is developing – especially with the rise of
the Internet, where new social and political movements have been accompanied
and facilitated by the use of the new media (Bennett 2003b). The Internet is seen
to offer a form of “networked” (Benett 2003b) or “self-actualised citizenship”
(Bennett 2003c) that is more inclusive and more participatory than the passive,
dutiful citizenship of the past.
The term eParticipation was coined to refer to participation through the usage of
new communication technologies, but the question remains – which participation?
We can refer to eParticipation in (at least) two ways: as e-political participation or
as e-civic participation. Political participation is “any activity of ordinary citizens
with the aim of influencing political outcomes” (Brady 1999, p. 737).
EParticipation seen from this perspective is therefore traditional participation,
mirrored in new media. It includes not only officially legitimised indicators such
as online voting, deliberating in online forums, signing e-petitions, writing e-mails
to public representatives, but also online versions of civil disobedience, such as
“hacktivism” (Jordan & Taylor 2004) and online direct action protests. On the
other hand we can refer to eParticipation with regard to civic participation –
“acting for the public good” (Newman 1989). Here civic life is viewed as “the
public life of the citizen concerned with the affairs of the community and nation,
that is, the public realm” (Montgomery et al. 2004, p. 14); thus not necessarily
providing any direct input into the political system. eParticipation in this sense is a
broader term than political participation, and would typically include not only
indicators of communal action such as e-charity, online volunteering, participation
in civic associations, but also more individualised actions, such as writing blogs
on public issues and commenting public affairs on mass media websites. I argue
that eParticipation inevitably involves both conceptualisations – political and civic
participation. Only in this way will it be possible for researchers not to overlook
important facets of modern citizenship arising amongst the digital generation.
When talking about the Internet’s potential for youth mobilisation, I refer to the
relationship between the Internet use and participation, whether it is eParticipation
or offline participation. Dahlgren (2002) suggests that analysis of the influence of
the new media use should include all of the elements of civic culture – a circuit of
six dimensions: 1.) civic values, 2.) civic affinity, 3.) civic knowledge, 4.) civic
practices, 5.) civic identities and 6.) civic discussion. This conceptualisation
contains a distinction between 1) practices and discussion, which I will regard as
dependent variables, and 2) preconditions for participation: values, affinity,
knowledge and identities, which are independent variables. Thus two research
questions arise:
a) How do young people actually participate with the help of new
communication technologies?
b) How (if at all) does the online content provide them with the
information which could positively influence their civic values, affinity,
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knowledge and identities, and how is this information perceived by
young people?
Civic practice and civic discussion are the two elements of civic culture which
are, when mirrored in the online sphere and levelled down to an individual,
actually eParticipation – both are online individuals’ actions. Participation in
electronic discussions is seen as one of the main ways for citizens to participate in
the political process. Online deliberation has special interest for theorists who
have seen in the Internet the potential for public deliberation and enhancement of
the Habermassian (1991) ideal public sphere (Schneider 1997; Dahlberg (2001a;
2001b)) and deliberative democracy.
Four other elements of civic practice relate to individuals’ competences and
attributes. These are preconditions for eParticipation or independent variables that
influence it. Their ascendance ideally means individual’s empowerment in public
sphere because they promote engagement. When talking about the Internet’s
potential for youth empowerment, I refer to the question of how and at which
level websites provide young people with information on these four aspects:
1) Civic values. Dahlgren (2002, p. 20) acknowledges that it is (and
should be) open to debate which are the best or “real” democratic
values. Nevertheless, he defines two sorts of democratic values.
Substantative values are such as equality, liberty, justice, solidarity;
procedural
values
are
openness,
reciprocity,
discussion,
responsibility/accountability, tolerance.” (Dahlgren 2002, p. 20).
2) Civic affinity. A sense of commonality and trust – “a minimal sense
among citizens that they belong to the same social and political
entities, despite all other differences, and have to deal with each other
to make it work, whether at the level of neighbourhood, nation state or
the global arena.” (Dahlgren 2002, p. 21).
3) Civic knowledge. This is relevant knowledge abilities – especially
communication skills. We can define it as the mastery of interpreting
public information, and the skills for obtaining, processing and
evaluating this information. It includes the mastery of communication,
leadership and team-building, organisation, negotiation, reasoning and
understanding opposing views (Dahlgren 2002, p. 21)
4) Civic identities. This is the level of individuals’ self-definition as
potential participant or citizen (Dahlgren 2002, pp. 21–22).
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5 Methods and case description
Several research methods will be used to answer the two research questions. Most
of the methods are also a part of the larger European research project CIVICWEB, but the methods described here will be executed independently and parallel
to this project, as my research questions and analytical tools differ slightly. The
research described here will therefore be done principally in the national context,
but with some possibilities for international comparison.

5.1 eParticipation – what do they actually do?
First, I will conduct a long-term virtual ethnography observation of spaces for
young people (approx. 5 to 10 such websites will be monitored for a period of a
year). Here I mean websites which are not directly concerned with civic content
but are highly popular within younger generation – mostly sites for peer-to-peer
connection and online discussion forums. The idea is that these sites are an
important part of young people’s online activities and should therefore be
included in analysis, especially as we are looking for new ways of eParticipation
amongst the digital generation.
Second, a series of focus groups with young people will be conducted, aiming to
gain a sample of all age groups within this category (between 15 and 25), but
differing in social status, sex, the Internet skills, education level, civic engagement
etc. The main aim of the focus groups is to look for some possible new indicators
of eParticipation. I will analyze their civic values, affinity, knowledge, and
identities, offline civic and political participation, the Internet use and online
preferences. I am especially interested in how they perceive participation: civic,
political and eParticipation, and in which ways do they express their concern for
public issues.
Third, I will analyse websites produced specifically by young people (either
individual sites such as blogs, or websites of a group of young people), in order to
determine how they themselves use the Internet’s potentials (interactivity, content,
hypertextuality, anonymity, accessibility and multimodality) and which are the
topics or the problems they tangle with.

5.2 Information as empowerment? – Characteristics of
websites
In trying to analyse the success of online civic content in empowerment and
mobilisation of young people, I will use several methods, which will be focused
on civic websites aimed at young people. The selection of these sites will be based
on two criteria, already used in the similar analysis conducted by Montgomery et
al. (2004): first, they need to address civic topics, broadly defined, and second
they need to speak directly to youth. It will therefore be an evaluation of top-down
approaches to youth mobilisation.
First, a broad quantitative analysis of the Internet sites (approx. 100) will be
conducted to respond to the question: in which ways and about which civic issues
do these sites try to reach youth? I will also explore how these sites use the six
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Internet features: interactivity, content, hypertextuality, anonymity, accessibility
and multimodality. A special focus will be on interactivity – in which ways and to
what extent do the websites invite young people to provide input?
Second, I will conduct a more in-depth analysis of the websites judged to be the
most representative of the different categories obtained through the quantitative
analysis. Here the main question will be whether and how these sites could
empower the digital generation. The analysis focus on how the websites promote
the six dimensions of civic culture (Dahlgren 2003): civic values, civic affinity,
civic knowledge, and civic identity.
Third, empowerment means that young people are heard. I will conduct in-depth
interviews with the producers of selected representative sites in order to gain
information about their motivation for the provision of such sites, their
conceptualisation of their audience, the ways they listen to young people and
whether and how they help young people in making their voices heard in public
decision processes.
Fourth, in order to define how this content is assessed by young people, I will
conduct observational sessions, where young people will be asked to visit these
particular sites and their navigation and interests will be monitored. Their
responses and evaluations of the sites will be assessed via interviews.

6 Conclusions and implications for practice
This paper considers the problem of the lack of political participation amongst
young people. As I provide a theoretical overview of the suggested causes for this
situation, I defend an optimistic view of both young people and the Internet. I see
young people not as lazy and ignorant, but as disconnected from the official
political system, expressing their social concerns in different, more individualised
ways, which do not necessarily find their way to those who should listen.
Some positive characteristics of the Internet as a communication platform were
defined. However, we still have to be wary of talking about the Internet per se,
and should understand that the Internet is only a variety of more or less useful
tools, which can be used differently by young people and those trying to mobilize
them. In this paper the Internet is seen from two perspectives, as a bottom-up
eParticipation tool, providing possibilities for young people to express their civic
concerns in new, different and mostly unrecognised ways, and as a more topdown mobilising tool, which could empower young people by providing them
necessary civic values, affinity, knowledge and identities on one side and proper
channels for letting their voices be heard in the public arena on the other.
I defined the term eParticipation as the individuals’ online activity in civic or
political participation, which is one of the dimensions of civic culture (Dahlgren,
2002). It includes both online deliberation as well as other forms of eParticipation
which could be civic (such as volunteering, charity giving or membership in civic
organisations) or political (e-petitioning, e-voting or other forms of online
protesting).
Finally, a research design was proposed, with a variety of methods used for
analysing both the present situation: “what do the young people actually do, what
kind of civic content is there for them, who is listening?” and the future potential:
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“which could be the new methods of eParticipation, what kind of content could be
empowering for young people, how do they evaluate this content?”
The paper is aimed at researchers in the field of eParticipation who are struggling
with imprecise definitions and many possible ways of carrying out research. For
practitioners, it contributes an analysis of the reasons for young people’s
(non)participation from a theoretical standpoint. The goal that remains for the
future is to achieve the results of the research, which should directly benefit youth
and those engaged in the process of their mobilisation, and thus help to build a
more inclusive e-democracy.
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Abstract. The purpose of this chapter is to provide a brief introduction to the
research on social movements and the Internet. In addition, it presents
some results from an ongoing research project on how NGOs working for
various kinds of social change in the USA and in Sweden perceive the
Internet as a political tool and space. The research data reported in the
chapter are based on a quantitative, comparative approach (a survey
conducted on NGOs in the USA and in Sweden). The research data partly
confirm earlier studies, indicating that the size and age of the organisations
are important to explain their levels of Internet activity. As a new dimension,
the research data also show that the national political contexts in which the
organisations act seem to play an important role for how the Internet is
being used as a political tool and space. The selection of NGOs for the
survey was limited to organisations working for different kinds of social
and/or political change. Surveying other kinds of organisations might
possibly have rendered other results. The findings have primarily theoretical
implications, but might be of importance to practitioners striving to raise
support for a particular cause in different countries. The research data show
that the use of the Internet as a political space is more complex than had
previously been assumed in the literature on ICTs and politics.
Key words: Cultural Politics, Campaigning.
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1 Introduction
In the 1990s, expectations were high for Internet technology and its presumed
effects on politics and democracy. As with earlier innovations within information
and communication technologies (ICTs), such as the telephone and the television,
the Internet was promoted as a possible means to re-engage citizens in politics,
for example via electronic voting, or political discussions on community web
sites. Although most of these discussions centred on conventional forms of
politics, the importance of the Internet as a political instrument for social
movements and other civil society groups was also emphasised. Some observers
even suggested that the Internet might have its most dramatic effects within nonestablished political structures (Castells 1997).
The Internet can be used in political activism either directly in online campaigns,
or indirectly, in mobilising offline political action such as street-demonstrations
and public gatherings. An advantage of the Internet from a political point of view
is that it reduces the importance of aspects such as time and space, since activism
online can be conducted at any time of the day and from any computer with
Internet access. Moreover, the Internet allows for ideas and tactics to diffuse more
effectively than in traditional media. The Internet also facilitates activists in
explaining the motives of their own actions, which makes them somewhat less
dependent on how they are portrayed in traditional news media (Scott & Street
2001).
The civil society dimension of eParticipation (the research field addressing how
the Internet is being used by civil society groups for purposes of campaigning and
political protest) is continuously expanding (this will be further touched upon in
section 3). However, many questions still remain to be answered on how different
kinds of civil society groups use the Internet for political purposes. The objective
of the present chapter is to briefly introduce the research field of ICTs and politics
from a civil society perspective. Moreover, an ongoing research study will be
presented which aims to investigate how NGOs working for various kinds of
social change perceive, and use the Internet as a political space. This includes
both Internet use for external purposes, such as online activism and campaigning,
and internal purposes, such as promoting engagement among members and/or
supporters for the organisations’ issues.

2 Social movements as political actors
During the last decades, the traditional definition of politics has widened, from
dealing primarily with formal political institutions and electoral processes, to also
including actors and activities outside of institutional political structures (such as
civil society groups and organisations). The importance of civil society actors for
the development and consolidation of democratic political systems has
increasingly been emphasised in social science research. Tarrow states for
example that civil society, “because of its historical relationship to the
development of citizenship [...] can never be fully suppressed without
endangering democracy itself” (Tarrow 1998, pp. 66–67). Non-governmental
organisations (NGOs) represent only one kind of civil society actors, but are
generally considered the most important from a political point of view. The
number of NGOs operating at an international level has expanded significantly
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during the previous century; from 176 in 1909 to 28,900 in 1993 (Thörn 2000). In
the late 1990s, the number of international NGOs had increased to more than
40,000, with a particularly dramatic growth since the 1980s (Warkentin 2001, pp.
3–4).
The ideological base of many NGOs and civil society groups working for
different kinds of social change can be found in the social movements, which
have been defined as:
“networks of informal relationships between a multiplicity of individuals and
organisations, who share a distinctive collective identity, and mobilise resources on
conflictual issues” (Diani 2001, p. 117).

Social movements have developed at different times and have different
characteristics. A distinction is therefore often made between old and new social
movements.1 The old social movements, such as the workers’ movement and the
abolition movement, have developed in symbiosis with the nation-states and can
be traced back to the eighteenth century, when commercial print media were
introduced and new models of association and socialisation emerged. Ordinary
people were better able to identify themselves in collectives because of these
structural changes, “Even though collective gatherings occurred before the
eighteenth century, these were in Europe primarily corporate and communal
organisations” (Tarrow 1998, pp. 46–53). The new social movements emerged in
the 1960s, and were formed around issues that were neglected in the political
parties of the time (Kriesi 1996, p. 158). The environmental and antinuclear
movement, the solidarity movement, the peace movement, the women’s
movement and the urban autonomous movement all serve as examples of
neglected issues that mobilised public support outside of the political parties. The
social changes in the 1960s, such as an emerging youth culture, increasing
incomes and educational levels, in combination with technological changes,
marked the start of an important development among social movements. Mass
media and television suited the new social movements well, and were used to
raise support and pursue constituency-based campaigns (Tarrow 1998, p. 131;
Clark 2001, p. 17–18). How, then, do social movements use the Internet for
political purposes? This question will be focused upon in more detail in the
following sections.

3 Social movements and the Internet
As mentioned, the research field on social movements and the Internet has
expanded quickly during the last few years.2 Two hypotheses that have repeatedly
been mentioned in discussions of the Internet and political participation are the
mobilisation hypothesis and the reinforcement hypothesis (Norris 2001, p. 217–
219). The former holds out the prospect that the Internet will mobilise new groups
of citizens who have previously not involved themselves in politics. The latter
hypothesis claims, from a more pessimistic point of view, that the Internet is more
likely to reinforce existing patterns of political participation, with the

1

The more specific distinction between old and new social movements is still a subject of
discussion. See for instance Cohen and Arato (1994, pp. 492–563).
2
See for instance Bennett 2002, Diani 2001, Castells 1996, McCaughey and Ayers 2003, Webster
2001, Norris 2002 and Warkentin 2001.
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consequence that primarily well-educated individuals from higher socioeconomic groups will benefit politically from the Internet.
By analysing large data sets, Norris (1999; 2000) has found that affluent citizens
tend to be more active on the Internet, which is something that supports the
reinforcement hypothesis. Norris’ results do not stand unchallenged, however.
Krueger (2002) has for example argued that even though more affluent and welleducated citizens dominate the groups who use the Internet for political purposes
in an initial phase, these patterns might change over time. Norris’ observations
were made some years ago, but later research does however point at similar
tendencies. Based on interviews with Swedish working class families, Olsson
(2002) found that their interest in using the Internet for political purposes tends to
be very low. On the other hand, Greenberg (1999) points to the fact that Norris’
observations are based on individual data sets. What, asks Greenberg, would be
the effect of analysing the Internet from the point of view of political groups or
institutions rather than individuals? Resource-poor groups may use the Internet to
get access to information on various issues, but also to recruit new members and
facilitate political mobilisation (Greenberg 1999). Civil society groups and
organisations have in this regard the potential to play an important role on the
Internet, from a democratic point of view.
Computerised political activism can be traced back to the mid-1980s, when the
first version of PeaceNet for the first time enabled activists to communicate
across national borders with relative ease and speed (Wray 1998). Denning
(2001) distinguishes three broad categories of Internet activism; online activism,
hacktivism and cyber terrorism. Online activism is perhaps the broadest category,
and includes collection and exchange of information, dialogue between activists,
coordination of action and direct lobbying towards decision makers (Denning
2001). A primary distinction can be made between Internet-based and Internetenhanced protest actions (Vegh 2003, p. 71–72). While the former denotes
actions that are conducted online (such as e-mail petitions or action alerts) the
latter comprises activities that are conducted offline (for example street
demonstrations), and where the Internet functions primarily as an instrument for
information and coordination of collective activities. It is a common belief that
the Internet played a key role in the mobilisation against the Multilateral
Agreement on Trade and Investment, MAI (Ayres 1999; Deibert 2000). In the
MAI-protests, the Internet was used for information dissemination, but also to
coordinate individuals and organisations around the world in common protests
(Deibert 2000, p. 261–264). Apart from traditional protest activities, such as
street demonstrations and the signing of petitions and writing letters, a number of
web sites were constructed to provide information about the agreement. The sites
connected hundreds of organisations, both from developed and developing parts
of the world (Ayres 1999, p. 138). In total, 600 non-governmental organisations
from about 70 nations were estimated to have participated in the MAI-protests.
Another kind of activism on the Internet is political hacking, or hacktivism.
Hacktivists differ from online activists in that they use hacking techniques against
their adversaries’ web sites to disturb their normal operations, but not causing
serious damage. Examples of hacktivist strategies are web sit-ins and denial-ofservice attacks, where thousands of messages simultaneously are sent to the target
server. Web hacks and computer break-ins to modify texts and messages on web
sites, as well as computer viruses and worms are other kinds of commonly used
hacktivist strategies (Denning 2001). Cyber terrorism represents a third category
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of activism on the Internet, which increasingly has been paid attention to within
security politics. Cyber terrorism includes obstructive activities, such as the
creation of severe forms of computer viruses and the sabotage of important
societal functions on the Internet (Denning 2001; Arquilla & Ronfeldt 2001). It is
a complicated task to draw a clear-cut distinction between acts of hacktivism and
cyber terrorism. While the targets of hacktivist actions may consider all kinds of
sabotage as cyber terrorism, hacktivists themselves conceive of them as a kind of
civil disobedience, which they have a moral right to perform.
It has been a subject of discussion whether acts of political protest on the Internet
should be considered as equally ‘valuable’ as organisational or political activities
performed offline. For example, Tarrow has rejected online activism as “easy
riding on the Internet”, and claimed that e-mail networks “do not promise the
same degree of crystallization, of mutual trust and collective identity, as do their
interpersonal ties in social networks” (Tarrow 1998, pp. 193–194; see also
Tarrow 1998b, p. 241). Tarrow’s view is supported by Diani, who emphasises
that “collective action requires long-term commitments and the willingness to
engage in projects that rely upon the contribution of all the parties involved for
their success; one has to wonder to what extent virtual interactions are capable of
generating mutual bonding of the necessary identity.” (Diani 2001, p. 121). Thörn
(2002) takes a different standpoint by suggesting that e-mail networks should be
considered in combination with other societal changes, such as an increased
travelling. This might possibly compensate for the lack of face-to-face interaction
on the Internet. It could be questioned whether the Internet represents a
supplement or a substitute to offline political action.
Ward (2001) argues that the most likely organisational response to the Internet is
as a supplement, in administration, political campaigning or in participation and
mobilisation. This conclusion is supported by Lebert (2002), who, in a case study
on the use of ICTs within Amnesty International, found that the new technology
has facilitated the work within the organisation considerably. The use of e-mail
within Amnesty’s Urgent Action Networks has enabled activists to respond
immediately to urgent cases such as torture or imprisoning (Lebert 2002, p. 23).
Moreover, the possibility for Amnesty to circulate reports via e-mail rather than
in printed versions is more secure for their members and supporters in nondemocratic political systems. In Lebert’s view, ICTs appear to be most effective
when combined with more conventional communication tools, such as fax
machines or postal mail. While email messages may be easy for power holders to
delete or avoid reading, faxes and postal mail can physically “fill up” the target
offices or governments, and do also pass more persons before they reach the final
decision maker, which may function as yet another pressure (Lebert 2002, p. 25).
Against this background, it could be questioned to what extent these perceptions
of the Internet as a political tool and space corresponds to a more general view
among NGOs and/or civil society groups. How do different kinds of organisations
perceive of and use the Internet for purposes of online activism and campaigning,
as well as for interactive purposes? These questions formed the point of departure
for the research study which will be described in more detail in the following
section.
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4 NGO perceptions of the Internet as a political
space – a research study in progress
Previous research on how social movements and civil society groups use the
Internet for political purposes has primarily been oriented towards case studies of
specific campaigns and/or organisations, often within a North American or British
political context (e.g. Warkentin 2001; Lebert 2002; Lusoli et al. 2002). It could
therefore be questioned to what extent these observations could be generalised to
NGOs in other political contexts. In order to answer this, a research study was
conducted, which aimed at investigating how different kinds of non-governmental
organisations, in varying national political contexts, perceive of and use the
Internet as a political tool and space. The research aim was further divided into
three sub sets of questions:
1) How do the organisations conceive of the Internet’s importance for
external political purposes, such as online activism and campaigning? To
what extent does the Internet represent a substitute and/or a supplement to
more traditional forms of political action?
2) How do the organisations conceive of the Internet’s importance as a space
for internal political action? To what extent is the Internet used to
promote engagement among the organisations’ members and/or
supporters? How do the organisations value the Internet as a space for
interaction and interactivity with their members and/or supporters,
compared to face-to-face interaction?
3) To what extent do the perceptions and use of the Internet as a political
space depend on the political and civil society context in which the
organisations are acting? How important are national political contexts
compared to aspects such as the size and age of the organisations?
The importance of national political contexts has not been paid any particular
attention in previous research on Internet use for political purposes among civil
society groups and organisations. As regards the importance of the organisations’
size, two hypotheses have been formulated. On the one hand, it could be assumed
that large organisations have greater opportunities for using the Internet as a
political tool and space compared to smaller organisations. This is known as the
reinforcement hypothesis. However, it has also been hypothesised that the use of
Internet-based and Internet-enhanced political activism can contribute to diminish
the differences between small and large organisations. This is known as the
equalisation hypothesis (Lusoli et al. 2002). As regards the age of the
organisations, differences between old and new social movements have been
pointed at with respect to their choice of political repertoires and methods of
conducting political protest. Even though the use of media is important to most
organisations and movements with social and political ambitions, it is interesting
to examine whether old and new nongovernmental organisations use the Internet
in similar ways, or if there are any differences to be found, such as those
suggested in the following quotation:
“Political organisations that are older, larger, resource-rich, and strategically linked to party
and government politics may rely on Internet-based communications mostly to amplify and
reduce the costs of pre-existing communication routines. On the other hand, newer, resourcepoor organizations that tend to reject conventional politics may be defined in important ways
by their Internet presence” (Bennett 2004, p. 125).
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The comparative methodology that is used in the research study is based on a
most-different-systems research design, in which online political activities among
NGOs in the Scandinavian countries are compared to NGOs in the United States.
Apart from the obvious differences in size between the Scandinavian countries
and the United States, the former have relatively homogeneous populations, while
the latter has a heterogeneous population. Several other differences can also be
found in the political role and working methods of the civil societies in
Scandinavia and in the United States. At the same time, the level of Internet
access among the public is very high in Scandinavia, as well as in the United
States. The formal prerequisites for using online activism and communication
among the organisations are in other words relatively similar. Altogether, this
formed an important point of departure for analysing to what extent aspects of
political culture and political opportunity structures might affect the level of
Internet activism, despite similarities in the technological opportunity structures.
The empirical data analysis in the research study is based on two questionnaire
surveys, a content analysis of NGO web sites, interviews and index constructions.
In order not to exceed the limits of the present chapter, the following discussion
will therefore be limited to the results from one of the questionnaire surveys,
conducted in 2005.

4.1 A survey on Internet use for political purposes among
NGOs
The organisations included in the questionnaire survey were selected from the
UIA (Union of International Associations) register of organisation secretariats
(main and secondary) for each of the four countries Denmark, Norway, Sweden
and the United States. Selection criteria for the survey were that each organisation
should work for some kind of social change, and moreover that it should be:
•

non-governmental

•

non-profit

•

non-sectarian

•

non-partisan

An obvious criterion was also that the organisations of interest for the survey
should have a web site. The mentioned selection criteria were considered
necessary in order to be able to compare the organisations in a justifiable way.
The survey questionnaires were sent in one copy to each organisation, and it was
therefore considered important that they were answered by persons with an
overview of, and knowledge about the organisations’ perceptions and priorities
regarding new ICTs. For this reason, the survey questionnaires were sent to the
communication director or secretary general in the selected NGOs. The first
mailing and the first reminder of the survey were sent via postal mail, while
subsequent reminders were sent via e-mail. This combined use of postal mail and
e-mail was partly motivated by financial reasons, partly with the ambition to
reach those respondents preferring e-mail surveys and those preferring postal
surveys. The use of postal mail was moreover thought to increase the chances of
reaching the right respondents in each organisation, as many NGOs provide only
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one, general e-mail address on their web sites.3 The survey questionnaire was
limited to four pages with the ambition to increase the numbers of responses as
much as possible. As the qualitative dimensions of the organisations’ perceptions
regarding the Internet were considered to be of major importance, a number of
open-ended questions were posed in the survey. The respondents also have the
opportunity to add comments and reflections to the close-ended survey questions.
With this qualitative orientation, the ambition was to grasp very detailed nuances
in the respondents’ opinions.
The in total 186 organisations that the data collection ended up with was a
complete selection of the organisations registered by UIA (2002/2003) which
matched the search criteria. Survey answers were received from 89, or nearly 50
percent, of the organisations. As shown in table 1, Swedish NGOs are the most
frequent respondents, relative to their initial numbers. Norwegian and Danish
NGOs have a response rate about 50 percent, while American NGOs have the
lowest response rate – about 30 percent. An explanation lying close at hand to the
non-responses is lack of time and resources in the organisations to answer the
survey. These motives were also mentioned in the few refusals that were made to
the survey. A partial explanation to the Norwegian and Danish drop-outs may be
that the survey questionnaires that were sent to the Scandinavian organisations
were written in Swedish. This may have made some of the Norwegian and Danish
respondents more reluctant to answer the survey. Moreover, geographical
distance may have made the survey appear less relevant to some of the potential
respondents. This may be particularly applicable to the American respondents,
who were the most frequent drop-outs from the survey.
Table 1. Survey responses, distributed by country

USA

Sweden Norway

Denmark Total

Survey responses

34

32

13

10

89

Refusals

3

1

-

1

5

No response

54

10

17

9

89

Letters in return

3

-

-

-

3

The organisations that did respond to the survey include both small and large
organisations from all the four countries. A common characteristic for many of
the organisations that did not respond to the survey, particularly among the
Scandinavian NGOs, is that they are relatively small. The American NGOs that
did not respond to the survey are more mixed, and include large and well-known,
as well as smaller organisations. Notable for several of the American NGOs was
also that they had few contact options available on their web sites. Rather than
providing e-mail addresses on the web sites, a general mailing form without an
address or name was provided on the web sites for questions from the web site
visitors. Possibly, the use of mailing forms is a result of the large amounts of
spam that circulate on the Internet. Interesting to notice was, however, that none
3

It turned out from the survey responses that the respondents in most cases possessed higher
positions in the organisations, and that the survey in other words had been directed to the ‘correct
respondents’ within the organisations. Possibly, an e-survey would have given more varying
results in this respect.
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of the organisations that provided mailing forms responded in any way to the
survey. These NGO web sites therefore gave the impression of being primarily an
online presentation and/or advertisement for the organisations, rather than a
meeting spot with members and web site visitors. In spite of this, the response
rate of nearly 50 percent can be considered as fairly satisfying for an international
NGO survey. As the NGO-representatives that responded to the survey were
primarily Swedish and American, these two countries formed the focus of the
empirical analysis.4
Apart from gathering background data on the NGOs, the survey questions focused
on the organisations’ perceptions of using the Internet as a political space, as well
as their actual levels of activity as regards Internet use for external and internal
political purposes. The respondents were, amongst other things, asked to list the
different kinds of grass root features that were provided on the organisations’ web
sites. Examples mentioned included chat rooms, web logs, sign-ups for e-mail
lists and discussion forums. Moreover, the respondents were asked in what ways
people can become involved in the organisations’ issues, and also to define how
they perceive communication with members via e-mail, compared to more
traditional forms of contact. Furthermore, the respondents were asked to grade to
what extent they considered their respective NGO web sites to be suitable for
purposes of discussion, member recruitment, campaigning, mobilisation and
networking. The respondents were also asked whether they believed that using
the Internet had strengthened the organisations’ influence in social and/or
political issues.

4.2 Some preliminary conclusions on the Internet as a
political space
The results of the survey show that, to the discussion of the importance of
background variables such as size or age for the Internet use among NGOs,
should be added the dimension of political culture. Several differences between
the organisations’ Internet use can be related to the cultural and political contexts
in which they act. One example is the differences in member roles, where many
of the American NGOs base their activities on the financial support from donors.
Individual membership is relatively uncommon, compared to the Swedish
organisations. The American respondents also seem to consider an active
participation and involvement from the members in the organisations’ decisionmaking to be less important than their Swedish counterparts. Furthermore, many
of the American respondents disagree that the use of ICTs has strengthened the
member role in the organisations, in contrast to the Swedish organisations. On the
other hand, the American respondents are more satisfied than their Swedish
counterparts as regards the possibility of involving more people via the Internet.
Another notable difference between the American and Swedish respondents is
their relationship to political decision-makers, where the American NGOs are
considerably more eager than the Swedish organisations to mark their
independence towards political decision-makers. Several of the American
respondents define their organisations as politically neutral, or even apolitical,
even though they work for various kinds of social change. This is an interesting
4

The survey results from the Norwegian and Danish NGOs were kept in the survey data, but were
not analysed in more detail.
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result, since proclaimed independence from political decision-makers could be
considered a political act in itself.
Overall, the survey results confirm previous research, in the sense that the
Internet is considered to play an important role as a political space for the
surveyed organisations. This conclusion can be drawn for organisations both in
Sweden and in the USA. The general level of Internet activity is high among the
organisations, and the Internet is valued both for its information and
communication virtues, and for political campaigning. Not surprisingly, the size
of the NGOs has a relatively strong effect on web site content, in the sense that
more affluent organisations have more advanced web sites compared to smaller
and less affluent organisations. On the other hand, it is interesting to notice that
the differences between the organisations become smaller as regards their use of
participatory and/or interactive web site features. Several of the small
organisations that were included in the research study work actively with online
participation and interactivity through various kinds of grass root features.
Another result that could be observed from the empirical data is that the Internet
functions primarily as a supplement to the organisations’ traditional activities.
Exceptions do naturally exist; some organisations have for example concentrated
all or most of their activities to the Internet. This is, however, not representative
for the larger group of organisations that were investigated in the research study.
The importance of using the Internet varies somewhat from one working field to
the other. Not surprisingly, almost all of the investigated organisations use the
Internet frequently for purposes of information dissemination. In this respect, the
Internet seems to have become almost a substitute to the organisations’ former
practice, irrespective of their size and affluence. As regards protest activities and
political action, on the other hand, it appears to be more complicated to replace
offline activities with online political action. The most widely used participatory
features are action alerts and e-mail petitions, while deeper participatory
activities, such as discussion forums and/or cyber communities, appear more
rarely on the NGO web sites. Lack of financial resources can partly explain this
result. An additional reason could be that the Internet is not considered to be a
suitable arena for other than relatively simple grass root activities. Several
respondents emphasise the importance of face-to-face interaction with their
members and/or supporters. Moreover, a development towards a more active
member role and interaction with members may not be considered a priority.
Overall, the survey results indicate that the American NGOs have focused on
relatively simple forms of online involvement, primarily oriented towards simple
grass root features such as online action alerts and e-mail petitions, as well as
dissemination of e-mail newsletters. These kinds of features are relatively easy to
involve people in, and may serve as an explanation for the fact that the American
respondents overall are somewhat more satisfied with the Internet as a political
space compared to their Swedish counterparts. It turned out from the survey data
that the Swedish organisations to a somewhat larger extent provide advanced
grass root features such as discussion forums on their web sites. At the same time,
they are more critical of the Internet’s potential as a political space. A possible
explanation to the differences in Internet use between American and Swedish
NGOs is that Swedish organisations are influenced by the traditions of the
popular mass movements, which prescribe a broad involvement and participation
among the members, also in decision-making processes. This has contributed to
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organisational cultures and attitudes in which an active member involvement is
considered to be of high importance, also on the Internet.
To sum up, aspects of political culture seem to play an important role for how
NGOs perceive and use the Internet as a political space. A conclusion that could
be drawn from the research study is therefore that generalisations from research
on Internet use among NGOs within a specific political context to organisations
in other political contexts should be made with considerable caution.
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