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Preface

The annual international IFIP electronic participation conference (ePart) aims
to bring together researchers of distinct disciplines in order to present and discuss
advances of eParticipation research. As the field of eParticipation is multidisci-
plinary in nature, ePart provides an excellent opportunity for researchers and
practitioners with different disciplinary backgrounds to share and discuss current
research on foundations, theories, methods, tools, and innovative applications of
eParticipation. ePart also provides a fruitful ground to nurture and plan future
cooperation.

The conference also provides an excellent platform for those who wish to
learn about or update themselves on research advances in eParticipation, un-
derstand how other groups are applying advanced tools and techniques, and
exchange ideas with leading international experts in the field. The 5th ePart
was organized by members of IFIP Working Group 8.5 and it was supported by
a multidisciplinary Program Committee from all over the globe.

As in previous years, ePart was co-located with IFIP EGOV 2013, the IFIP
conference on electronic government. Co-location of both conferences intention-
ally allows for exchange and cross-fertilization between the two domains of study,
and hence the chairs of both conferences are committed to continuing the co-
location of IFIP ePart and IFIP EGOV. In 2013, ePart was also co-located with
Informatik 2013, which is the German Computer Society’s major annual confer-
ence. This way, German-speaking computer science and related information gov-
ernance scholars were welcome to network with e-government and e-participation
researchers and practitioners. Both conferences are supported by IFIP WG 8.5
(International Federation for Information Processing Working Group 8.5 on In-
formation Systems in Public Administration).

The scope of ePart 2013 covered the whole range of research in eParticipation.
Its principal aim was to review research advances in both social and technological
scientific domains, seeking to demonstrate new theories, concepts, methods, and
styles of eParticipation with the support of innovative ICT. The IFIP ePart 2013
Call for Papers attracted a wide range of topics with 30 paper submissions. In
all, 13 papers were accepted for Springer’s LNCS proceedings. These papers have
been clustered under the following headings:

– Research Directions
– Social Media and eParticipation
– Online Deliberation

All ePart papers were blindly peer reviewed by at least three reviewers from the
ePart 2013 Program Committee with the assistance of additional reviewers. We
would like to acknowledge their professionalism and rigor, which resulted in these
high-quality papers. Papers submitted to the ongoing research, poster abstracts,
as well as workshop and panel abstracts were published in a complementary
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proceedings volume of GI Lecture Notes in Informatics. The proceedings cover
contributions from both conferences, IFIP EGOV and IFIP ePart.

For the second time and per recommendation of the Paper Awards Com-
mittee, led by Committee Chair Prof. Olivier Glassey of IDHEAP, Lausanne,
Switzerland, the IFIP ePart 2013 Organizing Committee granted an outstanding
paper award. The winners were awarded in the ceremony at the conference din-
ner, which has become a highlight of each ePart conference. The name of the win-
ner is announced on the conference website: http://www.epart-conference.
org/

Many people make large events like this conference happen. We thank the
48 members of the ePart 2013 Program Committee and the additional reviewers
for their great efforts in reviewing the submitted papers. Roman Weber of the
University of Koblenz-Landau (Germany) supported us in the administrative
management and in compiling the proceedings of ePart 2013. Particular thanks
go also to the conference organization of Informatik 2013 — colleagues and staff
of the University of Koblenz-Landau, who organized the conference system, the
room management, the catering and the social events for the whole conference
cluster.

The host of IFIP ePart 2013 was the University of Koblenz-Landau in Koblenz,
Germany. The Faculty of Computer Science has over 20 professors and consists
of four institutes, each with four to six research groups. The faculty researches
and teaches various strands of core and applied computer science, including
e-government. In the winter term of 2012–2013, the faculty introduced a new
Master of Science program in e-government, a unique curriculum in Germany to
be offered at a technical faculty. E-government is one of the four key research
priorities of the faculty. Research and teaching cover investigations in strategic,
analytical, managerial, conceptual, and technical aspects of introducing ICT in
the public sector (administration and politics). Interdisciplinarity in design and
analysis of study aspects is a central paradigm, particularly in the e-government
research group, which is chaired by Maria A. Wimmer.

ePart 2013 took place in the lovely city of Koblenz. Koblenz is situated in
the northern end of the famous world cultural heritage area of Upper Middle-
Rhine Valley. The city has taken its name from the Roman word “confluentes,”
which stands for the intersection of the Rhine and Mosel rivers. Koblenz claims
to have the only “real” German Corner — the Deutsches Eck. Since the German
horticultural show in 2011, Koblenz has become a lovely city with an exciting
lifestyle, culinary heritage, and culture. The city’s long history with changing
Roman and French occupation has created a rich cultural setting with numerous
sites of interest in Koblenz and its surroundings. We are pleased to have had the
pleasure of holding ePart 2013 in such a special place.

September 2013 Maria A. Wimmer
Efthimios Tambouris

Ann Macintosh
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Mobile Participation: Exploring Mobile Tools  
in E-Participation 

Maria A. Wimmer, Rüdiger Grimm, Nico Jahn, and J. Felix Hampe 

University of Koblenz-Landau, Institute for IS Research, Koblenz, Germany 
{wimmer,grimm,jahn,hampe}@uni-koblenz.de 

Abstract. In this contribution, we investigate the use of mobile technology in e-
participation contexts and we define grounds for mobile participation. Mobile 
participation (mPart) requires the support by tools comprising mobile digital 
client equipment, mobile access to the Internet, and service support of the 
related communication. This allows for new types of engagement of citizens in 
political decision-making at any time wherever citizens physically are. 
Different participation scenarios require different types of mPart tools. 
Information gathering, opinion polls, posts to political discussions in social 
media and in standard e-participation platforms, quick feedback forms, and 
group and event cooperation are some examples of participation scenarios, 
which we regard as mPart applications. In this paper, we examine different 
projects exploiting mobile technology for citizen participation – with a focus on 
e-participation – and we describe mPart applications and related tools that are 
developed and evaluated by the authors in a project. The mPart tools are 
embedded in a layered mPart architecture that allows a flexible integration of 
tools over an underlying secure communication infrastructure. The architecture 
serves as a reference architecture for integrating mPart tools. 

Keywords: Mobile participation, mPart, e-participation, mPart tools, mPart-
API framework. 

1 Introduction 

Mobile phones have reached a penetration of 125 % in Europe in 2009. Also the 
smartphone penetration is growing more and more. However, main use of mobile and 
in particular smartphone technology is currently recognized in private consumer use. 
While different attempts of introducing mobile technology in government contexts are 
known for nearly a decade (so-called m-government), mobile features are not so 
extensively exploited in e-participation contexts. This is astonishing especially since 
e-participation is striving for reaching out widely to citizens, and mobile technology is 
widespread in many developed and even in some developing countries. 

Some e-participation projects have begun to allow smartphones to have access to 
their communication services. However, these are only a few, and the integration is 
rather ad-hoc. There is no standard strategy or architecture to build up mobile 
participation with respect to important requirements such as user-friendliness, 
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scalability, security, and seamless cooperation with other participation means. We 
will use the acronym ‘mPart’ in short for ‘m-participation’ or ‘mobile participation’. 

In order to allow mPart tools to be integrated in a flexible way in different e-
participation contexts, we suggest an architecture that separates the user functions 
from an underlying communication infrastructure, especially from the Internet. The 
architecture is based on an mPart-API framework that provides well defined 
interfaces to the user tools as well as secure communication channels on top of the 
underlying infrastructure. The architecture provides a reference framework for 
integrating various mPart tools into a common architectural environment. 

The paper is structured as follows: Chapter 2 investigates the state of the art of e-
participation literature. Chapter 3 provides an overview of related work on important 
mPart projects and their tools. Chapter 4 outlines the project and mPart applications 
with related research aims of an interdisciplinary project on communication, media 
and politics. The mPart tools we developed are described in chapter 5, together with a 
report of initial responses by users. Conclusions and an outlook on further research 
are given in chapter 6. 

2 Setting Grounds for Mobile Participation: Foundations and 
Related Work on E-Participation  

As a generic and widespread understanding, e-participation is referred to as the use of 
Information and Communication Technologies (ICT) in political participation (see e.g. 
[11, 12, 18, 23]).  Macintosh argues that innovative tools and technology provide 
people with the capacity to participate and influence political decision-making [10]. 
Scholars investigating e-participation have made an attempt to structure and 
systematize the field of study through frameworks (e.g. [18, 23]) and differentiation 
among separate e-participation areas, such as information provision, consultation, 
deliberation, mediation, petitioning, spatial planning, participatory budgeting, etc. (see 
e.g. 26, 27]).  

An important evolution of the field has been observed since the revolution of the 
Internet as a participatory web, where everyone can communicate through Web 2.0 
technologies [7]. The potential of using electronic means to reach the wider citizenry 
opened up new possibilities for political participation via electronic means [13]. Since 
then, a number of e-participation tools have been developed in various projects through 
the support of the European Commission and through governments of different 
countries. An assessment of such programs and projects to spur innovation and to 
advance solutions for citizen participation via online means in different e-participation 
areas is e.g. available in [16, 23, 28]. Also, the United Nations have defined an e-
participation index along their annual e-government surveys, which ‘assesses the quality 
and usefulness of information and services provided by a country for the purpose of 
engaging its citizens in public policy making’1. The index evaluates the capacity and 
willingness of a State to explore ‘deliberative, participatory decision-making in public 

                                                           
1  http://unpan3.un.org/egovkb/egovernment_overview/ 
eparticipation.htm (last access: 24/03/2013). 
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policy’ and whether a State reaches the objectives of ‘its own socially inclusive 
governance program’2. In the 2012 survey, Germany scored 0.7632, while Netherlands 
and South Korea reached the maximum of 1.000 [26, p. 134].  

E-participation is also driven by technology development to support citizen 
participation in political decision-making. A categorization of ICT tools supporting e-
participation endeavors is e.g. given in [21, 23]. Tambouris et al distinguish e.g. 
among rather simple tools such as weblogs and web portals and more sophisticated 
consultation platforms, argument visualization tools and natural language interfaces. 
Technologies include e.g. messaging, semantic web, filtering methods and ontologies. 
In a study the authors performed 2007 on nineteen EC funded research projects of the 
field seven projects using mobile technologies have been identified [23]. Half a 
decade later, social media on the one hand and the use of mobile technologies on the 
other hand, have become prime means for interaction among citizens and 
governments in e-government and e-participation initiatives3. Recent EUROSTAT 
data indicate that more than half of the Internet users in Europe post to social media4. 

While mobile government has reached attention as an extension or supplement of 
e-government [24], mobile participation has so far not reached wide attention as a 
concept. We therefore define mobile participation (or m-participation, in short mPart), 
as an extension of the concepts of e-participation – relying on above described 
foundations of e-participation. mPart refers to the extensive use of mobile 
technologies and mobile applications in e-participation contexts. Nowadays, Internet, 
broadband access and mobile phones are more widespread in Europe. In 2012, 
Eurostat reports an internet penetration in households of 76 % in EU27, with 
Germany reaching 85 %; broadband access being recorded with 82 % in EU27 and 82 
% in Germany5. Statistics on mobile phone penetration showed already in 2009 a 
penetration of 125 % in EU27 and of 137 % in Germany 6 . Also the use of 
smartphones is catching up quickly – 47.6% of people in the EU5 (UK, Spain, Italy, 
France and Germany) are reported to use a smartphone in Q1 2012, with Germany 
scoring last among these top 5 with 41%. 7   Hence, the provision of mobile 
applications to engage citizens in policy processes and democratic decision-making of  
 
                                                           
2  ibid. 
3  e.g., see publications in collective volume in [4] and in the International Journal of 

Electronic Government Research (IJEGR), volume 8, issue 3 in 2012. 
4  http://epp.eurostat.ec.europa.eu/cache/ITY_PUBLIC/4-18122012-
AP/EN/4-18122012-AP-EN.PDF (last access 24/03/2013). 

5  ibid. 
6  Figures calculated based on numbers of population  

(http://epp.eurostat.ec.europa.eu/tgm/table.do?tab=table&init= 
1&language=de&pcode=tps00001&plugin=1) and mobile phone contracts  
(http://epp.eurostat.ec.europa.eu/tgm/table.do?tab= 
table&plugin=1&language=de &pcode=tin00059) in 2009  
http://epp.eurostat.ec.europa.eu/cache/ITY_PUBLIC/ 
4-18122012-AP/EN/4-18122012-AP-EN.PDF (last access 24/03/2013). 

7  http://www.onbile.com/info/mobile-penetration-in-europe/  
(last access 24/03/2013). 
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States through mobile phones and smartphones is a natural and consequent evolution. 
To set the grounds for mobile participation, the next section investigates the use of 
mobile applications, tools and technologies in e-participation contexts of existing 
projects.  

3 The Use of Mobile Technology in Government Projects: An 
Investigation of the Current State of Projects 

Mobile technology has been explored in several projects of e-government and e-
participation. Among the first projects funded in the scope of framework program 6 of 
the EC, use-me.gov researched mobile government solutions around 2005. Its aim 
was to advance three crucial developments for mobile solutions: (1) an Open Service 
Platform for Mobile Government meeting the most critical usability, interoperability 
and scalability requirements as well as supporting shared use between public 
organizations and respective departments, (2) Comprehensive Business Models for 
Mobile Government compiling interests and roles of relevant stakeholders and 
correlating their roles and interests in distinct service and business scenarios, and (3) 
Recommendations for Service Planning including aspects of technology, standards 
and business operation to serve as an example for “others” when planning similar 
services [1, 15].  

After use-me.gov, several projects have investigated the usage of mobile 
technology for providing on-the-spot information to governments such as damages on 
infrastructure in cities, where photos are made with mobile phones and are then sent 
to government sites via MMS or emails through smartphones or through uploads to a 
web site. The most known project in this regard is FixMyStreet in UK8. Also in 
Germany, similar examples exist such as Märker Brandenburg9 or “Sag’s uns” of the 
city of Cologne, which is part of the city’s mobile app10. The main features of the 
mobile part of these solutions are MMS or email communication to a government site 
with a server in the backend to integrate the mobile communication entries into the 
government solution of complaints management. Some sites are now beginning to 
integrate mobile access via smartphones (e.g. Cologne’s app). 

Besides reporting on damages in public spaces and other misconceptions on 
infrastructures of a city, cities are also launching mobile apps to provide information 
about the city and for tourists via smartphones. Examples to name but a few are: the 
Cologne service app, which provides up-to-date information and options for 
contacting the city with questions or feedback by the citizens11; various apps for 
visitors to the London city (either for download before visiting or accessible through 
numerous free wireless networks in the city of London)12; or the Stuttgart App, which 
                                                           
8  http://www.fixmystreet.com/ (last access 28/03/2013). 
9  http://maerker.brandenburg.de/brandenburg (last access 28/03/2013). 
10  http://www.stadt-koeln.de/1/verwaltung/10425/ (last access 28/03/2013). 
11  Ibid. 
12  http://www.visitlondon.com/traveller-information/getting-
around-london/london-maps-and-guides/apps (last access 28/03/2013). 
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provides citizens and visitors with relevant information about the city and its tourism 
and traffic, as well as some e-government services13. 

With the evolution of open government data, a vast amount of mobile apps have 
evolved to provide users of smartphones information about cities or particular aspects 
of public interest. A good example of providing such mobile apps based on open 
government data is apps for Vienna with the objective to providing citizens, tourists 
and businesses with relevant information14. To spur the developments of the use of 
open government data in Germany, a contest was launched to bring forward mobile 
apps for informing citizens and businesses on issues of interest. The 
Apps4Deutschland brought forward 77 apps (among which many are for 
smartphones) providing useful information and services to citizens and other users by 
building on open government data sets15. There are many more examples where 
governments are providing their data to enable added-value services via smartphones 
to citizens. An overview of examples in the US is e.g. given in [2]. 

It is to be noted that most of afore mentioned solutions are largely targeting e-
government contexts, while the use of mobile apps and tools in the context of e-
participation is still rare. Examples of such projects are Padgets and urbanAPI, which 
are briefly introduced hereafter (both funded in framework program 7 of the EC). 

PADGETS (Policy Gadgets Mashing Underlying Group Knowledge in Web 2.0 
Media)16 introduces the concept of Policy Gadgets (Padgets). These are applications 
on top of web 2.0 technology to describe and control the interaction between a user’s 
web software and others. The project targets integration of this concept in the 
established social media platforms to acquire a large number of people and uses social 
platforms for new services. It thereby also integrates smartphone technology for the 
interaction among citizens and policy makers [5]. 

urbanAPI (Urban Agile Policy Implementation) targets and uses virtual representations 
of planning decisions. Models of the real world display ideas about spatial planning. These 
models are 3D-models of blocks of houses and 2D-maps for visual representation of 
socioeconomic activity and a region-wide development simulation addressing urban 
growth and change. Mobile communication services allow the exploration of 
communication traces, describing human sojourn and activity patterns. 17 

To conclude, searching for projects of e-participation employing mobile 
technology shows that this development is still in its infancy. The few projects we 
came across do employ mobile technology, even though not all fully focus on e-
participation. Moreover, there is no standard strategy or architecture to build up 
mobile participation with respect of different challenges such as user-friendliness, 
acceptance, extensibility, scalability, seamless cooperation with other participation 
means, etc. To date, mobile tools are integrated rather in an ad-hoc manner However, 
the penetration of mobile phones and the trends towards more mobile access to 
services demands for much more research and investment in developing tools and 

                                                           
13  http://www.stuttgart.de/item/show/168768 (last access 28/03/2013). 
14  http://data.wien.gv.at/apps/ (last access 28/03/2013). 
15  http://apps4deutschland.de/category/apps/ (last access 28/03/2013). 
16  http://www.padgets.eu (last access 25/03/2013). 
17  http://www.urbanapi.eu (last access 2013-06-03). 
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applications for mobile participation. The State of Rhineland-Palatinate has therefore 
launched a project where different research disciplines are to work together to foster 
developments of mobile participation among others. The project is introduced in the 
next chapter. 

4 The Research Initiative ‘Communication, Media and Politics’ 
and Its mPart Project in the State Rhineland-Palatinate 

In the period of 2012-2015, the State Rhineland-Palatinate is supporting a new 
research strand at the University of Koblenz-Landau, which addresses 
“Communication, Media and Politics” (KoMePol). The initiative brings together 
different research disciplines to study various concepts of the use of media in politics 
and how communication is impacted by the use of a particular media type. Finally, 
modern ICT and the use of mobile communication facilities are explored and studied 
in e-participation contexts. The initiative is also investigating the building of trust in 
communicating via innovative media in political contexts (directly or indirectly). The 
participation of social science, political theory and psychology allows to do research 
on trust in political systems and their actors. The participation of computer science 
and communication theory enables studying phenomena of trust in computer systems 
and communication via mobile devices, mobile communication infrastructures and 
open networks. The initiative is divided into ten sub-projects, which all help to 
achieve the accomplishment of the overall research focus. These ten sub-projects are: 

1. “Political communication via smartphone” targeting the question of how political 
information is consumed by the citizen in everyday life. 

2. “Para-social Relationship to political actors” studying the impact of trust in the 
popularity of politicians. 

3. “Mobile participation of citizens with protection of privacy” designing tools and 
services for mobile participation systems that respect privacy and security needs 
in order to allow the users to trust the technical system for mobile participation. 

4. “Televised Debates in Germany” studying recipients real-time feedback while 
watching televised debates. Research targets are knowledge about politicians’ 
argumentation templates and the impact at recipients’ side.  

5. “Mobilization of right-wing parties against Europe” focusing on the impact of 
right-wing parties activities on citizens. 

6. “Personalization of political communication” investigating the change of 
relevance of a single political person and a whole party. 

7. "Moral misbehavior of politicians” addressing the sacrifice of cooperativeness 
empowered by politicians’ behavior and reports of them. 

8. “Representation, Democracy and Trust” examining the type and relevance of 
interaction relationships, based on Web 2.0 technology, between a representative 
and citizens. 

9. “Statistical and semantic analysis of political communication in social media” 
aiming to develop computer-based methods, which push transparency in political 
communication. 
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10. “Usage motives for of social media” targeting motives of political information 
and communication in social media and studying the reliability of political 
information in social media. 

The mobile participation tools and applications developed along the initiative support 
the projects 3) “Mobile participation of citizens with protection of privacy”, 4) 
“Televised Debates in Germany”, 5) “Mobilization of right-wing parties against 
Europe” and 6) “Personalization of political communication”. Other sub-projects 
outside our research focus are also supported by realizing smartphone-based test 
infrastructures with the use of a survey tool and special measurement tools under our 
development, which are described in the next chapter. 

5 mPart Tools in E-Participation Contexts 

In this section, we specify the mPart tools under our development and examine the 
advantages over existing mPart tools. We differentiate between mPart tools 
themselves, which are directly used for participation as described in subsection 5.2, 
software components cooperating with an underlying infrastructure as outlined in 
subsection 5.3, and online survey tools used for research in other projects of our 
research focus as depicted in subsection 5.4. How these features work together is 
outlined in the overall mPart system architecture in subsection 5.1. 

5.1 mPart System Architecture 

In order to achieve a flexible and maintainable software architecture, the mPart 
system architecture is separated in a framework of components ( as e.g. argued in [19, 
p. 394]), which are grouped and related to one another by well-defined interfaces as 
shown in fig. 1. The specification of the interface architecture of the mPart-API-
Framework can be used for a basic evaluation of some generic properties like a 
generic approach, flexibility for anonymous usage and for different authentication and  
authorization functions, for extensibility by more modules, and for independence of 
end-device connections like e.g. trusted servers and simple-transport clients (see sub-
section 5.3). A major advantage of the architecture is that it is open for the developer 
community, because it supports an easy integration of new modules and special mPart 
tool implementations. It is also meant to be a generic framework that can be extended 
and adapted to special needs.  

To ease system maintenance and especially to control the security features, 
“mPart tools” are separated from the “mPart-API framework”: While mPart tools are 
directly invoked by users, the components of the mPart-API framework build an 
underlying communication infrastructure with related security and privacy support 
services. Some of these tools, like a mobile survey tool and a helper to secure users’ 
privacy, enable participation directly. Others, like online survey tools, are special 
research tools to support researchers in their subprojects. They will work on top of 
the common mPart tools. 
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Fig. 1. Layers of the mPart System 

5.2 mPart Tools 

In this subsection, we outline the set of mPart tools developed within our project: 

Mobile Survey. To run a survey is an efficient way to analyze the opinion of a bigger 
group of individuals, like the public opinion. A related survey tool is an essential mPart 
tool. We are developing an own survey system, which is already used by our project 
partners to collect research data. A first implementation was done by the student project 
“mPartOnCampus”. They developed an approach for a participation platform for the 
relatives of our university, where we find also a complex political system. The main 
advantages of developing an own implementation, instead of using one from a third 
party, are the possibility to fulfill special requirements and integration in an application, 
which works on top of our own developed underlying infrastructure. For example, 
LimeSurvey18  is an often used survey tool. It lacks a usable interface for mobile  
devices and for special needs, like retriggering survey participants, when a study is  
ongoing over time. 

Mobile Consultation. Consultation in the context of e-participation is described by 
Macintosh as “a two-way relationship in which citizens provide feedback to 
government. It is based on the prior definition of information. Governments define the 
issues for consultation, set the questions and manage the process, while citizens are 
invited to contribute their views and opinions” [11]. Consultation has been classified 
as an e-participation area and a number of tools have emerged to support public 
consultation in political decision-making (general consultation, policy consultation or 
consultation in lawmaking) (see e.g. [16, 18, 23, 28]). Since existing projects on 
consultation in political decision-making barely use mobile devices, we have 
developed a mobile consultation tool, which enables consultation with respect of 
specific consultation needs. Among others these could be the request for feedback 
regarding measures taken or the discussion about measures to take in the future. The 
mobile survey implementation will as well be used as a tool within the mobile 
consultation tool. First prototypes for such a tool have been implemented in the 
project “mPartOnCampus” at the University of Koblenz-Landau. The tool will be 
advanced in iterative steps. 

Privacy Navigator. Security requires both, functional support by a well-designed 
working system, and user awareness based on a sufficient knowledge about the risks 
and a cautious way of acting. A typical example is trust into website operators.  

                                                           
18  http://www.limesurvey.org - last seen on 2012-13-03. 
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Although a channel between a visitor of a website and a webserver is protected end-
to-end by SSL and certificate validation is supported by a browser, the user could 
circumvent the protection and manually accept untrustworthy websites. The Privacy 
Navigator supports user awareness of security and privacy. It offers a context-
sensitive adaptation of the user and its issue to adequately secure communication 
channels, by choosing the channel type on the basis of the type of participation, a 
pragmatic analysis of the participation issue and of course additional user inputs. The 
design follows a simple scale for intensity of privacy, which is understood by 
unskilled users. Our research aim is twofold: firstly we implement the Privacy 
Navigator in all mPart tools in order to learn an effective way of privacy enhancing 
technology for mPart functions. Secondly, we will study the way of change in user 
behavior in order to learn how users trust the system. 

5.3 mPart-API Framework 

mPart tools do not directly use common Internet channels. We interpose an 
underlying infrastructure between the mPart tools and the Internet, as shown in fig. 1, 
encapsulated by the mPart-API framework. The mPart-API framework’s tasks are  

1. decouple the user functions of the mPart tools from an underlying communication 
infrastructure, especially from the Internet, 

2. establish secure communication channels on top of the underlying infrastructure,  
3. provide well defined interfaces, which are used by the mPart tools or other nodes 

of the mPart-API framework. 

The mPart-API framework is composed of a set of interface specifications, used for 
implementation of the collaborating nodes and agents within the mPart system. Nodes 
are transmitting via machines that build an overlay network. In some cases they use 
other overlay networks between an underlying communication structure and 
themselves to establish communication channels. The design of the system allows an 
easy integration of new modules, which can establish communication channels on top 
of other communication structures. 

A prototypical implementation of the framework shows the effectiveness of the 
architecture with an implementation on top of different communication networks. For 
example, I2P 19  is an overlay network for anonymous communication and thus 
supports the privacy of the communication partners. [4] used an implementation of 
I2P, which is encapsulated in a generalized communication module within the mPart-
API-Framework, to realize a so called Trusted Server. A Trusted Server contains a 
whole implementation of the mPart-API, thus it is a part of the underlying mPart-
Infrastructure, consisting of many cooperating mPart nodes. It can be used as a 
gateway for Mobile Clients or other applications, which have no (No-Transport-
Client) or no complete (Simple-Transport-Client) implementation of the mPart-API, 
as shown in fig. 2. We evaluated the usability of the Trusted Server within the student 
project “mPartOnCampus”. 

                                                           
19  http://www.i2p2.de - last seen 2013-08-03. 
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Fig. 2. mPart Usage Scenario - an implementation of the mPart-API 

5.4 Online Survey Tools 

In some subprojects of disciplines within our research focus (psychology, political 
theory and communication sciences), computer-aided measurement tools are used by 
a test-lab setup to measure human behavior by capturing user input. The following 
software tools are developed for this purpose: 

Affective Misattribution Procedure. A psychological hypothesis supposes that 
recipients can be influenced by unconsciously consumed information [17]. The 
subprojects 5) “Mobilization of right-wing parties against Europe” and 6) 
“Personalization of political communication” aim to prove this effect by measuring a 
change of behavior. By their measurement they want to determine, which context-
sensitive information results in a certain change of behavior. One method to examine 
this effect is the Affective Misattribution Procedure (AMP) described in [8]. We 
realized an AMP tool with connectivity to different survey systems, so that this 
procedure can be used directly in the context of a running survey. 

Real Time Response Measurement. The concept of Real Time Response 
Measurement means immediate capturing of recipients’ perception while consuming 
information. This method is explained and analyzed in [14]. The test environment of 
the subproject 4) “Televised Debates in Germany” is going to be the TV duel of the 
chancellor candidates in Germany in September 2013. It is suspected that 
investigation of data in a laboratory environment affects measurement of direct 
perception [3]. Our invention is the execution of such tests in a natural reception 
situation, e.g. respondents participate from their home being on the sofa. We will 
create a mobile app that provides a proper user interface for such measurements. It is 
expected that the study in this real-life environment will omit unwanted side-effect of 
a test-lab atmosphere and will make the test-results more reliable. 
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All our mPart tools are currently under development. As mentioned above, the 
online survey tools will be used by the subprojects 5) and 6) and by other projects 
outside our research focus. For the time being, they are used in a first test phase by the 
developers. We have received first feed-back reports by the users within our research 
project. They report that our mPart survey tools are running more stable and produce 
more reliable response data than the older Flash tools they used before. For example, 
they appreciate that our AMP has an online interface for integration in other survey 
systems like, for example, the GfK system20, which implemented the surveys. Also 
with respect to RTR, the applicants report that their first impressions promise superior 
user convenience and more reliable results. A particular advantage is that larger 
sample sizes can be handled with less effort. 

This is an indication, that we will be able to fulfill the requirements flexibility, 
robustness and performance. In the next project phase, a systematic evaluation will be 
performed including quantitative test methods. 

6 Conclusions 

The paper at hand shows that a few projects have already started to integrate the use 
of smartphones in e-participation applications. However, this happens in an ad-hoc 
way without a strategic design. We have presented an architecture that allows a 
flexible integration of mPart tools in an mPart-API framework. The framework offers 
infrastructure services such as overlay networks for anonymous communication (if 
needed) or authorization services (if needed) etc. through a standardized API to mPart 
tools. The framework is generic to enable extension of the mPart toolset with further 
implementations.  

Examples of mPart tools under development are introduced with first reports by 
users (researchers in the overall multi-disciplinary project KoMePol). 

Beside the technical development of the framework and the tools, our next 
important steps are to perform a systematic evaluation of the existing tools against the 
requirements: user-friendliness, acceptance, extensibility, scalability, and seamless 
cooperation with other participation means; and to extend the architecture with adding 
complementary mPart tools. Further research will be conducted to amend the  
architecture towards a comprehensive reference architecture for mobile participation. 
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Abstract. Current economic conditions press governments worldwide to de-
velop more efficient policies with significantly lower budgets. A possible way 
to achieve this is by exploiting online social networks. The tremendous impact 
of social networks in everyday life (e.g. obesity, financial situation, smoking 
etc.) is now well established in the literature. However, up to now, the impact of 
online social networks in policy making has not been thoroughly investigated. 
We claim that policies, in addition to their traditional aims, should also aim to 
improve the online connections of target population as this will enable more 
targeted thus more efficient and effective policy making. In this paper, we pre-
sent this idea, relate it to traditional policy making lifecycles, and investigate 
relevant technological aspects. We anticipate this work will contribute to the 
on-going discussion on the pros and cons of exploiting online social networks 
in policy making.   

Keywords: policy making, online social networks.  

1 Introduction  

Today, a large number of economic, social, health and other policies are not suffi-
ciently successful. In many case, funding and social benefits do not reach those is real 
need. Even when they do so, they still fail to assist beneficiaries to permanently over-
come their problems. As an example, many policies for promoting entrepreneurship 
provide funds for young entrepreneurs taking into account pre-defined criteria e.g. 
age, business idea etc. Additional funds may be also provided for supporting entre-
preneurs in their first steps in terms of open lectures and workshops. These ap-
proaches however are expensive and in many cases have limited only effectiveness in 
terms of successful new businesses and economic growth.  

At the same time, current conditions and especially the economic crisis press  
governments worldwide to develop more efficient policies with significantly lower 
budgets [1]. A straightforward way to achieve this is to develop more targeted poli-
cies, i.e. policies that reach and affect the target population in a cost-effective and 
efficient manner. To this end, policy modelling can assist in evaluating different  
approaches and forecasting the effect of policies.  

Yet, an unexplored idea is to exploit the full potential of social networks and  
particularly online ones (e.g. those created in social networking sites). The fact that 
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social networks have tremendous impact in a number of everyday areas (e.g. obesity, 
financial situation, smoking etc.) is now well established in the literature. The heavily 
influential book “Connected” in its final pages suggests that in order to reduce social 
inequalities we should also consider the personal connections of those we wish to 
assist [2]. As an example it is stated that we could reduce crime by improving the 
connections of potential criminals. But is this actually true? And if so, how social 
network analysis can be exploited in actual policy making?   

During the last few years, an increasing number of research projects are investigat-
ing the potential of online social networks in policy making. For example, Padgets 
(e.g. [3]) developed a central system that publishes various types of policy-related 
content (e.g., short text long text, images, video) and micro-applications in multiple 
social media and collects back data on citizens’ interactions (e.g., views, comments, 
ratings, votes, etc.). The platform also offers analytics, opinion mining and forecast-
ing future trends through simulation modelling to support policy making. WeGov 
project (e.g. [4]) developed an online toolbox for policy makers to engage with citi-
zens on social networking sites (SNS). It provides three broad categories of functions, 
enabling the policy maker to (i) search for discussions, topics and opinions from dif-
ferent SNS; (iii) analyse and summarize these discussions to determine the themes 
and important posts; and (iii) inject information into the SNS. The topics and opinions 
analysis identify groups of words that represent the topics within a discussion. The 
prediction of user activity shows posts that are going to generate more attention and 
the modelling of user behaviour analysis classifies users according to their behaviour 
and interactions within the SNS. The on-going NOMAD project (e.g. [5]) aims to 
develop a technical platform that enables government agencies to search for content 
on a public policy under formulation in various social media and other sources (e.g. 
blogs and micro-blogs, news sharing sites, online forums, etc.). The gathered content 
is processed to extract arguments, opinions, issues and proposals on the particular 
policy, identify their sentiments (positive or negative) and finally summarise and 
visualise them.  

In summary, current projects (such as Padgets and NOMAD) mainly aim to facili-
tate open and transparent discussions between policy makers and citizens through 
online social networks. WeGov goes further to classify users’ behaviour. None  
however aims to transform online social networks.  

The main objective of this paper is two-fold: First, to introduce an approach that 
enables exploiting online social networks in order to improve targeted policy making. 
Second, to present a high-level technological view of this approach, including  
how it fits a traditional policy making lifecycle, relevant high-level requirements and 
architecture, and a usage scenario.  

The rest of this paper is structured as followed. In Section 2, the methodology is 
presented. In Section 3, the main principles of the proposed approach for targeted 
policy making are outlined while in Section 4 the relevant steps in a policy making 
lifecycle are provided. In Section 5, high-level requirements and a high-level architec-
ture of a platform to support targeted policy making are presented. In Section 6, a 
usage scenario is presented on the envisaged use of the approach. Finally, in Section 
7, conclusions are drawn and future work is presented.  



16 E. Tambouris 

2 Methodology 

The overall methodology that is followed in this paper is influenced from the princi-
ples of software engineering and systems analysis and design. For example, an  
approach to systems analysis and design suggests one should start with a briefly  
described idea and then perform a feasibility study including technical, financial and 
organizational feasibility [6]. The technical feasibility aims to answer the question 
“can we build it?”, the economic feasibility aims to answer the question “should we 
build it?” and the organizational feasibility aims to answer the question “if we build it, 
will they come?” In addition, architectural models, e.g. [7], have been proposed  
to describe the architecture of software systems based on the use of different view-
points, such as logical, development, process, physical, and scenarios. Finally, usage 
scenarios have been proposed as a starting point for software development [8].  

In this paper, we concentrate on presenting the driving idea as well as a high-level 
technological view to support it. In this respect, we follow a four-step approach.  

First, we present the overall vision and approach towards targeted policy making 
(section 3). This clarifies the main idea proposed in this paper at a conceptual level.  

Second, we outline how our idea fits a traditional policy making lifecycle (section 
4). This enables putting our ideas in context of policy making but also deriving the 
high-level requirements of the necessary technical infrastructure to support targeted 
policy making. It should be noted that the ideas presented in this paper rely heavily  
on new technological developments and innovations. Hence, we chose to focus on 
technical aspects to also facilitate conducting a first technical feasibility study.  

Third, we present high-level requirements and architecture (section 5) for the nec-
essary technical infrastructure to support targeted policy making. Once again, these 
aim at evaluating the technological feasibility of our approach rather than providing 
detailed development guidelines.  

Finally, we present a hypothetical usage scenario (section 6). This enables better clari-
fying the vision of targeted policy making and the role of the technical infrastructure in 
supporting it.  

It should be noted that other equally interesting questions arise from introducing 
the idea of exploiting online social networks for targeted policy making. Some of 
these include an evaluation of the relevant benefits and pitfalls (e.g. using a SWOT 
analysis), the legal and ethical issues that may arise from introducing such  
policy interventions, the economic feasibility as well as issues related to acceptance 
by stakeholders etc. All these issues however are outside the scope of this paper.  
Nevertheless, we will come back to some of these in the last section.  

3 Towards Targeted Policy Making 

The main idea behind this paper is that policy interventions should not only be based 
on the characteristics of a person or a group (such as age, income, skin colour etc.) but 
also on the position of a person in a relevant social network.  
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We introduce the term policy social networks to refer to social networks where 
nodes and links are important to a particular policy.  We claim that policies should 
not only try to understand and exploit but also transform policy social networks and 
we aim to investigate that by doing so, policies will achieve their goals in a more 
efficient and effective manner. If our hypothesis is true then e.g. an entrepreneurship 
policy that changes the structure of the relevant policy social network will be more 
efficient than a traditional policy. In other words, policies enabling to improve the 
connections of potential entrepreneurs will be more successful.  

Thus, the main assumption behind this paper is that “targeted policies that involve 
understanding, exploiting and transforming policy social networks are potentially 
more efficient and effective than those that do not do so”.  

We believe it is important to scientifically investigate whether the hypothesis is ac-
tually true. Indeed, the potential of social network analysis in policy making has not 
been systematically examined [9] despite the efforts in various relevant but currently 
disparate scientific areas, e.g. agent-based simulation [10].  

If this assumption is proven right, then policy making could become more targeted 
(even personalised) and thus potentially more efficient and cost-effective. Policy in-
terventions could have maximum impact with less cost as they will no longer be  
horizontal but rather very much targeted by exploiting and even transforming  
relevant policy social networks to have desirable characteristics, such as improved 
connections. 

As an example we consider promoting entrepreneurship, a policy particularly im-
portant due to the debt crisis [11] [12]. Here, the policy social network may contain 
nodes such as potential entrepreneurs, successful and unsuccessful entrepreneurs, 
venture capitalists, angel investors etc. and links may represent connections such as 
ones in Facebook and LinkedIn but also in real life. We claim relevant policies should 
aim to improve the connections of potential entrepreneurs and provide incentives for 
beneficiaries to do the same.  

   

                          

          Fig. 1. A. Before policy intervention              B. After policy intervention 

Here, policy analysis might show that in young entrepreneurship, it is essential for 
new entrepreneurs to exchange ideas with successful businessmen and venture capi-
talists. The analysis might also show that currently, the social network of potential 
entrepreneurs in one region is isolated from such other groups. We therefore need to 
first of all represent this policy social network (see fig. 1A). There is therefore a need 
to develop and possibly simulate various alternatives aiming to change the structure 
of the network to facilitate improved communications. A technological platform is 



18 E. Tambouris 

needed to exploit social media (such as twitter, LinkedIn and Facebook) trying to 
propose connections between entrepreneurs in the region with successful businessmen 
and venture capitalists. As an example, the platform might include software agents in 
Twitter that will (a) understand that entrepreneurs do not follow successful business-
men and venture capitalists, and (b) try to establish such connections e.g. by sending 
introductory invitation tweets. This will change their social network which will now 
have the desirable characteristics and measures values e.g. in terms of new connec-
tions that will enable ideas on entrepreneurship to flow to new entrepreneurs (see fig. 
1B). In fig. 1B the new lines represent new connections (e.g. realised through follow 
in Twitter) that were introduced by the platform to implement the targeted policy 
interventions. These connections were deemed essential for new entrepreneurs to 
acquire the needed position in the network in order to succeed.  

4 Targeted Policy Making Lifecycle 

In this section we present the enhancements needed in a traditional policy making 
lifecycle to incorporate and exploit Policy Social Networks (PSN) for more targeted 
policy making. These enhancements provide an upper level description of the re-
quirements of a relevant supporting technical infrastructure to assist in targeted policy 
making.   

 

Fig. 2. Traditional policy making lifecycle 

The policy-making lifecycle is usually defined as a 5-levels process [13] including:  

1. The agenda-setting stage, referring to establishing the need for a policy change and 
defining what the problem to be addressed is. 

2. The analysis stage, referring to exploring the challenges and opportunities regard-
ing an agenda item, gathering evidence and knowledge on it as well as citizen 
opinions, understanding the context and developing alternative options. 

3. The creation stage, referring to drafting of a policy document but also including 
formal consultations, pilots’ studies, etc., if relevant.  

4. The implementation stage, referring to the development and implementation of the 
relevant legislation and/or regulations. 

5. The monitoring stage, referring to closely following policy in action and evaluating 
its impact. 

Actually, the traditional lifecycle is a circle (from monitoring back to agenda set-
ting) but we present it here as a sequence for simplicity. In traditional policy lifecy-
cles, policy modelling is restricted mainly to evaluating alternatives and forecasting 
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policies (or the lack of any policy) impact on the population. Different approaches 
have been followed for this purpose including, for example, agent-based simulation 
and mathematical epidemiology modelling.  

In this paper, we suggest integrating and exploiting the concept of Policy Social 
Networks (PSN) in the policy lifecycle. For this purpose, contributions to each of the 
policy-making stages are required as follows: 

• To the analysis stage, a new way to define and explore different policy options by 
exploiting trends and knowledge gathered from the policy’s social network and by 
simulating different policy alternatives is required. 

• To the policy creation and implementation stage, an environment for defining and 
implementing a policy alternative by performing certain interventions on the PSN 
and actively transforming its structure and other characteristics is required. 

• To the monitoring stage, an environment for closely monitoring policy implemen-
tation and its impact on the social interconnections of the targeted subpopulation is 
required. 

Understand 
& depict

initial PSN

Define & 
simulate 

alternative 
policies

Implement 
policies

Monitor 
policies

Fine-tune    
selected PSN
parameters

 

Fig. 3. Targeted policy making lifecycle 

The proposed enhanced targeted policy making lifecycle consists of 5 steps (fig. 3): 

Step 1: Understanding and depicting the policy social network (PSN). This step 
initially involves the understanding of the policy area and the definition of all impor-
tant (influential) parameters and network characteristics relevant to the selected policy 
area. Furthermore, this step involves the definition of the selected policy’s social net-
work (PSN) for a targeted population and its depiction both topologically and numeri-
cally by measuring its most important characteristics. Essentially, in this step, the 
policy maker obtains an overall understanding of the social networks’ potential in the 
selected policy area and gets acquainted with the relevant policy social network 
(PSN) and its characteristics.  

Step 2: Definition and simulation of alternative policies. This step initially refers to 
the definition of different alternative policies by modifying the relevant PSN metrics 
and connections, thus designing target social networks that will have desirable policy 
characteristics and network measures’ values to achieve the desired policy goal. Then, 
one or more alternative policies are being simulated providing to the user a depiction 
of the final PSN after policy alternatives’ implementation. Essentially, in this step, the 
policy maker explores alternative policy options and experiments with their impact by 
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simulating the transformation of PSN for each option. Thus, the policy maker can take 
an informed decision on which policy alternative(s) to actually implement. 

Step 3: Fine-tuning of the selected PSN. This step refers to selecting one of the al-
ternative policies and refining its technicalities (e.g. finalise PSN metric changes 
needed to achieve target PSN) making it thus ready for implementation. Essentially, 
in this step, the policy maker selects one of the alternative policies explored in the 
previous steps and decides on suitable PSN interventions to be performed.  

Step 4: Implementation of policies. This step refers to actual implementation of the 
selected policy alternative by modifying the relevant PSN connections, according to 
the decisions made in the previous step. Essentially, in this step, the policy maker 
applies the decided social network interventions to the current PSN in order to change 
it towards the target PSN. For example, the policy maker may propose specific, new 
connections to users so that PSN’s density and central nodes are increased.  

Step 5: Monitoring of policies. This step refers to evaluating the impact of imple-
mented policies through real-time monitoring of PSN’s topology and metrics and 
comparing progress of implemented policy vis-a-vis expected outcomes from prior 
simulation. Here, the policy maker can monitor PSN’s transformation and conclude 
whether the expected impact of the implemented policy has been achieved. If not, the 
policy maker may decide to perform additional interventions to the PSN. Alterna-
tively, the policy maker may decide to implement other policy alternatives, in which 
case the process makes a loop returning to step 2 and continuing from there on.  

5 Towards a Platform to Support Targeted Policy Making 

This section presents two artefacts towards a platform to support targeted policy  
making: high-level requirements and architecture.  

Based on the analysis of the previous section, fig. 4 presents the main functionality 
expected from a supporting technical platform (i.e. platform). For this purpose, UML 
use case diagrams notation is employed. In UML use case diagrams, the stickman 
(called actor) represents a user of a system that can be either a human or another sys-
tem, while the oval (called use case) represents an essential functionality of a system. 
A connection between the two suggests a user triggers or is involved in a specific 
functionality. 

A relevant high-level architecture is depicted in fig. 5. This architecture can be used 
to illustrate the technical feasibility of the requirements presented above but also as a 
guideline for subsequent detailed architectures and ultimate prototype implementations. 
Some information on the architecture’s main components follows. 

The Social Network Connectors enable the connection of the platform with exist-
ing online social networks (e.g. Facebook, twitter and LinkedIn) thus feeding  
the platform with up-to-date information regarding the PSN under investigation  
e.g. connections and contacts of the nodes of interest, etc.  
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Fig. 4. High-level requirements (using UML use case diagram) 

The Social Network Interaction layer provides the mechanisms and tools for the  
secure retrieval of data related to the PSN (the policy maker can define the target popu-
lation and the type of network data that will be retrieved for the scenario under investi-
gation) from the existing online social network and for the alignment, transformation, 
anonymisation and semantic interconnection of this heterogeneous network data to a 
common reference format. Finally, this layer provides the mechanisms and tools re-
quired for transforming social networks through effective social-computational network 
interventions.  

The Policy Application and Simulation layer implements the social network  
analysis and monitoring mechanism for representing the social network structure and 
calculating the values of its metrics. This will enable policy makers to understand the 
current state of the network and identify important metrics that could be improved 
through network interventions. The platform should also offer a recommendation 
mechanism to propose the most effective improvements (network interventions) re-
lated to the policy. The recommendations are based on identified social network pat-
terns that define the “ideal” structure/characteristics of a social network. Moreover, 
the system analyses the PSN data and detects the current trends in the network, thus 
assist the policy maker to select the best policy. The layer should also provide mecha-
nisms for:  (i) initiating simulations to derive expected results of different potential 
policies and (ii) applying various social-computational network interventions to trans-
form the network. Last, the layer should support a mechanism for identifying social 
network patterns in social relationships and how these may be related to metrics or 
behaviours.  
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Fig. 5. High-level architecture 

The Adaptable Dashboard Front-ends layer supports the user-centric focus of the 
platform and enables the easy, personalised access of users to the visualisation, simu-
lation and intervention functionalities. 

High-level requirements and architecture are first only steps towards platform de-
velopment. However, they are sufficient for an initial technical feasibility study. They 
also provide the basis for further refinement towards platform implementation accord-
ing to the principles of iterative and incremental software engineering.  

6 Usage Scenario  

In this section, we present a usage scenario to better illustrate the foreseen use of the 
ideas presented above. It should be noted that this scenario is based on the principles 
and high-level architecture presented above. Thus, no actual platform has been im-
plemented yet. The scenario aims to facilitate a better understanding of the proposed 
approach and relevant requirements e.g. within a phase of system analysis.   

Maria, a policy maker, wants to apply a policy in order to improve the entrepre-
neurship among young people. Due to economic constraints she cannot apply hori-
zontal strategies, but she has to apply more targeted and efficient policy interventions.   

Initially, Maria launches the platform dashboard (fig. 6) to define the targeted Pol-
icy Social Network (PSN) (i.e. the targeted population of the policy). The platform 
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offers tools and mechanisms that help Maria define the basic characteristics of the 
PSN. When the PSN is defined, Maria can see a visual representation of the social 
network showing the relations between the individual social entities of the network 
through the “Current Policy Social Network” tool of the dashboard. In this case, rela-
tions can be follow relationships in Twitter.  

 

Fig. 6. Mockup of platform dashboard 

The visualisation allows Maria to observe that a group of potential entrepreneurs in 
the PSN is probably isolated from other relevant groups, thus information and ideas 
do not “flow” to this part of the network. Additionally, the platform computes and 
displays a set of relevant metrics, through the “Current Policy Social Network” tool of 
the dashboard. This allows Maria to monitor the status of the online social network. 
These metrics are divided into network-level metrics (e.g. network density, centraliza-
tion, hierarchy and symmetry, connectivity and complexity) and node-level metrics 
(e.g. centrality indices and ego-network indices). The former allow Maria to identify 
e.g. persons in positions of prominence while the latter allow the exploration of the 
social environment of a given individual. 

In order to apply the policy, Maria has to select the most efficient network inter-
ventions. Due to the complexity of the social network the number of potential net-
work interventions is large, thus making difficult the selection of the most appropriate 
and efficient. The platform offers an “Intervention recommendation” mechanism at 
the dashboard that recommends network interventions based on identified PSN pat-
terns and on the metrics values of the current network. Specifically, the platform rec-
ommends the establishment of new connections (by sending introductory invitation 
tweets in Twitter) between budding entrepreneur of the isolated network and experi-
enced entrepreneurs. Moreover, the platform analyses the PSN data and detects the 
current trends in the social network, thus assist the policy maker to select the best 
policy. 
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Before applying the policy to the social network, Maria wants to see the effects of 
the intervention to the social network. The platform enables Maria to simulate the 
policy in the PSN using the “Policy simulation” tool at the dashboard and measure the 
effects of the policy. This allows her to experiment with different policies and meas-
ure the results in a simulation environment (e.g. how did the PSN change after  
the transformation? What are the metrics values of the resulted PSN? etc.) before 
applying the policy to the real world social network.  

The simulation results assist Maria to identify the most efficient policy strategy i.e. 
the one that has the best simulation results. Then, Maria applies the policy through the 
platform by transforming the social network, e.g. by sending introductory tweets to 
targeted persons. Finally, the platform enables Maria to monitor the results of the 
policy using the “Policy monitoring and evaluation” tool of the dashboard (e.g. to 
monitor if the suggested interventions have been adopted and the network metrics 
have been improved) and compare them with the expected results coming from the 
simulation process e.g. has the network structure improved the same at the real world 
and at the simulation? what type of differences exists? why these differences occur?  

7 Conclusion and Future Work 

In this paper we suggest that online social networks should be exploited for more tar-
geted policy making. This can potentially increase the efficiency and effectiveness of 
policy making. For this purpose, we introduce the term policy social networks to refer to 
social networks where nodes and links are important to a particular policy.  Therefore, 
the main assumption behind this paper is that “targeted policies that involve under-
standing, exploiting and transforming policy social networks are potentially more  
efficient and effective than those that do not do so”. 

We also present the amendments needed in a traditional policy making lifecycle in 
order to incorporate these ideas. This analysis reveals that a sophisticated technical 
infrastructure is essential to support the use of policy social networks within the pol-
icy making processes. It also reveals the high-level requirements of such technical 
infrastructure. We subsequent outline a high-level architecture for such infrastructure 
that can be used to investigate its technical feasibility and also as a guide for subse-
quent implementation. This is followed by a usage scenario to illustrate the policy 
making process and the use of the relevant technical infrastructure.  

Although we believe the ideas presented in this paper seem promising we do not 
claim they have been investigated thoroughly in all their aspects. Indeed, further work 
is needed in various directions.  

First, there is a need to more thoroughly investigate the idea of exploiting online 
social networks for targeted policy making. Indeed, analysing and using data from 
online social networks might be undesirable from a legal and/or ethical perspective. 
This can be due, for example, provisions related to data protection, such as those im-
posed by Directive 95/46/EC in the European Union. Furthermore, the idea that  
policy making will be based on data resting within private companies and governed 
by their access policies might not be appealing. Finally, one might claim that new 
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methods of fraud might emerge if, for example, one develops an artificial social  
network just to enable him to become beneficiary of a particular public service or 
benefit. Thus, additional research is needed in these directions. In any case, our posi-
tion is that these ideas should be used with cause and to supplement rather than  
replace traditional policy intervention methods.  

Second, research is needed in the technical aspects of these ideas. Here, develop-
ment and evaluation of a prototype is an essential ingredient of future work needed in 
the area.  
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Abstract. Why and how do e-participation policies sometimes flow with poli-
tics as usual and sometimes lead to challenging powerful elites and institutions?  
With the aim of investigating this question, we introduce a framework for com-
parative research that includes not only systemic but also circumstantial factors. 
The approach is tested in a comparative case study of three northern European 
countries--Sweden, Estonia and Iceland--that are all experimenting with  
e-participation but which are experiencing rather different levels of crisis. The 
results show that innovation and elite challenging aspirations are very much  
related to the type and degree of crisis. It is therefore argued that the interplay 
between institutional constraints and circumstantial catalysts needs further 
scholarly attention and elaboration. 

Keywords: Democratic Innovation, Crisis, e-Participation, Comparative  
Research, ICT. 

1 Introduction 

Regardless of all the differences among European democracies, similar challenges 
regarding a gap between citizens and their governments seem to work as a starting 
point for democratic renewal initiatives which show remarkable similarities across 
countries [1]. One intriguing development is the introduction of “democratic innova-
tions”, which refers to institutions that have been specifically designed to increase and 
deepen citizen participation in the political decision-making process, such as different 
forms of e-participation [2]. In the scholarly debate on these innovations, much atten-
tion has been paid on finding successful recipes of design. By following Archon Fung 
[3], many scholars have argued that the success of democratic innovations and their 
consequences for democratic governance depend, to a large extent, on “the details of 
their institutional construction”. Empirical research supports this view by showing 
that the methods by which participants are selected, the timing of consultations within 
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the policy cycle, and the mode of communication adopted set a decisive context  
for participant interaction. Even though not all democratic innovations succeed in 
engaging citizens, some do, and the odds for success and failure differ considerably 
according to aspects of design [4].  

However, democratic innovations, just as any innovation, are more than ideas and 
designs; they are ideas in action. Therefore, as Newton aptly points out [5], they de-
pend on implementation, and “good innovations depend on good ideas and designs 
that can be implemented successfully”. But empirical research on the implementation 
of democratic innovations is still in its infancy, and there is still little knowledge on 
how similar designs are in fact mediated by various local contexts: how they are 
translated locally, why they are implemented differently, and what consequences they 
have on democracy.  

Examples of comparative internet political research are growing in numbers, but 
these have mainly been conducted in the field of electoral politics. Concentrating 
primarily on European and U.S. case studies, this research has criticized the idea that 
American innovations in e-campaigning could simply be replicated elsewhere.  
By accounting for mainly institutional variables such as party structure and funding, 
electoral regulations, and media systems, research shows how similar instances of  
e-campaigning are shaped by national contexts [6, 7]. 

When it comes to e-participation, it is local government that is the laboratory for 
research and experimentation. In most countries, experimentation in e-participation, if 
there is any, takes place primarily at this level [4]. This focus on local-level experi-
mentation offers researchers some specific advantages and challenges. The closeness 
of political actors makes the effects of new processes more readily observable to those 
who govern localities - and to researchers - than to those at higher levels of gover-
nance. Furthermore, the large number of local governments is advantageous when it 
comes to generalizing results [8]. However, local government vary across countries 
on multiple dimensions (i.e., its purpose; its autonomy and relationship to other levels 
of government; its relationship to its residents; its structure, form and setting; and its 
politics and policy), which is challenging [9]. As a consequence of this complexity, 
there is a general lack of systematic comparison on local politics across countries. 
This is not only the case in the field of e-participation. Urbanists in general, Pierre 
[10, p. 446] states, “have been surprisingly slow in using comparison as a research 
strategy”, and according to Wolman [9, p. 88], the main threshold problem is “the 
lack of a common framework to conduct such research, to place results, and build 
upon them”. 

The general aim of this paper is to help remedy this research gap by exploring what 
constitutes the “context” that surrounds and influences the implementation of e-
participation at the local government level. The specific question we set out to explain 
is why and how e-participation policies sometimes flow with politics as usual and 
sometimes lead to challenging powerful elites and institutions. While “elite-
challenging” or “citizen-centric” forms of participation reflect a critical citizenry 
whose members want to put incumbent authorities under pressure to respond to their 
demands [11], and while they tend to have a positive impact on democracy [12], they 
are still rare exceptions [13,14].  
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To grasp a better understanding of why, when and how these rare exceptions occur, 
we will start by proposing a new approach to comparative research, based on a wider, 
more flexible understanding of “context” that accounts for the interplay between insti-
tutional constraints and circumstantial catalysts [6]. This framework is subsequently 
used in order to compare e-participation implementation in Sweden, Estonia and Icel-
and, three northern European countries that are all experimenting with e-participation 
but are experiencing rather different levels of crises. While different “systemic ele-
ments” come to the fore in the implementation of e-participation depending on the 
political system, circumstantial factors--or different degrees of crises--transcend 
boundaries and thus provide an interesting starting point for empirical analysis. In-
formation about the three cases is based on a series of personal interviews conducted 
with local politicians and civil servants in Sweden, Estonia and Iceland during the 
spring 2012, as well as a joint workshop with participants from all three countries in 
the autumn 2012. Additionally, we have used evaluations and case-reports from  
respective countries (our own and others) as well as public data.  

2 What Context Matters for e-Participation? 

Encouraged by Trevisian and Oates [6], this study will thus introduce a broader 
framework that accounts for the interplay between institutional constraints and cir-
cumstantial catalysts in the implementation of e-participation. Following the footsteps 
of previous comparative local government research, we will particularly analyze the 
local government system, or central-local relations, as well as the character of local 
democracy. When it comes to circumstantial factors, we will separate between the 
nature of policy-problems on the one hand and the political climate on the other. In 
combination, these elements are expected to be key factors influencing the degree of 
innovation in the implementation of e-participation. Innovation is usually seen as 
offering an opportunity to change the rules of the game, which is more motivating in 
situations characterized by crises. However, this is seldom recognized in theoretical 
frameworks in comparative digital research. Instead, “context” is usually narrowed 
down to different institutional constraints.  

2.1 Sweden 

Systemic Factors. The Swedish political system is first and foremost characterized 
by a strong position of political parties. Every elected politician represents a political 
party, and Swedish elections are centered on parties rather than individual candidates. 
Also, political participation in Sweden has traditionally been channeled through polit-
ical parties and popular mass movements, fostering a collectivist ideal for citizen 
participation and democratic citizenship. In a recent comparative analysis of sixteen 
European countries, investigating the extent to which local democratic institutions and 
political cultures are “party democratic” or “citizen democratic”, Sweden is found to 
be the most “party democratic” political system [15, p. 9]. 

The Swedish system is also based on strong local government with far-reaching au-
tonomy [16, p. 233]. Local governments raise the majority of the income taxes from 
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the population and have gained the responsibility for a growing number of welfare 
services (from national as well as county governments) during the last fifty years [16, 
p. 236]. The local government sector is also a large employer that occupies around 
20% of the Swedish workforce. 

Swedish citizens are usually considered relatively informed about politics [17], and 
turnout in elections is comparatively high (approximately 80% of the electorate vote 
in local authority, county council and national elections) [18].  
 
Circumstantial Factors. During the last decades, there has been a growing debate 
over the state of democracy in Sweden. As in many other European countries, the 
Swedish public is becoming more dissatisfied with the traditional institutions of rep-
resentative democracy and with conventional forms of participation [19, 20]. A nota-
ble strengthening of the socio-economic status in the country has resulted in a change 
towards individualization among its citizens. In recent comparative studies, Swedes 
are found among the most individualized citizens in the world [12]. As a result of this 
transformation, the strong collectivistic tradition of political engagement in the coun-
try has been questioned. The formerly strong mass popular movements, including the 
political parties, have lost a large share of their members. A widespread decline in 
political trust and party membership as well as party identification has caused some 
scholars to claim that political parties are losing their legitimacy [21,  20].  

However, the contemporary political situation is still one of stability. Sweden has 
not been directly involved in a war since 1809 and is, along with Canada, the only 
state rewriting its constitution despite the absence of a political crisis [22]. The coun-
try has managed through the current economic crises better than most other European 
countries, and the parliamentary situation is still characterized by pragmatism, coali-
tion-building and striving for consensus. While turnout and levels of trust are going 
down, they are still at a relative high from a comparative perspective.  

 
e-Participation Implementation. In attempts to mend the apparent challenges of 
Swedish representative democracy, a trend of introducing new forms of citizen partic-
ipation (e.g., e-participation initiatives) has nonetheless emerged [23]. In line with the 
Swedish tradition of strong local governments, the vast majority of these participatory 
initiatives have been implemented at the local level, championed by local govern-
ments. However, local e-participation initiatives are still rather few and unevenly 
diffused among Swedish local governments. The local governments that have imple-
mented e-participation initiatives are often characterized by relatively low electoral 
participation as well as relatively weak political trust among citizens. Case studies 
report that local politicians often view e-participation initiatives as a potential remedy 
for these challenges [24]; [25], which indicates a link between circumstantial factors 
and e-participation initiatives. However, it soon becomes evident that the catalyst for 
change is not very strong. First, the initiatives are implemented as potential remedies 
for a declining trust in political parties and institutions, but not as a process for solv-
ing specific policy problems. One illustrative example is the online referendums in the 
municipality of Sigtuna. The local government decided to implement a large number 
of local referendums in order to spire greater political participation and foster political 
trust, but the policy issues for these referendums were chosen at a later stage and  
were not the main focus of the participatory process. Second, the new arenas of  
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engagement have often been detached from the traditional party arena of representa-
tive democracy. Local governments are locked into old structures and ways of work-
ing, only with islands of participatory practice [cf. 26, 27].  

2.2 Estonia  

Systemic Factors. Since the restoration of independence in 1991, Estonia has built 
and developed a democratic structure. Practically starting from scratch after the occu-
pation of the Soviet Union, all the functions and apparatus of a modern state, includ-
ing a legal code, a civil service, and national and sub-national institutions have been 
built up. Today, Estonia is a Parliamentary Republic. The political parties are the 
main instrument of channeling power from the citizens, and the general elections are 
the central mechanisms that give the people influence over policy-making. Another 
important trait of the Estonian political system is central authority. This is partly due 
to the fact that the “cornerstone of Estonian local governance—the municipality—was 
abolished by the Soviet regime” [28, p. 168]. The local authorities are thus formally 
autonomous in acting within the framework on fiscal and normative matters, but the 
framework has “not been conducive to actual autonomy and, hence, the development 
of local democracy” [28, p. 190]. Due to the regulations of tax collection and private 
enterprise in social services, the revenues for local governments are low. Therefore, 
the possibility for local governmental maneuvers is low.   
 
Circumstantial Factors. The political parties dominate Estonian political life, yet 
they do not enjoy high public trust, with around 40% of the citizens claiming they 
would not vote for  any of the competing parties in an election [29]. The public dis-
trust was recently manifested in a much-publicized debate article in November 2012, 
in which the Charter 12 was presented. The article was published in connection with 
a political scandal concerning party financing, with the explicit message that “Esto-
nia's democracy is crumbling before our eyes”, and “democratic legitimation [sic] has 
ceased” [30]. The Charter did catch both the public (17,000 supported The Charter in 
an online process) and the President’s interest (who supported the call). The Charter 
then became the platform for an online political process, leading to the creation of the 
site The Peoples Assemble, ‘Rahvakogu’, was ended with a “Deliberation Day” in 
April 2013. The political climate can thus be said to be characterized by instability 
and low trust towards the political establishment. The policy problems facing Estonia 
are, despite the current Charter 12 events, of a resource character. The political par-
ties are currently under pressure and scrutiny and do, in general, receive low trust.  

 
e-Participation Implementation. With a diffusion of approximately 75% of the pop-
ulation, Estonia is among the top 30 states in the world when it comes to internet 
access. Already early on in the process of democratization, the Estonian government 
turned to ICT solutions to enhance citizen participation. The earliest and most notable 
actions were the introduction of the TOM (Today I Decide) system in 2001, the intro-
duction of e-voting in 2005 and the osale.ee platform in 2007. Due to the national-
level crisis and the creation of the “People's Assembly” platform in 2013, Estonia 
gained its first elite-challenging e-participation process. The process was initiated by 
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the President and shaped in co-operation with the civil society. Aimed to invite lay 
citizens to discuss and propose fundamental changes in the party structure, the initia-
tive must be viewed as rather radical.  

On the local level, however, e-participation tools have been developing at a consi-
derably slower pace than those created by the central government or citizen initia-
tives. For example, the VOLIS system is an online decision-making system for local 
councils, and the application aims to integrate e-governance, participatory democracy, 
and records management.  It is in some sense similar to the TOM system, offering 
possibilities for citizens to propose issues to the council for discussion or adoption 
and to collect supporting signatures. However, the system has not been widely  
adopted. The basic reason for this is the centralized institutional framework and the 
additional costs brought on the municipalities and regions interested in the system. 

2.3 Iceland 

Systemic Factors. Despite Iceland’s long tradition of democracy with the first par-
liament, the Althing (Alþingi), established as early as 930 CE, the modern democratic 
state took shape after its independence from Denmark in 1944, when Iceland consti-
tuted itself as a semi-presidential republic with parliamentary rule. Iceland is a decen-
tralized state with strong local democratic traditions. Municipalities as a political unit 
date back to the first “free men” that conquered Iceland in 800 CE. Iceland consists of 
75 municipalities, which, with a total population of 320,000 citizens, makes a “great 
number of small, sparsely populated municipalities” [31, p. 21]. 

With its structure as a unitary state, the national government of Iceland rules the 
state, while the local authorities, with restrictions from the national level, rule the 
municipalities. Tax revenue is collected by the municipalities, and thus a huge part of 
the welfare services is provided by the municipality. The municipalities are, therefore, 
under the law, entitled to maneuver within the frames of their budgets.  
 
Circumstantial Factors. The contemporary Icelandic political context can be charac-
terized as being in a stable post-crisis condition, after the economic and political crisis 
that began in the wake of the global financial crisis in 2008. In the aftermath of the 
financial and political crisis, the sitting government was toppled in 2009. A public 
discussion on the fundamentals of the Icelandic political system took form. One of the 
main issues was the drafting of a new constitution. The constitution was drafted 
online in a crowd-sourcing process, which is unique in its kind. 

Iceland has traditionally been considered of good democratic health, with high 
turnout levels in parliamentary elections (e.g., 85.1% in 2009) and relatively high 
turnouts in presidential elections (e.g., 69.3% in 2012). Parallel to this high level of 
participation, Icelanders are dissatisfied with the political establishment, a visible 
trend in that political parties attract fewer members. Some scholars argue that the 
“political parties in Iceland have become almost empty shells” [32].  

The recent developments (i.e., the financial and political crisis), in combination 
with a notion that the political parties resemble “empty shells”, have affected the lev-
els of general trust in politics in Iceland. In a poll conducted in 2011, only one in ten 
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Icelanders expressed “great trust” in parliament [33]. The political climate is thus 
characterized by low trust. The policy problems in Iceland concern fundamental po-
litical issues. The crisis did affect all political and societal institutions, and it must 
therefore be considered of fundamental character.  
 
e-Participation Implementation. Early on, Iceland’s government was positive to 
ICT solutions. Already in 1996, the prime minister announced, “The chief objective is 
that Iceland shall be in the forefront of the world’s nations in the utilization of  
information technology in the service of improved human existence and increased 
prosperity” [3]. But despite the infrastructure and governmental rhetoric, the rate of 
democratic innovation and e-participation was low in Iceland until 2008, both on local 
and national levels. Only a few examples of e-participation innovations could be 
found on the local level, as, for example, the e-voting referendum in 2001 on whether 
or not to move the national airport located in Reykjavik as well as a deliberative 
online project concerning the “Local Agenda 21” policy in 2004 [35].  

After the crisis in 2008, the rate of e-participatory innovation rose and became ever 
more elite-challenging. The first and most prominent example on the national level 
was the process of drafting the new constitution, while the most prominent example 
on the local level was the launch and implementation of the Better Reykjavik system. 
The process of drafting the new constitution began with the National Forum in 2010 
in which a decision was taken that a citizen assembly, the “Constitutional Council”, 
should be elected by popular vote. The Constitutional Council then chose to put the 
process online, and the drafting of the constitution soon metamorphosed into an 
online process that invited every citizen of Iceland to participate in the writing of the 
new constitution [36]. Social media platforms used were YouTube, Twitter, Facebook 
and Flickr. A first draft of the new constitution was handed over to parliament in July 
2011, and an advisory referendum was held in October 2012. The drafting is thus still 
in progress. On a local level, the Better Reykjavik system was implemented by the 
new local party, the Best Party, in co-operation with the non-profit organization Citi-
zen Foundation. The system allows citizens of Reykjavik to participate by posting, 
discussing and voting upon citizen initiatives. 

3 Comparative Analysis 

At first glance, Sweden, Estonia and Iceland share many similarities in relation to e-
participation. All three countries are characterized by strong ICT-infrastructure and 
high levels of ICT-modernization among its populations. However, the e-participation 
initiatives implemented in these countries differ widely in terms of innovation and 
elite challenging aspirations. How can these differences be understood in relation to 
the interplay between circumstantial and systemic factors? 

In the Swedish case, e-participation initiatives are primarily implemented at the lo-
cal level and are seldom initiated to handle specific policy problems. Rather, these 
initiatives are used as a tool among many to foster citizen participation and political 
trust in the light of a declining trend in electoral participation and political trust (al-
though from comparably high levels). The degree of pervasiveness and innovation is 
low in comparison to the other cases, which might be understood in relation to sys-
temic (party-centric) as well as circumstantial (stability) factors. In a comparably 
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stable political climate, without any imminent policy problems, e-participation initia-
tives have not been implemented so as to challenge the party-centric style of policy 
making. Despite the use of some interesting tools such as e-referendums, online dis-
cussion forums, e-panels and e-petitioning, implementation pretty much speaks in 
favour of “politics as usual”. 

By comparison, the Estonian case is interesting, since the country is beginning to 
move beyond the elites’ comfort zone. While the Estonian local governments do not 
have the capacity for innovative e-participation implementation, the country was early 
in developing a national e-participation platform. The government thus “paved the 
way” for innovation by constructing a physical and cultural infrastructure for e-
participation early on. However, it was not until the emergence of a legitimacy crisis 
that a more elite-challenging practice developed with the creation of the “Rahvakogu” 
and “Deliberation Day”. With its roots in an instable political climate, this crisis was 
also related to a specific policy problem: how to regulate party finance.  

However, the Icelandic case is a sui generis due to the extent of the economic crisis 
as well as the degree of elite-challenging democratic innovations in its wake. The 
financial crisis facing Iceland in 2008 brought with it not only policy problems related 
to financial issues but also a substantial challenge to the political climate in terms of 
governmental and local government institutions lacking legitimacy. These develop-
ments spired innovative and pervasive forms of e-participation processes at the na-
tional level as well as in the city of Reykjavik. In contrast to the elements of crisis 
described in Sweden and Estonia, the situation in Iceland could be described as a 
more fundamental crisis affecting several sectors and functions in society.  

Table 1. Key contexts influencing e-participation implementation 
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Table 1 summarizes the main differences and similarities among the cases. As has 
been argued above, both systemic and circumstantial factors seem to influence e-
participation implementation. When it comes to circumstantial factors, which are of 
particular interest in this paper, the results suggest that the lower the trust and the 
deeper the policy problems are, the higher the chances are for an elite-challenging 
implementation. An interesting common feature of the more innovative and elite-
challenging initiatives are their lack of sole management by state bodies from the top-
down. Instead, they have come into being from outside the state, with civil society 
participating in deciding the rules of the game. It would thus seem that crisis makes e-
participation more innovative by making it less government-organised and interpreted 
more in terms of citizen or civil-society concerns, reflecting the tension in democratic 
theory between models of participation promoted by incumbent power-holders and 
autonomous initiatives driven by self-actualizing citizens [37]. 

4 Conclusions 

The crisis of representative democracy may work as a starting point for democratic re-
newal initiatives in many cities around the world, but these initiatives vary considerably 
in terms of their elite-challenging aspirations. In this article, we have argued that circum-
stantial factors are as important as systemic factors in order to understand why. Within 
this framework, it becomes just as important to distinguish between crises as to  
distinguish between institutions. Without both these sets of factors, the results of the 
comparative case study would be more difficult to understand, but empirical work on 
less-straightforward case studies would help to achieve a more sophisticated understand-
ing between crisis and e-participation. 

Earlier studies of e-participation have focused foremost on the influence of institu-
tional and systemic factors on e-participation implementation while largely ignoring 
or overlooking crisis, a concept that has had a central position in other related fields 
of social scientific research interested in innovations in government and society (i.e., 
organizational studies and economics). The findings of this analysis encourage more 
research on the interplay between crisis and institutions in shaping the e-participation 
processes and on how different kinds, or degrees, of crisis affect e-participation im-
plementation. [38] 
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Abstract. Using data from national surveys conducted in 2006 and 2011,  
we examine whether local governments in the United States have adopted e-
participation (a.k.a. e-democracy). The results show that few American local 
governments have done so. These results are highly inconsistent with the 
claims of e-democracy advocates. Two important factors account for the lack 
of e-democracy at the American grassroots: lack of funding and lack of  
perceived demand. Another reason may be that early predictions were incor-
rect. Based on these findings, we would expect that e-democracy among US 
local governments will not be substantially different in the foreseeable future 
than it is now. 

Keywords: E-participation, e-democracy, e-government. 

1 Introduction1 

In this paper, we examine empirically whether American local governments have 
adopted electronic participation (e-participation), also known as e-democracy (herein, 
we use these terms synonymously). For years, scholars and advocates have argued 
that e-government has the potential not simply both to deliver governmental informa-
tion and services online and to produce e-democracy (e.g., Nugent, 2001; Garson, 
2004: and Ward and Vedel 2006). Proponents’ claims about the potential of e-
democracy suggest that it will produce primarily positive results in such areas as 
democratic engagement and deliberation, citizen participation in government and 
politics, and voter turnout in elections (e.g., Meeks, 1997; Baum and DiMaio, 2000; 
Becker, 2001; Gronlund, 2001; Hiller and Belanger, 2001; and Westcott, 2001; 
OECD, 2003; King, 2006; Ward and Vedel, 2006; Amoretti, 2007). 

                                                           
1  This is a revised and expanded version of a paper that we presented at the ECEG 2013 Conference in 

Como, Italy in June of 2013. 
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2 Defining E-democracy 

Currently, there is little agreement in the literature about what e-democracy means in 
theory or constitutes in practice, which should not be surprising because the same can 
be said of democratic theory in general.  According to Dahl (1956), “One of the diffi-
culties one must face at the outset is that there is no democratic theory – there are only 
democratic theories (1).”  The term e-democracy is often conflated with constructs 
labeled e-participation, virtual democracy, teledemocracy, digital democracy, cyber 
democracy and e-democracy.   

Several authors have offered definitions of e-democracy (e.g., Hacker and van 
Dijk, 2000; Gronlund, 2001; Kakabadse, et al., 2003; European Commission, 2005; 
Pratchett, et al., 2005; Tambouris , et al., 2008; and Spirakis, et al., 2010, among 
many others). Most commonly, definitions of e-democracy are involve the use of 
ICTs for citizen participation.  Additional elements common to such definitions are 
normative in nature and suggest purposes for e-democracy, such as improving or en-
hancing democracy, involving citizens in decision-making, fomenting organizational 
(that is, governmental) change and transforming governments. 

For the purposes of this paper, we define e-democracy descriptively as: The use of 
electronic means, principally although not solely through government websites and 
the Internet, to promote and enhance citizen engagement with and participation in 
governmental activities, programs and decision-making. (This is the same definition 
that we used in our survey.) 

3 Literature Review 

For this research, we conducted an extensive review of the e-democracy literature.   
The great majority of the works we found were speculative or theoretical in nature or 
addressed e-government applications. Very few were empirical. We reviewed the 
empirical works to find those that sought hard evidence (e.g., through case studies, 
surveys, website analyses, etc.) of the existence of e-democracy anywhere around the 
world. We discuss findings from this review in the following paragraphs. 

Gibson, et al., in 2008, reported that there was little citizen uptake of e-
participation efforts in Australia.  They also suggested that “…widespread mobiliza-
tion is unlikely to occur in the near future (111).”  Medaglia (2007) found that very 
few Italian municipal websites provided opportunities for active citizen participation 
(93 percent did not).  In an examination of Korean government websites, Lyu, et al. 
(2007), discovered low citizen uptake of and demand for e-participation efforts. 

Astrom (2004) found that although the elected heads of Swedish municipalities  
favored aspects of e-democracy, there was little evidence of these initiatives on mu-
nicipal websites.  “As the analysis shows, most local governments "…use the Internet 
for modernization rather than radical regeneration (111).” Astrom, et al. (2011), found 
little evidence of e-participation in municipal planning in Sweden, despite the fact that 
a large fraction of local planning directors said that they favored it.  
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In a paper about e-government in Istanbul, Turkey, Akdogan (2010) was unable to 
identify any significant amount of e-democracy via governmental websites in that 
metropolis. Similarly, Sobaci (2010) found that the Turkish parliament website of-
fered very little in terms of e-participation.  In a web based survey of civil servants in 
six New Zealand government departments, Baldwin, et al. (2012), found that while 
civil servants generally had favorable views of e-government (though not of e-
transformation), the actual extent of e-participation efforts among those agencies was 
limited.  This, the authors argued, “…suggests that ‘e-participation’ largely remains a 
method of informing, keeping happy and convincing the public (116).” 

After conducting an analysis for the Local e-Democracy National Project in the 
UK, Pratchett, et al. (2005), found that “Despite the existence of a range of e-
democracy tools and some significant experience of using them in different contests, 
the penetration and take-up of e-democracy in the UK, as elsewhere, remains limited 
(4).”  Writing about the effect of the Internet on citizen participation in politics in the 
UK, Ward and Vedel (2006) reported only a limited impact.  Indeed, they cautioned 
that, based on the extant evidence, “the Internet per se is unlikely to stimulate wide-
spread mobilization or participation… (215).”  Polat and Pratchett (2009) reviewed 
the UK’s local e-government program that operated between 2000 and 2006, which 
they argued was “…arguably one of the biggest initiatives of its kind in the world 
(20),” and found that it largely ignored what the authors called online practices of 
citizenship and instead favored themes of modernization and efficiency. 

Studies in the US have similarly failed to find evidence of the adoption of e-
democracy by governments there.  Using data from a survey of residents of the state 
of Georgia, Thomas and Streib (2005) categorized citizen visits to government web-
sites as e-commerce, e-research or e-democracy.  E-democracy visits were the least 
frequent. Norris (2006) conducted focus groups with local officials and found that  
e-democracy was not a consideration when these governments initiated their  
e-government efforts nor a part of their future planning for e-government.   

After examining planning-related websites among US municipalities with popula-
tions of 50,000 and greater, Conroy and Evans-Crowley (2006) found little evidence 
of the use of e-participation tools.  Scott (2006) reviewed the websites of the 100 
largest US cities and found little evidence that these websites supported “…significant 
public involvement in accordance with direct democracy theory (349).” Finally, 
D’Agostino, et al. (2011), reviewed the websites of the 20 largest American cities for 
their practices of e-government (information and services) and e-governance (partici-
pation) and found that information and service delivery predominated and that 
“…governance applications are only marginally practiced via the Internet. (4)”  

A number of scholars have conducted comparative studies, mostly concerning e-
government and e-democracy initiatives in the US, the UK, European nations, and by 
the European Union (EU) and the European Commission (EC).  These works, like 
those reviewed above, have also failed to find evidence that governments in those 
nations have adopted or are practicing e-democracy (see, for example: Annttiroiko 
(2001); Chadwick and May (2003); Needham (2004); Zittel (2004); and, Chadwick 
(2009). The principal conclusion that we draw from these empirical studies is that, 
despite much early enthusiasm, there is little evidence that governments anywhere 
around the world have not adopted or are practicing e-democracy. 



40 D.F. Norris and C.G. Reddick 

4 Research Methods 

We study e-democracy at the American grassroots for two important reasons.  First, 
the US has a large number of general purpose local governments – about 39,000 -- 
19,429 municipalities; 16,504 towns and townships; 3,034 counties (Census, 2002).  
Second, local governments are the closest governments to the people and have the 
greatest direct impacts on people’s lives.   

To produce the data needed for this study, we contracted with the International 
City/County Management Association (ICMA) to conduct a survey of e-democracy 
among American local governments.2  (For readers from outside of the US, the ICMA is 
a major and highly respected local government association that, among other things, 
conducts and publishes considerable research for its members.) The questionnaire that we 
used for this study is based in part on an e-democracy survey conducted by ICMA in 
2006 (Norris, 2006b).  Because we wanted to be able to compare the results from our 
2011 survey with data from the 2006 survey, we based the 2011 instrument on the in-
strument from 2006.   However, recognizing that much has changed in the world of e-
government and e-democracy in the five years between the surveys, we needed to update 
the 2006 instrument at least somewhat to capture recent e-democracy issues and trends. 

Therefore, prior to developing the 2011 instrument, we asked a convenience sam-
ple of local Information Technology (IT) directors and Chief Information Officers 
(CIOs) to review the 2006 instrument and make recommendations to us based on their 
expert knowledge of local e-democracy developments since then (see Appendix A).  
Armed with these expert practitioners’ suggestions, we worked cooperatively with the 
ICMA survey research staff to write the 2011 questionnaire.  While many of the ques-
tions are identical to those in the 2006 survey, we added a number of new questions. 
In order to keep the length of the survey manageable, as we added new questions to 
the 2011 instrument, we deleted a nearly equal number from the 2006 instrument. 
Note that we told survey respondents that, for our purposes, the terms e-participation 
and e-democracy were synonymous and, that to simplify things for the questionnaire, 
we used the term e-participation to mean both.   

Of 2,287 surveys mailed in 2011, 684 local governments responded, for a response 
rate of 29.9 percent.  This response rate is consistent with other recent surveys recent-
ly conducted by the ICMA at around 30 percent, although lower than the response 
rate of 36.8 percent 2006 survey. ICMA has noticed a decline in responses to its sur-
veys in recent years and attributes this, in part, to the impact of the “Great Recession” 
on local staff cutbacks.  As a result, local governments understandably have fewer 
resources to devote to completing surveys (Moulder, 2011). 

When we examined the responses for representativeness (that is, of the responding 
governments to US local governments as a whole), we found that local governments 
with over 1 million in population were underrepresented. Local governments in the 
Northeast were underrepresented, while those in other regions of the nation were 
about evenly represented. Among municipalities, the council manager form of gov-
ernment was substantially overrepresented, while among counties the council-
administrator form of government was also overrepresented when compared with 
governments with elected executives.  

                                                           
2  We wish to thank UMBC’s Research Venture Fund and the College of Public Policy research grant at 

UTSA that enabled us to conduct the survey that produced the data on which this paper is based. 
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5 Findings 

We begin by examining whether responding governments had implemented one or 
more of several possible e-participation activities (Table 1). The first and most impor-
tant finding from these data is that very few local governments had undertaken any of 
these e-participation activities.  Second, most of the e-participation activities that the 
governments had undertaken did not provide much, if any, opportunity for meaningful 
citizen participation, at least by our definition (that is, activities that promote and 
enhance citizen engagement with and participation in governmental activities, pro-
grams and decision-making). 

Table 1. Has your local government has done any of the following electronically within the 
past 12 months? 

 2006 2011 

 N % N % 

One-way     

Enabled citizens to view  
a hearing or meeting 

- - 447 68.3 

Enabled citizens to post comments - - 322 49.9 

Enabled citizens to participate in  
a poll or survey 

- - 315 47.9 

Straw polls 61 8.7 - - 

Web surveys 180 25.2 - - 

Two-way     

Enabled citizens to participate  
in a hearing or meeting 

- - 128 19.8 

Formal public hearings 76 10.7 - - 

Informal public hearings 60 8.5 - - 

Public consultations 47 6.7 204 31.8 

Non-narrated or guided discussion  
forums 

49 7.0 104 16.0 

Narrated or guided discussion  
forums 

45 6.3 96 14.7 

Enabled citizens to vote in election or  
referendum 

- - 51 7.9 

Referenda 17 2.4 - - 

Conducted electronic town halls - - 33 6.1 

Citizen petitions 17 2.4 35 5.4 

Voting for local elected officials 14 2.0 - - 

Chat rooms 9 1.3 33 5.1 

Note: Blank spaces indicate that the question was not asked in that year. 
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Only one e-participation activity had been implemented by more than half of the 
governments responding to the 2011 survey (enabling citizens to view a hearing or 
meeting, 68.3 percent – not asked in 2006).  While an adoption rate of this magni-
tude might appear impressive, merely viewing a hearing or meeting hardly consti-
tutes meaningful citizen participation.  Far fewer governments (only one in five, 
19.8 percent) enabled active citizen participation in meetings or hearings. This does, 
however, represent a substantial increase over 2006. 

Two activities approached half of local governments reporting.  The first, enabl-
ing citizens to post comments (49.9 percent), was not asked in 2006.  The second, 
enabling citizens to participate in a poll or survey (47.9 percent), was asked in 
2006, when a quarter of governments (25.2 percent) said that they had conducted 
web surveys.  Posting comments and responding to surveys or polls represents a 
type of active citizen participation, but it is one-way communication (citizen to 
government).   

Next we inquired about why local governments engage in e-participation projects 
and activities (Table 2).  We did not ask this question in 2006.  The great majority 
(82.5 percent) responded that it was “the right thing to do.”  Although the survey in-
strument did not delve into the meaning, we suspect that doing the right thing is dri-
ven by both professional norms and a public service motivation.   

Slightly more than four in ten governments said that both top local administrators 
(43.8 percent) and local elected officials (43.3 percent) demanded e-participation.  
About one third (32.3 percent) said demand by local citizen. 

Table 2. Why does your local government engage in e-participation? (2011) 

 N % 

Demanded or required by local elected officials 236 43.3 

Demanded or required by top administrators 238 43.8 

Demanded by citizens 176 32.3 

Demanded by important local interest groups 54 9.9 

It is the right thing to do 449 82.5 

To keep up with other local governments  179 32.9 

Other 80 14.7 

 
Next we asked (2011only) whether these governments’ e-participation projects 

were mostly one-way from governments to citizens or mostly citizen to government 
(Table 3).  The great majority of governments (71.0 percent) said mostly one-way.  
Only 2.9 percent said mostly citizen to government, while about one-quarter (26.0 
percent) said a combination of one- and two-way. 
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Table 3. Are your local government's e-participation projects and activities today mostly 
communication from the government to citizens or mostly from citizens to government? (2011) 

 N % 

Mostly government to citizen 183 33.3 

Somewhat government to citizen 207 37.7 

A mix of both, about half and half 143 26.0 

Somewhat citizen to government 7 1.3 

Mostly citizen to government 9 1.6 

Table 4. Barriers 

 2006 2011 

 N     %    N % 

Lack of funding 504 75.7 515 83.5 

Need to upgrade technology 
infrastructure 

408 62.2 403 69.6 

Lack of technology staff 419 63.3 359 60.7 

Concerns that the digital divide would  
prevent participations by some citizens 

290 47.2 299 55.7 

Concerns that unrepresentative groups  
would dominate e-participation channels 

188 31.4 263 49.3 

Difficulty justifying the cost of  
e-participation applications 

- - 259 48.2 

When we have provided opportunities or 
mechanisms for e-participation, few 
citizens participated 

173 30.9 247 47.8 

Issues around security 335 53.9 262 47.1 

Lack of demand by citizens 396 60.3 257 45.8 

Lack of technology expertise 265 41.7 240 42.9 

Issues around privacy 267 44.1 227 42.5 

Lack of demand by elected officials 377 57.7 233 42.1 

Lack of demand from elected officials 169 27.7 190 36.5 

Lack of information about e-
participation applications 

- - 169 32.9 

Inadequate bandwidth - - 142 27.0 

Lack of support from top administrators - - 68 13.0 

Note: Blank spaces indicate that the question was not asked in that year 
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To help understand why so few local governments had adopted e-democracy, we 
asked about barriers to adoption (Table 4).  The top four barriers, all of which were 
reported by greater than a majority of governments, were lack of funding (83.5 per-
cent – up eight percent from 2006); need to upgrade technology (69.6 percent – up 
seven percent); lack of technology staff (60.7 percent – down nearly three percent); 
and concerns about the digital divide (55.7 percent – up nine percent).  The second 
and third of these barriers are directly related to the first, funding. 

The survey also asked about whether local elected officials and local administra-
tors promoted e-participation (Tables 6 and 7).  Answers here could also be important 
to understanding why so few local governments have adopted e-participation. 

Table 5. Elected officials promote e-participation? 

 2006 2011 
    N %    N   % 

Don’t promote 363 49.5 243 38.0 
Promote some 207 28.2 199 31.1 
Actively promote 163 22.2 198 30.9 

Table 6. Top appointed officials promote e-participation? 

 2006 2011 

      N % N % 

Don’t promote 260 35.9 152 24.1 

Promote some 210 29.0 203 32.2 

Actively promote  253   35.0 275 43.6 

 
Three in 10 respondents (30.9 percent) to the 2011 survey said elected officials ac-

tively promoted e-participation (up 8.7 percent over 2006); a similar fraction (31.1 per-
cent) said that elected officials promoted it some (up 2.9 percent); and 38.0 percent said 
these officials did not support e-participation (down 11.5 percent). More than four in 10 
respondents (43.6 percent, up 8.6 percent over 2006) said that appointed officials active-
ly supported e-participation; one-third (32.2 percent) promoted it some (up 3.2 percent); 
and one-quarter (24.1 percent) did not promote it (down 11.6 percent). 

Finally, we wanted to know whether these local governments perceived any citizen 
demand for e-participation (Table 8).  This, too, could be important to an understand-
ing of why so few local governments had adopted e-participation.  Here we asked 
whether citizens or grassroots organizations actively pushed for e-participation  
opportunities.  We asked the respondents to answer based on a scale of 1 to 5, with 1 
meaning no citizen demand and 5 meaning significant citizen demand.  For ease of 
analysis, we collapsed responses 1 and 2 to mean little or no citizen demand, 3 to 
mean some citizen demand, and 4 and 5 to mean significant citizen demand. 
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Table 7. Are citizen groups actively pushing for e-participation 

 2006 2011 

    N      %       N     % 

No citizen demand 583 79.8 464 72.5 

Some citizen demand 115 15.8 124 19.4 

Significant citizen demand 32 4.4 52 8.2 

 
The data suggest a slight trend in the direction of greater citizen demand, but the 

trend is so small that it could be an artifact of the survey, rather than an indication of 
anything substantive. The percentage of governments indicating the existence of sig-
nificant citizen demand nearly doubled between 2006 and 2011, but only from 4.4 
percent to 8.2 percent (still miniscule). Those indicating no citizen demand dimi-
nished slightly (from 79.8 percent to 72.5 percent).  “Some” citizen demand remained 
at around three in 10 respondents (29.0 percent in 2006 and 32.2 percent in 2011). 

6 Findings and Conclusion 

The most striking finding from this study is that few American local governments 
have adopted e-participation and those that have been adopted, for the most, have not 
implemented what we would consider meaningful citizen participation.  Data from the 
2011 survey strongly suggest two explanatory factors: lack of funding and lack of 
demand. The responding governments cited lack of funding as the most frequently 
barrier to their adopting e-participation in both 2006 and 2011.  Respondents also 
cited the need to upgrade technology, lack of technology staff, difficulty justifying 
costs, and lack of technology expertise as barriers – all of which are directly related to 
lack of funding.  This finding is also consistent with surveys of local e-government in 
the US, where lack of funding nearly always tops the list of barriers to adoption (e.g., 
Coursey and Norris, 2008). 

A second important reason for the lack of local e-democracy in the US may well be 
lack of demand – from local officials and citizens. When asked about barriers to e-
participation, 46 percent of local governments cited lack of demand by citizens and 42 
percent said lack of demand by elected officials. Moreover, only three in ten felt that 
elected officials actively promoted e-participation and about 4 in 10 appointed offi-
cials did so. And, only about a quarter of governments perceived any citizen demand 
at all. 

Finally, the literature on e-government increasingly points to the probability that 
early predictions for e-government were simply wrong.  In part, they were technolo-
gically deterministic (Coursey and Norris, 2008) and they also were based on a lack 
or an incomplete understanding of the prior relevant literature (Coursey and Norris, 
2008; Kraemer and King, 2006; and Danziger and Andersen, 2002). 

Whatever the causes, the reality is that there is very little e-democracy among US lo-
cal governments. Based on the available evidence, we suspect that the state of e-
democracy at the American grassroots it is not likely to change much in the foreseeable 
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future (see also, Norris 2010).  Moreover, based on our reading of the empirical studies 
of e-democracy, we strongly suspect that the state of local e-democracy in the US is 
more similar to than it is different from that of local e-democracy elsewhere in the 
world.  Of course, only further study will allow us to support or reject these suspicions. 
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Abstract. Postal voting was established in Germany in 1956. Based on
the legal latitude of the national legislator, the Federal Constitutional
Court confirmed the constitutionality of postal voting several times. In
contrast, the constitutionality of electronic voting machines, which were
used for federal elections from 2002 to 2005, was rejected as the possibil-
ity to control the essential steps in the election was not provided to all
citizens. These two cases emphasize that the legal system allows to limit
realization of election principles to the advantage of other election princi-
ples, but that there are limits. In order to introduce new voting systems,
in particular Internet voting systems, it is essential to have guidelines on
what is and what is not acceptable. This work provides such guidelines.
It identifies the principles of the legal latitude in the German constitu-
tion, and captures this latitude in a model. This model enables a review
of the constitutionality of new voting systems.

1 Introduction

Holding regular parliamentary elections is essential for the exercise of popular
sovereignty and an expression of the democratic form of government. The funda-
mental decision for democracy is established in Article 20.1 and 2 of the German
Constitution. According to this, the authority of the state originates with the
people and is exercised in elections and votes. The Federal Electoral Act was
enacted in 1956. At this time, the legislator considered traditional paper-based
polling station voting as the main voting channel. Postal voting was only allowed
in exceptional cases. However, the number of absentee voters constantly rose in
the following years as society became more and more mobile (in the 2009 fed-
eral elections 21.4% of the cast votes were postal votes). De facto, postal voting
became an alternative to the conventional voting process.
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In 1967, the Federal Constitutional Court decided on the constitutionality of
postal voting for the first time. In these proceedings, the Constitutional Court
declared that the principles of the free and secret elections were not violated [3,
Decision: 21, 200:1967]: the increase in election participation offered by postal
voting, which translates to an improvement of the principle of the universal
elections, is strong enough to offset the impairment of the secret elections, and
thus can be accepted. This means, the legislature is entitled to broaden latitude
when lending concrete shape to the principles of electoral law within which it
must decide whether and to what degree deviations from individual principles
of electoral law are justified in the interest of the uniformity of the entire voting
system and to ensure the state policy goals which they pursue [3, Decision: 59,
119 (124 f):1981]. However, this latitude has its limitations as the Constitutional
Court’s “Election Computers Judgment” [3, Decision: 123, 39, (75):2009] illus-
trates: Hereafter, the use of the Nedap electronic voting machines in the 2005
federal elections was unconstitutional. This judgment was justified by the lack of
any possibility to verify the essential steps in the elections. The Constitutional
Court argued [3, Decision: 123, 39, (75):2009]:

“Where the deployment of computer-controlled voting machines aims
to rule out inadvertent incorrect markings on voting slips, unwanted
invalid ballots, unintentional counting errors or incorrect interpretations
of the voter’s intention when votes are counted which repeatedly occur
in classical elections with voting slips, this serves the interest of the
implementation of the equality of elections under Article 38.1 sentence 1
[...] It certainly does not justify by itself foregoing any type of verifiability
of the election act.”

In order to avoid such a debacle with future new voting systems, it is necessary to
have clear guidelines on what is and what is not acceptable when balancing legal
provisions. Then the compliance of proposed voting systems can be properly
analyzed with the legal latitude before their use. This is especially pertinent in
the case of Internet voting systems – Internet voting systems are already used
in various European countries, and the possibility of voting in such a manner
seems to enjoy support amongst German constituents [1].

Contribution. This work supports an interdisciplinary dialog by constructing a
model for comparing newly proposed voting systems, e.g. an Internet voting sys-
tem, with established voting systems, e.g. postal voting in the German federal
election. We therefore identify and model the principles of the legal latitude.
The developed model allows to compare voting systems based on the legal lati-
tude. As such, the model helps developers of new voting systems in identifying
and mitigating constitutional shortcomings of their systems which ultimately
should lead to the identification or construction of a constitutionally compliant
(electronic) voting system. The model is meant as a guideline, which allows con-
ceptual design to be carried out in the right direction, but results will still need
legal review in case of planned application of voting systems in political envi-
ronments. While the model is specifically tailored to the German constitution,
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we believe the election principles therein to be of a generic nature. As such,
adapting the model to another constitution should be straightforward.

2 Explanation of Legal Latitude

The election of the representatives is regulated in Article 38 of the German con-
stitution. Correspondingly, the principles of the universal, direct, free, equal, and
secret elections established in Article 38.1 sentence 1 are of particular relevance.
While the principle of universal elections concerns the eligibility to vote without
applying to personal qualities or political, financial or social aspects [3, Decision:
15, 165 (166f):1962. Decision: 36, 139 (141):1973], the principle of equal elections
addresses the impact of every valid vote on the election result. That is, every
voter needs to have the same number of votes and must be able to cast his or
her vote in the same way as any other one [7, § 1, Rn. 43]. Furthermore, all
candidates need to be presented equally, so all of them have the same chance
to win the election [7, § 1, Rn. 48f]. The principle of direct elections forbids
the integration of electoral delegates [3, Decision: 7, 63 (68):1957. Decision: 47,
253 (279):1978] and requires that the representatives get elected through voters
only by casting their vote personally [2, Art. 38, Rn. 75] [5, Art. 38, Rn. 101].
The principle of secret elections claims that the voting decision remains secret
during and after the election process [9, Art. 38, Rn. 67]. It needs to remain
secret whether voters split their votes or cast them based on a single preferred
party, whether they spoiled their vote or abstained from voting at all [7, § 1,
Rn. 95]. The secrecy of the vote guarantees the principle of free elections which
covers the process of opinion making prior to the election as well as the pro-
cess of vote casting within the election. In formal aspects it ensures the right to
choose whether one wants to casts a vote or not. In material regards it provides
the freedom to cast a vote for the preferred candidate or party [7, § 1, Rn. 21].
In addition to these principles, another election principle emerging from Arti-
cle 20.1, 20.2 and 38.1 of the German constitution has been emphasized by the
Federal Constitutional Court in 2009 [3, Decision: 123, 39:2009]: The so called
public nature of elections requires that all essential steps in the elections are
subject to public examinability unless other constitutional interests justify an
exception. However, the German constitution only gives the election principles
but does not purport a specific voting system. The legislator needs to provide a
system that fulfills the illustrated principles as best as possible. This follows from
Article 38.3 of the German constitution. After this, a federal act needs to define
full particulars regarding the federal elections. Note that this article contains no
legal proviso but authorizes and obligates the federal legislator to enact an exe-
cution law [8], [2, Art. 38, Rn. 61]. In essence, this article constitutes a regulation
that assigns the exclusive law authority to the Federation in order to shape the
German electoral law [2, Art. 38, Rn. 125]. Even though all election principles
are of equal importance in the context of parliamentary elections [3, Decision:
99, 1 (13):1998], they cannot be fulfilled simultaneously [3, Decision: 59, 119
(124):1981]. Due to the necessity to balance all principles, a legal latitude is
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open for the legislator [2, Art. 38, Rn. 62]. Colliding election principles need to
be assigned to one another to such an extent that each of them is fulfilled in
the best possible way [3, Decision: 59, 119 (124):1981]. Insofar, the legislature
is entitled to broad latitude when lending concrete shape to the principles of
electoral law within which it must decide if deviations from individual princi-
ples of electoral law are justified in the interest of the uniformity of the entire
election system and to ensure the state policy goals which they pursue [3, Deci-
sion: 123, 39 (71):2009]. Furthermore, while weighing the election principles the
convention of the unity of the constitution needs to be respected [2, Art. 38,
Rn. 166]. According to this, restrictions of constitutionally required positions
are possible only in case a collision with other principles of constitutional status
is given and “practical accordance” [4] regarding the restricted principle can be
made [2, Art. 38, Rn. 61]. During the necessary consideration, the basic principle
of commensurability is of great importance, i.e., a relation of two mutable values
that comes as close as possible to the particular optimization, not a relation
between a constant purpose and one or more variable instruments [4]. Since all
election principles have equal potential [3, Decision: 99, 1 (13):1998], it needs to
be decided in each individual case which election principle can be restricted in
favor of another one. In case the legislator decides to realize one election prin-
ciple in the best possible way as it happened with the implementation of postal
voting in view of the principle of the universal elections, it is not objectionable
from a constitutional point of view as long as this decision does not go along
with an exceeding restriction or hazard of other election principles [3, Decision:
59, 119 (125):1981]. The Federal Constitutional Court only reviews whether the
legislature has remained within the boundaries of the latitude or whether it has
violated a valid constitutional election principle by overstepping these bound-
aries [3, Decision: 123, 39 (71):2009].

From the legal latitude discussed in this section, three principles can be de-
rived: the principle of minimum degree of fulfillment, the principle of necessity,
and the principle of overall degree of fulfillment. The general view is that the
current voting system fulfills the election principles in an acceptable way, allow-
ing it to be used as the reference system: any new voting system must therefore
simultaneously fulfill all three principles with reference to the current voting
system.

3 Modeling the Legal Latitude Principles

In this section, the three principles of the legal latitude are modeled. Before div-
ing into the modeling process, we shall first provide the reader with conventions
used throughout this work.

3.1 Foundations of the Model

The degree to which individual election principles are fulfilled by a specific voting
system can be charted by a network diagram, having one axis for each considered
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principle (see Figure 1 for a reference system and Figure 2 for a proposed new
voting system). On each axis is marked to which degree the election principle
is fulfilled by the system under consideration. Higher degrees of fulfillment are
plotted further out from the center than lower ones.

Fig. 1. Reference voting system Fig. 2. Proposed new voting system

3.2 The Principle of Minimum Degree of Fulfillment

The principle ofminimum degree of fulfillment requires that a minimum degree of
fulfillment has to be achieved for all election principles. That means that a voting
system is tied to the minimum degree of fulfillment of all election principles. For
a given minimum degree of fulfillment degmin, the correlation is modeled as
follows:

min
a∈SEP

(degreesystemnew
a ) ≥ degmin (1)

For an election principle a from the set of election principles SEP , the math-
ematical term degreeSa denotes the degree of fulfillment of a in system S.

Figure 3 shows the proposed voting system in reference to a potentially pre-
scribed minimum degree of fulfillment. It can be seen that the hypothetical
voting system complies with the principle of minimum degree of fulfillment.

Fig. 3. Minimum degree of fulfillment in new voting system
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3.3 The Principle of Necessity

An election principle may be fulfilled to a lesser degree in a proposed voting
system than in a reference system if and as far as this is necessary to fulfill
another election principle to a higher degree than in the reference system, thus
enhancing the reference system with respect to that principle.

Due to the fact that not all possible voting system alternatives are available,
it is not possible to prove the satisfaction of the principle of necessity.

3.4 The Principle of Overall Degree of Fulfillment

The principle of overall degree of fulfillment is an optional principle, when a
proposed system is only meant to enhance a reference system. Then the two
principles described before apply strictly and overall degree of fulfillment may be
viewed as good practice. However, the principle of overall degree of fulfillment is
obligatory, when a proposed voting system is meant to replace a reference system
or to be applied equally with a reference system. Compliance with the principle
of overall degree of fulfillment is achieved when all election principles are fulfilled
at least to an equal degree as in the reference system (refer to Formula (2a))
or when more are fulfilled to a higher degree than to a lesser (refer to Formula
(2b)). These alternate correlations are modeled as follows:

∀a ∈ SEP : (degreesystemnew
a − degreesystemold

a ) ≥ 0 (2a)

∃SEP ′ s.t. |SEP ′| > |SEP |
2

, ∀a ∈ SEP ′ :

(degreesystemnew
a − degreesystemold

a ) > 0 (2b)

There may also be cases where one election principle is fulfilled to a very high
degree in the proposed system and may balance more than one lesser fulfillment,
but these cases may not be appropriately expressed in abstract rules but depend
very much on the individual case and must be reviewed legally in any case from
the beginning.

Figure 4 shows a comparison of two voting systems (the voting systems de-
picted by the solid line in Figure 1 and the system depicted by the broken line in
Figure 2), where moving from the reference system to the new system adheres to
the principle of overall degree of fulfillment as modeled by Formula (2b). This is
shown by the fact that four election principles are improved in the new system
(public, universal, direct, free), while only two principles are weakened (equal,
secret).

3.5 Model Compliance

If a system fulfills the two (optionally three) legal latitude principles (where the
reference system acts as a baseline for comparison), it can most likely be seen as
legally acceptable. If not all principles are fulfilled, this entails an ad hoc decision
and it requires an additional interdisciplinary evaluation.
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Fig. 4. Overall degree of fulfillment in both voting systems

4 Conclusion and Future Work

In the development and usage of voting systems for federal elections, not all
constitutional election principles can be deployed in purity and impairments
of these principles among each other must be accepted. From the legal point
of view the legal latitude enables the legislator to constrain the fulfillment of
certain constitutional principles in favor of others. Based on an analysis of the
legal latitude, we developed a model capable of comparing voting systems with
regard to fulfillment of election principles. To build our model, we decomposed
the legal latitude into its basic principles and modeled these principles. The
developed model will support technical developers in the creation of new voting
systems on a legal basis.

The focus of this work is on the evaluation of voting systems based on election
principles. In the context of Internet voting and electronic authentication in the
polling station certain additional constitutional rights play an important role: the
Right to Informational Self-Determination and Secrecy of Telecommunications.
How these two basic rights have to be considered in the procedure described in
here is a topic for future research.

In its current state, the model does not specify measures to assess the degree
of fulfillment of specific election principles. In order to estimate the degree for
abstract election principles, these principles must be refined into more precise
requirements. Consequently, in the future, the herein developed reference model
will be refined by integrating measures to assess the degree of fulfillment of
election principles built upon fine-grained requirements.

To date, the model serves as a reference model for parliamentary elections
in Germany. In the future, we plan to apply the developed model to a concrete
election scenario and a concrete newly proposed voting system. At this point
in time, the authors do not consider any Internet voting system an adequate
substitute for postal voting for German federal elections. The most promising
scenario in which to consider Internet voting seems the upcoming German social
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election1 in 2017. As outlined by Richter [6], social elections do not demand the
public nature principle of elections in its full strength.
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Abstract. Social media such as Facebook, Twitter and YouTube are often seen 
as political game changers. Yet little is known of the effects of social media on 
local politics. In this paper the Social Media Participation Model (SMPM) is in-
troduced for studying the effects of social media on local political communities. 
The SMPM aims to explore the relationship between Social Media Participation 
and Community Participation. The model comprises four constructs: Social 
Media Choice, Social Media Use, Sense of Community and Community En-
gagement. The design of the case study was based on the SMPM and took place 
among the members and parties of the Enschede council, from a large munici-
pality in the Netherlands. Social media participation levels were measured and 
compared with the Social Media Indicator (SMI). A negative correlation  
between Social Media Use and Sense of Community has been discovered. 
However, we could not find a causal effect that explains this correlation. To 
analyze the effects in more detail, we show directions for further improvement 
of the model. 

Keywords: social media, council, politics, participation, web 2.0. 

1 Introduction 

Social media change the game of politics both on a national and local scale. Politi-
cians increasingly use social media such as Facebook, Twitter, Blogs, YouTube and 
LinkedIn. Recent political events showed that social media influence the rules of  
political participation today.  

During the “Arab spring” in 2011, social media allowed social movements to reach 
once-unachievable goals eventually leading to the fall of oppressing regimes [1]. In 
presidential elections, the cases of Barack Obama (US) and Ségolène Royal (France) 
show that effective social media campaigns can make a difference in politics [2-9].  
A US Congress Facebook message increased the voting outcome with 340,000  
voters [10]. 

Yet we know little about which social media strategies contribute to political party 
communities and which do not. The Twitter campaign from the CDU (Germany), for 
instance, did not result in high numbers of reach and engagement [11].  
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Furthermore, more research should be carried out to understand how social media 
affects local politics. Local politicians may think that integrating social media in their 
political work is easy. However, an effective social media strategy requires more than 
just creating profiles to have a presence on social media. “Considering the novel  
culture of social media and the shift in power relations, the internalization of social 
media expertise within an organization may prove to be a much harder task than  
expected” [12]. Next to the national elections cases, more attention should be paid to 
the effects of social media on a local scale as well. Local concerns should be an  
explicit part of the social media strategy in order to be effective [13-14]. 

In order to maximize the impact of time and effort spent on social media, members 
of local councils would like to understand the effects of these tools on their work and 
political communities. Municipalities and their councils are relatively near to the  
citizens. Social media can potentially help people to establish and foster authentic rela-
tions with each other [13]. However, little is known about the effects of social media 
participation by politicians on such local political communities. Political party com-
munities are relational communities for a professional cause and are not necessarily 
territorially bounded [15]. The members of political parties are engaged in their com-
munities because of shared beliefs, goals or interests. Does social media participation 
by members of the party contribute to a stronger party-community? Or is the opposite 
true? Some parties make social media participation too much of a goal in itself, without 
any underlying strategy. Such initiatives seem destined to fail.  

The aim of this paper is to investigate social media effects within local politics and 
to learn from local practices. To achieve our goal, we conducted a case study based on 
the Social Media Participation Model. This model can be used for exploring causal 
effects of social media participation on communities. The model is still in an early 
stage of development. By applying this model as the theoretical lens for a case study 
we can both validate the model and increase understanding of the effects of social 
media. 

Only few models and methods are aimed at understanding the effects of social me-
dia participation. The Unified Theory of Acceptance and Use of Technology 
(UTAUT) from Venkatesh et al. [16],[17] is known to be used to study social media 
acceptance. However, this theory, and related ones such as the Technology Accep-
tance Model (TAM), focus merely on adoption of technology and do not capture the 
effects of use. Other theoretical frameworks from the field of e-participation, such as 
the participation ladder from Macintosh [18-21], do help to place social media use 
against a theoretical background, but are too abstract to investigate effects in detail. 
Therefore, we designed the Social Media Participation Model (Figure 1), aimed at 
capturing the effects of Social Media Participation on Community Participation. We 
conducted a case study within the Enschede council and its members based on this 
model. The municipality of Enschede is located in the eastern part of the Netherlands 
and has more than 150,000 citizens.  

The remainder of this paper is structured as follows. First, we will introduce the 
Social Media Participation Model. Second, we will clarify our methodology. Third, 
we will share results from the case of the local government in Enschede. Finally, we 
will discuss our observations and we will present our future research agenda. 
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2 Introducing the Social Media Participation Model 

Since models to study the effects of social media within the non-profit sector are still 
scarce [22], we decided to design the Social Media Participation Model for this  
purpose. This is a model that is aimed to explore the relationship between Social  
Media Participation on the one hand and Community Participation on the other hand 
(Figure 1). 

 

Fig. 1. The Social Media Participation Model 

The model takes a high-level approach to a complex reality of social behavior of 
politicians in both the online and offline world. This means that there can be many 
(causal) relationships between the included concepts. However, the model concen-
trates on the assumed causal relation between Social Media Participation by  
politicians and their Community Participation. We assume that being active on social 
media affects to some extent the community participation of a politician.  

We have three grounds to assume the causality. First, the number of relationships 
between people tends to increase when people use social network sites, because these 
sites reveal relationships by making them transparant [23]. As a result, users of social 
media tend to make more connections with each other, bridging relationship networks 
[24]. Second, social media do not completely replace offline communication, but 
augment them, reducing the transaction costs of communication [8],[25]. Third, by 
taking part in online communities, people become more aware of their connections  
to others in the community which leads to a stronger bonding to the community in 
general [24]. 

After a literature review [22] regarding social media, participation and communi-
ties, we decided to derive four more specific constructs from the two concepts in the 
model.  

2.1 Social Media Choice 

According to Kaplan and Haenlein social media: “is a group of Internet-based appli-
cations that build on the ideological and technological foundations of Web 2.0, and 
that allow the creation and exchange of User Generated Content“ [26]. While some 
politicians start using social media just because they feel they cannot stay behind, 
others approach them as being part of underlying communication strategies.  
The choice for certain social media out of the vast amount of available social media 
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channels can be dependent of multiple factors but: “Nothing impacts the success  
of a Social Media effort more than the choice of its purpose” [27]. However, not all 
communication by social media is appropriate for all communication strategies. 
Therefore, we have to take the choice and appropriateness of Social Media into ac-
count when determining variations in impact on the dependent concept of Community 
Participation.  

After a literature review [22], we selected the theories of Social Presence [28],  
Media Appropriateness [29],[30] and the Theory of Cognitive and Affective  
Organizational Communication [31] to warrant Social Media Choice as a construct in 
the model. All of these theories have shortcomings and should not be applied too 
rigidly. Nevertheless, they provide us theoretical backgrounds for media choice and 
communication strategies.  

The expected capacity of the social media channels regarding social presence [28] 
and interaction [29] can influence the choice made by a political party or its members. 
Social presence is “the degree to which a medium is perceived as conveying the pres-
ence of the communicating participants” [28]. While the theory was initially created 
for telecommunications, it is currently used for social media as well [26]. For differ-
ent forms of media, differences exist in their capacity to transmit immediate feedback, 
the interaction capacity [29]. Different communication strategies (for example  
Exchanging information, Problem solving and Generating Ideas [28], or Contextuali-
zation, Affectivity or Control [31]) can require different choices in social media  
channels (e.g. Twitter for higher level of interaction, YouTube for higher level of 
social presence).  There can be differences in effectiveness of social media use for 
different purposes. The choice can even be inappropriate for certain communication 
tasks [26],[30]. Therefore, the strategy and choice determine for a large part the effec-
tiveness of social media for communication goals. Decisions can be made on both the 
individual and the group level.  Sometimes decisons are based on a strategy-plan  
considering goals, media-channel choice, target audiences and local concerns [12-14].  

To explore to what extent politicians use these social media channels, we introduce 
the next construct of the model: Social Media Use, which is a more quantitative  
approach.  

2.2 Social Media Use 

We decided to create an instrument, the Social Media Indicator, with metrics based on 
the participation ladder of Macintosh, including a distinction between e-Enabling and 
e-Engaging. Macintosh [18-21] created a three-step participation ladder, which can  
be applied to the Social Media phenomenon from a high-level perspective. The first 
step on the ladder is e-Enabling. At this step, party members provide access and  
information to citizens. The second step is e-Engaging. At this step, politicians react, 
have conversations and interact with citizens based on dialogue. The third step is  
e-Empowering. At this step, citizens are being invited to take part in the political  
activities. Politicians start working together with citizens, empowering them with 
responsibilities, tasks and opportunities to collaborate with the party’s community. 
Previous efforts at trying to empower citizens often failed because of low levels of 
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citizen engagement in electronic tools and other technological and democratic  
shortcomings [32-34]. As Social Media mature, the question remains if social media 
eventually will lead to the step of e-Empowering. This step is left out of the instru-
ment because it is too difficult to recognize by direct metrics without additional  
content analysis. In the section of methods, we show our instrument for the measure-
ments. We now continue with the dependent side of the causal model: community 
participation. 

2.3 Sense of Community 

Community participation has both a tacit and an apparent construct. We address the 
tacit construct as Sense of Community (SOC), which is: “a feeling that members have 
of belonging, a feeling that members matter to one another and to the group and a 
shared faith that members’ needs will be met through their commitment to be togeth-
er” [15]. The Sense of Community can be further divided in four elements [15]: 
membership, influence, reinforcement and shared emotional connection. The impor-
tance of these four elements can vary depending of the type of the community [15]. 
The theory can be used for studying and comparing different kinds of communities, 
including political parties and council communities.  

2.4 Community Engagement 

Community engagement is the more apparent construct of community participation. 
The construct reflects the actual behavior of community members, such as time spent 
in the community and existing communication ties between members. Since commun-
ities are networks of people, the communication ties between politicians can also 
reflect their actual engagement levels. Christakis and Fowler [2] found out for in-
stance that being connected to each other in a social network influences political party 
campaigns, voting and co-sponsorship within politics. The social network is more of a 
group characteristic and makes sense on a higher level: the community level instead 
of the individual level. Community engagement can be approached from various ab-
straction levels. In our case we distinguish the individual level and the network level. 
All four constructs have been explained and we can continue with the methodology 
that underpinned our case study.  

3 Methodology 

The proposed design we present here is based on comparative case study research [7], 
including both quantitative and qualitative data collection techniques.  

We propose a multi-level approach for studies incorporating both the individual 
level (e.g. the politician) and the group level (e.g. the political faction). The level of 
inquiry is the individual level. To recognize effects, it is required to conduct more 
measurements with time intervals in between.  



62 R. Effing, J. van Hillegersberg, and T.W.C. Huibers 

3.1 Social Media Choice: Qualitative Interviews 

A selection of members from all parties in the Enschede council were invited for face-
to-face semi-structured open interviews. Specific members were selected for inter-
views in collaboration with the municipality of Enschede.  The questions were partly 
exploratory for getting to know their existing strategy plans. Another part of the inter-
views was based on the theories of Short et al. [28], Rice [30] and Te’eni [31] and 
were more directly aimed at understanding their choices for their social media prac-
tices. Eight parties accepted the invitation. All interviews were recorded, transcribed 
and analyzed.  

3.2 Social Media Use: Quantitative Metrics of the Social Media Indicator 

The Social Media Indicator (SMI) has been developed to compare how active com-
munity members use social media [22]. This instrument was used in five prior studies, 
mostly regarding social media use by political candidates and elections outcome. The 
division between e-Enabling and e-Engagement is based on the e-Participation ladder 
from Macintosh [18-21]. Due to privacy settings and application programming inter-
face (API) limitations some potentially valuable metrics are excluded from the Social 
Media Indicator, such as Wall Posts on Facebook. Nevertheless, the SMI provides us 
with indicative scores. The metrics of the SMI are presented in Table 1 and are based 
on social media-reach numbers from market researchers ComScore and NewCom. 
Other social media with high reach can be added for specific studies. The symbol # 
means: the number of. Scores can be calculated with the metrics of the SMI to indi-
cate the use of members. We calculated scores for all members of the Enschede coun-
cil based on the profile information they provided us with an online questionnaire.  

Table 1. The Social Media Indicator 

Social media: e-Enabling: e-Engagement: 
Facebook profile # friends # likes 
Twitter account # tweets  

# followers 
# following 
# retweets* 
# replies and mentions* 

YouTube channel # videos # comments 
LinkedIn # connections # recommendations 
Blog # posts # replies 
Total: Sub score Contribution Sub score Interaction 
TOTAL SMI = SUB SCORE CONTRIBUTION + SUB SCORE INTERACTION 
*of the last 200 Tweets (to limit contribution to total score). 

3.3 Sense of Community: Questionnaire with 24 Statements 

To measure the Sense of Community we make use of the SCI-2 instrument [36]. It 
consists of 24 statements that respondents can respond to on a Likert scale and pro-
vides a standardized scoring instruction to evaluate belonging, influence, reinforcement 



 Social Media Participation and Local Politics 63 

and shared emotional connection. We sent this questionnaire to all members of the 
Enschede council. The total SCI-2 score gives an assessment of the individual sense of 
community of a member. We asked them for both the overall council community and 
their own party community as a part of the Enschede council. Because the scale is  
24 * 3 points, there is a maximum of 72 points for the SCI-2.  

3.4 Commmunity Engagement: Questionnaire and Social Network Analysis 

In the questionnaire we inquired about the average time members spent per week on 
their council-affiliation. While such a question does not lead to very reliable informa-
tion, since members can exaggerate or have different ways of counting, it does help to 
understand how actively the politicians perceive their own engagement. If there are 
more reliable ways to obtain the engagement, these should be preferred. Additionally, 
we created social network diagrams of the primary communication relationships  
within the community. These network diagrams can be made after asking the member 
for a top five list of other members of the council, with which they communicate the 
most. This helps to understand how communication, power and influence within a 
community are distributed [2].  

3.5 Data Analysis, Statistics and Social Networking Analysis 

We analyzed our four constructs and relationships as follows. For the quantitative 
constructs we applied regular forms of statistical analysis (means, graphs and Std. 
Dev.). For the qualitative interviews we took an exploratory approach to capture  
motivations, and underlying reasons for social media choices. Social networking 
analysis software, such as Gephi, was used to create network diagrams of the existing 
ties between members. Furthermore, to discover effects, we applied various statistical 
methods with SPSS to explore possible relationships between the constructs.  

4 Case Study Results from the Enschede Council 

The municipality of Enschede, located in the eastern part of the Netherlands with 
more than 150,000 citizens, was interested in how social media affected the work of 
politicians within their council. In April 2011 the initiative was taken to start this 
research project. The case study was conducted between June 2011 and March 2013. 
The 39 members of the Enschede council were elected in March 2010. The members 
represent nine different parties (political factions). 

The design of the case study was based on the Social Media Participation Model. 
The researchers took the role of observers and did not interfere with any social media 
planning or helping the candidates. Two measurements were carried out regarding the 
entire population of the council (n=39). The first measurement (T1) was from  
November 2011 until April 2012 (n = 29 response 74%). The second measurement 
(T2) was from October 2012 until December 2012 (n= 26 response 67%). We will 
now present results from this study. 
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4.1 Social Media Choice 

Twitter is the preferred social platform of the interviewees of the council. The mem-
bers believe Twitter can contribute the most towards increasing political participation 
of citizens. However, members argue the importance of  “the physical side of com-
munication … it is important to keep having conversations” (Interviewee). And, based 
on their experiences, the members do not think that social media is revolutionary for 
local politics: “Twitter did not deliver the miracle we hoped for in advance”. Only one 
of the nine political parties prepared a social media strategy. Some parties had a few 
loosely defined agreements about what they do with social media. Generally, the  
parties did not approach social media strategically: “we are in the end amateurs, we 
just do something, in our free time … we would like social media strategies, but we 
need external help for that” (Interviewee). 

One interviewee, one of the most active social media users of the council, men-
tioned difficulties with interaction: “during the past months where I have been 
spokesman on Facebook, I have created links to the documents we discuss so that 
people can read them and you would like to see interaction as a result, but that does 
not happen.”  

4.2 Social Media Use 

Based on the Social Media Indicator we discovered that 93% of the members of the 
Enschede council use social media (n=28). 93% of all members use LinkedIn. 82% 
uses Twitter. Figure 2 shows a chart of the social media use by all members of the 
council sorted from high to low (Entire history use until April 2012). The lighter areas 
in the bars indicate the part of the communication that is interaction (e-Engagement) 
while the darker areas indicate contribution (e-Enabling). The highest SMI score of a 
member in this measurement was 19,141. 

 

Fig. 2. Social Media Use (Sorted high to low) of members on until April 2012 

The second measurement captures a shorter period of time (April – November) 
and shows increased levels of interaction (e-Engagement) and fewer differences 
between members in comparison with measurement one in figure 3. The highest 
score in the second measurement was 7,598 from the same member as in the first 
measurement. 
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Fig. 3. Social Media Use (Sorted high to low) of members from April 2012 – November 2012 

4.3 Sense of Community 

96% (n=23) of the members of the council have a positive score (37-72) for the Sense 
of Community (SCI-2) within their parties. The second measurement showed an in-
crease of positive scores to 100% (n=21). A SCI-2 score above 36 is positive. Values 
between 0 and 36 in the figure below are negative scores. 

 

Fig. 4. Measurement of SCI of members in April (left) and November (right) 2012 

One of the four factors of the Sense of Community was relatively low for all mem-
bers, the shared emotional connection. This makes sense since the parties (fractions) 
are primarily professional communities and offer fewer incentives for emotional 
bonding. 

4.4 Community Engagement 

The average member of the Enschede council spends 23.8 hour per week (n=20) (Std. 
Dev. 7,9) on his or her job.  

 

Fig. 5. Social network diagrams April (left) and November (right) 2012 
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The social network diagrams in figure 5 show the primary communication ties  
between members. Every dot is a person and every line a connection. Different shades 
of grey refer to different parties. In the diagrams above, we can see that the communi-
ty of the Enschede council is less fragmented in November, indicating a more  
connected council community.  

4.5 Analysis of Relationships between Concepts 

We found a statistically significant negative correlation between Social Media Use 
and Sense of Community of members. The Spearman’s rho correlation is - .454* 
(*significant at the 0.05 level, n=23). This means that, on average, members who are 
relatively more active users of social media have relatively lower scores on sense of 
community. This correlation remained present in the second measurement. We also 
analyzed effects from SMI on SCI. We checked for variance (with a SPLIT-PLOT 
ANOVA Repeated Measures) based on splitting the council in two groups. One group 
of frequent social media users (SMI above 1,000) and a control group. No variance 
could be proven to signal a causal effect in the Enschede council. Also this analysis 
showed that the group of frequent social media users had a lower sense of community 
than the controlgroup of infrequent users. 

5 Discussion and Future Research 

In the case of the Enschede council we see that social media participation by political 
parties and their members did not make much of a difference for the political game 
yet. The parties seem to struggle with finding ways to use social media for their own 
benefits. In Enschede, the parties have not yet professionalized their social media 
campaigns. Furthermore, strategic approaches considering social media choice, goals, 
target audience selection and local concerns are still to be defined.  

We found a negative correlation (-.454) between social media use and sense of 
community. However, during the period of the research, the sense of community of 
members was not influenced by the social media use. This leaves us with a paradox. 
What does cause the negative correlation? Do members that already have lower levels 
of sense of community tend to use social media more? This may be the case if there is 
less bonding with colleagues. Or is it valuable to be connected to others outside the 
party-fraction, bridging with citizens and organizations? These questions still remain 
unanswered. 

The model can be further refined to recognize more precisely how social media af-
fects political communities such as the Enschede council and its parties. By working 
with the Social Media Participation model and the specific design of the case-study 
we encountered four limitations. First, monitoring the use of social media with this 
instrument has limitations for presenting the real-world behavior of members. Mem-
bers could have use-scores that actually represent a different background or a large 
offline network size influences the SMI score. Second, the Sense of Community can-
not be separated for online or offline behavior and it can consist of various echelons 
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(such as local versus national communities). Third, the decision for members whether 
or not to participate in social media is sometimes dependent from a higher authority 
level in the political party, exceeding the communication strategies as provided in  
our model. Fourth, the SMPM is based on a linear causal view, while in reality the 
constructs also influence each other in cycles and maybe Community Participation 
influences the Social Media Participation. 

In the near future we will finish measuring two other types of non-profit communi-
ties: church-communities and charities. Additionally, we will develop a tool to auto-
matically retrieve SMI scores for social media use. We have also planned to integrate 
more social media strategy theory in our work. We encourage other scholars to  
contribute to more refined models and methods to investigate how social media  
affects local politics and their communities. 

Acknowledgements. The case study was initiated in collaboration with the Municipal-
ity of Enschede and the broader research project is supported and funded by Saxion 
University of Applied Sciences, Enschede, The Netherlands. 
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Abstract. This article focuses on how, why and with whom local politicians  
engage on Facebook. Based on a literature review of the public sphere, 
eParticipation and research related to social media, we propose a theoretical 
framework that identifies thematic areas integral to understanding the nature of 
political participation. The explanatory potential of our ‘ENGAGE’ model 
(Exchange, Narcissist, Gather, Accented, General and Expense) is exemplified 
by conducting a qualitative case study focusing on politicians in a local 
municipality in southern Norway. The findings indicate various uses of 
Facebook among the respondents, and a dissonance between what the 
politicians state as being important (engaging in dialogue with citizens) and 
what they really do (posting statements). We conclude our paper by discussing 
the use and usefulness of our proposed model, and by summarising how, why 
and with whom local politicians use social media.  

Keywords: eParticipation, political engagement, social media, Facebook, case 
study. 

1 Introduction 

Despite a growing research interest in the use of social media in the area of 
eParticipation [1, 2], more work is needed to understand the role of politicians in this 
capacity. Most studies within the field of eParticipation focus on citizens’ roles, 
whereas the role of politicians is emphasised to lesser degree [3]. This paper focuses 
on the politicians, by exploring how, why and with whom local politicians engage on 
Facebook. Based on current literature and empirical findings from an exploratory case 
study, we introduce an explanatory framework entitled “ENGAGE”. Understanding 
politicians’ use of social media is essential to understanding how political discourse 
among citizens, politicians and other external stakeholders may influence and impact 
decision-making processes. Facebook is currently the most common social media 
platform, with most age groups now well represented and with more than one billion 
members globally. Thus, we choose to focus on politicians’ use of Facebook for our 
research purpose. By doing so, we attempt to understand how and why politicians and 
citizens alike engage on a technical platform that upholds many of the characteristics 
normally associated with formal eParticipation efforts.  
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Habermas’ ideas represent our point of departure to understand how 
communication between politicians and citizens enhances democracy. Although 
Habermas has been criticised for leaving organisations and politicians out of the mix 
[4], many recent eParticipation efforts are based on norms and theoretical backdrop 
strongly influenced by Habermasian ideas. We argue that the theory of ‘the public 
sphere’ [5] is a valuable point of departure to understand eParticipation initiatives. 
The public sphere is a separate common ground where ordinary citizens can enlighten 
each other through discussions and find common causes that transform into real 
politics through the intervention of traditional media, which set the agenda to which 
politicians must adhere and respond. Our framework aims to apply Habermas’ 
normative concept to a modern-day view of society, where social media plays a major 
role. Social media provide users the ability to interact, collaborate, contribute and 
share online contents [6], and to communicate and maintain their networks [7]; the 
rapid growth in use and number of members increases the importance of 
understanding its effects on society and people.  

We propose a theoretical framework that identifies thematic areas integral to 
understanding the nature of political participation. By doing so, we aim to identify 
different attitudes and motivations which are important to understanding various 
forms of engagement. We illustrate the explanatory potential of the framework by 
conducting a qualitative case study analysing local politicians’ use of Facebook in a 
Norwegian municipality.  

2 Theoretical Approaches 

Our ‘ENGAGE’ framework, introduced below, is mainly based upon Habermas’ 
theory of ‘the public sphere’ [5], the discourse on how technology influences 
democracy (see ([8]) for a more detailed discussion), and research focusing on the use 
of social media in the eParticipation area [1, 2, 6]. ENGAGE is an acronym that helps 
identifying important thematic characteristics in order to gain knowledge of 
politicians’ motivations for using social media. The framework focuses on thematic 
areas that are related to the theory of the public sphere and eParticipation by finding 
answers to certain key questions: Who is engaging with each other? What are the 
outcomes for citizen input? Why is the politician participating?   

ENGAGE borrows its structure from ‘SLATES’ (Search, Links. Authoring, Tags, 
Extensions and Signals) [9]. McAfee (2006) calls attention to components that should 
be included in an understanding of ‘Enterprise 2.0’. By emphasising which new 
technologies could enhance effective knowledge sharing within enterprises, this 
framework helps simplify the thematic areas that are critical to successful operation in 
a new world. Hence, even though the two schemes do not share a focus on the use of 
social media in the eParticipation area, the structure of McAfee’s (2006) work 
nevertheless proved important for our purpose.  

The framework for our study is presented below, followed by a summary model 
demonstrating connections between the framework and current streams of research. 
The individual categories of the ENGAGE model were devised by reviewing 
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literature discussing dimensions of the public sphere theory and literature discussing 
eParticipation, and introduce a conceptual representation of important aspects related 
to «Web 2.0» technologies, eParticipation and public sphere The scope and length of 
this paper limits the possibility to discuss in detail the theories upon which the 
framework is based.  

2.1 ENGAGE 

The framework focuses on thematic areas necessary to understand politicians’ 
behaviour on social media. Building on major themes of the public sphere within an 
eParticipation context, ‘ENGAGE’ aims to improve our understanding of the nature 
of politicians’ participation.  

E - Exchange. Communication is the core of a thriving democracy [5]. Whether the 
politician wears his or her private ‘hat’ or engages in political activity is essential to 
understanding his or her activity online. In this regard, we do not value exchanges of, 
for example, cake recipes as equal to an exchange of opinions in a political debate. 
Thus, centring on exchange involves focusing on the content and context of the online 
communication exchange. 

N - Narcissist. Politicians may or may not consider Facebook to be an isolated arena 
where ‘what happens on Facebook stays on Facebook’. It is important to consider the 
extent to which politicians change their own opinion, or bring forward prevalent 
views, into formal political decision-making processes [4]. Politicians may very well 
be on Facebook solely for the exposure and visibility that it can provide. 

G - Gather. Politicians may use social media to engage with citizens either by 
broadcasting political victories, or by asking for their input on topical issues; both 
strategies represent important aspects of politics. By preferring the broadcasting 
strategy with limited gathering of input from other stakeholders, their use of social 
media becomes more of a one-way dialogue than a deliberative discourse. The 
distribution of questions asked or statements posed may indicate the type of 
participation that the politician prefers. 

A - Accented. Language is a form of capital that can translate to power, but is also a 
differentiating factor that can either create distance or ‘close the gap’ between a 
political power elite and public participants [5]. An indicator for exclusion or 
inclusion is the extent to which politicians post detailed or general questions or 
statements, and how they inform the public and discuss the political process. 

G - General. Many groups are marginalised and underrepresented, and eParticipation 
studies have long warned about the digital divide [3]. Thus, an important area of 
interest is who the politician receives ‘friend requests’ from, and who they befriend. 
Journalists, old classmates, friends, family and other acquaintances are part of 
politician’s networks. It is of common interest to investigate the potential 
predominance of particular groups in their network, and the potential targeting of 
specific groups in explaining politicians’ participation.  
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4 Findings 

Below we introduce our findings related to the ENGAGE framework, illustrated by 
quotations from interviews. 

 
E - Exchange 

‘I’m very concious about what I post because I know that my profile is in fact 
public.’ (Respondent #4). 

The politicians are very much aware that what they post on Facebook can turn into 
news stories. However, they have several concerns on the use of Facebook as a public 
arena, including a lack of confidence with the technical use of Facebook, as well as 
how to use the systems in place to develop and maintain their networks. The 
politicians have limited resources available to really exploit the potential uses of 
Facebook and social media. Politicians may be wary of becoming tiresome, boring 
their audience with political discourses that do not necessarily interest everyone.  

During the interviews, most politicians expressed believe in using Facebook for 
two-way dialogue, but the content analyses of their Facebook accounts provided 
contradictory indicators. The limited number of questions asked to their followers and 
the number of times the original poster responded to subsequent comments do not 
uniformly support the claims that politicians engage in two-way dialogues on 
Facebook. Further questioning as to what constitutes ‘two-way dialogue’ could have 
clarified what each individual politician meant by the term. Is ‘liking’ a statement 
tantamount to commenting in the eyes of the politician?     

 
N - Narcissist  

'I may have strenghtened my belief in an opinion or had second thoughts 
because of input or the like. But I have not changed my opininon’.(Respondent 
5)  

The politicians do not alter their opinions based on inputs and dialogue on social 
media, but might be open to minor adjustments. This might relate to the fact that 
politicians post ‘status updates’ with opinions expressing their strong beliefs, rather 
than in the form of open questions welcoming inputs to the decision-making 
processes. Two of the interviewees argued that by mediating wishes expressed by 
citizens, Facebook might actually influence the political process.  

‘I have absolutely done that (changed opinions based on inputs on Facebook). 
Both in political meetings as well in letters or op-eds in the newspaper.’ 
(Respondent 3). 

The above statement is an example from one politician stating that she uses 
Facebook actively as a tool for gathering citizens’ opinions on political issues. 

 ‘In theory it (Facebook) must be a good arena for discussion, especially for 
youth, since we are always online and the smartphone is always on the table 
with Facebook present. Me, I don’t discuss much on Facebook because it is 
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tiring. The discussion quickly gets out of hand and I have a perception that 
people discuss just for discussion’s sake on Facebook. I discuss so much every 
day that I can’t manage. But in theory it is a good arena.’ (Respondent 2). 

The statement above echoes other politicians’ points of view, while another 
politician argues that Facebook is a good arena for deliberation because the quality of 
argumentation is preferable to alternative sources, such as the comment section below 
online newspaper articles, and since ‘everyone’ is using Facebook.    

G - Gather 
‘It is probably input because I scroll and browse more on Facebook than I 
write myself.’ 

Most of the ‘status updates’ analysed in the content analysis are not questions, but 
opinions or links to online content. Among the five politicians included in our study 
and out of twenty ‘status updates’, the highest number of questions was three. 
Politicians, whenever interviewed, stated that they gather information by browsing 
Facebook, which takes up a lot of the time that they are ‘on’ Facebook. Politicians are 
aware of journalists seizing material posted on their Facebook pages, potentially 
presenting part of the communication outside its natural context. One politician 
reported fearing ‘flame wars’ when posting political ‘status updates’, thus reducing 
their willingness to participate in the online discussions, and limiting the potential for 
improved political deliberation. The content analysis revealed mixed results on how 
commenting and ‘liking’ posts related to their own ‘status updates’ proliferate. The 
most active politician commented on 13 out of 16 possible ‘status updates’ that 
generated comments by external stakeholders, down to a low of three status updates 
commented out of 15 by the least active politician.  

A - Accented 
‘[…]if there is something I want to put out there, a purpose may be that one of 
the journalists I have on Facebook will pick up the story. But that is also why I 
need to be sure that I want to post it, because then I know it is something I can 
defend, something that may be printed.’ (Respondent 1) 

The politicians consider themselves to be very conscious of what they are posting. 
They know that journalists are watching and, as one politician commented, this 
represents a double-edged situation in which politicians strive for exposure in 
traditional media, but at the same time are reluctant to make certain comments or 
statements out of fear of negative exposure in the same media channels. Most of the 
‘status updates’ indicate that the more general statements dominate. Few of the ‘status 
updates’ seem to have specific target groups in mind.  

G - General 
‘I have made a choice that Facebook is a public arena for me, a politician’s 
arena, not my personal playground.’ (Respondent 3) 

Some of the politicians view Facebook as a private arena where they do not accept 
‘friend requests’ from unknown individuals, unlike the view expressed by the 
quotation above. One respondent commented on who the ‘friends’ are:  
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‘There are probably many, except those that are my friends and people I know 
personally, involved in societal matters of some sort. I think that if you took a 
few hundred people in there that I don’t know, but are from Kristiansand, or 
the southern part of Norway… I would think almost everyone is either 
politicians, youth politicians, media people, business people or people from the 
arts. There are probably some people I don’t know that “add me” because 
they are involved in societal matters of some sort.’ (Respondent 3). 

The politicians’ networks of ‘friends’ do not really indicate any expansion of the 
public sphere. Their networks are mainly made up of family, friends, colleagues, 
other politicians and journalists. People in the network that the politicians do not 
personally know consist mainly of people being active (and visible) in their local 
society by belonging to elite groups. However, there is a shortcoming in our research 
approach concerning the network effects. If a ‘friend’ of the politician comments on 
something, this might be visible to friends of the friend, depending on the personal 
settings chosen by the politicians. Hence, a broader audience may possibly be 
informed by politicians’ online activities, compared to those actually able to 
participate in the discussions.  

E - Expense 
‘Many will say too much time (is spent on Facebook)! And that is probably 
true as well. I can say this: generally, independently of if I’m in front of the 
computer or cell phone, Facebook is always on in the background. As TV is 
always on in the background for some, Facebook is always on for me.’ 
(Respondent 3). 

All the politicians use Facebook on a daily basis, some for several hours a day. 
Time spent on Facebook does not easily translate to an activity identified within the 
framework of this case study, since politicians most probably read more than they 
write. Moreover, one of our interviewees explained that personal messages are often 
used to answer comments on the politicians’ wall, which are not publicly visible. One 
politician argues that to successfully use Facebook as a political tool, you need to 
invest time and presence when engaging your audience; if you don’t follow up your 
initial statement when comments are made, you may lose out on what could have 
been an interesting discussion.  

5 Discussion and Conclusion 

The findings from our case study concerning the thematic areas identified in the 
current literature are summarised in Table 1.  
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Table 1. Case findings summarised 

Thematic area Main findings 

Exchange 

Politicians differ in their views on what two-way communication is. 
Politicians believe they engage in two-way dialogue, while the 
secondary data source points to differences in what politicians consider 
to be two-way dialogue. 

Narcissist 
The politicians rarely change their minds on political issues. With 

one exception they mainly post opinions that they strongly believe in. 

Gather 

Politicians mostly post statements, not questions. Questions 
regarding political issues are not prevalent.  Politicians engage on 
Facebook through activity that is not necessarily easily monitored. 
Some use private messages in an extensive way; others centre their 
activity on their ‘wall’. Much of the time spent on Facebook is not spent 
actively posting or commenting, but browsing profiles, an activity that 
may influence politicians but is difficult to measure. 

Accented 

The politicians emphasise that they will use different means in 
different parts of the political process, but the main finding is that 
politicians are more likely to use Facebook to broadcast outputs than to 
gather opinion early in the political processes. The politicians vary the 
level of detail in their posts. 

General 

Politicians’ friends are mostly made up of already engaged citizens 
and cultural, political or civic elites. There is no active strategy for 
‘adding’ ordinary citizens into the mix. This suggests a strengthening of 
bonds between established elites, even though the platform has the 
potential to provide more democratic influence, as politicians don’t 
differentiate among authors of opinions. 

Expense 

The politicians allocate a great deal of time to maintaining a presence 
on Facebook. The activity that results from this presence is highly 
diverse. One of the politicians stated that while she checks Facebook 
four to five times a day, she has posted less than 20 ‘status updates’ in 
over a year. Others are extremely active in posting status updates or 
commenting. Facebook represents a channel in addition to present 
communication channels. 
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How politicians engage on Facebook varies greatly, with different modes of 
operation. Most politicians in our study believe in the use of Facebook primarily for 
collecting opinions from citizens and other stakeholders. However, content analysis of 
the politicians’ Facebook accounts suggest otherwise.  

Why politicians engage also varies within our sample. Some view Facebook as a 
personal and private arena where politicians enter only as private persons, while 
others view Facebook as a tool for gathering relevant information vital to their role as 
a politician. 

With whom the politicians engage is more uniform. Friends, family, colleagues 
and journalists are well represented in all respondents’ Facebook networks. The 
remaining ‘friends’ of the politicians consist mostly of already established elites 
within cultural or political sectors, or civic society in general. 

Politicians with an explicit strategy for how to engage citizens through the use of 
Facebook are more likely than others to make sense of comments, discussions and 
other forms of feedback in a meaningful way. Even though most of our respondents 
do not find their online presence and the input they may receive through their use of 
Facebook to be especially valuable, with the one exception aiming to use her 
Facebook presence effectively as valuable resource, social media remains a 
potentially useful tool if used in a systematic manner.  

The general characteristics of social media, and particularly that relevant 
information can be distributed, gathered and discussed within minutes of posting, may 
potentially represent a shift in how politicians interact. We argue that politicians may 
benefit from viewing Facebook as a democratic arena by gathering valuable and 
relevant information that can influence decisions in political processes. However, our 
empirical results indicate that politicians, in a local Norwegian context, still have 
some work to do to strategically harness their use, or non-use, of social media in 
political discourse.  

For now, Facebook as an arena for deliberation may not live up to the strict ideals 
of public sphere theorists. Habermas’ critique of internet as an arena for public 
deliberation is centred on the fear of echo chamber effects, and the fragmentation that 
leads to many separate public spheres [14]. Habermas still believes traditional news 
media is key to setting the agenda. A common criticism when applying public sphere 
theory to social media is the lack of face-to-face interaction that is an essential aspect 
of how deliberation should ideally entail [15]. Although there is a gap between a face-
to-face meeting between peers, and the nature of Facebook as an arena for 
engagement, we strongly believe that the use of such media it is a step in the right 
direction concerning public deliberation. As one of the respondents comment, the 
«friend» relationship on Facebook is likely to increase incentive to engage by 
removing barriers. Habermas’ critique of «new media» is based mainly on web-
forums and the like [16]. A non-anonymous arena such as Facebook has arguably 
different qualities and characteristics than face-to-face encounters, but is still relevant 
to counter some of Habermas’ concerns about an online public sphere. 

An interesting observation is the role Facebook and other social media can play in 
the agenda-setting phase of public decision-making. News-stories published in 
traditional news media often originate from Facebook. Hence, social media is not 
only a valuable direct source for news, but plays a mayor role in aggregating news 
stories, where an increasing number of referrals to news stories originate from social 
media channels. Facebook may influence the transformation of power from news 
editors towards a more democratic form of involvement by the public themselves.   
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The strength of our proposed model is its potential to encompass a range of 
important dimensions within different fields of study that are needed in order to 
obtain a more comprehensive understanding of the phenomena of engagement. The 
ENGAGE model could easily be confirmed and/or elaborated by further research. 
Further research is also needed to answer questions regarding how the size of the 
community influences the quality of the participation. Moreover, the role of the 
technology could be further investigated, to explore whether the difference in 
participation (e.g. inability to maintain a dialogue) could be caused by specific 
technicalities (interface) of the Facebook platform itself rather than politicians' 
competencies or desire to deepen engagement and participation. 
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Abstract. The paper studies social workers’ online communities of practice and 
presents the perceptions  of their members about such online communities’ 
potential for establishing relationships and trust. The interviewees expressed 
three main clusters of reasons for why relationships and trust cannot be 
properly established and sustained through online communities of practice. 
These reasons involve general hostility to computer-mediated communication 
as an arena for relationship development, the non-computerized professional 
environment of social workers, and particular features of the communities that 
were studied. 
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1 Theoretical Background 

This paper investigates the following questions: how do social workers use online 
communities of practice, and do they perceive of these communities as venues for 
establishing relationships with peers, mutual accord and trust? 

A number of theories have addressed the potential to establish relationships and 
trust through computer-mediated environments. The ‘first wave’ of such theories 
found that Computer-Mediated Communication (CMC) could not sustain elaborate 
forms of relational development and support as Face to Face (FtF) communication 
does. For example, the Reduced Cues (or ‘cues-filtered-out’) theory implies that 
communication media possess sets of characteristics that correspond to distinct levels 
of richness. Richer communication media support more cues and help yield higher 
levels of social presence. Arguably, higher levels of social presence result in greater 
attention to the presence of others and greater awareness of, and conformity to, social 
norms [1-3].  The relative absence of cues in CMC leads to reduced awareness of the 
social environment, reduced opportunities for social control and regulation, reduced 
concerns for social approbation and decreased adherence to social norms. 
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Later theories, such as Social Information Processing (SIP) theory [4,5] recognize 
that continuing communication enables the development of the normative conditions 
for cooperation in CMC, even if cooperation is established slower than in face-to-face 
communicative environments. Repeated interaction involves continuous and mutual 
reception and verification of cues, and people find ways to adapt to the limitations of 
the medium and reduce uncertainty [5,6]. Consequently, cooperation increases over 
time, and converges to rates observed in FtF communication [5,7]. Indeed, it may take 
longer for accord and trust to be established and sustained in computer mediated 
environments, but time and richness of the environment can assist in achieving accord 
and trust in a smoother fashion. 

The SIDE theory (Social Identity Model of Depersonalization Effects; see [8-10]) 
manifests a third theoretical sphere. Along with SIP theory, SIDE theory emphasizes 
the social context of CMC. However, SIDE theory shows, perhaps counter-intuitively, 
that the social context of communication may be especially salient, and the influence 
of social norms particularly effective, with the relative absence of information about 
people. When a CMC environment is characterized by a salient sense of group 
membership, the lack of other cues leads to a stronger influence of social norms on 
behavior and to compliance with situational norms. While CMC indeed blocks a 
range of interpersonal cues, it often leaves some group-level social cues intact. 
Research demonstrates that in such circumstances, group membership becomes 
situationally relevant and people are more likely to adapt to the situational norms.  

While the earlier literature surveyed above suggests a uniform effect of technology 
over behavior, later literature demonstrates a differential effect of online interactions 
on trust and relationships, according to different personality types. For example, the 
work of Amichai-Hamburger [11,12] demonstrates that introverted character types 
may benefit more from using the Internet than extroverted types. The Internet also 
yields great potential in assisting those who suffer from social anxieties and are afraid 
of exposing themselves to others. Such people can encounter protected environment 
online, in which they have better control over the communication processes and are 
more comfortable to expose their “true selves" [13,14]. Thus, in addition to 
environmental variables that affect the ability to establish accord and trust online, 
personal characteristics matter as well. 

Arguably, the uses and effects of online communities of practice may also vary 
across practices. For example, it is likely that workers in the hi-tech industry will be 
more open towards developing relationships and trust online than members of other 
professions who do not use computers regularly; similarly, older professionals who 
worked most of their lives in non-digital environments may find it harder to navigate 
through online relationships than younger, “digitally native” professionals. In 
reference to social workers’ communities in particular, in the only published case 
study that we could locate, Leung et al. describe one social workers’ online 
community of practice as a source of empowerment and solidarity for its members, 
which enables them not only to acquire information and knowledge but also to frame 
a collective identity [15]. Still, Eaglestein et al., in writing about the informational 
needs of social workers, argue that many potential obstacles exist for social workers 
to enjoy the benefits of online communities of practice, due to concerns such as 
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breaching patients’ confidentiality online, damage to the therapeutic connection, and 
even lack of technological knowledge and misuse fears that may hinder social 
workers’ optimal utilization of such online environments [16]. 

Lastly, in addition to the variables concerning personality and profession, the 
design of the forum can also make a difference in terms of its success in developing 
trust. For example, anonymity may promote a more open discussion and thus yield a 
greater quantity of contributions. At the same time, anonymity is also the primary 
factor that undermines the deliberative potential of the platform. Other key design 
factors involve synchronisity or lack thereof, rules, and moderation style [17,18]. 

1.1 Research Setting: Social Workers’ Online Communities of Practice 

The current study takes a fresh look at the potential that online communities of 
practice yield to establish relationships and trust, by analyzing the case of social 
workers’ online communities of practice that were established by the Israeli Ministry 
of Social Affairs and Social Services.  

The communities of practice studied represent a unique case in Israel, whereby a 
governmental ministry established online forums to enable interaction between its 
workers and the broader community of practitioners. Such communities may have 
many advantages in terms of exposing local knowledge, improving knowledge 
circulation and even supporting professional acquaintance and solidarity between 
workers [19]. At the same time, they can disseminate employees’ open criticism of 
their supervisors and damage working relations within the office, as well as generate 
criticism of the employing agency’s work and routines, among other risks. As a result, 
governmental ministries tend to avoid providing platforms for such interaction among 
workers [20]. Nonetheless, with the rise of social networking platforms, an increasing 
number of Israeli governmental bodies are offering more opportunities for direct 
online interactions amongst workers, as well as between employees and citizens. The 
communities of practice that are studied here, which were established already in 2006, 
can be seen as pioneers of this phenomenon.  

In establishing these professional networking communities, the Ministry intended 
to provide a new platform for knowledge exchange and circulation, mainly for social 
workers who did not have similar arenas. Unlike many other professions whose work 
is computer-based, many of the social workers who take part in the communities 
spend their days in the field, dealing with people from low socioeconomic strata who 
often live under harsh circumstances. In this sense, many of the social workers, 
including the people who were interviewed for this study, refer to themselves as 
"people persons" – as opposed to those who spend much of their work-day in front of 
a computer screen. Hence, the provision of Internet-based communities of practice for 
such "people persons" yields some interesting research questions.  

The Ministry employees who initiated and supervised these online communities of 
practice were aware of the importance of face-to-face meetings, in addition to the 
virtual encounters between community members. When the communities were  
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2 Methodology 

The paper is a part of a larger project that analyzes the content of the online 
communities of practice of the Israeli Ministry of Social Affairs and Social Services, 
as well as their perceived effects on their members.  

For this purpose, a twofold research methodology was applied. First, we undertook 
a content analysis of all the available materials – 7,248 posts altogether from the 
establishment of the communities through mid 2012. Second, 71 semi-structured 
interviews were conducted with community members. Based on data received from 
the Ministry of Social Affairs and Social Services, members were sampled according 
to their levels of engagement – number of logins to the community, as well as number 
of times that they contributed content. Interviews were conducted by five interviewers 
across Israel, and the average length of an Interview was some 45 minutes. Interviews 
were transcribed and analyzed using a thematic-interpretive method [22]. The 
findings in the paper below are largely based on these interviews.  

3 Findings 

Our findings demonstrate that 76% of community members enrolled were lurkers, 
who never initiated a discussion or contributed to an existing discussion thread. An 
additional 21% initiated or responded to a discussion thread between once and ten 
times. These findings correspond to what we know from past research about the high 
percentage of lurkers that characterize many online communities [23,24]. 

According to the content analysis, the majority of posts comprised either requests 
for assistance (22.1%), provision of assistance (42.1%), or both (2.6%). 3.4% 
included messages of support. 39.3% of the posts had references to professional 
assistance, 25.7% included references to organizational assistance, and 6.4% to 
academic assistance. Note that when an answer is made public in the community, not 
only the person who asked the question but also the entire community benefits from 
the answer, including lurkers who read the comments but do not post themselves 
[24,25]. These data suggest that communities function as a platform for collaboration 
and mutual assistance, at least for the people who actively participate in them, and 
possibly for a large chunk of lurkers as well. 

Hence, it seems that while not many members actively participate in creating 
content for the communities, those who do provide a high degree of mutual assistance 
and support that both benefits the contributors and may also spill over to benefit the 
lurkers as well. So do community members indeed perceive their online communities 
as a realm for establishing relationships and trust, and more generally, do they 
perceive of the Internet – the technical platform of their communities – as hospitable 
for creating relationships and trust? 

3.1 Hostility to CMC Arenas as Relationship-Supporting Environments 

Contrary to our hypothesis, most the people interviewed expressed the view that 
Internet forums and the Internet in general are not useful for and actually hinder the 
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establishment of relationships and trust, for a variety of reasons. Social workers 
interviewed very frequently stated that it was difficult for them to "connect" to the 
virtual community platforms because face-to-face meetings were irreplaceable and 
computer-mediation generates a “cold” and "alienated" environment.  

Interviewee 1 is a passive participant in the community Juvenile Delinquency, does 
not read the posts and does post herself. She states that  

[g]enerally, I am not a technological person, I don't do chats or post comments. I 
am a person who needs to speak [with the others party]. Being in front of a computer 
is very difficult for me…I keep saying I am a social worker! Let me talk to people, 
not to computers. 

Interviewee 2, a member of the Addictions community, says,  
maybe this is because of my advanced age, but I really don’t understand how one 
can have a sense of belonging to something on the Internet…let’s talk about work 
issues, why do we need the forum for that? Why do we need the Internet to get 
closer to one another as human beings…why those emails? Pick up the phone – 
let’s talk as humans. 
Interviewee 3, a member of a community concerning Mental Disabilities, notes the 

need for an unmediated human connection: "I am interested in some response, some 
verbal interaction. I am not able to fully connect to the electronic world…” 
Interviewee 4 argues that "[online interaction does] not replace friendship. It's not 
instead of acquaintance. It cannot replace a peer discourse that we sometimes 
generate amongst ourselves." 

This latter interviewee expresses the dichotomy between the perceived functioning 
of a typical social worker and the computerized world. She implies that technology 
can harm the connection created throughout a long process of relating to her patients. 
In reference to this issue, Interviewee 5, a member of the Domestic Violence 
community, notes that while she occasionally posts a comment concerning a dilemma 
she might have, but she always prefers to ask people face-to-face, as "even a phone 
call is better than a forum…I like [a] personal touch with people much more." Yet, 
even the phone is not an ideal communication device for a social worker, in this 
interviewee’s opinion.  

Interviewee 6, from the Family Courts community, states that, "I handle myself 
much better in a human, not text-based environment… [online contact is] not like 
sitting with people and carrying out a dialogue, getting support and feeling the 
'softness.'" Interviewees complained that the online connection hinders their ability to 
express emotions, grant and receive support – essential elements in this profession. 
For example, Interviewee 3 notes: "I think that in our world, most people don't get 
support through this media…we are people persons, and I don't think that the Internet 
can do the job…" The online forum seems to provide an inferior arena in particular 
for expressing emotions than face-to-face conversations do. One of the highlights of 
the community is the support that it provides to its members, but according to 
members’ perceptions, it seems that an emotional message is difficult to convey in 
text when the physical dimension is absent.  

Interviewee 7, a member of the Juvenile Delinquency and Addictions communities 
who posts frequently, expresses similar concerns.  “Generally, I would not go to 
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some Internet forum to ask a question even if I get an immediate online 
response…this is not my medium." Interviewee 8, from the Addictions community, 
says that  

This medium has many features that are inferior to face-to-face conversation. A 
little more of the personal contact, the intonation that allows you to fully 
understand what was said and reduce misunderstandings […] I prefer to get my 
support from someone I am personally acquainted with. It's much better to talk to 
people that I know than [to those that] I don't know.  
Interviewee 9, from the Addictions community: "I feel uneasy to address a crowd 

that I don't see. I need to look at people in the eyes.” Interviewee 10, from the 
Developmental Cognitive Disabilities community, echoes a similar concern, "I am not 
of the Facebook era, I don’t like it, it’s not the same. I mean I don’t like all this 
publicity…I personally like…arenas in which people sit and talk, and meet.” 

Cues that are manifest in gestures, body language and tone in face-to-face 
communication are generally missing from computer-mediated communication and 
jeopardize the process of asking for and receiving support, according to the 
interviewees. These cues reflect what is being said "between the lines," the subtext of 
the conversation that is necessary to understand the wider context of the written 
words. 

Interviewee 11, a member of Juvenile Delinquency and Social Resilience, was 
asked about the forum as a source of support. She answered: 

Recently, we had very complex issues here, and needed to support some workers… 
only when we sat together in a closed room, just us talking, only then could we 
truly ventilate. We can ventilate in writing, but it's not for real. Because [the 
situation that we need to address] is very emotional. I think it gets lost when it’s on 
the computer, including what you can express and what others can give you. The 
emotional support you can get one-on-one, or even in a group, is much greater than 
in a text-based forum… addressing the cases we run into is very difficult, and our 
emotional needs cannot be fully fulfilled, in my opinion, in the forum. In any 
forum. It's not that this particular forum does not fit, no forum would. 

3.2 The Professional Environment of Social Workers and the Use of Online 
Forums 

Many of the interviewees noted not only a general preference for FtF over CMC, but also 
stressed that additional factors related to the social work profession lead to a perception 
of the Internet as an arena ill-suited for social workers. Factors mentioned involve the 
way in which the profession is taught in universities and practiced in workplaces (this 
factor was expressed by a small number of interviewees but was in the subtext of quite a 
few other interviews), as well as the types of relationships formed with clients. Some 
interviewees said that they initially chose to become social workers despite the low 
wages that are typical of this profession because they felt that they needed a “human 
touch" and the opportunity to develop interpersonal relations through their work. They 
felt more comfortable interacting with a person facing them, whereby his or her gestures 
can be seen and tone of voice can be heard. Many perceive computer-mediated 
environments to produce obstacles in the professional discourse.  
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Interviewee 12, from the Community Work community, argues that social workers 
usually do not use the Internet while at work. She notes:  

We are still a bit technophobic…we are social workers…we don’t do 
communication, computer science… although I am a forum member for five years, 
I still feel like I am in the dark. I don’t always know how to use it, and where to 
look for what I need to find. 
She also says that “the connection to the Internet is very new to social workers, 

first of all because in many municipalities, there even isn’t an Internet connection in 
the department of social services." 

Another practical concern involves the fears of breaches of patients’ privacy and 
confidentiality. Interviewee 13, who belongs to the Youth at Risk and Addictions 
communities, argues that “I consult many groups, but not this group. This group is too 
large for me and there are too many holes through which things can ‘leak.’”  

Interviewee 14, of the Community Work community, says, "it sounds a bit strange 
to me to write such things on the Internet…this is awkward, because its open and 
everyone can see [the posts]."A, a member of the Youth Law community states that, 
"I don’t feel the need, and I also don’t feel comfortable in terms of privacy and 
secrecy. …it seems to me too much…I prefer consulting someone face-to-
face…although these are colleagues, it is open on the Internet." Interviewee 3, a 
member of the community concerning the Mental Disabilities, argues, “I don't think 
that people can really bring up real hardships and dilemmas in such a large-scale 
forum with many people. This contradicts everything we studied in the university." 
Critically, she notes that it is not only how the profession is practiced, but also how it 
is studied in the universities, that increases the tension with technology. 

Interviewee 15, a director of a mental institution, describes her concerns regarding 
technology and hints at the fact that the Internet does not forget: "it’s all there until 
eternity, just stays there. I think people who don’t understand that [they are] are 
irresponsible…there is no delete [button]…you wrote it, it stays there…that’s why I 
don’t like this thing…this Internet." 

Seemingly, one dominant factor in determining access to and use of communities 
was age. Most of the interviewees who associated their age with suspicions from and 
dislike towards technology, were classified as lurkers. According to a survey from 
2009 [26], the average age of community members is 43, and ages range between 21 
and 77. The largest age group is 30-39 (33%), a quarter of members are between ages 
40-49, and another full quarter at the ages 50-59. Among the interviewees in the 
current study, the average age was 44. 

Most likely, the older social workers found it more difficult to think of the 
communities of practice as a site for bonding. But even a 45-years old interviewee, 
who has been a member since the communities were established but writes very little, 
describes herself as highly suspicious of the online realm, and thinks of the Internet as 
"dangerous". Throughout the interview, she emphasized that her online behavior is 
cautious and driven by concerns. She herself associates this behavior with her age. 

Interviewee 16, from the Families in Judicial Disputes community, who is 62 years 
old, only replied to messages she read in the communities twice in her three years of 
membership, although she entered the forum during this time period 170 times. She 
describes the linkage between her age and level of involvement as follows:  
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I am not one of the people who open their eyes in the morning and go straight to 
the computer, I don’t have, for example, Internet on my cell phone, I am not 
subscribed to Facebook…I think this is due to my age and…I just did not grow up 
with this tool, and with all the need and the joy and the progress…if I have 
alternatives, I'll use them. 
Interviewee 17, a 57-year-old member of the Domestic Violence community, 

argues that people in her age group do not use the computer frequently, and use other 
tools to get updates. "I forgot the password…I am not a computer junkie," she says. 

3.3 Features of the Particular Forums 

So far, we addressed obstacles for establishing relationships and trust that are either 
related to general hostility towards the Internet and preference for FtF as a medium 
for forming relationships and trust, or else involve social workers’ professional 
environment, which is perceived as “inhospitable” to new technology. The third 
cluster of reasons for perceiving the online communities as unreceptive for forming 
relationships and trust has to do with the specific character of the online forums that 
host these communities.  

One complaint by a relatively small number of interviewees, addressed the 
asynchronous character of the forums. Interviewee 3, from the community concerning 
the Mental Disabilities, noted: "I don't have the patience to wait for people's replies. If 
I am interested in something, I will call someone and ask [her]." Interviewee 18, from 
the Juvenile Delinquency and Domestic Violence communities, concurs: “I don't like 
the fact that I need to wait until I get a reply. I prefer to chat.” 

Other complaints involved the forums’ text-based nature and the need for a more 
graphical and interactive user interface. Interviewee 19 argues that “we are not all 
'Shakespeares' in writing… When one is not eloquent and may have spelling 
mistakes, this may deter her from participating.”  

A number of interviewees raised the need for a more graphical and interactive user 
interface. Interestingly, the number of interviewees who complained about the lack a 
more “Facebook-like” interface, and the number of people who expressed fears from 
technology, was similar.  

When asked what was missing in the forums, Interviewee 4 replied: “mostly, the 
ability to see each others’ faces.” Interviewee 20 describes the communities as “very 
schematic, dark, not vivid… something must be done with the graphical interface!” 
Interviewee 21 agrees: “I think that other forums are conducted in a friendlier, clearer, 
novel fashion…This seems like something that was created ten years ago and not 
upgraded since.” Interviewee 22 argues that 

A ‘Facebook-like’ interface would have made the forums much nicer… even at the 
level of professional attachment… suppose that each [member] had his name, 
profession, where he works, and additional details… like in Facebook, when you 
suddenly see a picture in some chat. 
Another interviewee says:  
If a technology like Skype were used, it may have been different because you 
could see faces, or consult like an online supervision – I know such things exist.  
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But right now, it’s pure textual discussion, you write 5, 6, 10 sentences, it’s not 
like… it’s not enough.  

3.4 Trust and Mistrust 

We have discussed above the clusters of factors that explain why community 
members feel that online forums fail to enable them to develop relationships and trust. 
Nearly all social workers interviewed argued that for a variety of reasons – general 
mistrust and recoil from technology, factors associated with social workers’ 
professional environment and training, and even the particular designs of the online 
communities’ interfaces – they felt that the forums were not a good tool for 
developing relationships and contributing information. How do these circumstances 
affect the creation of trust? 

In online communities, trust is a crucial factor. Each participant must believe that 
the information in the community is reliable and that he or she can trust the person 
who provided this information. Mistrust can result in abstaining from participation. 
Also, community members must believe that other members act for the interests of 
the entire community and that they have the knowledge and capability to do so [27-
29]. Yet despite the theoretical significance of such trust, in line with the issues 
described above, users argue that it is very difficult to establish such trust in a system 
that is built on virtual connections.  

Interviewee 23, from the Youth Law community, notes that  
[Even when] I appreciate people based on their reactions in the forum, when I 
don’t know them in person, I can still never fully trust them. In spite of everything, 
you don’t know them…there are people I know personally in the forum, in which 
cases I'll take what they say.    
According to this interviewee and others, face-to-face familiarity increases the 

level of trust even as the discussion moves online. The interviewees expressed their 
concerns regarding “not knowing who the writer really is.” In the Ministry of Social 
Affairs and Social Services’ online communities, anonymity is not an option, and any 
post is accompanied by the first and last name of the writer; yet according to 
members’ perceptions, such identification does not equate actual acquaintance and 
generates insecurity. Interviewee 24, from Community Work, explains why she 
makes little use of the communities: "it's more difficult for me, this whole Internet 
'thing', talking to people that I know who they are but don't really know them…I 
prefer direct contact." She also notes that a stronger social presence is needed to 
generate trust. 

One possible way to overcome the obstacle of lack of physical contact is to 
organize face-to-face meetings and conventions [30]. Indeed, interviewees expressed 
a need to "at least know who is sitting on the other end". Interviewee 25, in the Youth 
Law and Community Work communities, says that “it may be a good idea to organize 
once in a while a conference about the communities of practice, to expose me to the 
personalities who use the communities…so I can see them in person, and not only 
through the computer.”  
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Interviewee 24 says that "it seems very important to me to implement common 
study groups or peer groups so we know who the partners are [for the online 
discussions] … Because the messages includes the name [of the person who posted 
them], but we don't know who this person is." Interviewee 25 gives an example of 
how face-to-face familiarity can contribute to future communication:  

One of my positive memories is of a course that was for all the social workers who 
work with people under arrest…we work a lot with each other over the phone, and 
this interpersonal contact made a lot [of impact after the course ended]. It also 
made our contacts better and generated more trust. 
Only a few interviewees expressed the opposite notion, i.e. that the interactions in 

the online communities support and enable trust more easily than other forms of 
communication do. Yet all interviewees viewe the key building blocks of trust as 
relationships that continue from the online communities to the professional realm 
outside them. For example, Interviewee 26, from the Youth Law community, says,  

When we need to [transfer files] from town to town, we pick up the phone and you 
hear, it's X, and it's someone name you already saw in the community and maybe 
you've even corresponded with…it breaks obstacles and make conducting a 
dialogue much easier. Because…it’s like we know each other. 
Interviewee 27, from the Autism, Developmental Cognitive Disabilities and 

Toddlers with Special Needs communities, explains that  
There is a mother of an autistic child who regularly posts a diary like a personal 
column. I read it all the time…we met in real life when she came to consult with 
me…it was very funny to learn that I know her and learn from her. 
But just as building trust can be prolonged and difficult, breaking it online can be 

immediate and disastrous for community members. Two examples demonstrate this. 
A veteran social worker and member of the Children at Risk community, relates an 
incident in which a divorced social worker was allowed to join the community:  

Once there was a discussion in which a father who did not have custody of his 
children started to intervene and cursed the professionals…if there is a client in 
there, than it's not a professional community anymore, and then even in this place 
where I can feely express myself in front of my colleagues, I cannot do it 
anymore…it's always going to be like that. I can never know who really watches 
the discussions, there is no way for me to know…for me it was a sort of 
intrusion…they'll have to rebuild the trust that was compromised.  
Hence, it seems that the communities’ designation as closed membership by 

invitation only does not contribute adequately to the sense of intimacy, and although 
entrance is granted to professionals only, the concern that transgressors might enter 
always exists. Monitoring for such cases is much more difficult online than offline.  

Thinking of these communities as arenas of assistance and support can demonstrate 
why a breach of trust can be devastating. Interviewee 28, of the Youth Law 
community, notes:, writes: 

We had a crisis in the forum, one of the social workers was arrested… on 
misdemeanor charges regarding a boy that he acted as the caregiver for… This guy 
was very, very active in the forum and everyone was shocked.  
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The manager of the community to which this social worker belonged describes the 
same case from her perspective:  

We experienced a betrayal…the guy was very, very active in the discussions, and 
also uploaded a lot of materials to the community… it’s like, you know, we are in 
a closed community, the closed discussion of professionals, we act  like protectors 
and suddenly the offender comes from among us; he came from inside our house. 
In referring to this incident as no less than a betrayal, the interviewees demonstrate 

the high expectations they had regarding mutual sincerity and the ability to trust one 
another. When the bonds are so strong, the damage may be severe, and the restoration 
of broken trust may be very difficult. Of course, such cases occur in offline-based 
communities as well. But in absence of contextual cues, with a better control of the 
communication and an enhanced ability to expose only very particular sides of one’s 
personality that the Internet offers, such betrayals of trust can be, arguably, more 
difficult to trace. 

4 Discussion and Conclusions 

Online communities of practice utilized by government ministries are a rare species. 
The communities of the Ministry of Welfare Services have been established to 
improve information disclosure and dissemination, as well as to enhance the 
familiarity of professionals with one another and the sense of solidarity between 
them. Based on existing theories such as SIP and SIDE, we had initially hypothesized 
that community members would perceive their computerized interactions as a place 
where relationships and trust are generated and sustained. The embeddedness in a 
common professional background and the acquaintance over time, might arguably 
have made these communities of practice a hotbed for developing relationships and 
trust.  

Yet, contrary to our hypothesis, the predictions of the “Reduced Cues” theory seem 
to provide a much better fit to the picture portrayed by this study’s interviews. With 
few exceptions, interviewees argued that the communities do not serve as a fertile 
ground for cooperation, but rather fail to produce accord and trust. Indeed, in their 
perspective, the physical dimension is necessary to support the trust that forms online, 
and in absence of the physical dimension there would be very little chance of 
developing relationships online. 

Subjects provided three clusters of explanations regarding why online communities 
do not generate relationships and trust. One cluster involved general mistrust and 
dislike of technology and the Internet in particular. It seems that the character of 
people who use those communities, some of whom declare themselves to be “people 
persons” who feel much more comfortable in face-to-face settings than in computer-
mediated environments, may provide context for the prevalence of such negative 
attitudes towards technology. Moreover, age may be a factor as well, as such attitudes 
seem to be more prevalent among older social workers. 

Another cluster of reasons involves the professional environment of the social 
workers. Aside from the seeing predisposition people who choose to be social 
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workers have against technology (especially among older social workers), their 
education, socialization to the profession and daily dealing with patients and 
workplaces all hinder the sense that online forums are a hospitable environment for 
developing relationships and trust. 

The third cluster involves characteristics of the particular forums that were studied 
– for example, the absence of options for a synchronous and more immediate 
communication, and the graphical environment that seems too basic to some who 
dislike technology in general, but prefer environments such as Skype and Facebook, 
which offer richer and more immediate interactions. 

Note that these findings are surprising, given the vast literature that argues that 
online environments similar to the one found in our study can gradually become no 
inferior to FtF environments in terms of forming relationships and trust; notably, see 
Rheingold’s early study [31] of the rich relationships formed online through the 
WELL community, which was purely text-based. This is also surprising in light of the 
rich discussions that do take place in the communities, as well as the significant layers 
of assistance and support that were located using content analysis. 

It seems that a lot of the difference between our findings and earlier findings may 
be a result of the character traits of social workers, many of whom declare themselves 
eager to have “human touch” and perceive computer-mediated discussion to disable 
the development of emotions, support, sense of belonging and trust. At present, the 
environment in which social workers are trained and work also does not seem to 
support familiarity with the Internet and Internet-based forums as professional tools. 

Still, younger “digitally native” social workers seem better able to adapt to the 
online communities of practice. Future studies should look at the transformation of 
the profession to a more technological realm, which seem to many to be unavoidable. 
Moving online communities to richer environments such as Facebook may assist this 
process, and Facebook groups of social workers may be an interesting arena for 
additional future studies. It would also be interesting to compare the social media 
usage patterns of social workers and other therapeutic professions with those found in 
online communities generated for other professions.  

At minimum, it seems that the conclusion derived from our study is that research 
about relationship formation and maintenance, participation, collaboration and trust in 
online communities of practice should be sensitive to the practice of the professionals 
who use them. Scholars should be hesitant to generalize their findings from one 
particular online community of practice to all such communities. Researchers should 
keep in mind that people who practice different professions can behave very 
differently in the communities of practice that they use and have very different 
expectations from these professional forums. 
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Abstract. Governments have started increasingly using web 2.0 social media as 
a new channel of interaction with citizens in various phases of public policies 
lifecycle. In this direction they have started moving from simpler forms of 
exploitation of these strong bi-directional communication channels to more 
complex and sophisticated ones. These attempts constitute important 
innovations for government agencies, so it is necessary to analyse them from 
this perspective as well. This paper analyzes an advanced form of centralised 
use of multiple social media by government agencies from this perspective, 
using the well established  Diffusion of Innovations Theory of Rogers. It is 
based on a pilot application of the above approach for conducting a consultation 
campaign in multiple social media concerning the large scale application of a 
telemedicine program of the Piedmont Regional Government, Italy. It has been 
concluded that this approach has the fundamental preconditions for a wide 
diffusion (relative advantage, compatibility with existing values and processes, 
reasonable complexity, trialability and observability), at least in government 
organizations having a tradition of bi-directional communication with citizens 
in all phases of policy making, and also some experience in using social media 
for this purpose.  

1 Introduction 

Governments have started increasingly using web 2.0 social media as a new channel 
of interaction with citizens in various phases of public policies life-cycle (agenda 
setting, policy design, adoption, implementation and monitoring - evaluation) [1-5]. 
Initially they adopted simpler forms of expoitation of these strong bi-directional 
communication channels, which involved setting up and operating manually accounts 
in some social media, posting manually content to them and then reading citizens’ 
comments  in order to draw conclusions. Recently they tend to shift towards more 
complex and sophisticated forms of social media use; they are based on the automated 
posting of content to multiple social media, and also the retrieval of various types of 
citizens’ interactions with it (e.g. numbers of views, likes, retransmissions, etc.) and 
relevant content, using the Application Progamming Interfaces (APIs) of these social 
media, and finally highly sophisticated processing of them [6-9].  
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These attempts constitute important innovations for government agencies, so it is 
necessary to analyse them from this perspective as well. It is important to investigate 
to what extent they have the fundamental preconditions for a wider diffusion in 
government. For this purpose we can use methods and frameworks developed by the 
extensive previous research on innovation diffusion [10]. Such research can reveal 
both ‘strengths and weaknesses’ from this perspective, i.e. characteristics and 
contextual factors that favour diffusion in government, and also characteristics and 
contextual factors that hinder it, so it can provide guidelines concerning required 
improvements in relevant systems and methods, and also the contexts they are more 
suitable for.   

This paper makes a contribution in this direction. It analyzes an advanced form of 
multiple social media use by government agencies, based on a central system that 
uses social media APIs (a more detailed description of it is provided in section 3), 
from an innovation perspective, using the well established Diffusion of Innovations 
Theory of Rogers [11]. Our analysis is based on a pilot application of the above 
approach for conducting a consultation campaign in multiple social media concerning 
the large scale application of a telemedicine program of the Piedmont Regional 
Government, Italy. This research has been conducted as part of project PADGETS 
(‘Policy Gadgets Mashing Underlying Group Knowledge in Web 2.0 Media’ – 
www.padgets.eu), supported by the ‘ICT for Governance and Policy Modeling’ 
research initiative of the European Commission. 

The paper is organized in seven sections. In the following section 2 the background 
of this study is outlined. It is followed by a brief description of the abovementioned 
advanced form of social media use in government in section 3, and its pilot 
application in section 4. Then in section 5 the research methodology is described, 
while in the following section 6 the results are presented. The final section 7 contains 
conclusions and future research directions. 

2 Background 

2.1 Social Media in Government 

As mentioned in the introduction, social media, though they were initially used 
mainly by private sector firms in their marketing and customer service activities, are 
increasingly adopted and utilised by government agencies. It is gradually recognised 
that social media offer to government agencies significant opportunities for: i) 
increasing citizens’ participation and engagement in public policy making, by 
providing to more groups a voice in discussions of policy development, 
implementation and evaluation; ii) promoting transparence and accountability, and 
reducing corruption, by enabling governments to open up large quantities of activity 
and spending related data, and at the same time citizens to collectively take part in 
monitoring the activities of their governments; iii) public services co-production, by 
enabling government agencies and the public to develop and design jointly 
government services; iv) crowdsourcing solutions and innovations, by exploiting 
public knowledge and talent in order to develop innovative solutions to the 
increasingly complex societal problems [3,12-14].  
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Highly useful for public policy making can be the capabilities offered by social 
media to apply the ‘crowdsourcing’ ideas [15,16], which have been initially 
developed in the private sector, but have subsequently taken root in the public sector 
as well (with appropriate adaptations to the specificities of government); these Web 
2.0 platforms enable government agencies to mine useful fresh ideas from large 
numbers of citizens concerning possible solutions to social needs and problems, new 
public services or improvements of existing ones, or other types of innovations 
[14,17-23]. This can lead to the application of open innovation ideas in the public 
sector [21], and gradually result in ‘co-production’ of public services by government 
and citizens in cooperation [14,17]. According to [19] such ‘citizen-sourcing’ may 
change the government's perspective from viewing citizens as “users and choosers” of 
government services to “makers and shapers” of them. 

However, at the same time relevant literature notes that social media not only offer 
important opportunities to government agencies, but also might pose some risks under 
specific circumstances [24]. It is widely recognized that further research is required 
both for developing new advanced and more efficient and effective forms of 
exploiting the capabilities offered by social media in government, and also for 
evaluating them from various perspectives in order to understand better their 
capabilities and strengths on one hand, and their weaknesses and risks on the other 
[3,25]. The research presented in this paper contributes in this direction, focusing on 
the the evaluation of an advanced form of social media use by government from an 
innovation diffusion perspective.        

2.2 Diffusion of Innovations Theory 

Extensive research has been conducted on innovation diffusion, in order to understand 
it better and identify factors that favor it [10]. One of the most widely accepted and 
use theories of innovations diffusion is the one proposed by [11], which has been 
extensively employed for analyzing ICT-related innovations in both the public and the 
private sector [26-29]. According to this theory, there are five critical characteristics 
of an innovation that determine the degree of its adoption, which are shown with their 
definitions in Table 1. 

Table 1. Innovation characteristics that determine the degree of its adoption 

Characteristic Definition 

Relative Advantage The degree to which an innovation is perceived as better than 
the idea, work practice or object it supersedes 

Compatibility The degree to which an innovation is perceived as being 
consistent with the existing values, past experiences, and needs 
of potential adopters 

Complexity The degree to which an innovation is perceived as difficult to 
understand, implement and use 

Trialability The degree to which an innovation may be experimented with 
on a limited scale basis 

Observability The degree to which the results of an innovation are visible to 
others 
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Therefore it is paramount to assess to what extent various both simpler and 
advanced proposed approaches to social media usage by government agencies for 
supporting public policy making have the above characteristics, which result in higher 
levels of adoption and diffusion. 

3 An Advanced Form of Multiple Social Media Use in 
Government 

An advanced form of social media exploitation by government is under development 
in the abovementioned European project PADGETS (for more details on it see [6] and 
[7]), which is shown schematically in Figure 1. It hinges on the use of a central 
system for conducting consultation campaigns on a policy-related topic in multiple 
social media, carefully selected so that each of them attracts a different targeted group 
of citizens. In particular, the frontend of this systems allows a policy maker to create a 
consultation campaign, which includes definition of its topic, the targeted social 
media and relevant multimedia content (e.g. a short and a longer textual description, 
images, videos, etc.), termed as ‘Policy Gadgets’ (or ‘Padgets’). The backend of the 
system using the APIs of these social media is posting to each of them the appropriate 
subset of this content (e.g. the short text to Twitter, the longer text to Blogger, the 
video to YouTube), and then retrieves data on citizens’ interactions with it (e.g. 
numbers of views, likes, ratings, comments) from the afore-mentioned social media. 
Finally these data undergo in the backend three levels of processing in order to extract 
from them to useful information for policy makers:  

1. calculation of various analytics (e.g. numbers of views, likes, ratings, comments, 
etc., per region, gender, age and education group, for each of the social media and 
in total),  

 
Fig. 1. An advanced form of centrally managed multiple social media use in government  
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2. text mining of the textual comments based on opinion mining techniques (for a 
review of them see [30]), in order to determine the ‘sentiment’ of citizens’ 
comments (positive or negative), and the main issues and suggestions expressed by 
them,  

3. future projections through simulation (e.g. using system dynamics or agent-based 
simulation - for more details see [31]). 

4 A Pilot Application 

In order to evaluate the abovementioned advanced form of centralised multiple social 
media use by government agencies from an innovation perspective, a pilot application 
of it was made in cooperation with Piedmont’s Regional Government, Italy. One of its 
major problems has been for long time its high levels of spending for providing health 
services to its citizens (on average about 80% of its total budget). The increasing 
budget reductions currently experienced at local and at national level require regional 
governments to face a major challenge: to significantly reduce health related 
expenditures without deteriorating quality of service. For achieving these conflicting 
objectives Piedmont’s Regional Government examined various measures, one of them 
being the introduction of telemedicine methods. In this direction it launched a 
pioneering telemedicine small scale project in one of the least populated and most 
mountainous of its provinces, Verbano-Cusio-Ossola (VCO). This telemedicine 
project was supported by the Local Health Authority of VCO that serves a population 
of about 172,000 citizens, with 23% of them being over 65 years old. The evaluation 
of this small scale project was positive, so Piedmont’s Regional Government had to 
decide whether it should proceed to the large scale application of telemedicine 
practices in the whole Piedmont. Since this was a difficult and complex decision, for 
which a plethora of factors had to be taken into account, and also due to their long 
tradition of bi-directional communication with citizens in policy making (mainly 
using off-line methods, while recently they had some experience in using social media 
for this purpose), they decided to conduct a consultation with citizens on this in 
multiple social media, using the approach and the supporting central system described 
in the previous section. In this way they expected to take advantage of the high 
penatration of social media (at the level of 30% of ist population) in this region. 

In particular, the objective of this social media campaign was to convey 
information on the planned extension of the telemedicine initiative in the whole 
Piedmont region to interested and affected citizens (e.g., patients and their families, 
doctors, health management emloyees), and then to collect feedback from them. The 
regional government expected through this campaign to gain a better understanding 
about the levels of final users’ interest in and acceptance of these telemedicine 
services and the technology mediated model proposed for their provision; also, to 
identify possible barriers due to practical problems or internal organizational 
resistance, so that approppriate actions could be taken for addressing them. This 
project was associated with competences of four different departments of the 
Piedmont Regional Government, the Public Health, Budget and Finance, Institutional 
Communication and Regional Innovation ones, so it was decided all of them to be 
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involved in it. For this consultation campaign Facebook was used as the central 
channel, due to both its peculiar interaction patterns as well as its noteworthy 
penetration rate in Piedmont’s population. Beside Facebook, the campaign has made 
use of Twitter and YouTube. Also, Flickr and LinkedIn assumed an ancillary role. For 
all these five social media the existing accounts of the Piedmont Regional Goverment 
were used. The duration of this campaign was one month, during which six videos on 
telemedicine were created and published in YouTube, and ten policy messages were 
published via Twitter and Facebook. This campaign was promoted through the 
websites and the social media accounts of Piedmont Regional Goverment and other 
local organizations.  

5 Research Methodology  

After the end of this consultation campaign an analysis of it was conducted, which 
included three stages: 

1. Initially we examined the analytics of this campaign provided by each of the above 
social media, with main emphasis on the following: 

–  for Facebook: impressions per post, unique users per post, engaged users per post, 
users who generated ‘stories’ per post (sharings, likes, comments), organic reach 
per post, viral reach per post, virality percentage per post (number of storytellers 
divided by reach), 

–  for YouTube: impressions per video, unique users per video, active interactions per 
video (likes, dislikes, comments, sharings), 

–  or Twitter: retweets, replies and mentions, click-throughs on links included in 
twits. 

2. Next we examined the results of the text mining performed for the textual 
comments of the citizens, with main emphasis on the issues and suggestions it 
extracted; for each of them we identified and examined the most representative of 
the comments mentioning it.    

3. Finally, two semi-structured interviews were conducted with the most involved 
senior staff in this pilot: the Head of Public Health Department and a senior 
member of the Regional Innovation Department. The main objective of these 
interviews was to assess to what extent the proposed approach (centralised 
automated use of multiple social media), viewed as an innovation in government 
agencies policy making processes, has the five preconditions - characteristics for 
wide diffusion and adoption proposed by the innovations diffusions theory of [11] 
(in particular, the part of it that deals with the intrinsic characteristics of an 
innovation that influence an individual’s decision to adopt or reject it): relative 
advantage, compatibility, complexity, trialability and observability. The main 
questions discussed are shown in Table 2. Each interview lasted about one hour, 
was tape-recorded and then transcribed. Open coding [32] of interviews transcripts 
followed, in order to extract the main points. 
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Table 2. Main questions of the interviews 

To what extent the proposed approach: 

-  is a better way for consultations with citizens on various public policies than 
the other existing ‘physical’ (i.e. through ‘physical’ meetings) or ‘electronic’ ways 
for this (relative advantage)?  What are its advantages and also disadvantages? 

- is compatible with the values and the policy formulation processes of 
government agencies (compatibility)? 

- can be applied practically by government agencies policy makers without 
requiring much effort (complexity)?  

- can be initially applied in small scale pilot applications by government 
agencies, in order to assess its capabilities, advantages and disadvantages, before 
proceeding to a larger scale application (trialability)? 

- is an innovation highly visible to other public agencies, policy makers and the 
society in general, which can create positive impressions and comments 
(observability)? 

6 Results 

6.1 Citizens’ Reach and Engagement  

In terms of reach, the policy messages of this campaign that were posted in the above 
social media have generated 28,165 impressions. This figure, that has to do with the 
mere reception of the policy message in the social media realm, is characterized by a 
cross-platform nature. In Facebook, the figure encompasses the views of posts 
associated to the campaign which are located on the fan page chosen by the policy 
makers (we had 27,320 views). Regarding YouTube, here the principle does not 
change, therefore the indicator includes views of the telemedicine related videos 
uploaded as part of this campaignv (we had 783). With respect to Twitter it is 
important to point out that the number of impressions of a given message (“tweet”) 
cannot be computed resorting to either native or third parties’ tools. In this platform, 
the only viable solution has been to estimate impressions using click-throughs on 
links as well as YouTube referrals (we had 62): as a consequence, this value 
represents a significant underestimation (at least one order of magnitude) of the actual 
performance expressed on the specific platform. Translating impressions into unique 
user accounts, the data from platforms’ analytics show that over 11,000 accounts have 
been reached.  

Moving from passive interactions to active engagement, platforms’ analytics reveal 
the participation of more than 300 (unique) individuals during the campaign lifecycle. 
The inherent cross-platform nature of this consultation campaign implies the use of 
different measures from each platform for the calculation of this indicator: unique 
users who generated a story through comments, likes, and public sharing in Facebook, 
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unique users who performed actions such as like, dislike, comments and sharing in 
YouTube and, in Twitter, unique users who re-tweeted or replied to tweets 
representing policy messages published by the campaign initiator.  

As a supplement to afore-mentioned figures, it is relevant to stress that 
performances exhibited by campaign messages published during the pilot on 
Piedmont Regional Government’s accounts have been remarkably superior to other 
messages posted in the same period apart from the institutional campaign, which may 
be seen in the guise of a control group. A quintessential example in this vein has to do 
with Facebook regional channel: taking into account this platform, the messages of 
this campaign had a reach three times larger than others (on average), while in terms 
of active engagement, they generated reactions about twenty times more than usual. 

Going beyond reach and engagement numbers, precious stimuli for policy makers 
derive from the main perceptions, issues and suggestions extracted through text 
mining of citizens’ textual commens. First of all, telemedicine is percived as a useful 
means for the rationalization of public spending, especially in a period when budget 
constraints are tighter than ever. Some messages in this vein are as follows: 

‘The project has very good prospects and it can certainly represent an efficient 
way to reduce the cost of public health and prevention services’. 

‘An example to follow for regions like mine, Lazio, where – more and more 
frequently – past and present spending reviews are leading to closure of hospitals’. 

Also, substantial benefits are expected to arise also for the patients: whilst the 
continuous remote supervision of the patient's conditions is expected to result in an 
improvement of the quality of healthcare provision and patien’s life, a reduction in the 
number of trips between dwelling places and local hospitals, and will have a 
remarkable impact in terms of savings (i.e., time devoted to mobility and cost of fuel) 
and environmental footprint (i.e., containment of CO2 emissions). For instance, one 
message remarks that: 

‘Telemedicine can remarkably reduce the queue for particular clinical 
examinations whose waiting time has now become eternal’. 

However, despite rosy expectations and fervent impulses coming from 
technophiles, there are still some major roadblocks clearly perceived by the 
population. In fact, a number of concerns have been expressed about the uneven 
technological literacy among patients, in light of the relentless aging phenomenon. A 
message on this states that:   

‘Technology scares, especially those who are not born with the PC in the cradle’. 

Finally, citizens involved in the campaign outlined the risk of applying a 
technocratic approach that does not take into account the human aspects of the 
physician-patient relationship, or having problems due to insufficient training of 
healthcare personnel: 

‘In any case, data interpretation – especially in more complex situations – requires 
always a thorough (and human) assessment’. 
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6.2 Innovation Diffusion Determinants Assessment 

The interviewees agreed that this approach (centralised automated use of multiple 
social media) offers strong relative advantages, in comparison with existing both 
‘physical’ alternatives (e.g. physical meetings for communicating with citizens 
concerning various public policies under design or implementation) and ‘electronic’ 
ones (e.g. government e-participation/e-consultation portals). The inherent nature of 
this approach is perceived as going beyond the traditional schemes of ‘official’ e-
participation/e-consultation portals developed and operated by government 
organizations. It was stressed that such a ‘formal’ e-consultation gives citizens some 
opportunities to offer comments in response to a limited set of questions posed by 
government. However, these designated ‘official’ e-consultation spaces are largely 
unknown to the general public due to the high costs of promotion and the slow pace 
of dissemination. Furthermore the tools they provide are not sufficiently user-friendly, 
and are often usable only by an affluent and acculturate minority. Another problem is 
that when the consultation period ends, policy makers are hit by a wave of textual 
comments, without obtaining a clear picture of vox populi. However, the examined 
novell approach is perceived as overcoming the above weaknesses and problems. It 
leverages already established installed large bases of social media users, and paves the 
way to a friction-less (i.e., faster and more frequent) interaction between policy 
makers and society. A substantial relative advantage arises with respect to previous 
generation of e-participation models due to the fact that the government makes a first 
step towards citizens (moving to the electronic spaces they chose for discussion and 
content production), rather than expecting the citizenry to move their content 
production activity onto the ‘official’ spaces created for e-Participation. It was also 
mentioned that the high levels of citizens’ reach and engagement achieved in this pilot 
application of the examined approach, and the useful insights offered by citizens‘ 
textual comments and opinions, as discussed in previous section 6.1, are indicative the 
significant relative advantages that the examined approach provides. In general, the 
interviewees agree that this pilot confirms the expectations of relevant literature, as 
mentioned in 2.1, concerning the potential of social media in government along four 
dimensions: increasing citizens’ participation and engagement in public policy 
making, promoting transparence and accountability (as the main advantages and 
disadvantages of various policy options can be widely communicated and discussed), 
public services co-production, and crowdsourcing solutions and innovations. 

With respect to compatibility, the interviewees found that the pronounced cross-
sectoral nature of this approach renders it a precious decision support tool capable to 
maximize the ‘horizontality’ in terms of application scope, and, as a consequence, it 
may be easily and effectively employed for any kind or thematic area of public policy. 
Furthermore, it can be used in every stage of the policy life-cycle (agenda setting, 
policy design, adoption, implementation and monitoring and evaluation). As a result, 
with regard to compatibility, the recourse to multiple social media seems to fit in with 
the policy formulation processes of government agencies. Interviewees concluded that 
the whole approach was compatible with the values and policy formulation processes 
of Piedmont Regional Government.  
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However, it was mentioned that the above relative advantages and compatibility 
are to a significant extent associated with two positive characteristics of the particular 
government agency, which might not exist in other other contexts: i) their long 
tradition and culture of bi-directional communication with citizens in all phases of 
policy making, and ii) their previous familiarity with and experience in using social 
media for the above purpose. If these do not exist, then it is likely that the above 
relative advantage and compatibility might be lower, or even there might be important 
relative disadvantages in comparison with existing alternative channels. Most 
government agencies have already developed some ‘organizational capabilities’ in 
using the abovementioned alternative physical and electronic channels of 
communication with citizens, but this has not happened yet with social media. The 
interviewees stressed that a ‘typical public servant’ might initially not feel ‘culturally 
fit’ for and familiar with the language and style of dialogue of most social media, and 
find it difficult to participate effectively in such dialogues; so if adequate training is 
not provided to them, there might be a risk of ineffective or even problematic 
communication between government agencies and citizens in the social media, which 
would have negative impact on the public image of the former. Furthermore, if there 
is a lack of tradition and culture of bi-directional communication with citizens in 
some government agencies, this might become more visible to the citizens due to the 
extensive, direct and informal interaction that characterises the social media, with 
negative consequences.   

With respect to complexity, it was mentioned that the proposed approach, in 
combination with the ICT tools supporting it, have the distinctive trait of keeping 
moderate the cognitive effort required to policy makers. Despite processing data in 
behind the scene and provide decision makers with a set of synthetic, fresh and 
relevant data through intuitive visual outputs. The easily understandable way of 
reporting campaign results determines a substantial simplicity in usage that clears the 
hurdle of complexity, creating a fertile soil for a smooth adoption by every 
policymaker inclined to embrace ‘open’ policy making. 

Furthermore, the successful completion of the pilot held in Piedmont Region 
corroborates the a priori conviction that this approach might take advantage of a 
noticeable scalability that allows to move all along the continuum ranging from small 
scale to full scale. All interviewees agreed that this innovation may be experimented 
without particular obstacles, since there does not exist a ‘minimum efficient scale’ for 
running a campaign, so it is characterised by trialability. It was recognised that this 
approach can be initially applied by government agencies in small scale pilot 
applications, in order to assess its capabilities and to fine-tune the underpinning 
mechanisms, before proceeding to larger scale applications.  

Finally, the interviewees mentioned that the unprecedented exposure (at least in the 
digital world) given by social media to public policy campaigns makes this innovation 
highly visible to other public agencies, policy makers and the society in general. In 
fact, policy messages make their appearance on public pages accessible by everyone 
(i.e., Facebook Fan Pages, Twitter Pages, YouTube Channels) and viral ‘contagious’ 
phenomena occurring in the social media realm in light of intertwined social 
connections play their part in garnering a rapid and vast spreading of the policy 



 Analyzing the Centralised Use of Multiple Social Media 105 

proposal at stake. The resulting observability of the innovation has according to the 
interviewees a twofold advantage: on one hand, it stimulates the citizenry to step in 
the debate boosting the adoption rate, and, on the other hand, the opportunity to 
observe how the tool works on the field can create awareness in the public realm 
about the opportunity to tap social media in order to let ‘collective intelligence’ 
percolate across governmental boundaries. 

7 Conclusions  

The increasing adoption of social media by government agencies, initially simpler but 
gradually becoming more and more complex and sophisticated, constitutes an 
important innovation in their public policy making processes. Therefore it is 
important to analyse it from an innovation diffusion perspective as well, taking 
advantage of the extensive previous research in this area. This will allow us to 
understand to what extent various existing or emerging forms of social media 
exploitation in government, simpler or sophisticated ones, have the fundamental 
preconditions for a wider diffusion. Also, it will allow identifying characteristics of 
these approaches and the supporting systems, or of their context (e.g. characteristics 
of the adopting government organizations or the targeted citizens‘ groups), which do 
not favour their diffusion, and take appropriate actions for addressing them. 

This paper aims to make a contribution in this direction. It analyses an advanced 
approach of using social media by government agencies, which includes centralized 
combined exploitation of multiple complementary social media platforms, in an 
automated manner taking advantage of their APIs, initially for posting to them various 
types of policy-related content, and then for retrieving users’ interactions with them in 
these social media platforms, which finally undergo sophisticated processing. As 
theoretical foundation for our research we use the Diffusion of Innovations Theory 
proposed by [11]. Our analysis is based on a pilot application of this approach for 
conducting a consultation campaign concerning the large scale application of a 
telemedicine program of the Piedmont Regional Government, Italy.  

It has been concluded that this approach has the fundamental preconditions for a 
wide diffusion according to the above theory: relative advantage, compatibility with 
existing values and processes, reasonable complexity, trialability and observability. 
However, its relative advantage and compatibility relies to a significant extent on the 
context on: i) the history and tradition of the adopting government agency with 
respect to bi-directional communication with citizens, and ii) on its familarity with 
and experience in using social media for this purpose. If these do not exist, the 
relative advantage and compatibility might be lower, or even there might be relative 
disadvantages in comparison with the alternative physical and electronic channels of 
communication with citizens. The use of social media by government agencies 
without sufficient preparation, training of the responsible staff, and in general 
development of ‘organizational capabilities’ in this area, and culture of bi-directional 
communication with citizens, might have negative impact on the image of 
government agencies.  
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The findings of this paper have interesting implications for research and 
management. With respect to research, it provides a framework for future analysis of 
existing or emerging forms, systems and methods of social media use by government 
agencies from an innovation diffusion perspective, which is definitely a quite 
important one. In general it opens up a new research direction, which combines 
theories, frameworks and methods from innovation, political sciences and e-
participation research, in order to provide a deeper understanding of social media 
based innovations in political communication. With respect to management of 
government agencies, findings indicate that such a complex and sophisticated form of 
multiple social media use for bi-directional communication with citizens has the 
fundamental preconditions for a wide diffusion and adoption. However this might 
depend from previous history and tradition in communication with citizens, and at the 
same time might necessitate training and familiarization with a new language and 
style of dialogue with citizens, quite different from the ones dominant previously.  

Further research is required on the existing and the emerging more complex and 
sophisticated forms of social media use in government from various innovation 
related perspectives, in different contexts (e.g. different government agencies with 
different cultural - organizational characteristics and relevant experiences, for 
different types of topics), examining the viewpoints of all stakeholders (politicians, 
public servants and citizens) and using both qualitative and quantitative 
methodologies.    
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Abstract. The importance of public involvement in Japanese regional
societies is increasing because they currently face complicated and ongo-
ing social issues due to the post-maturity stage of these societies. Since
citizens who have beneficial awareness or knowledge are not always ex-
perts on relevant social issues, assessing and sharing public concerns are
needed to reduce barriers to public participation. We propose two ap-
proaches to assess public concerns. The first is building a linked open
data set by extracting public goals for a specific social issue aimed at by
citizens or agents from articles or public opinions. This paper deals with
hierarchical goals and subgoals for recovery and revitalization from the
Great East Japan Earthquake manually extracted from related articles.
The data set can be used for developing services to match citizens and
agents who aim at similar goals to facilitate collaboration. The second
approach is building a linked data set by extracting assessment criteria
for a specific social issue from public opinions. This paper deals with can-
didate terms that potentially represent such criteria for a specific public
project automatically extracted from clusters of citizens’ opinions. The
data set can be used as evidence for policy-making about the target
project.

Keywords: Linked Data, Public Involvement, Concern Assessment,
Goal Matching Service, Text Mining.

1 Introduction

Japanese regional societies currently face complicated and ongoing social issues,
e.g., disaster risks, dilapidated infrastructures, radiation pollution, and an aging
population. Some Japanese researchers regard such troubling situations, that
are partially due to the post-maturity stage of societies, as “a front-runner of
emerging issues” [1]. Public involvement is an interactive communication pro-
cess between stakeholders in deciding public policy [2] and has thus become more
important to explore optimal solutions to complicated issues. For example, in-
teractive and bottom-up communication is essential to design an optimal policy
toward recovery and revitalization from the Great East Japan Earthquake [3].

Since citizens who have beneficial awareness or knowledge are not always ex-
perts on relevant social issues, public concerns need to be assessed and shared

M.A. Wimmer, E. Tambouris, and A. Macintosh (Eds.): ePart 2013, LNCS 8075, pp. 109–121, 2013.
c© IFIP International Federation for Information Processing 2013
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to reduce barriers to public participation. It is difficult to participate in issues
without contextual or background information. Linked open data (LOD), which
are semantically connected data on the basis of universal resource identifiers
(URIs) and the resource description framework (RDF), plays an important role
in fostering open government [4]. We aim to accrue LOD to share public concerns
among citizens, governments, and experts to increase transparency that facili-
tates eParticipation. The structure of public concerns is an important context
when building consensus. In this paper, we call the process of structuring public
concerns “concern assessment”.

Social networking systems (SNSs) such as Facebook are used for developing
collaborative relationships not only in private but also in public spheres. To re-
duce barriers to participation and collaboration in public spheres, we consider
that SNSs need to incorporate functions to share public concerns. In this pa-
per, we focus on two types of public concerns, i.e., public goals and assessment
criteria. Public goals that are aimed at by citizens are important for facilitat-
ing public collaboration. Assessment criteria for a specific social issue are also
important for comparing and deliberating on multiple options to solve the issue.

We have developed an LOD set called SOCIA (Social Opinions and Con-
cerns for Ideal Argumentation) that consists of Web content related to Japanese
geographic regions, e.g., regional news articles, microblog posts, and minutes
of city council meetings. The vocabularies for structuring relationships among
such content and opinions are partially defined in the SOCIA ontology that we
designed.

The main reason SOCIA deals with such web content is to share background
context behind regional social issues. The background context that should be
supported, however, includes not only relationships among content but also per-
sonal context, e.g., public goals and assessment criteria. The conventional SO-
CIA dataset and ontology could not yet support these kinds of personal context.
In this paper, we expand the SOCIA ontology for structuring public goals and
criteria and presents and present a prototyped dataset consistings of goals for
revitalization from the Great East Japan Earthquake.

2 Literature Review

The International Association for Public Participation (IAP2) [5] and the Obama
administration’s Open Government Initiative (OGI) [6] have presented similar
stages for public participation, i.e., the Spectrum of Public Participation and
the Principles of Open Government shown in Fig. 1. The gradation in the figure
represents the public impact of each stage. The figure also indicates the expected
coverage of the use of LOD. Open data generally contributes to transparency and
informativity, i.e., to the first stage. However, non-linked open data (e.g., CSV
table data) generally lack interoperability. LOD is expected to be able to also
contribute to the higher/collaborative stages because semantic links compliant
with RDF increase the interoperability of data and help us to reuse data for inter-
organizational collaboration. Contextual information provided by the semantic
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Fig. 1. Expected coverage of Linked Open Data

links provides the potential for developing social web services to facilitate public
collaboratoin. For example, an architecture based on linked data paradigm for
participatory decision-making proposed by Kalampokis et al [7] can potentially
be expanded to an architecture for supporting inter-organizational collaboration.

Over 40 countries currently have open data portals.1 The number of open data
portals has been increasing since 2009. In Japan, the Ministry of Economy, Trade
and Industry operates a web site called the “Open Government Laboratory”2 as
an experimental Web site towards achieving eParticipation and eGovernment.
The LOD Challenge Japan has been held since 2011, which is modeled on the
Open Data Challenge in Europe. SOCIA and our system [8] received the Chal-
lengeDay Award at the LOD Challenge Japan 2011.3 Utilizing open data is
rapidly promoted by “e-Government Open Data Strategy” of the IT Strategy
Headquarters of the Japanese Government since 2012.

There are several vocabularies that can be used for public participation or
collaboration, e.g., the participation schema [9] and the weighted interests vo-
cabulary [10]. However, these vocabularies have not focused on assessing public
concerns to facilitate public collaboration. This study presents how to deal with
public goals and assessment criteria on the basis of LOD.

3 Manual Extraction of Public Goals

Public collaboration and consensus building between stakeholders are essen-
tial to enable revitalization from disasters, e.g., the Great East Japan Earth-
quake. Collaboration between multiple agents generally requires the following
conditions:

– Similarity of the agents’ goals or objectives
– Complementarity of the agents’ skills, abilities, or resources

1 http://www.data.gov/opendatasites
2 http://openlabs.go.jp/ (in Japanese)
3 http://lod.sfc.keio.ac.jp/challenge2011/result2011.html (in Japanese)
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As the first step, this study focuses on the similarity of the goals. Sharing a
data set of public goals can help citizens, who have similar goals, build consensus
and collaborate with one another.

We focus on the following three problems related to public collaboration.

1. Citizens cannot easily find somebody whose goals are similar to their ones.
2. Stakeholders who have similar goals occasionally conflict with one another

when building consensus because subgoals are sometimes difficult to be
agreed on even if the final goal is generally agreed on.

3. A too abstract and general goal is hard to be contributed collaboratively.

We presume that the hierarchies of goals and subgoals play important roles to
address these problems. First, the hierarchical structure can make methods of
calculating the similarity between public goals more sophisticated. The hierar-
chy provides rich context to improve retrieval of similar goals. If the data set of
public goals had only short textual descriptions without hierarchical structures,
calculating the similarity between goals would be difficult and the recall ratio in
retrieving similar goals would be lower. Second, visualizing the hierarchies is ex-
pected to support people in conflict to attain compromises. Third, dividing goals
into fine-grained subgoals reduces barriers to participation and collaboration be-
cause small contributions to fine-grained subgoals are more easily provided.

We are planning to develop a Web service to match citizens and agents who
are aiming at similar goals to facilitate collaboration. Toward this end, we ex-
panded the SOCIA ontology to describe the public goals in Fig. 2. The property
socia:subgoal enables us to describe the hierarchical structure of goals and

Fig. 2. Expanded classes in SOCIA ontology to represent public goals
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Fig. 3. Instance of public goal: “Developing new package tour product”

subgoals. The public goal matching service that we aim to develop requires
high-recall retrieval of similar goals to facilitate inter-domain, inter-area, and
inter-organizational collaboration.

To develop a service for matching public goals, data on public goals need to be
input by stakeholders who are aiming at the goals in person. Before developing
such an SNS like mechanism to input stakeholders’ goals and match them, we
built an LOD set4 by manually extracting public goals from news articles and
related documents. The 657 public goals and 4349 RDF triples were manually
extracted from 96 news articles and two related documents by one human anno-
tator. The most abstract goal that is the root node of the goal-subgoal hierarchy
is “revitalization from the earthquake”.5 The subgoals are linked from this goal
with the socia:subgoal property.

The manually built LOD set can be used for developing a method of calcu-
lating the similarities between public goals. It can also be used as example seed
data when citizen users input their own goals for revitalization. Fig. 3 shows an
instance of a public goal to revitalize the Tohoku region from the Great East
Japan Earthquake. This goal of “developing a new package tour product”, has
a title in Japanese, a description in Japanese, and two subgoal data resources.

The cosine similarity between public goals can be calculated on the basis of
a recursive definition of a bag-of-features vector as:

4 http://data.open-opinion.org/socia/data/

Goal?rdf:type=socia:Goal&limit=100 (in Japanese)
5 http://data.open-opinion.org/socia/data/Goal/%E9%9C%87%E7%81%BD

%E5%BE%A9%E8%88%88 (in Japanese)

http://data.open-opinion.org/socia/data/Goal?rdf:type=socia:Goal&limit=100
http://data.open-opinion.org/socia/data/Goal?rdf:type=socia:Goal&limit=100
http://data.open-opinion.org/socia/data/Goal/%E9%9C%87%E7%81%BD%E5%BE\%A9%E8%88%88
http://data.open-opinion.org/socia/data/Goal/%E9%9C%87%E7%81%BD%E5%BE\%A9%E8%88%88
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sim(gi, gj) =
bof(gi) · bof(gj)

‖bof(gi)‖‖bof(gj)‖ (1)

bof(g) =
α

‖tfidf(g)‖ tfidf(g) +
β

‖lda(g)‖ lda(g) +
γ

|sub(g)|
∑

sg∈sub(g)

bof(sg)

‖bof(sg)‖ (2)

tfidf(g) =

⎛

⎜⎜⎜⎜⎜⎜⎜⎝

tfidf(w1, g)
...

tfidf(w|W |, g)
0
...
0

⎞

⎟⎟⎟⎟⎟⎟⎟⎠

∈ R
|W |+|Z|, lda(g) =

⎛

⎜⎜⎜⎜⎜⎜⎜⎝

0
...
0

p(z1|g)
...

p(z|Z||g)

⎞

⎟⎟⎟⎟⎟⎟⎟⎠

∈ R
|W |+|Z|,(3)

where g denotes a public goal, bof(g) denotes a bag-of-features vector of g, and
sub(g) denotes a set of subgoals of g. Here, w ∈ W denotes a term, z ∈ Z denotes
a latent topic derived by a latent topic model [11], and tfidf(w, g) denotes the
TF-IDF, i.e., the product of term frequency and inverse document frequency, of
w in a title and a description of g. The p(z|g) denotes the probability of z given
g, 0 ≤ α, β, γ ≤ 1, and α + β + γ = 1. The reason this definition incorporates
a latent topic model is to enable short descriptions of goals to be dealt with
because TF-IDF is insufficient for calculating similarities in short texts. The
parameters α, β, and γ are empirically determined on the basis of actual data.

This prototyped method of calculating similarities should be tested, verified,
and refined though experiments in future work using the LOD set of public goals
that we present.

4 Automatic Extraction of Assessment Criteria

Citispe@k, which is our system for online public debate, supports manual tag-
ging of assessment criteria for public opinions and Web content [12]. Transparent
and participatory management of public issues requires assessing public concerns
about the issue and criteria for the assessment. We call the criteria for the con-
cern assessment “assessment criteria” in this paper. Although assessment criteria
are diversified for each public issue, citispe@k does not yet support suggestion
functions for setting new criteria. Here, we investigate the ability to apply text
mining to extract assessment criteria from public opinions gathered from public
workshops about a specific public project to maintain mountainous areas.

These workshops were held four times in four different areas. Participants at
each workshop were divided into three to four debate teams. There were a total of
15 debate teams in these workshops. There were about five to six participants for
each debate team, and one of them was a facilitator who did not state opinions.
The opinions stated in each debate were manually structured according to the
KJ-method [13], which consisted of brainstorming and grouping phases. The
opinions were written on colored cards in the brainstorming phase. Red cards
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Table 1. Citizens’ opinions written on sticky notes with KJ method

Area A Area B Area C Area D Total

No. of debate teams 4 4 3 4 15

Positive (red) 50 63 45 54 212
Negative (blue) 40 57 48 59 194
Demand (yellow) 37 48 57 53 205

Total 127 168 150 166 611

Table 2. Utterances in debate transcripts

Area A Area B Area C Area D Total

No. of debate teams 4 4 3 4 15

In-range, citizens 678 685 450 681 2494
In-range, facilitators 509 401 279 279 1468

Out-of-range 293 534 288 252 1367

Total 1480 1620 1017 1212 5329

were for positive opinions, blue cards were for negative ones, and yellow cards
were for demands or hopes. The opinions on the cards were manually classified
into several groups in the grouping phase. The opinion groups had manually
assigned labels. Although the group labels potentially represented assessment
criteria if their expressions were uniform, their expressions were actually non-
uniform and different for each debate team. Hence, we should apply text mining
techniques to automatically extract candidate terms for assessment criteria. We
employed a method of cluster analysis using text mining techniques, i.e., we
clustered the opinions and extracted feature terms for each cluster.

The frequency of terms for short texts was insufficient for calculating simi-
larities. The shorter the text content became, the lower the probability of the
same term concurrently occurring in two kinds of content became, even if they
were semantically close. Actually, participants at the workshops could not write
lengthy opinions on the cards. The average number of morphemes in each opin-
ion on a card was only 13.4. To address this problem, we used the latent Dirichlet
allocation (LDA) [11], which is a frequently used model of latent topics in a doc-
ument set. We used an implementation of the hierarchical Dirichlet process-LDA
(HDP-LDA)6 in the training phase of a topic model [14]. Although conventional
LDA needs to be manually given the number of latent topics, HDP-LDA can
determine this automatically.

Table 1 summarizes the number of opinions written on cards for each area.
A total of 611 opinions were written by 15 debate teams. Since there were in-
sufficient opinions to train the latent topic model, we also used utterances that
were related to opinions on the cards in 15 debate transcripts. Table 2 lists the
number of utterances in debate transcripts for each area. We regarded adjacent

6 http://www.cs.princeton.edu/~blei/topicmodeling.html
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Fig. 4. Clustering opinions and extracting feature terms that potentially represent
assessment criteria

sentences sandwiched by interlocutors’ names as one utterance. Although there
were a total of 5329 utterances, the transcripts also included irrelevant utter-
ances, e.g., introductory and concluding remarks and facilitators’ utterances.
To divide transcripts into relevant (in-range) and irrelevant segments (out-of-
range), we appended boundary markers to them. There were 2494 utterances
other than those by facilitators in the in-range segment. These 611 opinions and
2494 utterances were used as a corpus to train HDP-LDA.

The procedure for clustering opinions and extracting feature terms that po-
tentially represent assessment criteria is detailed in Fig. 4 Hereafter, let o ∈ O
be an opinion written on a card, u ∈ U be an utterance in transcripts of the
debate, and d ∈ D = O ∪ U be a document (i.e., d is any one of o or u). Let
w ∈ W be a morpheme N -gram (N = 1, 2, 3), g ∈ G be a label for an opinion
group manually assigned, s ∈ S be a speaker (interlocutor) of an utterance in
the debate transcripts, and z ∈ Z be a latent topic derived by HDP-LDA.
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To prepare for step 1 in the figure, determine feature set F = W ∪G∪ S and
document set D = O∪U appearing in the corpus. w ∈ W can be extracted from
the corpus through morphological analysis by using MeCab7, which is a morpho-
logical analyzer. Morpheme N -grams that appear less than three times in the
corpus are excluded because such rare expressions are not suitable for statistical
processing. In the step 1, the feature-document matrix consists of frequencies of
features in each document (i.e., opinion on cards or utterances in transcripts). In
the step 2, an LDA model is trained from the feature-document matrix with the
HDP-LDA tool. Probability p(z|o) is calculated using the parameters obtained
with the trained model. In the step 3, the bof(o), which is a bag-of-features
vector for o, is generated as:

Table 3. Feature terms of top four clusters that potentially represent assessment
criteria

1st cluster 2nd cluster

Feature N-grams Desirable, climbable, near, stroll, Far, break, Osaka, mountains,

(translated mountain, everyday climbing, foliage tree, observation deck,

from Japanese) hiking trail, Suma Alps broad-leafed tree, landscape, seasons

Interpretation by a user Maintaining hiking trails Landscapes of mountains

No. of opinions 82 54

(Negative+demand) ratio 0.488 0.315

Opinions near to The climbing trails are maintained Are there any collaborative tasks

cluster centroid → ease of use to make Mt. Takatori better

(translated from The hiking trails are maintained. Great because the sea, mountain,

Japanese) and town can all be seen.

Good perspective from the sea.

There are no handrails on I have a view of Mt. Takatori

the climbing trails. every morning. The mountain’s

green surroundings are pleasant.

3rd cluster 4th cluster

Feature N-grams Crow, young people, dragonfly, Grow forest, artificial, harvested,

(translated decrease, increase, environment - project, citizen, important,

from Japanese) creation, a lot of greenery green belt, safety, animal

Interpretation by a user Ecosystem Growing forest and nature

No. of opinions 31 25

(Negative+demand) ratio 0.614 0.882

Opinions near to Number of boars increased. Maintain artificially constructed

cluster centroid things.

(translated from Number of crows increased. Artificial forests increased.

Japanese) Now there is a lot of greenery, Citizens groups for vitalizing

more than when the Hanshin mountainous areas need

earthquake occurred. government financial help.

7 https://code.google.com/p/mecab/ (in Japanese)
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bof(o) =
α

‖tfidf(o)‖ tfidf(o) +
1− α

‖lda(o)‖ lda(o), (4)

where vectors tfidf(o) and lda(o) are defined in the same way as that in Eq. (3)
in the previous section. Parameter α satisfies 0 ≤ α ≤ 1. In the step 4, opinions
oi and oj whose cosine similarity is greater than a particular threshold, θ, are
grouped as cluster c. Clusters whose cosine similarity between their centroids
is greater than θ are also grouped as one cluster. One opinion can belong to
multiple clusters, i.e., this method is a kind of soft clustering. In the step 5,
opinion clusters c ∈ C are ranked in descending order of the number of opinions.
In the step 6, w as candidate feature terms for each opinion cluster c are ranked
with the following score based on pointwise mutual information (PMI):

score(w, c) =
PMI(w, c)− Ew

σw
and (5)

PMI(w, c) = log
p(w, c)

p(w)p(c)
, (6)

where Ew = 1
|C|

∑
c∈C PMI(w, c) and σw = 1

|C|
√∑

c∈C(PMI(w, c)− Ew)2.

Canonicalization by using standard variation σw in Eq. (5) is necessary because
rare terms tend to be over-emphasized by only the PMI value.

We empirically set α = 0.5 and θ = 0.65 in this experiment , and the four
top-ranked clusters and extracted feature terms with high scores are listed in
Table 3. The feature terms for each cluster represent kinds of facets of opinions
in the cluster. They potentially represent assessment criteria that are focused
on by the opinion cluster. For example, the feature terms in the first cluster
can be interpreted as “maintaining hiking trails” and those in the second cluster
can be interpreted as “landscapes of mountains”. The obtained clusters can be

Fig. 5. Expanded classes in SOCIA ontology to represent assessment criteria
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interpreted as facets or assessment criteria of opinions. The ratio for negative
opinions and demand (blue and yellow cards), which is weighted according to the
distance from cluster centroids, represents the degree of needs to be addressed
by the target public project. For example, the ratio for the second cluster is low
because the participants are satisfying the landscapes of mountains.

Fig. 5 outlines classes that are newly needed in SOCIA to describe the as-
sessment criteria extracted from opinions. All opinion clusters correspond to
socia:Facet. Clusters interpreted as assessment criteria can be instances of
socia:AssessmentCriterion, which is the subclass of socia:Facet. An LOD
set for assessment criteria can be built according to the classes in the figure. The
links between assessment criteria and opinion clusters enable government and
citizens to check context behind the concern assessment. Such structure can be
utilized to develop tools for assessing and sharing public concerns.

Furthermore, we visualized the distribution of opinions to enable users to
understand the overview using non-metric multidimensional scaling (NMDS)
based on the inverse cosine similarity of bof(o) shown in Fig. 6. The colors of
the points in the figure correspond to the colors of cards. Semantically close
opinions are closely located by the NMDS algorithm. We use function isoMDS

for NMDS, which is included in the library MASS in the statistical software
R.8 On the basis of this visualization, we developed an exploratory browsing
interface on the Web browser shown in Fig. 7. Users can interactively browse
neighboring opinion clusters of their clicked points in this browsing interface.

Fig. 6. Visualizing opinion distribution based on NMDS

8 http://www.r-project.org/
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Fig. 7. Web application for exploratory browsing of opinions based on NMDS
visualization

5 Conclusion

We focused on two types of public concerns, i.e., public goals and assessment crite-
ria, and presented our approaches to assessing them. First, the LODof public goals
for revitalization from the Great East Japan Earthquake that was aimed at by cit-
izens or agents was manually built. It contained 657 public goals and 4349 RDF
triples manually extracted from 96 news articles and two related documents. The
data set dealt with the hierarchical structure of goals and subgoals, which played
important roles in attaining compromises. The hierarchy of subgoals was recur-
sively used to generate a bag-of-features vector of a public goal in order to avoid
decreasing the recall ratio.We are planning to test and verify our method of calcu-
lating the similarities between goals and to develop a goal matching service using
this data set. The effectiveness of the recursive definition of the bag-of-features vec-
tor can be verified through empirically determining the parameters α, β, and γ on
the basis of the LOD of public goals. If the optimal value of γ becomes significantly
greater than 0, the subgoal structure can be regarded as actually significant. Sec-
ond, we investigated the ability of applying text mining to extract assessment cri-
teria from public opinions gathered at workshops on a public project to maintain
mountainous areas. The feature terms automatically extracted from an opinion
cluster helped us to interpret what kinds of assessment criteria were indicated by
clusters. We also presented an extension of our ontology to build LOD for assess-
ment criteria.Moreover, we developed an exploratory browsing interface to enable
overviews of opinion clusters to be understood.
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Abstract. Online political debate is increasing in importance, both as a real 
world phenomenon and as an object of scientific study. We present a survey 
study exploring people's motivations for engaging in online political debate and 
how such debate may impact their general political engagement. The survey 
was conducted among 90 participants of an online environment for political 
debate hosted by one of the main Norwegian political parties. We found four 
motivational factors with relevance for participation in online political debate: 
engaging topic, want to contribute, frustration, and reciprocal learning. Sixty-
four per cent of the participants answered that the online environment for 
political debate could make them more politically engaged. These participants 
reported that such an increase in political engagement could be due to the online 
environment providing a sense of influence, access to political debate, a means 
for getting updated, a lowered threshold for participation, motivating local 
political engagement, and awareness concerning political events. 

1 Introduction 

Political debate is increasingly conducted online. This trend has been welcomed with 
enthusiasm as it has been assumed that such political debate may lower the threshold 
for participation, increase citizen involvement, and, in consequence, strengthen 
democracy [8]. The enthusiasm has seemed warranted as citizens do make use of 
online arenas for political debate to share their opinions and engage themselves 
politically [5; 7]. It is suggested that online political debate may be beneficial to 
public involvement in policymaking [11]. Also, it has been suggested that online 
arenas for political debate may serve as a public sphere supporting rational-critical 
discourse among its participants [3], though this has been severely criticized [11]. 

A range of studies have been conducted to characterize those that engage in online 
political debate, for example in terms of gender, age, and education. Also, efforts 
have been made to assess the quality of such online debate [11]. The contribution of 
this study is to provide insight into the motivation of those engaging in online 
political debate and the perceived impact of such debate on the debaters' political 
engagement. Thus, this study extends the current knowledge of online political debate 
as it provides knowledge on how such political debate is perceived from the 
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perspective of those who engage in it. Furthermore, it suggests how online political 
debate may strengthen the participants' general political engagement; the latter being a 
needed addition to the current literature on the correlation between online and offline 
political engagement [1; 13]. 

The remainder of the paper is structured as follows: first we provide an overview 
of previous work. Then we formalize the research questions and present our research 
method, followed by a presentation of the results of our study. Finally, we discuss the 
results, their implications, and the study limitations, as well as suggest future work. 

2 Previous Work 

2.1 Online Political Participation 

Political participation is hardly an unambiguous term in the scientific literature. 
Teorell [12] distinguished between responsive, participatory and deliberative models 
of democracy. Voting and participation in election campaigns are key aspects of a 
responsive democratic model [14]. Taking part in decision-making processes is at the 
core of a participatory model [16]. Participating in the political opinion formation is 
central to a deliberative model [12]. 

Participatory and deliberative democracy depends on debate and dialogue between 
citizens. Significant participatory divides have been found concerning gender and 
education, with males being more active in online political debates, and with 
educational levels correlating with online political participation [11; 15]. Yet, in 
multiple regression analyses, demographic variables (such as gender and age) have 
been found to explain far less of the variance in online political participation than 
factors associated with political engagement in general [13]. 

Individuals' general political interest, offline political engagement, and civic 
engagement may be better predictors of online political participation than mere 
demographic variables. Vesnic-Alujevic [15], in a survey study among citizens using 
the European parliament Facebook pages, found that online political participation 
correlated strongly with political interest. Likewise, Conroy, Feezell, and Guerrero [1] 
found a strong correlation between online and offline political engagement in their 
study of political Facebook groups. De Zúñiga, Jung, and Valenzuela [18] found 
strong correlations between online political engagement, offline political 
participation, civic engagement, and the use of social networking sites for news. An 
experimental study by Min [9] showed that online deliberation may increase the 
participants' sense of political efficacy and willingness to participate in politics. 

Motivated by the promise that online political debate, adhering to the principles of 
deliberative democracy [12], may strengthen the public sphere, several studies have 
analysed the quality of such debate. Stromer-Galley and Wichowski [11] summarized 
this literature, and concluded that "online political debate, created by and for citizens 
left to their own devices tends not to produce high-quality discussions" [ibid., p. 180]. 
However, the quality of the discussion, that is, the discussion's adherence to the 
principles of deliberative democracy, may be higher for debates involving both 
ordinary citizens and politicians [ibid., p. 179]. Also, the design of the online 
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environment for political debate may affect the quality of the discussions; higher 
quality discussions are found in online environments such as blogs that motivate more 
contemplative comments rather than a speedy exchange of messages [ibid., p. 178].  

2.2 Online Debate Connecting Citizens and Politicians  

It is noteworthy that the involvement of politicians in online political debate among 
citizens may improve the quality of the debate. As politicians are elected to represent 
citizens, they also need to listen to the opinions of the same citizens [4; 17]. 
Furthermore, politicians listening to, and debating with, ordinary citizens may 
strengthen the involvement of citizens in policymaking. Stromer-Galley and 
Wichowski suggest that online discussions "hosted by government agencies or 
policymakers, enact democracy by situating citizens as agents within the 
policymaking process" [11, p. 182].  

The possible use of online political debate as a means to involve citizens in 
policymaking may be a way to implement Dahl’s [3] characteristic of democratic 
participation, where all citizens should have the same opportunity to set political 
agendas and influence political decision-making. Furthermore, online political debate 
involving ordinary citizens and politicians could have an added democratic value as it 
may strengthen the openness of political processes [10]. 

3 Research Questions 

Our research questions are designed to fill what we perceive as two gaps in the 
current knowledge on online political debate: the motivation for participating in such 
debates and the impact of such participation on the debaters' political engagement. 
Two research questions were formulated. 

RQ1: Which factors motivate participation in online political debate? 

The current literature provides ample insight into the characteristics of online 
political debaters. However, the current knowledge on motivational factors is limited. 
Extending this knowledge is important as it may help us improve the online 
environments for such debates, as well as understand the role such debates may have 
in society. 

RQ2: How may participation in online political debate impact the general political 
engagement of the debaters? 

From the current literature we know that the tendency to participate in online 
political debate is closely associated with political engagement in general. However, 
we find that there is a lack of knowledge concerning how online political debate may 
come to affect such general political engagement. Extending our knowledge on this 
issue is relevant both for understanding the role of online political engagement for the 
individual debater as well as to set up political debate so as to increase general 
political engagement in the population. 
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As the literature suggests that the quality of online political debate may be 
positively affected by involving both politicians and ordinary citizens, we wanted to 
investigate our research questions in a context where both these groups participated; 
this to prevent our findings from being unduly biased by the participants' perception 
of the online political debate as of low quality. 

Furthermore, we wanted to investigate our research questions in an online 
environment promoting contemplative comments rather than a fast exchange of 
messages, also for the purpose of controlling against low-quality political debate. 

4 Method 

To gain in-depth understanding of online debaters' motivation, and the impact of such 
debate on general political engagement, this study was conducted in the context of a 
single case: an online environment for political debate run by one of the main political 
parties in Norway. 

We wanted to gather data from a relatively large number of participants. 
Consequently, we decided to conduct an online questionnaire survey. As we wanted 
the study to be exploratory, we included questionnaire items with free-text answers to 
gather qualitative data. 

4.1 The Case 

The case was an online environment for political debate hosted by one of the main 
political parties in Norway. The environment was divided into sections concerning 
specific topics (such as education, health, employment), specific parts of the party 
organization (local and higher level party bodies), and blogs for individual politicians. 

The online environment was set up to foster deliberative dialogue involving central 
party members / politicians, peripheral party members, and politically interested 
citizens who are not members of the party organization. The overall design of the 
online environment was a portal structure including a number of blogs for specific 
topics or parts of the party organization. In the separate blogs, discussions were 
organized as threads following an introductory text. The comment field was located 
below the discussion thread, to motivate the participants to read others' comments 
before posting their own. Upon posting a comment, the online debater by default was 
set to follow the discussion, and notified by e-mail when new comments were posted. 
The online debaters had to log in to comment, either as a user of the online 
environment or through their Facebook or Twitter accounts. The vast majority of 
debaters participated in their own full name. 

4.2 The Participants and Recruitment Process 

The participants were selected on the basis of their participation in four sections of the 
online environment; three thematic sections (foreign affairs, education, and 
employment) and a section serving as the blog for the party leader. In total, 464 
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persons had made one or more comments in the four sections during a given two 
month period in 2010; 87 in the three thematic sections, the others in the party leader 
blog only. Those that had commented in the three thematic sections, or that had made 
two or more comments in the party leader blog, were invited. Furthermore, among 
those that had made only one comment in the party leader blog, 40 were randomly 
selected. We did not invite persons that had published blog posts (in addition to 
comments) in the online environment, as we assumed these to be closer to the central 
party administration. Furthermore, we did not invite persons that had logged in with 
Twitter or Facebook accounts, as we wanted our participants to be regular visitors of 
the online environment. These filters excluded 48 of the 464 commenters. 

In total we invited 204 persons to participate in the study by invitations sent 
through the internal messaging system of the studied online environment. Of these, 90 
responded to the invitation (44%). For the purpose of anonymity, no couplings were 
made in the data set between (a) the debaters and content in the studied online 
environment and (b) the participants' questionnaire responses. 

4.3 The Questionnaire 

The questionnaire contained 17 questions on demographics, the participants' use of 
social media, the participants' use of the studied online environment, their motivation 
for providing comments in the studied online environment, the impact of their online 
participation on their general political engagement, their experience of the online 
environment, and suggested changes for the online environment. Due to limited 
general interest, the findings concerning the latter theme are not presented. 

4.4 The Analysis Process 

The participants’ free-text responses concerning their experience of the studied 
environment, their motivation for commenting, and the impact of their online 
participation, were subjected to thematic analysis [6]. For each of these questions, an 
initial set of coding categories was established after the first reading of the comments. 
The initial categories were then refined following pilot coding. After having 
established a stable set of coding categories, all comments were coded. Following 
this, the comments within each coding category were subjected to a second round of 
analysis for detailed findings. 

5 Results 

5.1 The Participants 

The average age of the participants was 51 years (SD = 13, min = 22, max = 83). 
Sixty-three per cent were male. Nearly half of the participants (44%) had used the 
studied online environment for a year or more. The participants were also active in 
other social media; 73% reported that they were regular users of Facebook, 21% were 
regular users of Twitter. 
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The majority of the participants were members of a political party; 30% reported 
that they were active members, 27% were passive members. About one-sixth (17%) 
reported participating in political meetings. 

Upon being asked about their experience of the studied online environment, the 
most prominent themes were statements on satisfaction (16 comments in this 
category) and critique of the discussions (nine comments). Statements on satisfaction 
concerned various aspects of the online environment and the way it was run. The 
critique of the discussions in particular concerned disrespectful treatment of other 
participants, varying quality in the comments, and difficulties in getting an overview 
of discussions; the latter having the consequence that themes were seen as repeated 
multiple times in the same discussion thread. 

5.2 Which Factors Motivate Participation in Online Political Debate? 

The participants were asked to explicate why they had commented in the studied 
online environment. The participants' answers were found to reflect four overall 
motivations: 

1. Engaging topic (32%). These participants reported being engaged by the topic 
under discussion and/or having strong opinions. Several provided details on the 
actual topic of interest. 

2. Want to contribute (19%). These participants reported that they had knowledge 
or experience that they found to be a needed or useful addition to an on-going 
debate. They typically also reported a desire for their opinion to have some kind of 
impact. 

3. Frustration (12%). These participants typically reported anger or frustration 
concerning general societal or political issues. Three of these also aired frustration 
concerning the debate in the studied online environment. 

4. Reciprocal learning (2%). Two of the participants reported that they found the 
studied online environment to be an arena for learning. 

See Fehler! Verweisquelle konnte nicht gefunden werden. for examples of 
participant reports concerning motivational factors. 

Of relevance to the question on motivation, we found that 38% of the participants 
voiced a general wish for even more engagement on the part of politicians in the 
studied online environment. This was not the topic of any of the questions in the 
questionnaire, but something that was reported in response to several of the free-text 
questions. 

In particular, the participants wanted feedback from central party members and 
politicians in the form of comments in the online discussions, clarity concerning the 
impact of the participants' comments, and clarifications concerning whom from the 
party organization one may expect to respond to comments. 
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Table 1. Example participant comments concerning their motivation for commenting in the 
studied online environment for political debate 

Theme Example comments (translated from Norwegian) 
1. Engaging 

topic 
It was something that caught my interest. Issues that I have 
experienced or will experience myself. 

I am very interested in questions on the politics of drug abuse. I 
see a connection between drug addiction and sick leave, crime 
and health in general. 

2. Want to 
contribute 

I disagreed with the post starting this discussion, and feel that I 
have both the competency and the engagement. 

Disagree with many of the comments on the causes for sick 
leave, and wanted to present my point of view. 

3. Frustration I commented out of frustration following this year's election and 
the subsequent unfulfilled promises concerning students [...] 

I am annoyed concerning the sick leave discussion. 

4. Reciprocal 
learning 

I look at the comments as introductions or replies in a 
knowledge debate where the goal is to reciprocally learn and 
develops one's own position and opinion in interplay with 
politically interested people.  

Interesting and sensible debates are pleasant and instructive to 
participate in. 

5.3 How May Participation in Online Political Debate Impact the Political 
Engagement of the Debaters? 

The participants were asked whether they thought the studied online environment could 
affect the strength of their political engagement. Sixty-four per cent answered that the 
studied online environment could make them more politically engaged, 31% answered 
that it had no effect, 5% answered that it could make them less politically active. 

The participants who answered that the online environment could make them more 
politically active were asked, in a separate question, to report in free-text on how the 
environment could have this effect. The other participants were not asked this 
question. The thematic analysis yielded six answer categories: 

1. Sense of influence (reported by 17). These participants see the studied online 
environment as an opportunity for having an influence and communicating their 
own opinion. This opportunity in turn is reported to motivate an increase in 
political engagement. However, several of the participants reported that such an 
increase in their political engagement presupposed an active engagement from 
central party members and politicians in the studied online environment. 
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Table 2. Example participant comments on how the studied online environment could increase 
their political engagement 

Theme Example comments 
1. Sense of 

influence 
By this I mean that it is possible for me to reach out with my 
opinions to a wider audience, I have on several occasions 
received “likes” on my comments and to me this is motivating. 

Closeness to the power – provided that the comments are read 
by someone in charge. Share experiences from the real world. 

2. Access to 
debate 

It is easier to get an interest in particular issues if you have an 
arena for speaking out. 

I have just discovered political blogs, it is a new arena for me. 
Otherwise, I am engaged in political discussions at work and 
would like to be more engaged in other (non-political) 
organizations. 

3. Getting 
updated 

The website keeps me updated at all times, and keeps my 
engagement up. [...] 

I think this gives me the opportunity to follow what is going on 
[...] 

4. Lowered 
threshold for 
participation 

[...] I can participate more actively in discussion where the 
topic engages me. 

People spend A LOT of time in front of their computers every 
day. If we are to have politically active citizens, it must be 
easier to participate in the political debates. We achieve this 
through [the studied online environment] and the newspaper 
comment fields, etc. 

5. Local 
participation 

That I get sufficiently engaged to associate myself with a local 
party body, start going to meetings and participate. 

[...] A lot of members today hold valuable competency and I 
believe that many virtual discussions, between two-three 
members, may lead to meetings in local party bodies. 

6. Information 
on events 

Issues that are discussed and meetings that are announced will 
contribute to other activities. [...] 

Information on seminars and campaigns, as well as other 
events, that I primarily see on [the studied online environment]. 
[...] 
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2. Access to debate (reported by 14). These participants described the access to 
debate, made possible by the studied online environment in particular or by the 
general increase in arenas for online political debate, as engaging and inspiring 
in itself. Three of the participants noted that the discussions in the studied 
online environment could also serve as a basis for political debate outside this 
environment. Three explained that the main value of online arenas for political 
debate is to increase the transparency in political processes and to support 
grassroots movements.  

3. Getting updated (reported by 5). These participants reported that the studied 
online environment helped them to get updated on political issues. Three of 
these specifically associated such updates with engagement in political 
activity. The described updates concerned, for example, general political 
trends, particular topics under debate, and news concerning particular persons. 

4. Lowered threshold for participation (reported by 4). These participants 
reported that the studied online environment represents a low-threshold offer 
for persons who want to engage politically, and that it makes it easier to be 
politically active. 

5. Local participation (reported by 4). These participants reported that their 
activity in the studied online environment could motivate them to participate 
actively in local politics. 

6. Information on events (reported by 4). The studied online environment is 
used for spreading information on events such as meetings, seminars, and 
campaigns. Some of the participants reported that such information increases 
their chances for participating in the events. 

See Fehler! Verweisquelle konnte nicht gefunden werden. for example participant 
comments concerning how the studied online environment could make them more 
politically active. 

6 Discussion 

In this section, we will first discuss our findings relative to the two main research 
questions. Then we will discuss the limitations of the study and suggest future work. 

6.1 Motivators for Online Political Debate 

The participants' responses provided relevant insights into possible motivators for 
participation in online political debate. We find it consoling that the most frequently 
reported motivator was an engagement in the discussed topic, and that the second 
most frequent motivator was a wish to contribute in the debate. Both these motivators 
are in compliance with the ideals of online deliberation. It is useful for developers and 
hosts of online environments for political debate to know that engaging topics and a 
wish to contribute may be key motivators for online debaters. In particular, this may 
have implications for how topics should be presented and moderated. Given that the 
findings are general, developers and hosts of such online environments needs to look 
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for topics and content triggering the participants' engagement, and present topics in an 
engaging manner, rather than, for example, just present content for informational 
purposes. It may also be important to strengthen participants' opportunities for making 
contributions that may actually impact political policymaking, thereby "situating 
citizens as agents within the policymaking process" [11, p. 182]. 

That said, it is noteworthy that general frustration was the third most frequently 
reported motivation to make comments in the online environment. While frustration 
may possibly help people get started in online debate, such motivation is hardly an 
optimal basis for the rational-critical discourse of deliberative democracy [2]. Possibly, 
debaters venting their frustration online may be the reason why some of the study 
participants criticize what they perceive as disrespectful treatment of others in the 
debates. Although political debate may benefit from having nerve and temperature, it is 
an important challenge for the hosts of online political debate to reduce the effect of 
online debaters motivated mainly by their frustration. In particular, this is important in 
cases such as the one in this study, where frustration only motivates a small proportion 
of the online debaters. 

Finally, it may be noted that there still is a way to go before online deliberation [2] 
is the backbone reflex of the participants in the studied online environment. Only two 
participants reported reciprocal learning as their motivation. Being engaged and 
wanting to contribute are indeed necessary requisites for online political debate. 
However, in terms of online deliberation, it will also be necessary to listen to others' 
perspectives and appreciate the possible learning that may come out of the political 
debate. 

6.2 Impact on General Political Engagement 

From the existing literature we know that participation in online political debate is 
highly correlated with general political engagement [15; 1; 18]. Furthermore, online 
deliberation may strengthen political efficacy and willingness to participate in politics 
[9].  

In our study, the majority of the participants reported that their participation in 
online political debate might strengthen their political engagement. This finding is in 
line with Min's conclusion that online deliberation may increase political efficacy and 
willingness to participate in politics [9]. Furthermore, our findings indicate how such 
increased willingness to engage politically may be explained. 

The most frequently reported reason for a strengthened political engagement is the 
perceived promise of influence associated with an online environment hosted by a 
political party. This perceived promise may be strengthened by politicians and central 
party members participating in the same environment. However, although party 
members indeed were present as debaters, several of the survey participants voiced 
concern that central party members and politicians were not more active. This concern 
reflects a scalability-challenge in the interchange between politicians and ordinary 
citizens in online political debate; as the number of active debaters increases, it will 
be next to impossible for central party members and politicians to follow up all 
comments. 
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Consequently, we need sustainable approaches to support interaction between 
politicians, central party members, and ordinary citizens in online political debates. 
One approach may be to clarify the promise of the online political debate: that the 
online environment is an arena for debate mainly among citizens and local party 
members; however, central party members and politicians may be active to the extent 
possible. A second approach may be to conduct regular summaries of the content of 
political debate, for example as input in political policymaking, and be clear on how 
the online debaters have contributed to the summaries. 

Other reasons for strengthened political engagement included the motivation for 
involvement in local politics, and an increased awareness of political events. Political 
parties hosting online environments for political debate may benefit from these effects 
of the online political debate by making easily available offerings to the online 
debaters, for example by promoting selected offline political events. 

6.3 Limitations and Future Research 

This study was conducted in an online environment for political debate where 
ordinary citizens, party members and politicians participated. Furthermore, the online 
environment was designed to foster contemplative comments rather than a fast-paced 
exchange of messages. Consequently, the generality of our findings is limited to 
contexts for online political debate that share these characteristics. Future work 
comparing the kind of online environment used in this study to other online 
environments for political debate is needed to make more general claims.  

The case of the present study was arguably a suitable object of study for our 
research questions, in particular as Norway is an egalitarian society with high Internet 
penetration and online maturity in the population. However, the generality of the 
findings may depend on the characteristics of the society in which the study was 
conducted. Consequently, it will be beneficial to replicate the study in other cases, 
preferably in other countries.  
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Abstract. The paper presents the results of the empirical study devoted to map-
ping and measuring the aggregated political positions – viewed as a specific form 
of discursive public opinion – expressed by ordinary citizens on a discussion fo-
rum on the Russian internet. The study is considered as part of the broader inquiry 
into the field of online deliberations. New evidence is discussed in this regard by 
deepening the empirical side of claim making and validation through studying 
agreements and disagreements among online discussants using Jurgen Habermas’ 
notion of validity claims to normative rightness. The claim-based approach has 
helped reveal, firstly, how participants problematize issues of public importance 
and what these issues are, and, secondly, which intersubjective solidarities 
(groups) participants form around these issues. The paper concludes by consider-
ing both the epistemic and pragmatic aspects of such results for better understand-
ing the participatory value of public discussions online from a perspective of  
discursive sociology and public trust building.    

- You say "Yes", I say "No". 
You say "Stop" and I say "Go, go, go". 

Oh no. 
You say "Goodbye" and I say "Hello, hello, hello". 

I don't know why you say "Goodbye", I say "Hello, hello, hello". 
I say "High", you say "Low". 

You say "Why?" And I say "I don't know". 
Oh no. 

You say "Goodbye" and I say "Hello, hello, hello". 
THE BEATLES - HELLO GOODBYE song  

By LENNON/ MCCARTNEY 

1 Theoretical and Analytical Framework 

The paper continues testing the practicability of Jurgen Habermas’ notion of basic validly 
claims – as part of his broader theories of communicative action, discourse ethics and, of 
course, the public sphere –for studying online discourses from a participatory democracy 
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perspective. While the Habermasian conceptualization of the public sphere has been met 
with grounded criticism insisting, for example, that there are many public spheres for 
different social strata rather than just ‘bourgeois’ one and that the very concept is exces-
sively idealized imposing the ‘ideal speech situation’ conditions that are impossible to 
meet in real world [for example,  27,  9,  4], still the democratic value of the public sphere 
remains as strong as ever, especially in the digital age, which has markedly redrawn  
the boundaries of the traditional offline publicness. The research that has emerged at  
the crossroads of new media and the public sphere concept appears to be strong and  
expanding [ 2,  10,  25,  28,  29,  30].  

1.1 Reaffirming Democratic Value of the Pluralistic Public Sphere 

Habermas’ views on the public sphere have also evolved significantly since his origi-
nal book The structural transformation of the public sphere: an inquiry into a catego-
ry of bourgeois society was published decades ago. In his later work, he replaced a 
previous – impossible to implement – requirement for the total participatory equality 
and inclusiveness with a more realistic condition of non-exclusion [ 16]. In other 
words, a condition to engage all those capable of participating in public discourses 
was no longer necessary. However, the condition of equal participation was still valid; 
that is, those citizens who are willing to participate should not be excluded from par-
ticipation, which in turn must be free, non-coerced and safe from intentional self-
deception [ 3,  15].  

While Habermas admits that the public sphere is pluralistic by nature, he also  
insists that disparate public spheres co-constitute each other and thus generate ‘eman-
cipatory potential’ rather than simply co-exist independently. He demonstrated that 
using an example of ‘plebeian’ sphere, which existed in the 19th century alongside 
with that of the elitist bourgeois one. It was pluralistic in terms that the elitist public 
sphere could only exist – and distinguish itself – against the background of other  
public spheres attributed to the social groups excluded from the mainstream one  
[ 12, p. 426-7]. Thus Habermas makes a special call to recognise the importance of the 
public culture and its space created by the ordinary people.   

1.2 The Virtual Public Sphere as a Space for Democratic Communication 

The Internet as a virtual public sphere [6,  25 6] has attracted the endless numbers of 
ordinary people to express themselves on the similarly endless number of topics in-
cluding those of public interest. It is a highly pluralistic public sphere. Many online 
communities, as well as sub- and counter-cultures that could not have proper place 
and role in the public communication realm dominated by the corporate mass media 
in the offline world have emerged and expanded on the Internet ignoring state and 
social boundaries [ 1,  7,  8,  10,  19,  20].  

This research attempts to study the political culture of the common, ordinary 
people, of the laymen, who are not professional politicians but nonetheless are active 
in civic terms online and often offline too. It is essential to know whether the causal 
online conversations are deliberative in the Habermasian democratic, participatory 



136 Y. Misnikov 

sense; whether they have an epistemic value and whether they can be studied, for 
example, sociologically, i.e. as discursively constructed expressed ‘opinions’ – or 
even public mood – and to which extent such ‘opinion’ is ‘public’. If so, how can it be 
mapped and measured?   

Habermas makes a clear link between the public sphere and the opinion within it, 
or rather many opinions. This is how he describes the public sphere sociologically:  

‘The public sphere can best be described as a network for communicating informa-
tion and points of view (i.e., opinions expressing affirmative or negative attitudes); 
the streams of communication are, in the process, filtered and synthesized in such a 
way that they coalesce into bundles of topically specified public opinions. Like the 
lifeworld as a whole, so, too, the public sphere is reproduced through communica-
tive action; it is tailored to the general comprehensibility of everyday communica-
tive practice’ [ 14, p. 360).  

He also notes, that while it is a basic (elementary) ‘social phenomenon such as ac-
tion, actor, association, it does not carry a traditional sociological concept of “social 
order”. It is so because it is not a system, organization or institution and therefore 
does not have an underlying ‘framework of norms’ on which memberships, compe-
tencies, roles are based upon. The public sphere is a dynamic communicative struc-
ture, with the constantly shifting horizons. Otherwise speaking, the public sphere 
discourses can be described through the streams of circulating opinions.  

In this light, the public sphere emerges as a linguistically constituted space of 
communication actors who generate intersubjective solidarities as a result of their 
‘cooperatively negotiated interpretations’ by ‘taking positions on mutual speech act 
offers and assuming illocutionary obligations’ [14, pp. 361-2], i.e. through issuing 
affirmative or negative statements. Discourse participants mutually grant each other 
communicative freedom to say “Yes” and “No” and thus to claim certain “truths” as 
they see it according to their morals and ethics. Habermas believes that by doing so 
discourse participants grant mutual communicative freedom to each other.  This 
space, for Habermas, must be open in principle ‘for potential partners who are present 
as bystanders or could come on the scene and join those present’ (14, p. 361). This 
observation well describes Internet discussions that are full of so called ‘lurkers’ who 
observe the discussion but contribute rather occasionally.  

However, it is not entirely clear how the public sphere opinions can be revealed 
and understood, let alone reliably measured. One of the options is the use of so called 
basic validity claimed borrowed from Habermas’ ethics discourse theory. Validity 
claims are the discursive vehicles via which participants connect their personal real-
world practices with broader worldview perspectives communicatively.  The study is 
thus focused on collecting empirical evidence with regards to the ‘opinions’ generated 
in the virtual public sphere(s).  

1.3 Analytical Value of Basic Validity Claims 

Basic validity claims are reciprocal and discursive instruments to realise (a rational) 
communicative (speech) acts. While they are linguistically constructed, their main 
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value semantic in conveying the indirect, intended meaning beyond language aimed at 
reaching understanding with ‘someone with regard to something’ in Habermas’ ter-
minology. The act of claim making is the articulation of a position, demonstration of 
certain reasons behind the speech act, transmission of an intentional meaning. Even-
tually, the speaker seeks the reciprocal validation of the proposed meaning by other 
discourse participations. From that perspective, claim validation is a rational (logical) 
exercise rather than linguistic; it is often a moral and ethical act as well to represent a 
certain worldview. The act of claim validation requires understanding the intentional 
meaning so as to reveal what is claimed and the reasons behind the claim. It is a sub-
sequent communicative action undertaken by a respondent who is interested in the 
claim and is ready to respond. Claims are recognised when they validated by a re-
sponse, but not necessarily agreement [ 21,  22].  

According to Habermas, there are three main types of validity claims reflecting 
three respective communicative worlds, namely: (1) validity claims that claime prop-
ositional truth about the objective world, (2) validity claims that claime normative 
rightness of certain groups, and (3) validity claims that claime subjective truthfulness 
about personal intentions (see more on how validity claims can be classified in [22]).  

This research focuses on the second type, i.e. the claims to normative rightness. 
This is the main vehicle of intersubjective communication through speech acts that 
helps coordinate social actions, seek mutual understanding (not necessarily consen-
sus), and build solidarities among communicators. Such claims manifest public rea-
soning which emerges as an act of reciprocal recognition among individuals in an 
ordinary, everyday communicative practice, including on the Internet. As a result, 
participants construct intersubjective social solidarities, i.e. fluid groups based on 
shared values as a basis for claiming group-specific interests. This is effectively a 
reflection of more stable value-based shared social (and political) worlds that exist in 
a particular society.  

The empirical framework of the study is designed to show how the validity claims 
to normative rightness are used to reveal and measure public opinion discursively.  

2  Empirical Framework 

The main research question has been to test the hypothesis that the validity claims to 
normative rightness can be used to (a) map out and measure the prevailing opinions 
expressed by discussants, and (b) disclose issue-based solidarities formed by them 
and, as a result, reveal political preferences that emerge in the course of online delibe-
rations. In addition, it was assumed (following the previous research in this field) that 
the articulation of disagreements is the main content of the validation act that drives 
the debate forward. Otherwise speaking, the assumption was that participants in on-
line discourses prefer to communicate with those holding opposite positions. 

2.1 Case study Description and Research Approach 

The case study was taken from the discussion happened on the Russian-speaking 
blogging platform LiveJournal (http://nytimesinmoscow.livejournal.com/2245.html) 
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following a publication on 22 February 2008 by the New York Times of an article 
criticizing President Putin (his first term in office) for curtailing democracy in Russia. 
Over 3,000 comments were posted within just a few days by the Russian readers. 
Some of them were translated into English and posted on the paper’s own web site, 
where, too, a hot discussion unfolded (these were not included into the research anal-
ysis). The content of the first 189 out 3,398 all posted messages was coded to (i)  
reveal validity claims to normative rightness and (ii) assess the discussion deliberative 
quality including such parameters as civility. The previous research revealed that a 
relatively small sample of minimum 70-100 posts is generally sufficient for meaning-
ful discourse analysis. Of these 189 posts, the first 100 were analyzed find out the 
dominant issues raised by the participants and the solidarity groups that are formed 
around such issues.     

The following parameters were used to code the content: (1) unique three-digit 
identifier of the post; (2) openly uncivil posts; (3) validity claims manifested via (а) 
agreement and (b) disagreement with others’ claims; (4) thematic orientation of  
validity claims.  Each claim – both validated and not validated – was numbered in a 
chronological order. For example, the coding format “VC-55//3-3-1=The article is 
untruthful (Статья неправдивая) means that “VC-55” is the validity claim number 
55; a three-digit sequence “3-3-1” tells it is the 1st  post (last digit) of the author num-
ber 3 (middle digit) and that it was the 3rd post in a row among all participants. The 
text “=The article is untruthful’ is the post’s intended meaning that the author does 
not agree with the article. The post also contains another claim made by the same 
author “VC-56//3-3-1=America should better deal with its democracy (Америке 
лучше заниматься своей демократией)”, which problematizes the issue of broader 
Russia-American relations. Its intended meaning is to dismiss the paper’s opinion of 
the state of democracy in Russia as unimportant. Others can validate this claim by 
agreeing or disagreeing with it in a simplified form For and Against, in the spirit of 
Habermasian positive and negative attitudes. 

All claims were coded in the order of their formulation by the authors, including 
those that were not validated later. Linguistically, there can be various options to for-
mulate the problematized issue; however, as long as it does not affect significantly the 
intended meaning of the utterance and falls under the same thematic domain, such 
differences are acceptable. To choose the right wording usually helps the respondent’s 
perspective; that is, how the claim is perceived at the validation step when the under-
lying meaning is accepted via agreement or rejected through disagreement.  

2.2 Analysis 

Thematic categorization was applied only to those claims that have been validated by 
others with the clearly visible affirmative or negative attitude. This also means that 
the overall number of validation acts is always smaller than the number of claims 
made. It is up to the participants to decide which claims to validate. Overall, 59 par-
ticipants made 189 posts; 10% of all the posted messages were uncivil and explicitly 
rude (and often personal); 70% of the posts contained claims to normative rightness, 
which amounted to as many as 179 claims (unique and repeated), of which 147 claims 
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were validated (it can be said that the discussion was sufficiently dialogic and reci-
procal); 76% (112) were the unique validation acts (the same claim can be validated 
more than once by a number of participants); 2/3 of claims were validated via disa-
greement; 10 of 189 posts were discounted on the grounds of either personal character 
or subjectless, few were deleted by their authors themselves later.  

On average, there were 3 posts per participant, which is in line with other discus-
sions analyzed by the author earlier. This means that more posts does not necessarily 
lead to the increase in deliberative quality. The debate was sufficiently civil, with 1 in 
10 posts openly uncivil (usually personal ones), which is also in line with other Inter-
net discussions of much larger size (the percentage of uncivil posts is typically within 
the range of 6-17 %). The discussion was dialogical, for 4 of 5 claims were validated. 
It should be noted that both claims and their subsequent validation are sometimes 
repeated; that is, different participants can pick up on the same claims, which is natu-
ral in such discussions. The share of unique validation acts was 76%. Also, 2/3 were 
validated by disagreement confirming my previous findings that discussants in an 
anonymous virtual talk prefer interacting with the differently minded people, not with 
the like minded as is often the case in the offline world.  
Thematically categorized were only validated claims via agreement or disagreement. 
The construction of claim development chain was as follows: if the author “A” in the 
claim number 1 “VC-1” expressed disagreement, for example, with the paper’s stance 
in relation to the state of democracy in Russia, this author was included into an  
inter-subjective solidarity Against the newspaper. If another author “B” in her claim 
number “VC-10” supported the paper’s view, then she became a virtual member of 
another solidarity that was For the paper. Otherwise speaking, even without direct 
communication these participants disagree on a certain issue. Anyone else who  
disagreed with the author “A” was automatically in agreement with the author “B” 
(unless other claims were made). Figure 1 below illustrates the dialogical process 
using a real example. The generalized logic of claim development is schematically 
presented in Figure 2. 

Agreements and disagreements are mutually intertwined and even interdependent. 
They have little sense viewed in isolation from the preceding interactions and claims 
already made. For example, a participant number 18 claims via VC-38 that there will 
be no Black Tuesday in Russia any more, and thus supports the government’s eco-
nomic policies – i.e. being For authorities, while another participant number 40 disa-
grees claiming that the Black Tuesday will certainly arrive again (claim VC-39) and 
that Putin leads the country towards a catastrophe (claim VC-40); he is then Against 
the government’s economic policies.  In response, the participant 18 defends the pre-
vious position in favour of the authorities by providing an argument that until now 
Putin did not commit serious errors and therefore deserves support (claim VC-41), 
noting that the tragedies of Beslan and Kursk submarine are not significant in compar-
ison with the end of the Chechen war (claim VC-42). The latter claim is fiercely dis-
puted by a participant number 42 (claim VC-42) who joins the group of those who are 
against the government.  

As a consequence, agreeing and disagreeing leads to the formation of issue-based 
intersubjective solidarities; that is, the groups that unite participants around accep-
tance or rejection of something. If, for example, a participant 1 claims disagreement 
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A range of issues and related inter-subjective solidarities has been revealed as a re-
sult of the online discussion. As a result, it’s been possible to identify not only the 
range of issues that they were interested in, but also their attitudes towards these  
issues. There were six such  issues: (1) Putin’s policies, (2) Russian government’s 
policies, (3) role of Russian democrats in general and human rights defenders in par-
ticular, (4) the New York Times newspaper that published the article, (5) politics and 
the state of democracy in America and (6) Russia’ military policy.  

Using this approach, it has been possible not only reveal the issues that the partici-
pants problematize themselves during the debate, but – more importantly – to measure 
the extent of their support or the lack of it. For example, the least support has been 
demonstrated in relation to the appositionally (and by default in the participants’ eyes) 
democratically minded human right activists – just 6%. Also, little support was ex-
pressed for the New York Times paper, which criticized Putin. However, against this 
background, 24% of support given to America and its democracy was rather paradox-
ical (see Figure 3).  

 

Fig. 3. Distribution of discursively articulated Yes (For) positions by discussion themes 

Positions “Against” produce naturally similar outcomes, especially regarding Pu-
tin’s policies – he is the least criticized political actor, while the attitude towards the 
government was much more negative, as well in relation to Russia’s military policies 
(roughly 20% of all positions). America was criticized most of all – almost 40%. 
While the participants found positive features of American democracy, the negative 
assessment prevails (see Figure 4).  
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Fig. 4. Distribution of discursively articulated No (Against) positions by discussion themes 

The claim-based method allows also measuring the discursively expressed ‘opi-
nion’ about the problematized issues by the size of supportive solidarities. Overall, 
the distribution of position-based intersubjective solidarities formed by participants 
mirror the distribution of the positions themselves (see Figures 5 and 6).  
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The most numerous was the group supporting Putin (37% of all participants), and 
the least represented was that in support of the Russian human rights defenders 
(10%). In the same vein, a group with a negative attitude towards America was the 
largest (37%), while the group that did not like Putin’s policies was among the smal-
lest comprising 11% of all participants. Again, paradoxically, the percentage of those 
who criticized the New York Times was even smaller.  

 

Fig. 6. Distribution of holders of discursively articulated No (Against) positions by discussion 
themes 

3 Conclusions 

It can be concluded that the validity claims to normative rightness are useful to (a) 
capture an intended meaning of utterances, (b) assess  how deliberative are online 
debates, (c) measure the scope of public opinion discursively, (d) reveal issue-based 
intersubjective solidarities. It has been confirmed that disagreements are indeed the 
discourse drivers.  

Overall, the research, regardless of its limitations (e.g. the small sample), has dem-
onstrated not only the analytical efficacy of claims to normative rightness in under-
pinning the deliberative quality of online debates, but also its practical usefulness in 
measuring the discursively articulated public opinion. Yet it still needs to be seen how 
public such opinion is and even more importantly whether it is an opinion in the first 
place.  

The questions for future research could include:  

• How different is this discursive form of ‘public opinion’ from the traditional 
opinions measured by more traditional sociological polls based on representative 
samples or random focus groups; can it be part of the emerging sociology of cy-
berspace (Hi05) or of a discursive sociology? Karen Sanders [ 4], for example, 
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distinguishes the discursive (consensual) definition of public opinion, which is 
formed via communicative practices that split society into communities (referring 
to Susan Herbst) as one of the four models of public opinion (three others are 
based on (1) majoritarian principles; (2) rejection of the existence of the public 
opinion as such; and (3) aggregation and measurement of data from sociological 
polls/public opinion surveys). 

• Can the conversational form of online discussions be (a) recognized and (b) 
mainstreamed both into formal politics and decision-making, including into poli-
cy modeling?  

• What else can be learned by studying such discussions? Can it be used, not 
abused, for agenda setting and policy making? (We know from history that mass 
participation can be controversial). How to move from political mobilization to-
ward democratic socialization and collaboration across communities and civic 
cultures? Can that help to overcome the “majoritarian tyranny”?  

From the Habermasian perspective, the traditional mass media are too influenced 
by the power forces and thus reflect only a mediated “quasi public opinion”. They are 
not able to engage in earnest the masses of informal, non-organized citizens and their 
fundamentally “non-public” views and opinions that have emerged in a specific cul-
tural context [ 12, p. 440]. Therefore, discussing politics is essential not only to ensure 
and expand democratic pluralism, but also to soften the growing polarization of a 
modern society via a multi-level and multi-purpose system of the public dialogue. 
Public communications in the Internet’s anonymous virtual environment can be an 
enabling factor to build trust between the strangers, which is critically important for 
democratic socialization and public trust – the very basis of democracy [ 5,  24].   

The jury is still out whether such a conversational form of online discussions has 
legitimate democratic (socialization) value. These they do not necessarily always 
rational in the strict Habermasian sense, but the very act of participation is a con-
scious rational choice.  It is clear, however, that the extremely large scale of such 
debates and the seriousness on the part of their participants cannot be ignored if a 
society continues to remain democratic and maintain public trust by demonstrating the 
respect to the Other, to the unknown Stranger.  
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Abstract. The growing distrust in political institutions is accompanied by new 
opportunities for civic involvement through online technological platforms. 
LiquidFeedback is one of the most interesting, as it embeds innovative features 
to support online deliberative processes. This software has been designed as an 
intranet tool for closed and homogeneous groups but it has also recently been 
used in large civic context, involving generic citizens. Aim of the paper is 
discussing the potential of LiquidFeedback for these purposes, by presenting the 
preliminary analysis of the “ProposteAmbrosoli2013” initiative carried on, in 
occasion of the recent elections in the Lombardy region (Italy).  

Keywords: LiquidFeedback, online deliberation, democracy, civic participation. 

1 Introduction 

The “endless” crisis of the western models of economy and democracy imposes a 
renewed effort to imagine and develop new forms of civic engagement (see for 
instance [13]). The persistent demands coming from the civil society organizations as 
well as from international organizations [4, 2] find more and more the concrete 
support of the ICTs. New software tools have been developed to facilitate knowledge 
sharing and the organization of new practices of crowdsourcing and collaboration. 
These tools are already being used by public bodies for opening government (see, 
e.g., [11]) and by the emerging grassroots organizations [3], to build up consultative 
and deliberative processes. 

One of the most popular software tools for idea gathering is Ideascale 
(ideascale.com), already adopted in 2008 to support President Obama’s Open 
Government Initiative, and afterward widely used worldwide. However, Ideascale has 
weak deliberative mechanisms to foster collaboration among participants: each 
proposal can be commented, voted, but not co-built. This enforces a competitive game 
among the proposals, as we observed in the case described in [10]. In this direction, a 
richer application is TOM (Estonian acronym of “Today I Decide”), developed within 
a state-initiated e-participation project launched in Estonia in 2001 and then proposed 
at the EU level (under the label TID+, http://tidplus.net) 1 . TOM is focused on 
                                                           
1 Since 2007 TOM has been embedded into the broader participatory website www.osale.ee 
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legislative proposals made by citizens through a deliberative process based on 
discussion and vote. After a fairly active beginning, participation gradually decreased, 
mainly due to the scarce commitment by the Government and little cooperative 
features for participants [8].  

LiquidFeedback (LQFB in the following) is an open-source software that is 
recently generating much interest (e.g., [14]) precisely because of its innovative 
features, which are similar but more articulated than TOM/TID+: it also embeds a 
deliberative process through which proposals are not only debated and voted, but also 
supported, and written in a collaborative way, or questioned. In case of alternative 
options, proposals are voted using the Schultze method (see afterwards), a revised 
version of the Condorcet’s one [15]. LQFB provides another innovative feature, the 
transitive proxy voting: participants can delegate (and then revoke) other members to 
make proposals and vote on their behalf in specific thematic areas and/or issues in 
which they are particularly keen on and trustworthy. These proxies can in turn choose 
other participants to transfer their votes again. 

LQFB was conceived and designed to support the internal decision-making process 
of the German Pirate Party [7]. However, it also stands for representing a “political” 
platform whose aims is to reform democracy using technological means. Specifically, 
it does it by fostering an original mix of - rather than a competition between - direct 
and representative democracy. A liquid democracy, indeed.  

Besides political parties and movements, LQFB is today promoted by a nonprofit 
association - Interaktive Demokratie2 - and has broadened its application fields. It is 
now adopted also by civil society organizations (e.g., Slow Food Germany) and local 
communities: e.g., since November 2012, the County of Friesland3 is testing LQFB 
for supporting civic participation and public deliberation. LQFB is a recent product 
and there is still no international literature that provides scientific insight about it. 

Interest on LQFB has recently grown remarkably in Italy as well, where Internet is 
playing an extraordinary role in sustaining and supporting civic engagement against 
corruption and political decline [6]. The first Italian localization of LQFB is due to the 
Italian Pirate Party, but its widespread popularity on national media is related with its 
use by several local groups of the MoVimento 5 Stelle (5 Stars Movement, M5S in 
the following), a political movement created in 2009 by the comic actor Beppe Grillo 
after and through an intense use of the web (mainly his blog, daily visited by 
hundreds of thousands users) and social network sites, to oppose the moral decline of 
the Italian political class. Direct democracy, intense civic participation and the use of 
ICTs for public purposes, are the key issues for the M5S. It increases its popularity 
and rapidly reaches a major role in the political arena: it is now the second political 
party in Italy. 

Pushed by the renewed political scenario, LQFB has recently been used within 
initiatives open to generic citizens. The first trial, called Libera Sicilia, took place in 
occasion of the Sicilian regional elections (September 2012) by a small party of the 
left coalition: the goal was to collect citizen ideas for its political program. Shortly 
later, the popular TV show Servizio Pubblico (Public Service) launched a much 

                                                           
2 http://www.interaktive-demokratie.org/ 
3 https://www.liquid-friesland.de/lf/index/index.html/ 
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broader initiative, called “Liquid Party”: however, the goal of gathering ideas from 
the audience of the show was not at all clear. No one of these two trials was 
significant enough to test the possibility for LQFB to enable purposeful and extensive 
initiatives of civic participation. 

An experiment with such characteristics and goals has been undertaken by the 
RCM Foundation4 and by the University of Milan in occasion of the anticipated 
regional elections in the Lombardy region, scheduled in February 2013. This paper 
describes and analyses this initiative, that we call hereinafter ProposteAmbrosoli2013. 
In particular, it presents the project timeline and the design choices (section 2) and a 
preliminary analysis of its outcomes (section 3). The conclusions develop some 
insights over the question if LQFB can foster online deliberation in civic contexts.  

2 LiquidFeedback for Civic Participation: Design Choices  

The Lombardy regional Council resigned on Oct.26th, 2012, as a result of massive 
corruption scandals which affected many of the leading politicians, including the 
Governor who has been in charge for 17 years. In the context of a large political 
disaffection, the primary elections of the left-coalition chose Umberto Ambrosoli – a 
criminal lawyer with a civil profile rooted in his father’s history5 – as candidate for 
running as Governor of the Region. He had to compete with the candidate of the 
right-coalition, Roberto Maroni, former Ministry of the Interiors in the Berlusconi’s 
government. Largely supported by several member of the civil society, Umberto 
Ambrosoli is a relatively young (40 years old) independent candidate, not well-known 
outside the city of Milan, but still politically active.  

The first talk for promoting a LQFB-based participatory initiative, so enforcing 
his electoral profile (and, implicitly, competing with the M5S growth too) occurred on 
Nov.17th. The decision of doing it arrived on Dec.18th, when Ambrosoli won the 
primary elections. Since the election day was scheduled for Febr.24th, the time for 
designing the website, configuring the software, and launching the initiative (on 
Jan.3rd) was then very short: just two weeks, including a couple of days for the beta 
testing. Nevertheless, this short period was characterized by an intense discussion 
over the design choices and a coordinated activity between the developers, the 
candidate and his staff. A direct contact with the system administrators of the Libera 
Sicilia website was particularly useful to learn from their experience. 

Before presenting in §2.2 the main design choices done for configuring the 
website www.proposte.ambrosolilombardia2013.it (website, hereinafter), let us 
introduce the LQFB basic concepts and its relevant terminology. 

2.1 LiquidFeedback Basic Concepts 

LQFB is a purely deliberative tool, with no free discussion and forum-like facilities. It 
has a rich and articulated structure, which is not easy to catch through its extremely 

                                                           
4 RCM Foundation has been established since 1994 as a spin-off of the Civic Informatics 

Laboratory of the University of Milan. 
5 see. e.g., http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Giorgio_Ambrosoli 
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“essential”, almost text-based, user interface. To make the tool (more) within 
everybody’s reach, an online help, developed in [12], was implemented in the section 
“Liquid Help” of the website. The Fig. 1 is adapted from it and represents, 
respectively: (a) the structure of the “issue” (or proposal) which is the basic 
concept/object in LQFB (bottom left side of the figure); (b) the state chart 
representing the states through which an issue evolves from its creation to its approval 
or rejection (right side); (c) the organization of the issues in a “tree” structure 
consisting of thematic sections and areas (top left). We use the terminology of the 
LQFB 2.2 version of the official LQFB distribution, which provides the English, 
German and Italian interfaces. 

 

Fig. 1. Excerpt from the Liquid Help 

1. The issue consists of a (preliminary) proposal to solve a problem. When created, 
the issue gets an identifier, e.g., i252, where “i” stands for “initiative”. This means 
that LQFB does not distinguish between the issue and the original proposal. Any 
proposed initiative can be disputed by other users through the proposition of new 
initiatives that get different identifiers. Proposals and counter-proposals can be 
supported and can collect suggestion(s) which prompt the authors to reformulate 
their proposals. Examples in Fig. 1 (bottom left) can help to understand the relation 
among issues, initiatives and suggestions. 

2. Each issue goes through a deliberative path, consisting of subsequent states: New, 
Discussion, Frozen, Voting. The state transition occurs according to conditions 
depending on time (e.g., after four days of discussion) and/or a “quorum” (e.g., if 
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the proposal gets at least the 20% of supporters, out of the whole participants 
potentially interested in that issue). The time and quorum parameters are chosen at 
configuration time and can be changed, e.g., to match with an increased number of 
registered users. Proposals which get sufficient support are firstly frozen (to allow 
participants to read the final version) and then voted. All the proposals facing with 
the same issue are voted together: voters express positive, neutral or negative 
opinions on them, together with priorities. Results, i.e., “winning” (or approved) 
proposals, are calculated with the Schultze algorithm. 

The above LQFD deliberative path somehow recalls, but looks richer of, the one 
included in the above mentioned Estonian e-participation project. 

2.2 Design Choices 

Consistently with the guidelines for the design of deliberative digital habitat presented 
in [5], the main design choices concern the “participatory contract” that binds the 
various social actors: in this case, the candidate, owner of the website, and the citizens 
who advance proposals. This “participatory contract” must be realistic and trustable to 
both sides, and then articulated by specifying: the participants’ authentication policy; 
the setting of the parameters which define the conditions regulating the transition of 
proposals from one state to another; the embedding of LQFB into a richer website. 
We briefly discuss them here below. 

a) The definition of the participatory contract: participants were asked to provide 
specific proposals to refine and detail the (already published) candidate’s political 
program, whose organization in thematic areas was reflected into the LQFB 
structure (sections and areas). To make the “game” trustable and attractive to 
citizens, the candidate committed himself to provide feedback about the approved 
proposals, either accepting or rejecting them. The platform was open to any 
citizens, not only to Ambrosoli’s supporters. On the other side, citizens were 
asked to look at the candidate’s program and at the functioning of LQFB, before 
formulating proposals. The importance of the participatory contract was 
emphasized by publishing it with major evidence in the website home page 
(through a big button “Read the Participatory Contract”). The RCM Foundation 
played as trusted third party, warrantor of the agreements.  

b) The participants’ authentication policy: in LQFB, participants’ registration occurs 
upon an invitation from the administrator of the platform. To get it, citizens had to 
fill a very detailed form including the fiscal code (which is in Italy each one’s 
personal ID). This guarantees a strongly committed community of concerned 
citizens and allows LQFB to work without any moderation facility. 

c) Configuration parameters setting: LQFB configuration includes the setting of a 
wide set of parameters which shape the deliberative path of the proposals, by 
regulating the transition from one state to another. These include: (1) the first 
quorum for the proposal to enter in the “discussion” state; (2) the second quorum 
for going to vote; (3) the largest duration of each phase and (4) the minimum 
number of positive votes for the proposal to be approved. These choices influence 
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the amount of proposals which are finally approved. In the context of a (short and 
competitive) electoral campaign, the objective was to fulfill participants’ 
expectation to see their proposals considered but, at the same time, to foster some 
collaboration and aggregation among participants, and to avoid too many 
proposals for the candidate to consider. Finally, the two quorums were 
respectively set to the 10% and 15%; the maximum duration of the deliberative 
path of a proposal was set to 15 days; the minimum number of positive votes each 
proposal needs was three. 

d) Embedding LQFB into a richer website: since LQFB has a very spartan interface, 
a more user-friendly website embeds it. It runs on the open-source software 
platform openDCN (openDCN.org), which also provides social media sharing 
facilities. This “case” website has TABs which link to its various sections. For the 
purpose of this paper it is worth mentioning: (a) the LiquidFeedback section, 
actually running on a different server; (b) the Liquid Help section; (c) the so called 
Diary of Participation, a kind of blog, where each single winning proposal was 
published by its proposer; it also hosts the feedback from Ambrosoli, either as 
comments to proposals or as autonomous posts. 

3 Analysis  

The following, still preliminary, analysis of the initiative is mainly based on the data 
coming from the registration and LQFB databases, collected in the period between 
Jan.1st 2013, and Febr.22nd, when the electoral period closed. We will also take into 
account data from the logfiles of the two websites (one running LQFB, the other 
running openDCN). Finally, we will highlight some of the results of a survey 
administered online on Febr.22nd and returned before the results of the elections. 

Tab. 1 summarizes the participatory activity in ProposteAmbrosoli2013. During 
the above period (53 days), 1320 citizens filled the form to be invited to participate in 
LQFB. 1120 (the 85%) completed the procedure and activated their profile: we will 
call them “participants”. The remaining 15% could have been “victim” of the 
demanding registration procedure. The picture of the participant’s population, as it 
comes out from enrollment data, shows a prevalence of middle-aged men, while 
young people between 18 and 24 are under-represented (4,3%).  

Table 1. Participatory activities in ProposteAmbrosoli2013 

Actions Nr.. Participants (1120 enrolled) 

propose 239 134 

suggest 225 87 

support 1099 517  

vote 1002 298  

at least one action ---- 609  
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239 proposals were created by 134 participants (the 12%): the 90% (121) of them 
created 1, 2 or at most 3 proposals, which represent the 69% of the overall proposals. 
This first category of “standard” proposers is complemented by a group of 13 “super-
active” proposers who did the remaining 75 proposals (31%). The act of proposing 
ideas were then quite well distributed (see Fig. 2) over the active participants’ 
population. Participation does not only consist in submitting, but also in debating, 
improving and supporting already submitted proposals: 87 participants contributed to 
improve the quality of the proposals with 225 suggestions; 45 of them were also 
proposers, while 42 were not. Proposals were finally supported by 517 participants, 
ranging from 1 to 61 supports each and 1099 in total; 345 supporters were neither 
proposers nor contributors. The activities performed in the initial steps of the whole 
deliberative process allowed 113 out of the 239 submitted proposals (the 47%) to 
fulfil the policy settings and reach the voting phase. These 113 finalists came from 78 
different participants, without significant distinction between “standard” or “super-
active” proposers. 

Voters were less than supporters: 298 participants expressed 1002 votes for the 
finalist proposals. One third of the proposers of finalist proposals did not even voted 
their own proposal. 90 of the voters were “virgin” of any other activity, 239 were not 
proposers. The voting phase was also characterized by the absence of disagreement: 
876 votes were positive, only 22 negative and 104 were neutral. That is to say, few 
participants disagreed on the proposals or deemed important to vote against them: 
only two of the voted issues had counter-proposals, and 109 of the 113 finalists 
proposals (the 96,5%) were approved while only four did not.  

 

Fig. 2. Distribution of proposers according to the number of their proposals 

Among the approved proposals, one stood out from the rest because of the high 
number of supporters and voters. It gathered 180 supporters and 113 voters, while the 
average of votes for the other proposals was 8,09, with an upper bound of 28 votes. 
This situation is a clear case of lobbying, as it was the coordinated action of an 
interest group to sustain a specific proposal. This (very well-articulated) proposal was 
posted by the leader of a health association and was about its mission. The proposer 
invited hundreds of friends and members of the association to participate to LQFB 
and support the proposal. We can imagine that he gave them directions to perform the 
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appropriate actions at the appropriate time: firstly, by supporting, and then voting 
“their” proposals. Such a huge amount of supporters and voters was not really 
necessary to fulfill the policies and had the effect of unveiling the lobbying group.  

Delegation, one of the LQFB key-action, deserves special attention since basically 
nobody used it. In the survey, we investigated the reasons of such behavior, with the 
following result: the 25% of the respondents just did not know about this action; the 
20% did not understand its meaning, the 13% found it useful but did not whom to 
delegate, while the 26% simply preferred to vote personally. Only three of the 
respondents (2%) used the delegation feature. The 14% did not answered at all. We 
believe that this result was because delegation is an innovative and unexpected feature 
within an initiative of civic participation, and it is also unusual in the web 2.0 where 
people are used to vote everything s/he “likes”. More time and some explicit action to 
enforce it, could have overcome these hindrances and favor its use. 

Up to now, we studied the behavior of the active users. Now we look to the 511 
citizens (of the 1120, the 46%) who enrolled in LQFB, but never performed any of the 
above actions. Comparing their account activation date and their last login, we have 
found that 404 of the 511 never logged in again after the registration. We can suppose 
that either they were blocked because of the low usability of the platform (as the open 
answers of the questionnaire suggest) or they enrolled mainly because of curiosity 
(due to the media attention on the platform). The motivations of this behavior need to 
be further investigated: was it really passive or was it coupled with reading activities 
which do not require to log in? What about the motivations of the other 286 citizens 
who also never logged in again after the first day but performed one single action?  

Besides the raw values, the “participation trends” are also worth of attention. Fig 3 
and Fig. 4 show that new enrollments and new proposals were concentrated in the 
first three weeks: during this period 700 members (63%) enrolled in the platform and 
created 200 proposals, the 84% of the total. In both cases, the peaks occurred in two 
occasions: the first one, around Jan.4th 104 new participants and 30 new proposals), 
after the issuing of the press release of the initiative and its launch on the candidate’s 
Facebook page; the second one around Jan.14th (48 participants and 19 proposals), 
after the official opening of the campaign, when the candidate, in front of thousands 
of people and in live streaming, invited people to contribute. The further enrollment 
peak in Fig. 3 in early February is due to the above mentioned lobbying case on a 
single proposal and therefore does not appear in Fig. 4.  

Apart the case of lobbyism, it seems that the initiative reached most of the interested 
citizens, who quickly started to contribute, at its very beginning, when the Ambrosoli 
electoral staff did the most intense promotional campaign on the candidate’s social 
media channels. After that, they were more and more absorbed by the hard electoral 
campaign, thus reducing their commitment to the initiative. Moreover, as the proposals 
began to finish their deliberative path in LQFD, and those approved were published in 
the Diary of Participation, participants’ attention moved from LQFB towards the “case” 
website. This trend is registered by the statistics of the two servers (Fig. 5) which 
reproduces the trend of Fig. 3 and Fig. 4, but shows that the “case” website server lost 
less Unique Visitors and Pages Visited than the LQFB server. 

To conclude the analysis of the participatory process, we have to say that 92 of the 
120 winning proposals were published by the proposers in the Diary of Participation. 
Ambrosoli commented three of them separately, while he discussed in four comments 
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other 22 proposals, somehow related each other. In the whole, 25 of the 92 published 
proposal (27%) got a feedback. Nevertheless, in his last post, close to the Election 
Day, he confirmed the commitment to consider all the approved proposals, after the 
elections, when he would govern the Region. Electoral results were different: on 
Febr.26th Roberto Maroni won the elections with the 42,81% of the votes, while 
Ambrosoli got the 38,24% of the votes. 

 

 

Fig. 3. Trend of enrollment of participants 

 

Fig. 4. Trend of creation of proposals 

 

Fig. 5. Number of Unique Visitors and Pages Visited in openDCN and LQFB 
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Despite all, the decreasing participation does not seem to mean a negative opinion 
about the initiative. In fact, if we look at the results of the survey, over a scale from 1 
to 6, more than three fourths of the respondents gave a positive evaluation (between 4 
and 6) to the usefulness of four actions of LQFB: proposing, suggesting, supporting 
and voting; more than the half rated them between 5 and 6. The questions: “Is LQFB 
useful to generate valid, reasonable and shared proposals?” and “Can LQFB be used 
to build an effective participatory government?” got similar good results. Despite the 
large criticism with regards to the unfriendly user interface, explicitly expressed in the 
open answers, LQFB is widely considered as a valid deliberative tool. 

4 Conclusion  

In the paper on “Web Science”, Hendler, Shadbolt, Hall, Berners-Lee, & Weitzner [9] 
recognize the role of the web to “encourage more human engagement in the political 
sphere.” They also point out the need of carrying on experiences in real-life settings 
so that “successful models evolve through trial, use, and refinement.” One relevant 
phase in the proposed applications’ life-cycle is therefore the analysis of the real-life 
trials, which has to figure out what worked quite well, what didn’t. When possible, 
the analysis should compare similar experiences, but this may be difficult when facing 
with innovative applications. This is precisely the case we have studied in this paper: 
the use of LQFB for civic participation and public deliberation. 

In this last section, we firstly sketch some conclusions from the analysis presented 
in section 3. We then integrate this “internal” assessment with some elements of 
comparison that can be drawn from the two cases: Libera Sicilia (whose 
administrators provided us with some data from their logfiles) and the County of 
Friesland, through direct online inspection and one indirect source.  

The first overall remark is that the whole set of deliberative features of LQFB were 
used less than one could expect. We already discussed about the missed use of 
delegation. We also discussed the reasons why the setting of the configuration 
parameters left the quorum deliberately low. The third group of seldom used 
deliberative features concerns the voting phase. The short time of the pilot and the 
quite homogeneous population involved in it (due to the electoral nature of the 
initiative) may be the reasons for the few counter-proposals and negative votes. 
Therefore, the Schultze algorithm for rating alternative proposals was not tested, and 
the vote actually reduces to a “yes/no” choice. The voting phase thus loses its role 
(the 96,5% of the voted proposals were approved) and often voters were less than the 
supporters of the proposals.  

Because of the combined effect of all these circumstances – ultimately related to 
the very short electoral period – we can say that LQFB was “de facto” used as an 
idea-gathering tool. Nevertheless, its deliberative and collaborative nature supported 
the fair selection of an half of the submitted proposals and enabled some cooperation 
around them: as Tab. 1 shows, participants were not only willing to submit their own 
ideas, but also open to support others’ ones. This contrasts with the competitive game 
enforced by other idea gathering tools, observed, for instance, in Ideascale [10], 
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where the activity of participants is often addresses not only to promote their own 
ideas, but also to vote against the competing ones.  

Further insights can be drawn exploiting the little we know about the Libera Sicilia 
and the County of Friesland cases.  

Libera Sicilia and ProposteAmbrosoli2013 were similar as they were both 
performed in a regional electoral context to involve citizens in the definition of the 
political program of one candidate Governor. In Libera Sicilia participants were much 
less than in ProposteAmbrosoli2013 (315 vs. 1120) and only 45 proposals (vs. 239) 
were created in a similar period of time (6 weeks vs. 7 weeks). The two initiatives 
share a similar percentage of proposals admitted to vote (46% vs. 43%), mainly due to 
the similar quorums (20%-20% vs. 15%-20%), but in Libera Sicilia, proposals got 
fewer votes per voted proposal than in ProposteAmbrosoli2013 (4,09 vs. 8,09). These 
different outcomes would more probably depend on the higher electoral relevance of 
Ambrosoli and his political coalition, with respect to the Sicilian candidate. However, 
we believe that citizens were also attracted by the more trustable “participatory 
contract”. In Libera Sicilia, the LQFB section was promoted by the misleading slogan 
that citizens would have developed the political program of the candidate. 
Unfortunately, the program was already written and published online. The 
“participatory contract” thus became unrealistic and not trustable. In 
ProposteAmbrosoli2013, instead, participants were asked to provide specific 
proposals in order to refine, specify and detail the candidate’s political program, 
whose thematic sections were reflected into the LQFB structure. Moreover, through 
short but effective videos, the candidate substantiates his commitment into the 
initiative and his interest in considering citizens’ suggestions.  

The case of Liquid Friesland seems to confirm the importance of a strong 
“participatory contract”. Here, the County Council adopted a resolution that commits it 
to discuss by law all the proposals approved through the LQFB deliberative process. In 
the first two and a half months, 500 out of 100.000 inhabitants joined LQFB (and we 
suppose they further increased in the meantime) and almost 50 proposals have been 
created to date. As in ProposteAmbrosoli2013, there has been a progressive decreasing 
activity in terms of proposals and votes. The bigger difference is in the higher number of 
citizens (up to 80) voting each single issue, as well as in the presence of several negative 
votes, something not observed in ProposteAmbrosoli2013. These are symptoms of the 
existence of contrasting positions and of a not homogeneous population. This also 
generates some counter-proposals, enabling the actual use of the Schultze algorithm in 
the voting phase. Liquid Friesland seems to encourage the use of LQFB by a local 
political institution willing to involve its citizens in a decision-making process with 
actual impact in the real life.  

In conclusion, we believe that the preliminary analysis of the 
ProposteAmbrosoli2013 case study, carried on in this paper, motivates the increasing 
interest in LQFB. On the one hand, a more qualitative investigation is now going on 
in cooperation with the University of Trento and the Ahref Foundation 
(www.ahref.eu/en). On the other hand, while similar initiatives are blossoming in 
Italy, the Ambrosoli‘s platform is being re-activated for supporting his activity as 
member of the Regional Council of Lombardy. All this will provide additional 
empirical data to understand if and how LQFB can effectively foster online 
deliberation in civic contexts. 
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