
Chapter 4
Experience with Digital Tools in Different
Types of e-Participation

Georg Aichholzer and Gloria Rose

Abstract The chapter offers a systematic overview of the use of digital tools for
various forms of political participation and the experiences made so far, based on an
extensive literature review. Discerning three key functions of e-participation—
monitoring, agenda-setting and input to decision-making—the authors review a
variety of formally institutionalised mechanisms as well as informal expressions of
civic engagement, including social media. The examination of digital tool use for
monitoring purposes extends from electronic information access and exchange to
e-deliberation, while the role for agenda-setting mainly includes uses for e-petitions
and e-campaigning, showing a mixed picture of democratic impacts. The review of
e-participation providing input for decision-making focusses on e-consultations,
e-participative budgeting and e-voting, identifying several persisting problems
with the latter instrument. A special section examines e-participation at EU-level,
from deliberative citizens’ involvement projects and e-consultation to the European
Citizens’ Initiative (ECI) and e-petitions to the European Parliament. Findings show
that digital tools enhance direct and participative democracy in many respects;
however, exaggerated expectations of new democratic potentials remain unfulfilled:
deliberative participative designs lack any impact on decision-making, and the ECI
still is rather an instrument for civil society mobilisation than citizen empowerment.

4.1 Three Basic Functions of e-Participation

Understanding “e-participation” as the use of digital tools for political participation
in the wider sense includes a wide variety of formally institutionalised mechanisms,
as well as informal expressions of civic engagement. According to their predominant
function in the policy cycle, we can discern three basic functions of participation
(we prefer this typology because of the focus on level of impacts):
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1. Monitoring: A basic category of participatory activities comprises monitoring and
control of political processes, actors and decisions via access to relevant digital
information (e-information), online deliberation and discussion (e-deliberation).
Information is of course also relevant to all other functions of participation,
however, a condition sine qua non for enabling monitoring and control.

2. Agenda setting: A second category may also start with accessing politically
relevant information and discussing political issues but extends to activities
such as mobilising support for political projects (e-campaigning) and submitting
formal requests to government institutions (e-petitions).

3. Decision-making: Finally, providing cognitive or evaluative input to political
decisions (e-consultation), setting priorities for or determining budget expendi-
ture (e-participatory budgeting) and casting votes on political alternatives
(e-voting) comprise a third type of e-participation.

Before we focus on these three basic functional categories and relevant sub-types
of e-participatory activities within each, we will start this section with some overall
assessments on the use and effects of digital tools for democratic processes.

Despite the long history of digital or e-democracy, the implementation of digital
tools for political participation on a broader scale has come at a much slower pace
than the expansion of e-government, i.e. electronic services in the public sector.
Mahrer and Krimmer (2005: 38 ff.) speculate about fear of change and latent as well
as overt opposition amongst politicians in legislative government branches as
inhibiting forces, based on a study in Austria: “[. . .] the very same parliamentarians
who would be responsible for introducing new forms of citizens’ participation for
political decision-making are explicitly and implicitly opposing these reforms”.
Various earlier assessments of experiences with e-democracy provide a reference
for an update with the most recent evidence.

Striking a balance after 25 years of e-democracy, van Dijk concluded that the
primary achievement of digital democracy was a significant improvement in access
to and exchange of politically relevant information. However, most disappointing
from the perspective of direct democracy, “no perceivable effect of these debates on
decision-making of institutional politics” was detected (van Dijk 2012: 53 ff.). The
general conclusion then was that e-participation is largely confined to the initial and
the final stages of the policy cycle (agenda setting, policy preparation, policy
evaluation), and that it rarely allows for entries into the core stages of decision-
making and policy execution. It was also found that bottom-up initiated
e-participation was more successful than top-down initiatives and that the required
set of digital skills was one of the greatest barriers to an effective enhancement of
participation. In addition, Lindner (2012) finds the balance of empirical research on
the use of e-participation sobering and could determine no evidence of increased and
more inclusive participation to date. Though he acknowledges increased information
transparency, the Internet’s function to support critical monitoring and control and
the extension of communication of political institutions with citizens, he deems the
e-petitioning, e-consultation and online discussion platforms offered as being rather
marginal in terms of power. Santos and Tonelli’s conclusions (2014) largely tend to
echo the general thrust of these findings.
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Ameta-analysis of e-participation research byMedaglia (2011), covering 123 arti-
cles from April 2006 to March 2011, determined that the field was very dynamic in
those years. One of the most noticeable developments was a shift from research on
activities towards impacts and evaluations. No great attention was paid to the areas
of e-activism, e-campaigning and e-petitioning during this time. E-voting, however,
was experiencing increasing interest, though publications in this area tend to be
about design proposals. Medaglia emphasises a “need to move beyond a technolog-
ical perspective, encouraging the ongoing shift of research focus from government to
citizens and other stakeholders” (Medaglia 2012: 346; see also Medaglia 2011: 99).

Panopoulou et al. (2014) attempted to determine what the success factors for
e-participatory projects are. Having reviewed literature on e-government and
e-participation success, Panopoulou and her colleagues went on to conduct a survey
of practitioners across Europe. Success factors which were brought up by all three
sources, namely, the e-government and e-participation literature as well as the
surveyed practitioners, were as follows: management and planning, security and
privacy, sustainability, addressing the digital divide and inclusivity, meeting user
needs and expectations, government or management support, technological
advances and good practice, a promotion plan and value for citizens as well as for
the government or organisations. From the practitioners’ perspective value for
citizens, user needs and expectations, promotion plan, support from government/
management, management and planning and attention to digital divide issues are of
highest priority (Panopoulou et al. 2014: 203). Based on the results of the literature
and practitioner surveys, the researchers propose an e-participation success factor
model including specific activities associated with the identified success factors (see
Panopoulou et al. 2014: 204–205).

On the question of effects of e-participation, Font et al. (2016) took a closer look
at what proposals resulting from participatory processes in Spain ended up being
implemented, by studying 611 proposals from 39 different processes. The results are
rather positive regarding implementation, with the team categorising a third of the
proposals as having been fully implemented, another third partially implemented
(e.g. with amendments) and a third not being implemented at all. Their assessment of
accountability, however, concluded that in most cases there are no explanations
given as to why certain amendments were made to the proposals or why proposals
were not implemented, an area which could certainly use improvement. Font et al.
(2016) determined that a participatory mechanism has a strong influence on the
successful implementation of proposals, finding that “[. . .] the odds that a proposal
emerging from a participatory budget or other permanent mechanisms (e.g. citizen
councils) is fully implemented double those of proposals coming out from a case of
strategic planning or other temporary processes” (Font et al. 2016: 18). The team
also notes that the processes which were categorised as fully implemented had short
proposal lists.

A crucial, largely latent but decisive factor influencing the use of digital tools for
political participation is trust. Scherer and Wimmer (2014) conducted a literature
review of trust in e-participation, referencing Im et al. (2014) as having found a
negative relationship between general Internet use and trust in government, but
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voicing hope in the possibility that e-government may mitigate these effects.
Grimmelikhuijsen and Meijer (2014) are quoted as saying they did not determine
there to be a positive relationship between transparency and perceived trustworthi-
ness. Within the literature review, Kim and Lee (2012) are noted as discovering an
increase of trust in local government as a result of positive experiences regarding
government responsiveness quality and e-participation application usefulness.
Another interesting insight by Wang and Wan Wart (2007) is brought up within
the review, namely, stating that participation events resulting merely in consensus
building will not increase public trust, but situations in which services the public
wants can be achieved, public trust can be increased (Wang and Wan Wart 2007:
276 as quoted by Scherer and Wimmer 2014: 63). Services which are of specific
interest to citizens and therefore enjoy much citizen involvement are zoning and
planning, parks and recreation as well as policing and public safety (Wang and Wan
Wart 2007: 273).

The next subchapters will present the main results and insights gathered from the
literature, structured into the three basic categories of monitoring, agenda setting and
decision-making as well-related types of participatory activities (e-information,
e-deliberation, e-petitions, e-campaigning, e-consultation, e-budgeting and
e-voting), followed by a separate subchapter on experiences with the main partici-
patory instruments in use at EU level.

4.2 Monitoring

4.2.1 E-information

Barber’s seminal contribution to the idea of participatory democracy regarded
“equalizing access to information” (1984: 276) as one of the greatest potentials of
interactive technologies and proper information as a principal precondition for
political judgement and active participation as a responsible citizen. Indeed,
according to van Dijk’s (2012) assessment, the greatest achievement was much
better access to political and government information, meaning provision, retrieval
and exchange between governments and citizens, but also public administrations,
representatives and political and community organizations. Professional information
brokers, journalists and sufficiently educated citizens have profited most from the
content available on governmental and NGO websites and portals, public informa-
tion systems, campaign sites of parties and candidates, weblogs, voter guides, online
newspapers, journals and web-TV channels (van Dijk 2012: 53 ff.).

Access to e-information holds special relevance for the monitoring citizen.
Monitoring by citizens is envisioned to be a way of ensuring state accountability
and is the prerequisite for citizens to contest or question political decisions made.
TheyWorkForYou.com is an example of parliamentary monitoring employed in the
UK, meant to provide access to neutral and nonpartisan information on activities of
Members of Parliament (MPs) (Escher 2011). A similar tool is provided by the
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platform abgeordnetenwatch.de in Germany. According to Rumbul (2014), how-
ever, monitoring the amount of times MPs spoke in the chamber led to an increase of
statements from MPs which contained little relevant content. Such cases reveal
significant gaps in current monitoring tools.

The importance of a quantum leap in improved access to information cannot hide
the deficit regarding opportunities for democratic participation in more influential
forms at different levels of government. For example, at national level such as in
Portugal where e-participation initiatives are sparse, with the function of most
initiatives at the local level being to inform, as the government primarily supports
e-informing rather than e-consulting and e-collaborative efforts (Fedotova et al.
2012). This lack of effective e-participation is not restricted to Portugal, however,
with Boussaguet (2016) making similar claims about participatory mechanisms at
the EU level, criticising the lack of use of participatory experiments or tools and the
failure to include “ordinary” citizens.

4.2.2 E-deliberation

Deliberation, understood as careful reflection and exchange of arguments on a
specific issue to arrive at considered judgement, is a basic element behind the idea
of deliberative democracy. A deliberative process thus involves both an individual
and collective activity. Its democratic relevance is not only to improve the quality of
public decisions but also to participate in reaching decisions about what actions to
take. “It orients toward understanding, thoughtful reflection, mutual respect, and
much more, but it points toward a final decision-making stage” (Gastil 2013: 218).
Before diving into the subject of e-deliberation, it is perhaps appropriate to repeat the
words of Coleman and Moss (2012), that “[. . .] there exists no scholarly consensus
about what even the most basic characteristics of deliberation are, and scholars are
leading players in the effort to construct a meaning that is sufficiently compelling to
relate the notion of deliberative citizenship to the empirical world around them”

(Coleman and Moss 2012: 5). This lack of consensus must be kept in mind when
examining research results.

In order for deliberative civic engagement processes to be successful, one needs
the engagement of public officials and politicians (Barrett et al. 2012). Structural
components identified by Knobloch et al. (2013) as cultivating successful offline
deliberation are deliberative skills training and a mix of discussion formats and
extended question–answer sessions. When regarding offline deliberative civic
engagement processes, Weiksner et al. (2012: 3) observe that they can lead to
short, medium as well as long-term policy impacts. Deliberative formats enjoy
high citizen interest, can be cost-effective and superior to conventional processes
concerning the inclusion of various viewpoints and coping with prejudices
(Collingwood and Reedy 2012). Deliberative civic engagement can also prove
helpful in situations where the citizenship is deeply divided, such as intercultural
conflicts, though Siu and Stanisevski (2012) caution about its limitations and
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feasibility on a case-to-case basis. Contributions can also be made to community
capacity (Kinney 2012; Weiksner et al. 2012). Knobloch and Gastil (2015) exam-
ined highly structured deliberative events (the Australian Citizens’ Parliament and
the Oregon Citizens’ Initiative Review) and found civic transformation and increases
in deliberative and internal efficacy as well as communicative and community-based
engagement, with feelings of empowerment regarding politics and public life. In
general, deliberative civic engagement seems to be of a more temporary nature,
being employed for singular issues and spanning only a short amount of time,
embeddedness in political decision-making and problem-solving routines being the
exception rather than the rule (Leighninger 2012).

Common criticisms of deliberative systems include the prevalence of idealism,
low motivation and aptitude as well as narrow-mindedness of citizens, the
prioritising of purely reason-based argumentation, a lack of heterogeneous repre-
sentation and a lack of impact on policymaking (Collingwood and Reedy 2012;
Weiksner et al. 2012).

When comparing offline and online deliberation, Davies and Chandler (2013)
find that voice deliberation in real-time is more effective than deliberations con-
cluded through text, in particular regarding mutual understanding and opinion
forming. On the other hand, they also find benefits of anonymity concerning the
willingness to participate, but at the cost of satisfaction for the participants. Online
discussions with deliberative design show increased positive individual-level out-
comes compared to non-deliberatively designed online discussions, with these
effects being most prominent in anonymous conditions: “[. . .] deliberative design
positively affected participants’ opinions and values, coherence, efficacy, and trust
for institutions, but not generalized trust or readiness for political action”
(Strandberg 2015: 466–468). The above-mentioned problems of deliberative sys-
tems concerning lack of heterogeneous representation are particularly pronounced in
online deliberation, with a tendency to over-represent white males who are young
and educated, as was found to be the case by Baek et al. (2012) in a comparison with
face-to-face deliberations in the USA. On the related subject of unrepresentativeness,
Davis observes the following: “Online discussants vary significantly from the
general public demographically and in terms of media usage, political interest,
political attitudes, and behavior” (Davis 2005: 124). It is due to this, that the public
opinion is distorted in online spaces. Online discussions are nonetheless being used
to draw conclusions about public mood, with reactions to events trickling in minutes
after occurring.

It is, however, also possible for many alternative viewpoints to be included in
deliberative processes, despite not achieving high representativeness. This was
observed for a case study in Finland investigating a special format of online
deliberation, so-called “crowdsourced deliberation”, “[. . .] an open, asynchronous,
depersonalized and distributed kind of online deliberation among self-selected
participants in the context of an attempt by government or another organization to
open up the policymaking or lawmaking process” (Aitamurto and Landemore 2016:
1). The process of the investigated case study had the character of democratic
deliberation and covered many varying viewpoints, despite statistical
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representativeness not being given, showing that “lack of statistical representative-
ness thus does not necessarily mean poverty of views, information and arguments
and low-quality deliberation” (Aitamurto and Landemore 2016: 2). Cho and Keum
(2016) observed that political expression is also more independent of socio-
economic status on social networking sites than in offline political discussions,
based on the findings of a national survey in the USA from 2012, whereby the
individuals who use social networking sites for political purposes are also generally
less affected by their social economic status, also regarding their offline discussions.

Another issue commonly raised with online deliberation concerns the quality of
the discussions. Kersting (2013: 270) criticises the quality of online deliberative
instruments as “[. . .] more oriented towards the construction of identity and com-
munity bulding than towards political dialogue and deliberation”. He also finds that
web forums “[. . .] are not argumentatively-respectful and consensus-oriented, but
are often pure monologues and frequently aggressive” (Kersting 2005 as quoted in
Kersting 2013: 277). His conclusion is a very critical view on online third spaces,
mentioning lack of openness and exclusion as additional attributes next to self-
affirmation and in-group bonding, but sees a future in combining online and offline
instruments. Online forums were also investigated by Loveland and Popescu (2011),
who regarded the posts of five regional web forums hosted by a US newspaper. They
were unconvinced of the quality of debates, noting that discussions remained for a
large part unfinished and were of an episodic nature. Davis (2005) makes similar
observations in his publication “Politics Online”, concluding that online political
discussions do not reflect opinions of the public, due to several reasons, above all
obstacles in the environment for participation and the lack of representativeness. The
problems of the environment are caused primarily by the lack of moderation and the
lack of accountability. Social rules can be broken without consequences, oftentimes
leading to chaos, hostile interactions and absence of rational argumentation. Another
obstacle is audience fragmentation, typical for online environments due to
specialised forums and groups. This leads to political talk being conducted within
“own discussion ghettoes”. “The individual poster seems less interested in engage-
ment than in pronouncement. Opinions are set. The goal clearly is expression and
reinforcement, not interaction and exchange” (Davis 2005: 123). Respectful conver-
sations can, however, be ensured through a moderator, as was shown in the case of
the Oregon Citizens’ Initiative Review by Knobloch et al. (2013). Lampe et al.
(2014) as well as Davies and Chandler (2013), Coleman and Moss (2012) and
Weiksner et al. (2012) voice their support for a moderation system and structure to
accompany online deliberations to ensure the quality of online discourse, which
Lampe et al. estimate would even be possible for large-scale online political discus-
sion spaces. For online environments, it is important to ensure that the online
communicative environment matches the deliberative task at hand and is engaging
and rich in media (Davies and Chandler 2013).

Despite the described shortfalls of discussion forums which can often be observed
concerning quality and the culture of discourse, positive examples can also be found.
According to the results of an analysis of three UK-based discussion forums from
2010 to 2014, Graham et al. (2016) claim that political actions can in some instances
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be cultivated in third spaces, such as online lifestyle community spaces. In order for
political action to follow up on online discussions, the following factors are identi-
fied: a helpful and supportive culture or structure, framing topics in a personal
manner or in connection to everyday life and communicating in an interactive and
reciprocal community or platform. An investigation of online lifestyle community
spaces highlights “[. . .] the importance of political talk for triggering both manifest
and latent political participation” (Graham et al. 2016: 1383). Dunne (2015) exam-
ined 138 online forums dedicated to local politics regarding their impact and found
none on direct democracy, as none of these forums provided any voting mechanism.

Mechant et al. (2012) report idea-generation and -evaluation strategies success-
fully working for two case studies of smart city applications in Belgium, applauding
methods such as brainstorming sessions, online expert and end-user surveys and
online crowdsourcing. Strandberg and Grönlund (2012), however, note few notice-
able changes from a pilot citizen deliberation experiment carried out in Finland,
mentioning knowledge gains and opinion changes but few other effects in the areas
of political efficacy or interpersonal trust. Based on an examination of the Compar-
ative National Elections Project (CNEP), a cross-national data set of 29 postelection
national surveys, Torcal and Maldonado (2014) conclude that an interest in politics
is not necessarily encouraged by political deliberation, but that effects such as
political disengagement can also be entailed. While plural media information has a
positive impact on political interest and political engagement, it is the exposure to
personal discussions which carries the potential of detrimental effects. Interest and
engagement are lowered when individuals are confronted with differing opinions on
political subjects (see also Lu et al. 2016 as well as Guidetti et al. 2016).

An exploratory case study was done by Chadwick (2011) on the failure of an
online citizen engagement initiative in “TechCounty”. The case is particularly
interesting because the conditions seemed ideal for a deliberative project, with the
county being home to many individuals employed in technology fields and local
political participation being relatively high, judging by election turnouts. The idea
was to create an online forum meant to offer advice and house discussions on the
topic of fostering and adoption provision, a topic where the likelihood of controversy
was judged to be very low. An exchange of ideas and information was expected to
lead to higher awareness of child welfare, improvements of the service and ulti-
mately an increase of applications by individuals willing to foster or adopt. How-
ever, the project was a failure, running for not even a year before it was shut down.
Very few people posted topics in the forum during this time, the number of
discussions held were low, while maintenance by a private technology company
was costly. Needless to say, the desired outcomes could not be achieved in the short
run. Lessons can be drawn from the identified reasons for failure: “budget constraints
and organizational instability; policy shifts inside the social service agency; political
ambivalence among elected representatives; the perception of legal risks that led to a
cautious depoliticized approach; and problems generated by the outsourcing of part
of the initiative” (Chadwick 2011: 27).
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4.3 Agenda Setting

4.3.1 E-campaigning

Campaigns are described by Baringhorst (2009: 10) as “[. . .] a series of communi-
cative activities undertaken to achieve predefined goals and objectives regarding a
defined target audience in a set time period with a given amount of resources”,
whereby attention is called to the fact that the high variety of campaign types makes
the term difficult to define. Consequently, our case studies in Part II of this book will
only exemplify a small selection, especially bottom-up types of practices with
potential for agenda setting. Campaigns can also be seen as strategically coordinated
collective activities that seek the engagement and multiplication of followers, aiming
to push specific topics (e.g. climate protection) and to put them on the political
agenda. The main agents of campaigning activities are various civil society actors
and political parties. Lindner et al. (2016) have shown how the first category profits
from the advantages of digital networked environments and the wide variety of
available tools (e.g. mailing lists, blogs, YouTube videos, discussion fora, wikis,
social media) and how the Internet extends the repertoire of collective action, both
regarding information and framing and as a tactical medium in political
campaigning. Regarding the recent Gilet Jaune movement in France, social media
have proven to be an essential tool. Another very recent example of extraordinary
public attention raised is the case of the “youtuber”Rezo’s activities in the run-up to
the European elections 2019 in Germany.1 His direct attacks, particularly against the
conservative party CDU, may have substantially contributed to the high losses of
votes especially amongst the younger voters, although the exact effect is difficult to
determine.2

E-campaigning by political parties is expanding likewise, particularly including
the role of social media. In recent years much literature has appeared on the use of
digital tools for electoral campaigning, investigating the importance of social media
during various national elections (see below). Regarding the use of digital tools with
participatory objectives by politicians, Medaglia notes: “The use of social network
services, for instance, is paradoxically found to reflect the one-way communication
structures of traditional political campaigning, and not to foster citizen involvement
in decision-making (Andersen and Medaglia 2009) [. . .]” (Medaglia 2012: 352).
This is in line with Baringhorst’s observation that government actors tend to use
campaigns for informational and educational purposes, while civil society actors
typically campaign in an attempt to influence ongoing political debates or current
political decisions, mobilising for certain activities and building up public pressure
(2009: 12). E-campaigns can also aim to bring controversial issues onto the political

1https://www.theguardian.com/world/2019/may/22/german-youtuber-rezo-video-attacking-
merkel-party-cdu-goes-viral, accessed 02.06.2019
2https://www.faz.net/aktuell/politik/europawahl/rezo-und-die-eu-wahl-wie-spd-und-cdu-die-
jungen-verloren-16210331.html, accessed 02.06.2019
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agenda, which can then be formally introduced into the political system through the
means of e-petitions (Lindner et al. 2016: 93).

Recent developments have underlined that narrowcasting and political marketing
as specific types of campaign strategies can have a big impact on representative
democracy (Edwards and De Kool 2016). A combination of social and traditional
media can effectively be employed for political marketing in which political parties
disseminate news and reports themselves. Narrowcasting describes the formulation
of specific messages which are tailored to a particular target group. This is again an
area social media can be very helpful in. Through the use of social networks and
targeted email campaigns a very specific group of individuals can be reached with
specific information. The 2008 Obama campaign was a huge success precisely
because it combined narrowcasting with centralised coordination (Towner and
Dulio 2012). Along with the 2016 US presidential election, however, digital
campaigning methods reached an unprecedented level of “computational propa-
ganda” (Woolley and Howard 2016, 2018). The combination of microtargeting
and “political bots as automated scripts designed to manipulate public opinion” on
social media spread all sorts of misinformation (Howard et al. 2018: 81). It is
controversial whether this effectively swayed the election result in Donald Trump’s
favour (cf. Liberini et al. 2018; Woolley and Guilbeault 2017; Allcott and Gentzkow
2017), or to what extent automation and labour market issues shaped the outcome, as
Frey et al. (2018) suggest. However, “the 2016 campaign highlighted the challenges
that the Internet poses for American democracy, and perhaps democracy in general”
and “that virality is now the coin of the campaign realm“(Persily 2017: 71–72).
These challenges became salient once more as the Cambridge Analytica scandal
broke in March of 2018, revolving around a data breach affecting the personal data
of millions of Facebook users. This directed a spotlight on how strategic use can be
made of data harvested on social media platforms to influence public opinion.
Individual personality profiles were constructed and in combination with an ensem-
ble of different machine learning approaches highly personalised advertising based
on personality data was enabled (Hern 2018). The scandal encouraged public
discussions not only about privacy and consumer protection but also surrounding
misinformation and propaganda, with the CEO of Facebook Mark Zuckerberg being
asked to testify in front of the US Congress.

Political marketing and narrowcasting touch on the work of parliaments, because
they help define the context in which parliamentary democracy operates. They turn
public opinion into a compass with which representatives align the exercise of their
mandate. This means that the nature of political representation is changing from a
contractual relationship between electorate and elected to a relationship in a perma-
nent state of flux, with politicians constantly being challenged to determine their
position vis-à-vis public opinion. The traditional and new media are reinforcing this
tendency and facilitating the strategic behaviour amongst politicians to which it is
giving rise (Coleman and Spiller 2003). As a consequence, the two methods do little
to encourage citizens and politicians to interact and confront each other’s opinions.

Circumstances in Europe appear to be less conducive to effective narrowcasting
than in the USA. Party discipline is weaker there than in Europe, leaving more scope
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for differentiated messages. It is riskier to disseminate isolated electoral messages in
Europe (Ward et al. 2003; Cardenal 2011). Studies carried out in Norway, Germany
and Austria show that political parties still make little use of online opportunities to
connect with specific groups. This is in part because party strategists are unsure
about the effects of narrowcasting (Karlsen 2011; Russmann 2011). Koc-Michalska
et al. (2014) examined the 2007 French presidential campaign, along with the 2012
campaign, on the basis of two surveys and a quantitative content analysis of
candidate websites. They determined that in 2012 social networking platforms
appeared as a new online public sphere in which younger and less politically
involved individuals, who are unsatisfied with the democratic system, partake.
However, it also could be shown that prior political attitudes such as interest and
trust remain decisive factors. Another observation the authors could make was that
the personal homepages of minor and fringe parties have started to even outperform
those of major candidates, despite the difference in resources.

4.3.2 E-petitions

E-petitions represent a category of participation opportunities for citizens that is
formally institutionalised and fully operational at many government levels, from
local communities to the European Parliament (Lindner and Riehm 2011). An
e-petition system allows citizens to submit to a government institution a formal
request on a specific political issue following a set of formal procedural rules,
whereby all steps can be carried out online. Petitions are a hybrid category of
participatory practice, since formal procedures are organised top-down but petitions
on specific subjects are initiated bottom-up by citizens. The instrument is mainly
related to the phases of problem definition, articulation and agenda setting in
policymaking. It should be noted that the label “citizens’ initiative” is used for a
participatory mechanism that can be more or less the same as, or at least very similar
to, a petition. One of the most well-known examples is the European Citizens’
Initiative which will be treated separately in Sects. 4.5.3. and 9.1.

E-petitions can be an efficient tool to empower citizens and address common
issues, given the process possesses a certain amount of transparency (Alathur et al.
2012). E-petitions exist in various forms: petitions that are merely electronically
processed internally at the institution addressed; petitions submitted electronically
(via email or web-interface); petitions that are publicly accessible on the Internet and
provide more or less additional information; and publicly accessible e-petitions that
include extended communicative and participatory functionalities (Riehm et al.
2009, 40). E-petition tools, especially those implemented at national levels in
Scotland and Germany, have been studied quite intensively. Most recent assess-
ments (Bochel 2013; Riehm et al. 2014; Lindner and Riehm 2011) add to earlier
evaluations, amongst others, by the Office of Technology Assessment at the German
Bundestag, the German parliament (TAB), where “Public (electronic) Petitions”
were introduced in 2005. This type of petition tool comprises the following
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components: submission via email attachment; examination by the petitions com-
mittee; publication on the Internet; possibilities for co-signing and discussing peti-
tions online; processing, examination and replies to the petitioners; and publication
of the decision on the Internet. Only those petitions that pass the examination by the
petitions committee are published; during the pilot stage they amounted to only 2%
(Riehm et al. 2009, 27).

The system of public electronic petitions at the German Bundestag enjoys much
popularity and is deemed a success; the percentage of e-petitions amongst all
petitions increased from 17% to 34%, and public petitions grew from 5% to 24%
between 2006 and 2011 (Riehm et al. 2014: 9–18, 26–28). During this period more
than 4 million people signed 2750 public electronic petitions and an accumulated
total of more than 200,000 discussion contributions were recorded. The petitioners
and the petitions committee are given the opportunity to discuss the issue jointly in a
public committee meeting if over 50,000 people sign a petition. This innovation is
seen positively by both petitioners and members of parliament. The vast majority
also welcomes the implementation of discussion fora and finds them informative and
objective. The petitions committee considers that between one third and a half of the
petitions are positively concluded. Petitioners themselves are a little more critical:
only one third were satisfied with the treatment of their petition.

A common observation reflected in this case study is that e-petitions do not
typically mobilise new citizens to participate via petitions, but they tend to substitute
conventional petitions, leading to no overall growth in petitioning activities. The
average petitioner remains male and with a higher educational background than
average citizens, with e-petitioners being younger than conventional petitioners. The
move to the Internet alone does not lead to procedural transparency and increased
participation opportunities. This is more likely in a combination of technological and
politico-institutional reform, as was the case in Germany.

In England, Panagiotopoulos et al. (2011) examined the effectiveness of
e-petitioning tools in English Local Government and came to a less optimistic
conclusion, claiming the efforts of institutional compliance to be minimal and the
actual use of e-petitions to be low. Often governments fail to provide official replies
to petitions which hit their quota, or they take far too long to issue these replies until
the matter at hand is of no more relevance (Wright 2012, 2016).

The case of the Downing Street e-petitions (UK) was widely lauded as a success
and led to a wider adoption of e-petitioning processes (Wright 2012). However, it
suffered from highly unequal participation. This was in part due to the high presence
of so-called “super-posters”, who either create more than ten accepted petitions or
sign over 100 petitions. “The regular petition creators were particularly harmful
because they posted on new topics quickly, and Downing Street would block
subsequent petitions on similar topics. Many thousands of people attempted to
become active citizens only to find their petition (and often several) rejected.
However, the rule that blocked repeat petitions limited the chance for people to
dominate the agenda [. . .] while still allowing people to set their own” (Wright 2012:
466). Wright further criticised the lack of a formal space to deliberate or counter-
petition. El Noshokaty et al. (2016) examined what makes an e-petition successful
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and came to the conclusion that incorporating positive emotions into a petition will
raise its chances of success. No changes in success rate could be observed in
petitions with an emphasis on moral obligations. In fact, in petitions where moral
and cognitive elements were very strong, El Noshokaty et al. (2016) even noted a
decline in success rates. Petition quality also factors into success. In the case of a
government-initiated programme in China, most attention and comments are granted
to petitions with high salience and low complexity (Zhang et al. 2016). Despite its
popularity amongst citizens, this case is criticised for the prevalence of so-called
“participation chaos”, stemming from low-quality proposals with little or no rele-
vance and organisational issues such as misplacements of proposal types, whereas
organised participation requires a certain level of civic knowledge or skills (Zhang
et al. 2016). Analysing the growth of the Downing Street e-petitions with a big data
approach (over 8000 petitions) over a time span of 2 years, Hale et al. (2013)
discovered a few successful petitions with rapid growth, the number of signatures
gathered on the first day being a good indicator for success.

But how do the petitioners themselves define the success of a petition? According
to Wright (2016), citizens can perceive petition success in a number of additional
ways to policy impact, such as the following: increased publicity/awareness,
increased membership, increased credibility, galvanised/focussed support, sense of
solidarity in local/national community, feeling of making a difference, show of
acting, policy changes through government, government provided alternatives or
partial changes, helped gain key support/links, helped gain access to ministers, got
an official response, reached a set target of signatures, increased understanding in
government and/or amongst general public, made a statement, were able to express
concerns, fulfilled sense of civic duty, proved others also care about the issue
(Wright 2016: 850).

Researchers in Sweden examined the relationship of e-petitions on trust in
political institutions with survey data, seeing as e-petitions are considered one of
the most commonly used variants of citizen participation and concluded: “In general,
experiences with e-petitioning have not rendered any overall gain in trust; and for
citizens more distant from the political mainstream, distrust is often reinforced.
However, the results show that more citizens with a negative predisposition toward
government have changed their perception in a positive direction than vice versa
(positive predisposition-negative change). So even if negative reinforcement is more
common than positive reinforcement, change is more positive than negative”
(Åström et al. 2016: 3f.).

Largely positive experiences with another tool for e-petitions have also been
reported in the context of the New Citizens’ Initiative Act in Finland (see Lironi
2016, 18 ff.). Since its institutionalisation in 2012, nine successful initiatives reached
the Parliament. Of these only one was translated into law so far. The main experi-
ences were as follows: enhanced participation of citizens in policymaking, especially
amongst the youth; mutual learning processes amongst citizens and decision-
makers; policy-shaping new ideas brought in by citizens; and enhanced legitimacy
of policymaking. However, this instrument rather mobilises already privileged
groups than a more representative section of the society, and although it raised the
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level of trust in policymaking, there were also signs of political disenchantment,
especially amongst the supporters of failed initiatives.

E-petitions systems can also lead to so-called “slacktivism”. The idea is that
individuals engage in “activist” actions with minimal effort and no strong real-world
consequences, the act itself only serving to satisfy a sense of having accomplished
something and decreasing the likelihood of engaging in further, perhaps more
effective, political engagements. Schumann and Klein (2015) could show negative
effects of slacktivism on willingness to participate in a demonstration or to partake in
a panel discussion, for example. They note the importance of individuals to feel part
of a group and be invested in the group’s welfare and viability in order to mobilise
for offline collective actions.

Parycek et al. (2014) evaluated OurSpace, an international project dedicated to
improving the engagement of the youth of Europe with European decision-makers
through the combination of ICT use, information and motivation to participate. It
turned out to be very difficult to mobilise young citizens. Participants felt sceptical
regarding the potential to improve trust in politics, but recognised the value of
OurSpace as a tool to contact politicians and present their opinions to decision-
makers. The research team also discovered Europe’s youth to be “[...] very capable
to engage in face-to-face and anti-hierarchal discussions with both politicians and
other users, and to engage in respectful and inclusive deliberation online” (Parycek
et al. 2014: 138). The engagement of decision-makers was an important factor in the
success of the project, and the implementation of social features such as chat or
profile options are advised. Identified barriers for discourse were language, naviga-
tional difficulties on the Internet platform and low interest in European-level matters.

4.4 Decision-Making

4.4.1 E-consultation

E-consultations belong to the group of top-down e-participation instruments most
widely practised at all tiers of government—from the local to supra-national levels.
In practice the function of this instrument may be confined to contribute to agenda
setting but in principle it also carries potential to substantially shape decisions to be
taken. Main objectives are to enhance the legitimacy of political decisions and to
raise the quality of decisions by improving inputs as regards the social range and/or
the knowledge base. The potential to rationalise political decision-making is typi-
cally activated in the phase of policy formulation (cf. Albrecht 2012: 13ff.). A
variety of designs is being practised with e-consultations. In addition to open and
closed consultations as basic categories the variants include simple question-and-
answer discussion fora, e-polls or e-surveys, selected e-panels and so-called editorial
consultations (e.g. participatory drafting of policy documents in the European
Parliament’s Citizens’ Agora) (cf. Tomkova 2009).
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Pammett and Goodman (2013) explored the consultation practices undertaken
before the use of e-voting systems as well as the following evaluation practices in
Canada and Europe. They deem consultations important for openness and transpar-
ency in the context of e-voting to foster trust in the electoral process. In their
assessment consultations are limited in various respects. While in Europe they
tend to involve parliamentary or government committees, political parties, expert
committees and specific stakeholder groups, consultations in Canada appear to
transpire between city councilors and government officials and often adopt the
character of informing about decisions already made rather than consulting on a
decision before the fact. Regarding the organisation of e-consultations, Loukis and
Wimmer (2012) observed that one can achieve higher-quality focussed debates by
structuring the consultations. They warn, however, that introducing structure can
also lead to reduced participation as well as the exclusion of specific groups,
resulting in a quality-for-quantity trade-off. They propose that structured
e-consultations should be introduced complementary to unstructured consultations
already taking place on many government agency sites. An evaluation of the first
e-consultation ever held by the Irish House of Parliament showed successes regard-
ing the Parliamentary reform and the mobilisation of citizens to participate in
policymaking processes. However, it assessed e-consultations still as “appendages
to existing, centralized decision-making power” (Murray 2013: 1), rather than
constituting a development in the direction of e-democracy. Similar to Loukis and
Wimmer (2012), Murray also warns of the quality of participation, with a reference
to lack of Internet accessibility for many individuals.

4.4.2 E-participatory Budgeting

A new instrument termed “participatory budgeting” has practically been invented in
Porto Alegre, Brazil, where citizens have been participating in processes to deter-
mine the distribution and investment of municipal budgets since 1989. This partic-
ipatory arrangement, classified and much celebrated as a democratic innovation, has
attracted special attention because of its special origin and participation in decision-
making. E-participatory budgeting stands for the further development of this model
using electronic communication tools. Over the past 25 years the practice of partic-
ipatory budgeting first spread in Brazil and Latin America and subsequently all over
Europe, with several hundred cities adopting the concept (Talpin 2012: 186). With
the diffusion of the model, a differentiation process into a number of sub-types took
place. Today traditional, online or hybrid communication channels are practised
(cf. Mkude et al. 2014; Miori and Russo 2011), with varying degrees of success
(Röcke 2014). In a study of projects in 20 European cities, Sintomer et al. (2008)
identified six different models. Not all cases give citizens decision-making power;
some are merely consultative or can have other impacts, for example, contributing to
the modernisation of public administration or bridging the gap between politicians
and citizens. Unlike the original model in Porto Alegre, the European cases only deal
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with 1%–20% of the municipal budget (Talpin 2012: 186). In Germany, participa-
tory budgeting phases mostly comprise general information, discussion of ideas,
specification of selected proposals and voting on selected suggestions. These are
predominantly not final binding decisions. They are taken by city or community
councils, mostly without a specific budget included (cf. Schneider 2018). A combi-
nation of online and offline channels to maximise inclusiveness is now state of the
art. Discussions on how to distribute public funds are challenging for all stakeholders
and consume much time and resources. Proper process design and ICT support to
save time and resource demands are therefore essential elements (Heidelberger
2009).

In Europe, Sintomer et al. (2008, 2010) identified the following impacts: support
for the demand for increased transparency, improved public services, accelerated
administrative operations, better cooperation amongst public administration units
and enhanced responsiveness. Positive contributions to the political culture and
competences of participants can also be expected. This can include extended partic-
ipation opportunities, enhanced transparency of public policy, better quality of
decision-making, increased legitimacy and a stronger identification with the local
community. Cost reduction and major structural reforms are less likely achieved.

Participatory budgeting has been carried out in over 1700 local governments from
over 40 different countries, according to Cabannes (2015). Improvements can be
achieved in the areas of basic service provision and management, due to the element
of community oversight. Goncalves (2013) observes increased investments in san-
itation and health services in Brazil as a result, leading to reduced infant mortality
and showing that it can indeed impact public expenditures with noticeable conse-
quences. Moreover, it “[. . .] is an effective mechanism of local authorities influence
on territorial development” (Volodin 2014: 378), as with co-managed slum
upgrading in Porto Alegre (Pimentel Walker 2016). However, as Gordon et al.
(2017) point out, social media platforms remain underused in participatory
budgeting processes because local community leaders in the USA perceive a lack
of adequate infrastructure and hindrances caused by restrictive policies, as well as
security concerns, which could be limiting success.

Lim and Oh (2016) compared offline and online participation channels of a
participatory budgeting system in Korea, determining that citizen opinions were
ultimately incorporated in the resulting budget or policy decision-making, with
offline systems having been more successful due to higher deliberativeness and
representativeness.

4.4.3 E-voting

E-voting is the form of e-participation with the most direct influence on a decision,
i.e. the outcome of a choice between alternative options. However, since elections
are a cornerstone of democratic institutions, not only the outcomes are important but
also the whole process of voting needs special attention and must fulfil certain
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criteria. Therefore, our case studies in Chap. 12 will include a special focus on
process aspects. The composition of topics discussed in Lindner et al. (2016) is still
valid and reflected in the literature. An update of empirical case analyses offers the
most valuable knowledge for the purpose of this section. For instance, as Estonia
was the first country to introduce Internet voting for national and binding elections
(in 2005 on a local level and since then for all kinds of elections—local, national,
European), it is often analysed and rather dominant in the recent literature
(e.g. Heiberg et al. 2012; Kitsing 2014; Sál 2015; Springall et al. 2014; Vassil and
Weber 2011; Vinkel 2012, Hall 2012; Kersting and Baldersheim 2004). Interest-
ingly, this does not imply success in e-democracy in a broader sense (Toots et al.
2011).

Another popular case, due to its long history and well-embedded and long-term
political strategy, is Switzerland (e.g. Beroggi et al. 2011; Driza-Maurer et al. 2012;
Germann and Serdült 2014; Hill 2015; Serdült et al. 2015). In the case of Norway,
the very high level of public trust in the government and the high degree of caution
and professionalism that accompanied the introduction of Internet voting in 2011
raised hopes that it could be established there. Nevertheless, controversies over the
sufficiency of security mechanisms led to a discontinuation of the Internet voting
project in 2014. In addition to these prominent European cases, interesting insights
can also be gained from experiences made with Internet voting around the world,
e.g. in Australia or the USA. Analyses of all of these empirical cases, focussing on a
variety of topics, such as trust, security and transparency or impact on voter turnout,
contribute to gain well-grounded knowledge about the current state of Internet
voting.

4.4.3.1 Legal Theory and Computer Science

The introduction of Internet voting is confronted with a number of legal challenges.
Elections, being a key element of democracy (Garrone 2005: 111), have to be
protected carefully. While a legally binding constitution defines the procedural
requirements for elections, computer science is in charge of developing the measures
that ensure compliance with these requirements (Bräunlich et al. 2013). The main
election principles, namely, universal, equal, secret, direct and free suffrage, find
their manifestation in national legal frameworks, as well as in international election
standards, for instance, the European Commission’s Compendium of International
Electoral Standards (EC 2016), the Venice Commission (2003) or the OSCE Elec-
tion Observation Handbook (2010). In addition, the Council of Europe’s (2005)
recommendations on the legal, operational and technical standards for e-voting (Rec
(2004)11) state that “e-voting shall respect all the principles of democratic elections
and referendums” (Council of Europe 2005: 7) and refer to those five principles of
voting. In fact, the Rec(2004)11 has been and still is a very influential international
document (Stein and Wenda 2014). Aspirations to update and renew Rec(2004)11
are discussed on a regular basis in review meetings or expert meetings of the Council
of Europe.
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Compliance with these central legal principles poses great technical challenges
for the implementation of Internet voting. Fundamental Internet security problems
need to be taken seriously, and procedural issues such as guaranteeing both secrecy
and transparency at the same time have to be considered. In addition, potential
susceptibility to flaws accrues from the multiplicity of agents (computers, servers,
networks) involved in the voting procedure, an aspect that can seriously influence
the legitimacy of voting. Opponents claim that it is principally impossible to achieve
this legitimacy with e-voting. McGaley and McCarthy (2004: 153) state, for exam-
ple, that “the nature of computers is that their inner workings are secret. Since
transactions and calculations happen at an electronic level, it is not physically
possible for humans to observe exactly what a computer is doing”. In 2015 Richard
Hill reported his experience of an attempt to challenge the Geneva e-voting system in
court. He filed court challenges against the use of Internet voting in 2011, when
e-voting was offered to all voters in Geneva. He wanted the courts to examine if
e-voting was consistent with the cantonal law and the Federal Constitution (Hill
2015). According to the Federal Tribunal it is not sufficient to merely claim a
weakness of a system and that “an appeal can only be lodged if weaknesses have
been actually exploited during a specific vote” (Hill 2015). Regarding vulnerability
tests of voting systems, in a recent case in the USA, in Washington, DC, a unique
approach was followed: a mock trial was held prior to an Internet election in order to
offer everyone who is interested the chance to test the voting system in place
(Wolchok et al. 2012). In fact, a research group from the University of Michigan,
Ann Arbor, gained control of the election server, changed votes and revealed secret
ballots. Their intrusion was not detected by the officials for nearly two business days.
According to the “attackers”, this case illustrates the practical challenges of securing
online voting today (Wolchok et al. 2012). Another incident in connection with
Internet voting in Australia was reported by Buell (2015), referring to a standard
security flaw detected in a vendor software used for statewide elections. During
elections in 2011 in Estonia, despite the fact that election fraud has never been
detected, this possibility was much discussed after the parliamentary elections, when
an Estonian student claimed that it would be easy to hack and manipulate the
Estonian Internet voting system (Rikken 2011). His claim for nullification of the
election results was rejected, with the argument that the sole possibility that a
computer may have been affected without the voter’s knowledge is not reason
enough (Sivonen 2011). As a consequence, shortly before the European elections
in 2014, a debate about security issues of the Estonian system came up again (Arthur
2014).

Regarding Estonia in particular, the OSCE that accompanied the elections in
2011 recommends some changes and sees room for further improvement of the
Internet voting system (OSCE/ODIHR 2011). In 2007, a denial of service attack
created problems for many Estonian websites (Jones and Simons 2012), exposing
potential vulnerabilities. Evaluators of the security of the system in the 2013 Internet
election in Estonia even recommend discontinuing Internet voting in Estonia,
concluding “that a state-level attacker, sophisticated criminal, or dishonest insider
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could defeat both the technological and procedural controls in order to manipulate
election outcomes” (Springall et al. 2014).

Similar challenges come up in various countries where Internet voting is in place
on a regular basis: critics of Internet voting point to vulnerabilities of a system in
place, sometimes even filing court challenges. However, their voices remain
unheard, seeing as legally nothing can be done as long as a misuse cannot be proved.
On the one hand, the sole possibility of fraud is not reason enough to take action; on
the other hand, demonstrating flaws would mean committing a crime. Nevertheless,
the possibility of indirect effects, such as revisions of e-voting systems due to court
challenges or media and public attention, does exist (see also Hill 2015).

There are also several technical issues of practical implementation which remain
to be resolved (Beroggi 2014; OSCE/ODIHR 2012, 2013) such as problems during
the preparation, vote counting, login and connection as well as the vote casting
phases during the test of the Internet voting system in the Canton of Zurich in 2004.

4.4.3.2 Socio-political Issues

Internet voting has the potential to increase voter turnout—this is one central
argument brought forward by Internet voting proponents since the beginning of
debates about Internet voting. Due to methodological issues, it is rather difficult to
make profound claims about the relation between Internet voting and turnout. There
is no inevitable causal relationship between the number of participating voters and
online voting. Variables such as the immediacy of the issues, positions at stake or
people to be elected must also be considered when looking at voter turnout. It is,
however, possible to make some assumptions based on a variety of studies dealing
with this relation. Reports of the impacts of e-voting initiatives on voter turnout are
in fact rather sobering, with results indicating that the move from paper to Internet
does not lead to the anticipated increase in total voter turnout. In Norway, for
instance, an election evaluation revealed that the turnout levels in the trial munici-
palities slightly increased, but these are replicated in the whole country (MLGRD
2012). When examining survey data, individuals (primarily young, male, of higher
income and education and engaging in frequent social media use) indicate that
e-voting would mobilise them in situations where they would otherwise not partic-
ipate (Spada et al. 2016) and that their interest in e-voting options is high (Carter and
Campbell 2011). These survey results are, however, not reflected in data of actual
e-voting experiments (Beroggi 2014; MLGRD 2012).

In 2004, a pilot programme for testing an Internet voting system was introduced
in the Canton of Zurich, Switzerland, preceded by a survey on the expected benefits
of e-voting, providing a very good example of how survey data and expectations on
this issue can conflict strongly with findings (Beroggi 2014). Individuals indicated
high interest in e-voting as opposed to traditional methods, while the findings
showed predominant usage of postal voting. Overall, e-voting did not mobilise
more young voters, as the overall age distribution stayed the same, but Beroggi
(2014) notes that the average age of e-voters is lower than postal and ballot voters. In
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Norway young voters were optimistic concerning online-voting, but emphasised the
symbolic and ceremonial importance of walking to the polling station to submit their
vote manually (MLGRD 2012). Based on an analysis of Estonia’s Internet elections,
Sál (2015) concludes that “the sought correlating relation between internet voting
and the total voter turnout can’t be convincingly proven”.

Investigators of the 2011 election in Estonia explain the influence of e-voting on
voter turnout as follows: they distinguish between usage and impact of e-voting and
claim that “usage of e-voting is mostly restricted to the politically engaged, but the
impact of the technology on the propensity to turn out is highest among ‘peripheral’
citizens” (Vassil and Weber 2011: 16). The term “peripheral citizens” describes
rather disaffected and disengaged individuals, but those few who turn to the Internet
option are fascinated by the e-voting application itself.

4.4.3.3 Socio-cultural Issues

Another dimension of e-voting that is discussed regularly deals with the issue of trust
in technology and how it might influence election turnout and election outcomes. In
order to engage in e-voting, one must have a reasonable amount of trust in the
process, which appears to be present in Estonian and Swiss voters and Norwegian
election stakeholders, according to the OSCE/ODIHR Election Assessment Mission
Reports for the respective countries of 2011, 2012 and 2013. For Estonia, a steady
increase of voters choosing to cast their ballot via the Internet from 2005 onwards
can be noted (OSCE/ODIHR 2011). Looking at a comparatively high number of
Internet elections, it seems that Estonians have gradually built up trust in the system.
Concerning Internet voting in Estonia, Vinkel (2012) states that “[...] the factor of
trust has been of the upmost importance. Without a doubt, trust will stay the most
important factor of choosing internet voting also in the future and building and
stabilising this trust is the most important but also one of the most difficult tasks of
the election administration”. In Norway in 2011 and 2013, the so-called Decryption
and Counting Ceremony at election day had the aim to sustain trust in Internet voting
by making the decryption and counting of electronic votes public (Markussen et al.
2014). To what extent the ceremony reached its aim remains open. Although the
ceremony as such attests to the idea that IT is a socio-technical learning process,
making specialised cryptographic elements of Internet voting comprehensible for
anyone else than technical experts remains a challenge.

In sum, it is rather obvious that even after more than a decade of conducting and
experimenting with Internet voting in various country-specific contexts, several
challenges exist. In fact, their relevance is regularly emphasised when online elec-
tions in a variety of countries are accompanied by evaluations focussing, for
instance, on turnout rates, security aspects, user friendliness or trust. Particularly
striking is the large number of critics present in the literature. On a regular basis,
system vulnerabilities are made public, sometimes even by filing a lawsuit. All in all,
further developments are still needed with regards to technical aspects, legal frame-
works, security, transparency and verifiability, as well as oversight and
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accountability. The Swiss trial is lauded by the OSCE/ODIHR (2012) for being good
practice, the introduction being careful and limited, ensuring integrity of the systems
and building public trust. At first sight, Internet voting might be perceived as an
opportunity to alleviate the so-called democratic deficit of the EU. However, as
shown empirically, such hopes have not been fulfilled. Essential for voting is not
only the convenience aspect, but rather political reasons such as political interest or
satisfaction with the political system. And regarding these challenges, Internet
voting cannot be a technological quick fix.

4.5 Experiences with e-Participation at EU-Level

Over the past two decades, the EU has experienced a “participatory turn” (Saurugger
2010; see also Chap. 3) of its governance regime. Participatory democracy was
implemented as a norm in the EU political system and a series of democratic
innovations in practice were introduced to strengthen the connections with
European citizens and civil society. Meanwhile, there are several contributions to
an evaluation of the EU institutions’ e-participation activities, such as the volume
titled “Is Europe Listening to Us?” (Kies and Nanz 2013) or Lironi’s (2016) study
for the European Parliament. Based on these and a number of other sources, the
following sections will review assessments of major e-participation instruments in
use at EU level.

4.5.1 Deliberative Citizens’ Involvement Projects (DCIPs)

Yang (2013) analysed a variety of 23 “transnational deliberative citizens’ involve-
ment projects” between 2001 and 2010 which were sponsored by EU programmes.
They are described as a unique case of experimentation, but not as a paradigm shift
in European communication policy, seeing as most projects were of a temporary and
preliminary nature. Smith (2013) undertook a comparative analysis of design
choices and democratic qualities on a subset of these cases, plus one additional
case (“European Citizens Consultation—ECC09”, “EuroPolis”, “Agora”, “Ideal-
EU”, “Your Voice in Europe—YViEu”, plus “Futurum”), pointing out at least
three novel challenges involved: large scale, language diversity and trans-
nationality. Three different participation designs, including “deliberative polling”
(randomly selected mini publics), “Twenty-first Century Town Meetings”
(ICT-supported large-scale one-day events) and “online discussion forums”,
revealed the following results (Smith 2013: 202 ff.):

1. Inclusiveness. The two online examples “YViEu” and “Futurum” showed uneven
participation, which damaged their legitimacy as perceived by policymakers. The
solution to cope with large scales was open access to online participation and
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randomised or targeted selection for face-to-face participation. An established
pattern of EU-level participation is a focus on civil society organisations (CSOs).
“YViEu” and “Agora” represent rare examples of institutionalised participation;
however, both favour CSOs rather than individual citizens. People with English
language skills had an advantage despite considerable efforts to allow for multi-
or trans-lingual engagement.

2. Considered judgement. Opportunities for reasoned interactions and reflections on
the judgements of fellow-participants were mixed. Interaction and deliberative
quality of “YViEu” and “Agora” were seen as negligible, whereas “ECC09” and
“Ideal-EU” allowed for some deliberation, mainly within national communities.
“EuroPolis” and “Futurum” even achieved some trans-national exchange; how-
ever, none of these designs allowed for the trans-national development of
recommendations.

3. Publicity. This aspect was assessed rather sceptically. The observed silence of the
media is problematic, since publicity of democratic innovations is crucial for
democratic legitimacy.

4. Popular control. Perhaps the most striking finding is the lack of any impact of
these participation experiments on decision-making processes. Apart from
empowering effects on the participants, there is practically no evidence that
outputs were made use of in any form. This also holds for “YViEu”, “the only
consultation procedure that involves lay citizens to be institutionalised and to
have a visible impact on decision-making” (Kies and Nanz 2013: 7). Possible
reasons are the still experimental character of these democratic innovations, too
broad topics, too general outputs and the failure to clarify how outputs should be
integrated into the policy process.

Smith (2013: 212 ff.) points out that deliberative designs, particularly at European
scale, bear high costs for organisers (and some also for participants), although the
level of investments into these democratic experiments was rather small compared to
traditional information campaigns on political issues. E-participation designs may
allow saving costs and therefore tend to get priority. For example, implementing
“YViEu” as an online platform also intended to save costs on an impact analysis.
Inclusive and reasoned deliberation still requires substantial resources when carried
out online.

Smith’s comparative assessment underlines the feasibility of large-scale deliber-
ative engagement at EU level and points out “Futurum” and “EuroPolis” as good
practice examples. However, given the lack of commitment amongst decision-
makers to formally tie the participation projects into the institutional policymaking
process, he is rather pessimistic as regards a continuation of deliberative and
consultative democratic innovations at EU level. In his opinion, a plebiscitary path
as represented by the European Citizens’ Initiative (ECI) will prevail as yet another
tool benefitting organised interests rather than the citizens of Europe.

Kies and Nanz (2013: 9 ff.) largely share this view, and do not see the ECI
specifically designed to further pan-European deliberation. Therefore, the two
instruments should be seen as complementary as sufficient evidence has been

114 G. Aichholzer and G. Rose



accumulated of the deliberative instruments’ positive democratic potential. To
improve EU citizens’ deliberation activities, they propose the following:

1. A combination of online and offline activities (an open online phase carefully
connected with a phase of face-to-face consultations) and a topic of specific
interest to promote citizens’ inclusion.

2. National-level debates, discussions on propositions from other countries plus
summarising national outcomes, followed by an optional pan-European debate,
to achieve transnational debate.

3. Steps to increase impact on the political process: formal integration of new
participatory instruments, input from citizens that is concrete and of real value
for decision-makers and focussing on insights from deliberation processes on
why certain decisions should be reached, rather than viewing outcomes as pre-
scriptions for decision-makers.

4. Separate responsibilities for implementation and evaluation to increase the cred-
ibility and legitimacy of participatory processes.

Gastil (2013) offers a broader framework to assess the impacts of representative
EU deliberation and consultation processes comparatively, distinguishing three
types of influence: (1) shaping the views of the participants themselves, (2) informing
the judgement of the wider public on an issue and (3) various forms of coupling
deliberative events with formal decision-making. At the latter level, policy influence
is understood to “improve the deliberation that occurs in these bodies” rather than to
“direct government bodies to mindlessly affirm or abandon their previous policy
judgements” (Gastil 2013: 221). The coupling between deliberation and decision-
making can comprise influence on bringing an issue on the public agenda, on
defining the problem(s) to be addressed, on naming the choices and alternatives,
and finally, direct influence on the decisions taken. Comparing five major EU public
participation exercises with the aim “to compare the principal intended paths of
influence” (Gastil 2013: 222) leads to the following results: “ECC” and “EuroPolis”
are mainly confined to an influence on the participants themselves and the wider
public; the former was focussed on educative and civic effects in the agenda setting
phase, whereas “EuroPolis” is attributed some potential for improving the under-
standing of decision-making issues. All three other cases are assessed as carrying
potential for different degrees of influence on policymakers: The “Agora” 2008
event on climate change is seen as suitable for influencing policymakers in the form
of yielding a broader understanding of the problems involved and of policy choices
to be considered. Likewise, “Ideal-EU” had potential for advising public officials
through framing available choices and could even reach into shaping the views of
relevant alternatives. “YViEu” could have the most direct policy impact since the
public is explicitly invited to deliberate on draft legislation and can substantially
inform decision-making. Gastil also offers a review of participatory and deliberative
arrangements practised around the world, suggesting their adaptation and incorpo-
ration into the EU governance system (Gastil 2013: 225 ff.).
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4.5.2 E-consultation Instruments

Until recently, “Your Voice in Europe” and the European Citizens’ Consultation
were two key EU e-consultation instruments. In a comparative analysis focussing on
institutional strategies in offering these tools, key actors mobilised and main effects,
Badouard (2010) deplores the failure to develop a single and concerted strategy for
EU-level e-participation offerings. The reasons are different political strategies and
actors managing these mechanisms within the institutions, entailing a wide variety of
projects.

The platform “YViEu” (today instead simply titled “Consultations”) has been
established in 2001 as the central site for all online consultations carried out by the
various Directorates-General (DGs). These e-consultations aim to allow for the
widest possible consultation of specific parts of the public on specific subjects and
are regulated by general principles and standards (EC 2002). As stated by Badouard
(2010: 101 ff.), the tool serves a three-part strategy: “Your Voice in Europe stages a
democratization of the EU, regulates the relationship between the Commission and
lobbies, and favours a more effective consultation process.” Being regarded as both
democratic and efficient, the instrument reconciles the often-assumed tension
between openness and efficiency.

The European Citizens’ Consultations (ECCs), held between 2007 and 2009,
have quite a different mission as a communication tool (Badouard 2010: 102 ff.).
Combining an online with an offline format, the aim was to initiate a pan-European
debate leading to a European public opinion on the future of EU Europe. As such,
the ECCs experimented with a new political mediation mechanism which allowed
for a “transformative” type of participation by sensitising participants of EU policy
issues and contributing to developing a European identity, citizenship and public
sphere. In contrast, “YViEu” rather represents an “instrumental” form of participa-
tion, as it serves to contribute to specific public policies, institutional transparency
and openness and is evaluated with regard to its results. While for “YViEu” the
benefit for the Commission is in the foreground, the ECC focusses on the benefit for
the citizens.

There are also clear differences concerning the actors involved in the two
consultation mechanisms (Badouard 2010: 104 ff.). “YViEu” addresses the public
using a variety of expressions including “public”, “stakeholders”, “European citi-
zens” and “interested parties”. However, there are some important barriers for
“ordinary” citizens: many themes require a highly specialised technical expertise
and relevant documents are often only available in a few languages, mostly in
English. Consequently, civil society organisations represent the largest group
amongst the participants, whereas lay citizens play a rather marginal role. An
exceptional case was the European Commission’s online consultation on European
summertime arrangements held in summer 2018. It received the highest number of
responses ever in any Commission public consultation (4.6 million responses from
all 28 Member States), showing that this instrument can mobilise massive demo-
cratic participation. However, critics have called this form of mass procedures
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“unmanageable, unrepresentative and a source of confusion for the public”
(Alemanno 2018: 7).

The ECC instrument contrasts with a special focus on ‘ordinary’ citizens and
practising both a deliberative and an aggregative element. However, this has con-
tributed to the highly complex setup of the process, complicated implementation and
lowering the incentives for citizens to engage in deliberation (Karlsson 2010).
Badouard’s analysis finds that Europe-wide mobilisation of activist networks has
been intensive and a further obstacle to the participation of individuals, so that
“organised citizens’ clearly outweighed “ordinary citizens”, also in the ECC case.
However, this does not preclude positive effects of successful online mobilisation of
activist networks across national borders. This contributed to an important goal of
the project, producing a European dynamic and transnational public.

As regards the impact on decision-making, the officially assigned role of consul-
tations is to intervene upstream of the legislative process, so that participants rather
contribute to preparing decisions than to directly taking part in decision processes.
The conception of the “Your Voice in Europe” mechanism suggests a stronger link
between consultation results and decisions, although the outcomes are not legally
binding. Badouard argues that obligations to provide adequate feedback also create
some pressure on the decisions to be taken and the recognition as a policy instru-
ment, together with institutional accountability, brings the Commission to acknowl-
edge the participants as legitimate political actors. Important conditions for the
sustainability of these participatory instruments are their official status and a legal
framework on their position in the decision-making process.

An analysis of the ECC by Karlsson (2011) shows that political representation
has not been increased through the project as hoped. Members of the European
parliament (MEPs) as well as participating citizens appeared to have been disap-
pointed. Karlsson finds the design of the ECC project, at least in part, responsible for
the failure. It had a lack of clarity over what inputs are desired by the MEPs and
which inputs are expected from the citizens. The form of communication between
MEPs and citizens, as well as its management must also be considered carefully.
Kies et al. (2013) came to similar conclusions, finding there to be no impact of the
deliberation results on decision-makers. They view the ECC as “a successful civic
instrument but not a convincing policy instrument” (2013: 24), due to participants
perceiving positive impacts such as higher confidence in the EU and informational
gains, but politicians disregarding the propositions. A general problem with delib-
erative projects is the so-called “loss of plurality”, in which ideas and inputs of
citizens are lost during the phase of condensing all the information into a few limited
recommendations. While this is inevitable, one must take care not to lose too much
information, as was the case for the ECC (Kies et al. 2013).

Albrecht (2012) reviews the e-consultation practice at EU level with a focus on
the “YViEu” platform, building on analyses of other scholars (cf. Quittkat and Finke
2008; Quittkat 2011; Tomkova 2009; Hüller 2008). His main points are: Online
consultations have become a well-established instrument, regularly used by practi-
cally all DGs. This has certainly increased existing participation opportunities and
brought more frequent public participation, especially of diverse interest groups,
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resulting in broadening the input into EU policymaking and extending its knowledge
base. However, serious flaws include intransparent and sometimes inadequate
processing of contributions; a shift of focus on closed question formats; little
evidence of mutual learning and lack of impact on policy outputs; lack of feedback
to participants on the use of contributions entailing frustration; one-way format of
communication and no opportunities to debate contributions; only limited use of
technologies (general purpose instead of specific e-participation and web 2.0 tools);
and lacking integration of new arenas for debate, e.g. the political blogosphere
(Albrecht 2012: 15 ff.).

He suggests three avenues of improvement: (1) deliberation to enhance input
quality, (2) technological advancement and (3) moving towards popular spaces of
online debate. Insisting on the double meaning of “deliberation”—an activity on an
individual and a collective level—Albrecht advocates a model of deliberative
e-consultations which not only consists of collecting comments on a policy proposal
but also allows for discussions on these amongst the participants and with represen-
tatives of the EU institutions concerned. However, a number of unresolved problems
hinder its implementation: to adapt small group and face-to-face formats to a large-
scale setting, high costs, a minority of participants being willing to engage deeper,
the need to facilitate the process and to inform and support the participants, and the
reluctance of officials and policymakers to participate. As regards improving tech-
nological support, natural language processing and argument visualisation technol-
ogies are regarded as interesting candidates, although evaluation results to date are
mixed. A third approach suggested is to integrate e-consultations in new ways with
social media platforms such as the blogosphere and popular social networking sites,
in order to counter the dominating top-down flavour of existing EU channels. The
assumption is that a good deal of exchange on these sites includes political talk and
that the separation between political content and living realities is being blurred more
and more. Several EU projects have already experimented with linking
e-consultations to social media (cf. Albrecht 2012: 19). Taken together the three
strategies outlined show some promise to develop e-consultations further to a model
which is more open and effective than the existing practice and which will also
enhance the quality and legitimacy of policy decisions.

To exploit this potential, Albrecht suggests viewing e-consultations mainly as a
knowledge management process and to focus on the views considered, rather than
focussing on the participatory aspect and who participates. This would include
attributing higher value to deliberated opinions than to opinions which are provided
without interactive assessment and to integrate social media, not merely as an
additional outlet or to inject political messages, but to analyse online discourse
and controversies as part of the public opinion with the purpose to inform the
formulation of policies. This would mean a turn from “passive listening” in the
form of taking up contributions from citizens to “active listening” to civic discourse.
Of course, this raises the issue of privacy protection, which has to be guaranteed in
such practice. At the same time, in specific cases of e-consultation anonymity might
lead to biased results, so that strategies must be developed to reconcile the need for

118 G. Aichholzer and G. Rose



identification and negative effects of a forced use of real names (cf. Ruesch and
Märker 2012).

A summarised SWOT analysis of online EU public consultations is offered by
Lironi (2016):

Specific strengths of EU e-consultations lie in reducing participation thresholds,
encouraging participation and active citizenship, increasing democratic legitimacy
of EU decision-making, enhancing the quality and transparency of EU rules and
decisions, providing a cost-effective way of participation in decision-making,
influencing the political process in addition to elections and political parties, reduc-
ing the democratic deficit, educating citizens about the EU decision-making and
increasing its accountability.

The list of weaknesses is longer (Lironi 2016: 52 ff.): EU public e-consultations
have low publicity, lack publication of clear feedback and results, are rarely repre-
sentative for EU citizens and are not user-friendly; the platform “YViEu” is unat-
tractive, intransparent, not user-friendly and ineffective; EU public e-consultations
lack meaningful impact on decision-making, can lead to frustration of citizens and
are rarely available in all 24 official EU languages; tool design lacks the specific
expertise of consultation practitioners; assessments are difficult since evaluation
criteria and key performance indicators are lacking; participants often lack the skills
for effective participation; the instrument fails to empower individual citizens
vis-à-vis organised interest groups; personal opinions rather than informed argu-
ments predominate the contributions; and Commission DGs suffer from additional
administrative burdens and diversion of resources.

Nonetheless, opportunities of EU e-consultation instruments include working on
the perceived democratic deficit in the EU, the rise of alternative forms of engage-
ment and (young) people’s disengagement in “traditional” politics, progress towards
more representative consultations with advances in representative statistical sam-
pling methodology, lack of grassroots support for European policy, weak notions of
“European Citizenship” and European demos, and technological advancements
in ICTs.

Threats include the digital divide between countries (digital infrastructure and
e-participation experience), lack of interest in EU politics, the perceived democratic
deficit in the EU, and openness to e-participation offerings paired with resistance to
fundamental change of decision-making structures.

Recommendations to improve online EU public consultations comprise:

• Upholding the use of this type of e-participation instrument and promoting it
• Making EU e-consultations better known, accessible to citizens and less techni-

cal, and always publishing the results with meaningful feedback, on time and with
accurate analysis results

• Promoting EU e-consultations as an alternative engagement opportunity to attract
those tired of “traditional” forms of politics and to stimulate grassroots discus-
sions and engagement in EU affairs

• Considering a transformation from open consultations to a representative sample
model
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• Making sure that no citizen is excluded due to the digital divide and offering
complementary offline options for citizens’ participation in policymaking

• Efforts to enhance citizens’ interest in EU politics and to facilitate their
engagement

4.5.3 The European Citizens’ Initiative (ECI)

The European Citizens’ Initiative (ECI), which formally entered into effect on April
1st, 2012, is perhaps the first transnational instrument of participatory democracy
worldwide. The ECI gives European citizens an opportunity to influence the legis-
lative initiation process by submitting a proposal to the European Commission. It is
now one of the main options amongst the formally institutionalised systems at EU
level that provide for connecting bottom-up and top-down forms of participation
with the support of digital tools. Principal requirements for the launch of an ECI are
that the organisers constitute a citizens’ committee with at least seven citizens from
at least seven Member States, register the initiative on the ECI website, and collect at
least one million support statements from citizens of at least seven of the Member
States.

The ECI can be seen as an agenda-setting and policy-shaping instrument which
produced great expectations but also scepticism amongst diverse observers, actors
and stakeholders regarding the advancement of participatory democracy (cf. Pichler
and Kaufmann 2012). Implemented to empower citizens, the ECI is now portrayed
as a successful example of civil society mobilisation, seeing as civil society organi-
sations (CSOs) have often been promoters of ECIs (Bouza García 2012: 338 ff.; see
also Organ 2014). Bouza García identifies two important potentials: Firstly, the ECI
may attract groups that are not highly institutionalised in Brussels, since CSOs that
have been strongly active at the EU level may prefer a civil society dialogue. This
could empower organisations that have been less able to attract the attention of EU
institutions but are able to mobilise citizens, and thus more successful with ECIs.
Secondly, with the emergence of new actors and issues, relations between EU
institutions and civil society may change from “consensus-prone” to increased
contention.

Empirical findings from an analysis of the first 16 initiatives suggest that the ECI
has a special potential to enable citizens of small Member States to participate in the
EU (Conrad 2013: 301), but the sample is yet too small to draw definitive conclu-
sions. Hrbek (2012: 383) points to the fact, that despite political parties not yet
having been organisers of an ECI, they may see potential in this instrument in the
future and play a more active role. Whether the ECI will have the potential to realise
a better integration of top-down and bottom-up approaches, given the existing social
asymmetry amongst the promoters, remains yet uncertain.
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4.5.3.1 Criticism

The procedural demands of the ECI require organisers to deploy extremely high
levels of organisational capacities. Digital tools, in particular the Internet’s advan-
tage in mobilising support for an initiative, therefore play an important role.
Duinkerken (2013: 30) even contends that collecting one million signatures without
using modern ICTs would be almost impossible to achieve. However, the online
collection software provided by the European Commission has in the past been
subject of criticism, including shortcomings regarding its usability (Głogowski and
Maurer 2013; Berg and Głogowski 2014; Starskaya and Çagdas 2012). Rustema
(2014: 104) proposes that “a true open-source, community-developed” system
would better meet the existing challenges. However, since its first release in
December 2011, a number of updates have been made to improve the Online
Collection Software provided by the European Commission.

4.5.3.2 Digital Support

In addition to reducing campaign costs organisers expect at least three advantages
from using the Internet in an ECI process: spreading information about their
campaign, disseminating arguments in support of it, and collecting sufficient signa-
tures (Carrara 2012: 358). Sangsari (2013) also sees potential to facilitate the
development of an ECI through prior deliberation in online forums as meeting
places of organisers with like-minded people.

Typically, each ECI has a dedicated website serving to provide information on the
initiative and facilitating online signature collection. Głogowski and Maurer (2013:
18) point out that ECIs “with transparent and user-friendly web pages translated into
the majority of European languages have better chances to successfully collect
signatures online” —a seemingly simple requirement, but not easy to implement.
Carrara also points to the many facets of language barriers, e.g. due to cost reasons;
most initiatives before 2012 refrained from opening multilingual online forums that
could foster a debate. This poses another challenge to ECI organisers: in contrast to
face-to-face collection, it is very resource-intensive to construct a deliberative space
that allows for interaction, in many cases an insurmountable task. Therefore, the
online presence needs to exhibit the campaign’s central statement very clearly, and
contain “a strong, intelligible and universal argument register” (Carrara 2012: 360).
Meanwhile information on ECIs is distributed via social media which feeds into
transnational discourse spaces, but particularly used by young (educated) elites
(Knaut 2013; Greenwood 2012). While it is generally believed that the
Internet allows for the inclusion of a variety of actors that would otherwise not be
prone to public participation (Carrara 2012), Internet literacy is an indispensable
prerequisite and Internet availability a decisive factor. Appropriate online channels
are indispensable for an efficient transnational participation process; two thirds of the
registered initiatives (up to March 2015) have collected statements of support online
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(EC 2015: 9), in the case of the “Right2Water” initiative online collection even
accounted for 80% (EC 2015: 7).

While the online collection of signatures can save time and resources, organisers
cannot rely on digital support declarations alone for an initiative to be successful. In
contrast to digital collection systems, face-to-face collection is more likely to
strengthen citizens’ identification with the initiative (Głogowski and Maurer 2013:
18). The role of online collection varies between the Member States, possibly due to
differences in current e-participation cultures and levels of Internet access reasons
(Carrara 2012: 366). Thomson (2014: 74) observes that campaigns are generally
negatively affected by high data requirements, referring to the large amount of
personal data, e.g. ID card numbers, signatories have to submit when stating their
support for an initiative.

4.5.3.3 Points for Improvement

The current implementation of the concrete terms and rules of the ECI indeed
demands significant improvements and modifications in design. Suggestions for
major improvement of the online collection software and the entire process have
been made (Kaufmann 2012: 240) and recognised to some extent. Additionally, calls
were made to extend the period of signature collection to 18 months, to set up an
independent helpdesk and to increase access to the signing of an ECI. There are also
proposals on multilingual training tools, the clarification of EU data protection law
and uniform requirements for signature collection in all Member States (Karatzia
2013). Berg and Thomson (2014: 122) advocate for the following 12 goals:

• “Reduce and harmonise personal data requirements across Member States;
• eliminate ID number requirements;
• ensure that all EU citizens can support an ECI—wherever they live;
• lower the age of ECI support to 16;
• redesign the online signature collection system;
• collect the e-mail address within the main ECI support form;
• lengthen the signature collection time to 18 months;
• give ECI campaigns time to prepare: let them choose their launch date;
• provide a support infrastructure for ECIs with legal advice, translation and

funding;
• provide an EU legal status for ECI citizens’ committees;
• remove or modify the first legal admissibility check;
• increase public and media awareness of the ECI.”

Lironi (2016: 51) similarly argues for an intensified promotion of the ECI as a
tool, increasing the user-friendliness of the ECI (e.g. through a reduction and
harmonisation of identification and data requirements), and altering the signature
collection timeframe.

A study commissioned by the European Parliament (Ballesteros et al. 2014)
identified obstacles for the ECI in six areas covering the entire ECI process:
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registration, certification of the online collection system, signature collection, veri-
fication and submission of statements and horizontal issues such as data protection or
funding transparency. Here, measures to create a one-stop-shop for supporting ECI
organisers as well as improving the signature collection software and support forms
are seen as essential. The study concludes with recommendations to increase the
ECI’s effectivity, with concrete suggestions for revising both Regulation 211/2011
as well as EU primary law, the TEU (EP 2014). Key points include amending the
TEU to either revising the ECI as an agenda-setting tool—in this case the Commis-
sion would not be obliged to follow a successful initiative with legislation—or
revising the ECI as a tool for legislative initiative, meaning that citizens could
have real legislative power within a certain framework. More specifically the study
suggests a two-step system where, for instance, half a million signatures would
request the EC to propose legislation, whereas one million signatures would oblige
the EC to do so. The demand for introducing obligatory actions is strongly contested,
as a million signatures cannot be considered representative for EU citizens.

The ECI as an institutional innovation for enhancing not only the citizens’
influence on EU-level decision-making but also for contributing to the formation
of a European public sphere has at best been of modest success to date. It would,
however, be too pessimistic to conclude that the instrument has a predominantly
symbolic function. It is to some extent still an experiment with many open questions
and it was therefore wise to include a clause for a possible revision every 3 years
after a period of gathering experience with the new instrument. For now, it seems
that the ECI’s relevance is far greater on the discursive level than in terms of the
concrete policy-shaping impact.

The European Citizens’ Initiative (ECI) was envisioned to increase direct partic-
ipation in EU law-making, but seems to have failed in conveying its message to
citizens as there appears to be no connection between knowing about the ECI and the
image of the EU or being willing to use the tool (Gherghina and Groh 2016).
Monaghan (2012) speculates that perhaps the output-based approach and the mea-
surement of the ECI in Commission Green Papers or Proposals is not relevant to EU
citizens, as they are more interested in changes in their political realities. The
potentials of the ECI appear to remain untapped, which is unfortunate as Lironi
(2016) refers to possible benefits such as strengthened participation of citizens in
policymaking and consequently increased political legitimacy.

Most recent developments show some remarkable progress as regards the use and
role of this instrument which underlines its democratic potential. After the conclu-
sion of our study, the European Commission presented a legislative proposal to
revise the European Citizen’ Initiative, which entails several changes primarily
addressing the liability of initiative organisers, the provision of information and
advice, the registration phase of initiatives, the minimum age to support initiatives,
the signature collection phase and the review provisions (EC 2017). Whether the
interpretation of these developments as “impressive signs of previously unseen
institutional matureness and political energy” (people2power 2017) of the ECI will
be sustained remains to be seen.
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4.5.4 E-Petitions of the European Parliament

The option to submit a petition to the European Parliament via the Internet is another
form of using digital tools within a participatory instrument at EU level. The
Committee on Petitions (PETI) is the body that is responsible for treating petitions
and deciding on which kind of action to take.

According to a recent report (PETI 2015), citizens mainly petitioned about the
environment, fundamental rights, justice, the internal market and European policy
development and used the tool in order to contest or argue against decisions and
rulings which were made. In 2014, 2714 petitions received marked a slight decrease
from the previous year, the trend in the past few years having been rising. More than
half (59.6%) of these petitions were closed at early stages due to three main reasons:
the petition was deemed inadmissible, was closed after information on the relevant
subject was communicated to the petitioner, or was closed due to being addressed to
the wrong EP committee. A total of 1168 petitions were admissible, of which 1119
were passed on to the Commission for an opinion. English, German, Spanish and
Italian are the languages most commonly used within the petitions (collectively
accounting for 72%). While Germans, Spaniards and Italians were the most active
petitioners, citizens from Estonia and Luxembourg were strongly underrepresented
(PETI 2015).

Back in 2009, 63.2% of all petitions were sent via e-mail; this percentage has
increased to 80% in 2014 (PETI 2015), the Internet being the preferred method for
petitioning. In 2014, the PETI report documents 80% of the admitted petitions being
closed within a year. An important observation made annually in these PETI reports
is the fact that citizens “[. . .] confuse the EU institutions and those of the Council of
Europe, in particular the European Court of Human Rights” (PETI 2015: 24). In
November 2014 a new Petitions web portal was introduced, possessing more
feedback features on the status of petitions and more information on the Parliament’s
areas of competence. The PETI report welcomes this development, though it points
out that in order to reach the petitions page, a user must navigate through four pages
from the Europarl homepage. Another criticism was the length of the whole petition
process, particularly the long time needed by the PETI Committee to verify petitions
(Lironi 2016: 37).

Tiburcio (2015) examined “The Right to Petition” to the European Parliament for
the Committee on Petitions, noting that recent studies on petitions tend to neglect it,
although it represented a “well-embedded process to deal with petitions” (Tiburcio
2015: 12). He comes to the following conclusion: “[. . .] the petition system of the
European Parliament compares well overall with the petition systems of Parliaments
of Member States. In terms of conventional features, it scores well in all dimensions:
it ensures direct access (and not intermediate) by citizens; it is highly inclusive and
open to both national citizens of Member States as nationals from third countries, if
they reside within the EU territory; it offers possibilities for greater involvement of
citizens, including through frequent holding of hearings, followed by public debate
in committee” (Tiburcio 2015: 40).
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He does, however, identify several weaknesses which have yet to be resolved,
such as an information gap, and recommends working on the following points:

• Clearer information
• Publication of more detailed information related to the petition process
• Publication of all documents related to the petition
• A better and more focussed communication strategy
• Getting to know who the petitioners are (sex, age, education, occupation, etc.)
• Learning opinions and experiences of petitioners
• Conducting a public survey on citizen knowledge of the right to petition the

European Parliament
• Investing in EU promotional material
• Collection of statistical data on the treatment of petitions on the PETI web portal.

4.5.5 Summary

The democratic innovations introduced in the course of the EU’s “participatory turn”
represent a variety of participatory instruments, practically all of which make use of
digital tools in one form or another. They embody types of e-participation mainly
contributing to political agenda setting or to be considered in decision-making
(e-deliberative designs, e-consultations, e-initiatives or e-petitions). Similar instru-
ments are also practised at national and sub-national levels; however, the supra-
national nature of the EU poses three novel challenges: large scale, language
diversity and trans-nationality.

As was shown, the experiences from over a decade of experimentation with
various participatory designs, as well as in part regular use at EU level, have been
mixed. The democratic potential of the existing participatory instruments, in partic-
ular the support of digital tools to enhance direct and participatory democracy, has
been proved in many respects to different degrees. However, a number of serious
challenges, unsolved problems and unfulfilled expectations have also been
encountered.

Assessments of various types of deliberative participatory designs reveal many
starting points to improve the democratic quality. The lack of any impact on
decision-making is one of the most striking findings. The often experimental char-
acter is not the only reason; at times too broad topics, too general outputs and the
lack of clear rules on how to integrate outputs into the policy process seem to be the
biggest barriers. Opportunities for deliberation allowing for considered judgement
are rare and usually limited to national communities. The “Europolis” and
“Futurum” designs represented positive exceptions and demonstrated the possibility
of trans-national exchange. The focus on civil society organisations rather than
ordinary citizens, and the fact that this is a frequent pattern, challenges the ideal of
inclusiveness. The lack of publicity of these democratic innovations, the silence of
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the media on them and the difficulties to mobilise citizens for participation are
special points of grievance.

A more differentiated view of the issue of policy impact acknowledges several
types of influence: on the participants themselves, the wider public and formal
decision-making. Rather than being understood as a one to one translation of
suggestions into policy decisions, the latter type of impact can mean improved
deliberation in governmental bodies and more indirect impact by shaping the
preparation of decisions along the various phases from agenda setting and problem
analysis to framing choices and finally taking decisions. Likely impacts also depend
on institutional strategies in offering particular participatory designs, for example,
whether conceived as a policy instrument, such as e-consultations via the “Consul-
tations” platform, or a communication instrument with a transformative mission
aimed at sensitising participants of EU policy issues, such as the ECCs. Though
e-consultations have become a well-established instrument in practically all DGs
which has certainly broadened the input into EU policymaking and extended its
knowledge base, serious flaws need to be worked on, such as intransparent
processing, lack of feedback and lack of impact on policy outputs.

Finally, experiences with the ECI have shown that for the time being the potential
to act as an effective bridge between bottom-up claims to participate in EU
policymaking and formal institutions has not been realised as expected. Much
acclaimed as the first formally institutionalised transnational instrument of partici-
patory democracy, it has been more a tool for civil society mobilisation than citizen
empowerment up to this point, since it requires enormous organisational capacities
on the part of organisers of an ECI. However, most recently the signs of improved
performance and increased use of this instrument look more promising. Digital
support is indispensable and plays an even stronger role in most recent initiatives;
still, it is all the more necessary to cure remaining deficits in support by the existing
online collection system and other barriers identified. The European Parliament’s
e-petition system also requires some improvement by facilitating access and speed-
ing up the whole petition procedure in order to raise its value as an instrument of
participatory democracy.

4.6 Conclusions

4.6.1 Experience with Digital Tools in Different Types
of e-Participation

The assessment of the European Citizen Consultations by Kies et al. (2013: 24) as “a
successful civic instrument but not a convincing policy instrument” appears appli-
cable for a great many e-participatory tools within various e-democracy sectors. It
seems to be an ongoing theme that e-participatory projects provide added personal
value for participants and community capacity, but suffer from a lack of direct, or
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even indirect, political impact. “There exist more opportunities than ever before for
citizens wishing to have their say, via the media or directly to local and national
governments, but there is a more pervasive sense of disappointment than ever before
that citizens are outside the citadels of power, and that those within do not know how
to listen to them” (Coleman and Moss 2012: 4).

A differentiated offer of e-consultations has been developing over the years at all
government levels in a variety of formats (from simple questionnaires to open
formats and crowdsourcing). However, it appears that at times a project which at
first glance appears to be participatory will turn out to not have consultative or
deliberative character, but have the objective to inform citizens about decisions
already having been made. In the cases where citizen input is in fact the objective,
there can be great uncertainty on what sorts of inputs are desired and how to produce
them best. Designs of e-consultation processes need to cope with a tension between
the goals of quality of inputs and inclusivity. Often the issues at stake require highly
specialised expertise which average citizens do not possess but which are only
available from civil society organisations. Well-designed e-consultation processes
with transparent processing and appreciation of inputs contribute to heightened
legitimacy of policy agendas. E-consultation processes are of low value when topics
are too broad, the outputs too general and the rules or formal steps on how to
integrate outputs into the policy process are lacking.

In the area of e-petitions successful examples of modernisation with the intro-
duction of e-petition systems are observable. The increasing share of online petitions
underlines high public acceptance but does not necessarily boost the overall amount
of petition activity. Internet use does not automatically increase transparency and
enhance opportunities for participation. There are indications that such effects
require the cooperation of institutional and organisational reform and technological
modernisation. A certain level of civic knowledge or skills on part of the petitioners
was also stressed to be needed in order for petitions to be successful.

On concrete topics of life world relevance, e-deliberation systems enjoy high
citizen interest and can be a cost-effective tool of engagement. A special advantage
of e-deliberation can be that anonymity allows an exchange of ideas without
regarding hierarchical factors such as social status. However, in order to cultivate
successful deliberation and to ensure quality and a level of respect within the online
discourse a moderation system and structure is important. A balance must be struck
between structuring e-participatory events, such as adding moderators which can
have positive effects on the quality and therefore the impact of the deliberation, and
the aspect of inclusivity, which appears incompatible with high expertise levels and
complexity. It is obvious that the success of deliberative e-participation events
depends on the deliberative skills of the participants. These are not equally distrib-
uted in society and require training. New formats of large-scale citizen deliberation
(combining offline and online formats) such as so-called citizen forums in Germany
can have stimulating effects on a wider scale as regards civic discourse and aware-
ness of public issues of relevance.

The area of e-budgeting may, at this point in time, have produced some of the
strongest results when it comes to influencing decision-making, despite not
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necessarily leading to changed power relations between governments and citizens.
Amongst the impacts identified are the following: support to demands for increased
transparency, improved public services, accelerated administrative operations, better
cooperation amongst public administration units and enhanced responsiveness.
Positive contributions to the political culture and competences of participants can
also be expected (e.g. extended participation opportunities, better quality of
decision-making, increased legitimacy and a stronger identification with the local
community). Cost reduction and major structural reforms are less likely.

As regards e-voting, even after more than a decade of experiences with trials and
real use of Internet voting, several challenges exist and those elaborated in Lindner
et al. (2016) have not lost any topicality, especially regarding the issues of turnout
rates, security, user friendliness or trust. The literature contains a large number of
critics addressing system vulnerabilities. They emphasise the need for further
advances regarding technical design, legal regulation, security, transparency and
verifiability as well as oversight and accountability. The reported Swiss trial can
serve as a good practice example. However, hopes that Internet voting might cure the
democratic deficit of the EU have not been met. Technology alone cannot address
deeper causes for dissatisfaction and continuously falling voter turnout in EU
elections.

An area to which much attention has been paid during the last years is social
media. They have certainly become an important channel for political communica-
tion and targeted political propaganda. Opinions seem to differ greatly regarding the
impact social media use (such as Facebook and Twitter) has on online and offline
participation. Results range from Facebook use leading to decreased participation in
all areas to online participation, and even offline protests, being promoted by the
same site. In general, it does appear, however, that there is a tendency for
mobilisation to be medium-specific. While political websites tend to still mainly
serve an informative purpose, more and more politicians become accessible through
the use of social media platforms such as Twitter, allowing for a dialogue between
elected officials and citizens. An interesting phenomenon which adds to the diffi-
culty of mobilisation is the fact, that being confronted with political opinions which
differ from your own can lower political interest and engagement. Political deliber-
ation and discussions on social media sites can therefore have negative effects on a
person’s willingness to engage in similar dialogues in the future. One must of course
also not forget the various technical and privacy problems associated with
e-democracy, as well as the fact that many countries still possess a significant digital
divide.

A general problem that applies to all e-participatory procedures and tools is to
strike a balance between quality or security enhancing design features and the aspect
of inclusivity, which appears incompatible with high levels of complexity and
expertise requirements. Currently amongst those making use of e-voting, e-deliber-
ation and e-petitioning offers, there is an overrepresentation of young white males
with a high educational background, whereby these individuals tend to migrate from
offline voting, deliberation and petitioning to online versions without an increase of
overall participation being achieved. “. . . [A] vast amount of research shows that the
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costs and benefits of participation are generally skewed in favor of those with higher
socio-economic status (SES) and education levels. While other factors, such as
membership in civic and political organisations and various social networks, can
mitigate the impacts of SES and education, it is clear that unless practitioners take
corrective measures, participation of all varieties will be skewed“ (Ryfe and
Stalsburg 2012: 1).

Naturally this problem has led to several mobilisation attempts, since a lack of
diversity and representativeness of participatory projects inevitably results in
decreasing interest from policy- and decision-makers and therefore in lower impact.
Mobilisation has proven to be one of the great challenges of participatory projects in
general, one of the explanations being that citizens have low confidence that their
input in such projects will have any real weight in decision-making processes. This
scepticism appears to be well-founded, judging by the low significance of e-petitions
and e-deliberative events for legally binding outcomes, even if heightened legiti-
macy of policy agendas can be achieved. Deliberative civic engagements tend not to
be embedded in political decision-making, often making them short-lived, tempo-
rary and focussed on single particular issues, characteristics which may contribute to
the scepticism of citizens regarding their significance. Further barriers preventing
mobilisation are language problems and low interest in European-level matters.
Furthermore, promising projects such as the ECI are aimed at increasing participa-
tion on the side of civil society organisations rather than on the individual level. A
factor for success which cannot be stressed enough for all of these civic engagement
projects is the support and engagement of decision-makers.

4.6.2 Experiences with e-Participation at EU-Level

The democratic innovations introduced at supra-national level pose enormous novel
challenges to cope with, in particular large scale, language diversity and trans-
nationality. The experience from over a decade of usage and experimentation with
innovative participatory designs at EU level has been mixed. The support of digital
tools to enhance direct and participatory democracy has been proved in many
respects, despite the fact that a number of problems have been encountered and
exaggerated expectations of new democratic potentials have not been fulfilled.

A clear finding regarding deliberative participatory designs is their absolute lack
of impact on decision-making. Reasons behind are inexistent formal rules for
integration into the policy process, often too broad topics or unspecific outputs and
sometimes still experimental status. As far as opportunities for deliberation leading
to reasoned judgement exist at all, they are largely confined to communities at
regional or national levels. “Europolis” and “Futurum” are positive exceptions,
demonstrating that trans-national exchange is possible. The ideal of inclusiveness
is seriously challenged by the dominance of civil society organisations as compared
to giving ordinary citizens a say and the difficulties to mobilise these for
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participation. A special problem is also the disinterest of the media on these
democratic innovations.

Taking a more differentiated view on the lack of policy impact of participatory
designs reveals different modes and degrees of influence beyond the effects on the
participants themselves or the wider public and beyond a one to one translation of
input into formal decisions. This can mean improved deliberation in decision-
making bodies, shaping the preparation of decisions in agenda setting, problem
analysis and framing of choices up to the final taking of decisions. Institutional
strategies in offering particular participatory designs also make a difference for their
impact. The “Your Voice in Europe” platform was conceived as a policy instrument
and the ECCs as a communication instrument. E-consultations are now a well-
established practice across all DGs which certainly broadened the input into EU
policymaking, however, serious flaws such as intransparent processing and lack of
feedback need to be corrected.

Finally, expectations of the ECI as an effective bridge between bottom-up claims
to participate in EU policymaking and formal institutions have not been fulfilled as
hoped for. Up to now it is still rather an instrument for civil society mobilisation than
citizen empowerment. The organisational capacities required by organisers are
enormous. Digital support is indispensable, as are ongoing improvements of the
online collection system and other barriers identified. On the side of the European
Parliament the e-petition system also deserves higher visibility, efforts in facilitating
access and speeding up the whole procedure to become a true instrument of
participatory democracy.

What consequences to draw as regards the future of these democratic innovations
is of course a political question. From the perspective of participatory democracy the
definite recommendation to the EU institutions is to focus on improving the existing
e-participation tools at EU level along the lines suggested by the assessments and the
results of the SWOT analyses in the relevant literature presented. The institutional
singularity of the EU as a supra-national entity prevents a simple transposition of
experiences to the EU level. Instead careful selection and adaptation of positive
models is required. This would suggest starting initiatives to promote new forms of
e-participation and to gather experience through experimentation, for example, with
crowdsourcing inspired by successful projects at national level. Another option
worth thinking about could be how to strengthen the EU Parliament’s representative
character by building on MEPs as bridges to citizens with the support of digital
platforms for facilitating citizens’ participation in EU policymaking. Finally, further
experimentation with appropriate new designs to foster deliberative engagements of
citizens and, last not least, a further exploration of possibilities to integrate
e-participatory designs with external “third places”, i.e. social media platforms,
seem worthy to be considered.
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