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Abstract 

A long-standing and continuing democratic deficit of the European Union is detected in public and 

scholarly debate. This democratic deficit is explained by the complex and mutually reinforcing mix of 

institutional design features of the EU and it is held to contribute to a lacking sense of European 

citizenship and the negative and nation-oriented public discourse around the EU. It is still believed by 

many that the perceived democratic deficit of the European Union indicates the need for fostering a 

European public sphere as a space of debate across national public spheres. Moreover, there is a 

consensus that the new modes of political communication and participation via the internet can play a 

role in that respect. Redressing the democratic deficit is obviously a daunting task which cannot be 

accomplished through the introduction of e-participation tools alone. Far-reaching expectations of a 

fundamental reform of modern democracy through the application of online participatory tools are 

vanishing after two decades of e-democracy. However, if properly designed and implemented, e-

participation has the potential to contribute to accountability and transparency, trans-nationalisation 

and politicisation of public debates, and the improvement of exchanges and interactions between EU 

decision-making and European citizens. A common critique on e-participation practices at the EU-level 

is that they are a successful civic instrument but not a convincing policy instrument. Many e- 

participative projects suffer from a lack of direct, or even indirect, political or policy impact but seem to 

provide personal added value for participants and community building. 
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Executive Summary 

E-democracy nowadays is a widely applied term and describes a broad scope of practices of online 

engagement of the public in political decision making and opinion forming. As regards to theoretical 

concepts of democracy, e-democracy is mostly based on models of participatory and deliberative 

democracy. Far-reaching expectations of a fundamental reform of modern democracy, through the 

application of online tools for political participation and public discourse, are vanishing after two 

decades of e-democracy. There is, however, no doubt that e-democracy adds new modes of 

communication among citizens and between actors of representative democracy and their 

constituencies.  

Unfortunately, a continuing deficiency with e-democratic projects is a lack of direct, or even indirect, 

political or policy impact, although many of the provide personal added value for participants and 

community building. This study investigates how to continue with e-democracy at the EU level in a 

way that supports public debate, deliberation and community building AND has an impact on 

political decision-making. The two central research questions are:  

 What are the conditions under which digital tools can successfully facilitate different forms of 

citizen involvement in decision-making processes? 

 And how can we transfer these tools – and the conditions which make them successful – to the 

EU-level? 

This executive summary starts with a short description of the research design and continues with 

the results from the literature review on building up a European public sphere by using digital 

communication and e-participation. Based on a case analysis, the summary proceeds with a 

description of six necessary conditions for e-participation tools to have an impact on political 

decision-making and agenda-setting. We conclude with policy options to improve e-participation 

at the EU level. 

Research design 

The research design consists of three elements: 

1. Systematic literature review of around 400 seminal publications about: 1) e-participation in the 

context of decision making, 2) democratic impacts and effects, 3) lessons regarding success and 

failure, 4) application on EU level and 5) the European public sphere. 

2. Qualitative comparative analysis (csQCA) of 22 case studies at the local, national and European 

level. The case studies are based on desk research and 45 interviews with organisers and 

researchers and can be categorized in five groups: 1) Websites that monitor politics: 

TheyWorkForYou, Abgeordnetenwatch.de, 2) Informal agenda setting tools: Petities.nl (Dutch 

e-petitions site), Open Ministry Finland (crowdsourcing for law proposals), 3) Formal agenda 

setting tools: constitution Iceland (crowdsourcing for a new constitution), Future Melbourne 

Wiki (co-creating a city planning vision), Predlagam.vladi.si (Slovenian platform for e- proposals 

and e-petitions), European Citizens’ Initiative (citizens’ proposals for new EU laws); Participatory 

budgeting in Berlin-Lichtenberg, Internetconsultatie.nl (Dutch e-consultation on draft 

legislation), Futurium (consultation on EU -digital- policy making), Your Voice in Europe (public 

consultation on EU policy), European Citizens’ Consultation (pan-European consultation on the 

future of Europe), 4) Non-binding decision-making tools: Pirate Party Germany, Five Star 

Movement, Podemos,participatory budgeting Belo Horizonte, participatory budgeting Paris, 

Betri Reykjavik (Participatory Budgeting and agenda setting tool), 5) Binding decision-making: 

e-voting in Switzerland, e-voting in Estonia and e-voting for Spitzenkandidaten in the 2014 EP 

elections within the Green Party. 
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3. Assessment of EU suitability, via desk research and experts on the EU level, about 1) Improving 

existing digital tools and 2) new possibilities for e-participation at EU level. 

This first part of the final report consists of the findings from the literature review.  

The results of the literature review 

As regards the relevance of e-democratic tools and procedures for the functioning of democracy on the 

level of the European Union, it first of all has to be stated that scholarly debate, as well as research on the 

European public sphere and on European citizenship and identification with Europe as a political 

community, has intensified over the last years, due to the symptoms of an actual crisis of the EU 

institutions and the idea of European integration. There is a consensus that the new modes of political 

communication via internet have to play a role in attempts to overcome the so called democratic deficit 

of the Union, by offering new modes of communication among the European citizenry and between the 

European democratic institutions and the European citizen, also - or exactly - in times of crisis. However, 

far-reaching expectations and optimism envisaging the internet as a panacea to political disenchantment 

and as a way to establish new transnational spaces of European bottom-up political communication are 

scarce compared to a decade ago. 

Research supports the notion of a Europeanisation of political publics in the European Member States. 

Although recent research on media coverage of various aspects of a crisis of Europeanisation (financial 

crisis, refugee policy) shows a growing dominance of national perspectives and interest in public 

discourse on the EU, this does not necessarily dismiss the notion of a European public sphere. It is held 

that the more there is dispute among elites and national parties about European issues, the more Europe 

becomes visible in the national media – which, however, implies a strong position of EU-critical 

perspectives. So far research on the relevance of political communication via the internet for building up 

a European public sphere or supporting the Europeanisation of national public spheres is still scarce. It 

is held by many researchers that in principle the use of interactive tools of e-participation at the European 

level can contribute to fostering the legitimacy of the EU and to promote a more substantial EU 

citizenship. However, it is observed that the role of citizens is often reduced to just posting statements or 

commenting on statements by policy-makers rather than engaging in a European citizens’ debate and 

jointly working out policy options to be forwarded to policy-makers. Also the notion (as put forward in 

the STOA report from 2011), that public spaces established by consultation processes offered by 

European institutions are often restricted to expert communities and at best help to establish segmented 

issue related elite publics on the European level, is confirmed by recent research. Research on the use of 

social media and internet sites by civil society organisations active on the European level is just about to 

emerge. Scarce results available so far indicate that the restriction of publics at the European level to 

“epistemic communities” and experts is not easily ruled out by internet-based networks organised by 

NGOs. 

An area to which the literature has also paid much attention is social media. 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 mobilization 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 difficulty of mobilization is the fact, that being 

confronted with political opinions which differ from your own can lower political interest and 

engagement. Political deliberation 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.  
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1. Introduction 

“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) 

According to the UN’s e-participation index (UN, 2016), e-participation is expanding all over the world. 

The index measures e-participation according to a three-level model of participation including: 1) e-

information (the provision of information on the internet), 2) e-consultation (organizing public 

consultations online), and 3) e-decision-making (involving citizens directly in decision processes) (UN, 

2016: 54). In the present report we reserve the term ‘e-participation’ for all forms of political participation 

making use of digital media, including both formally institutionalised mechanisms and informal civic 

engagement. 

The drivers behind e-participation are digitalization, the development of digital tools that can be used 

for citizen involvement – social media, deliberative software, e-voting systems, etc, and the growing 

access to the internet. In European countries, especially those which rank prominently among the top 50 

performers, citizens have more and more opportunities to have their say in government and politics. 

According to the UN, the largest share of e-participation initiatives relates to central and local 

governments giving access to public sector information and public consultation via digital tools. Recently 

there has been a growing focus on citizen involvement in policy-making, although progress in this field 

has been modest so far.  

A democratic deficit 

However, it is not only digitalization that has been advancing e-participation. Nowadays many European 

citizens are invited, especially by their local governments, to be more involved. Because of the economic 

recession and budget cuts, civil service reform and de-centralization of public tasks, citizens are now 

expected to be more self-sufficient (i.e. taking over activities that were formerly public services). At the 

same time, citizens themselves actually want to be more involved. The UN report (2016: 3) states that 

“advances in e-participation today are driven more by civic activism of people seeking to have more control over 

their lives.” This is confirmed by surveys such as the European Value Studies (2008) where the majority 

of European citizens indicate they want to be more involved in political decision making.  

From other surveys it is clear that many European citizens do not feel as if their voice counts or their 

concerns are taken into consideration. For example, in the European Social Survey (2014), the majority of 

the respondents gave a negative reaction to the question “How much would you say the political system in 

your country allows people like you to have a say in what the government does?”. The same holds true for the 

question: “And how much would you say that the political system in your country allows people like you to have 

an influence on politics?”. When it comes to the EU, the Eurobarometer tells us that exactly half of the EU 

citizens disagree with the statement that their voice counts in the EU. And in almost all European 

countries there was an increased number of respondents that disagreed with the statement that the 

European Parliament takes the concerns of European citizens into consideration. In general, it was a 

majority of 54% that disagreed with the statement. 

This ‘democratic deficit’ (Grimm 1995) at the EU level is also felt by EU officials and EU parliamentarians. 

EU politics as executed by the European Commission and the European Council is lacking democratic 

legitimation and responsiveness to European citizens. The fact is that the roles and powers of the 

European Commission are growing while the European government has no direct accountability to the 

European citizens. It is enacted and controlled by a multilevel system of policy making and often 

operating outside the control of formalized systems of representative democracy. The trust in European 
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governmental and political institutions by European citizens remains quite low: according to the 

Eurobarometer, 46 per cent of European citizens tend not to trust the EU.  

Expectations of e-democracy 

E-participation and in a broader sense e-democracy - the practice of democracy with the support of digital 

media in political communication and participation – are seen as a possible solution for democratic 

shortcomings at the European level (as well as on the local and national level). From the start, and 

especially in the 1990s, the expectations for renewing democracy through new media were far reaching. 

Those hopes were based on the idea that e-democracy could strengthen the ties between the sovereign, 

the citizens, and their political representation - governments and policy makers. It was expected that new 

technologies would facilitate direct communication, allow more transparency of decision making, and 

increase the responsiveness of public authorities to the needs and expectations of the constituency, all 

things which would lead to a revitalization of democracy.  

However, after a few decades of e-democracy and e-participation practices on all levels of policy making 

from municipalities to transnational bodies, the reality has been sobering. After 25 years of e-democracy, 

Jan Van Dijk - a scholar of e-democracy – concludes that, up until now, the primary achievement of e-

democracy has been a significant improvement in access to, and the exchange of, politically relevant 

information. Evidence on the realization of e-democracy supporting public debate, deliberation and 

community building was mixed, and – 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). Furthermore, van Dijk asserts that e-participation is largely confined to the initial and the final 

stages of the policy cycle, and that it rarely allows for entries into the core stages of decision-making and 

policy execution. This is more or less (still) in line with the UN report on e-participation (2016) which 

states that there is a modestly growing focus on citizen involvement in policy-making. Although the 

initial high expectations can be so adjusted, e-democracy and e-participation are a reality and both have 

changed the communication between citizens and governments in, without a doubt, many beneficial 

ways, for example by providing better and faster access to all kinds of public information for citizens, 

procedures of e-consultation or e-budgeting. And in this decade, social media have been offering a new 

mode of direct political communication among citizens, communities and policy makers. 

In this study – taking the STOA report from 2011 as a starting point – we investigate how to continue 

with e-democracy at the EU level in a way that supports public debate and has an impact on political 

decision-making. We start from the viewpoint that e-democracy is one of several strategies for supporting 

democracy, democratic institutions and democratic processes, and spreading democratic values. Its main 

objective is the electronic support of legitimate democratic processes and it should be evaluated on these 

merits. In other words, e-democracy is additional, complementary to, and interlinked with, the 

traditional processes of democracy (Council of Europe 2009: 11). Or as the Council of Europe also states 

in its recommendation on e-democracy: e-democracy is, above all, about democracy.  

Research questions 

In order to investigate how to continue with e-democracy at the EU level, 22 cases of digital tools have 

been analysed and compared. The majority of the cases (15 of the 22 cases) was individually requested in 

the project specifications, as defined by STOA. The 22 cases: 

 are organised at different political and governmental levels (local, national, European); 

 enable citizen involvement at different stages of political decision-making (agenda setting, decision-

making and monitoring); 

 are possibly suitable to be implemented and used at the EU level in order to counteract the deficit in 

European democratic processes. 
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The two central research questions that will guide the analysis are:  

 What are the conditions under which digital tools can successfully facilitate different forms of citizen 

involvement in decision-making processes?  

 And, how can we transfer these tools – and the conditions which make them successful – to the EU 

level? 

 

Our study is divided into three phases: 

1. A literature review with a particular focus on the most recent and relevant literature;  

2. An empirical assessment and comparison of 22 cases of digital tools; 

3. Lessons for existing EU e-participation tools and new options to improve e-participation at the EU 

level. 

This part of the report consists of the findings of phase 1: the literature review.  

Reading guide to part 1 of the report 

Chapter 2 discusses the methodology of the first phase of the study: the systematic literature review. 

Chapter 3 describes the results of the literature review (from 2011 onwards) with regard to a) general 

concepts of e-democracy, b) the democratic deficit in Europe in relation to the EU governance system, c) 

the European and transnational public sphere and the role of mass media and internet, and d) the 

assessment of digital tools for citizen involvement at different stages of decision-making (e-information, 

e-petitions, e-initiatives, e-campaigning, e-deliberation, e-consultation, e-budgeting and e-voting). 
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2. Methodology and resources used 

In methodological terms the current study rests on two central pillars: a systematic literature review and 

22 empirical case studies. An expert workshop on suitable digital tools at the EU-level served as an 

additional component. In this chapter we will go into the methodology behind the literature review. 

In order to form a complete, or at least more reliable, picture of the state of the art, a systematic review 

has been undertaken of the relevant literature on e-democracy published since the completion of the 

STOA (2011) study. However, with the resources at hand the sheer mass of relevant sources necessitated 

a limitation as regards the scope of languages covered. Our systematic literature review is focused on 

sources published in English and German. We are aware that this decision has its limitations, as 

discussions that for instance solely take place in French or Spanish literature do not come to the fore. In 

the case of French discussions around e-democracy not all points have found their way into English 

speaking publications. This is a certain limitation of our systematic literature review we had to accept. 

Being aware of this restriction, one can still assume that a large body of relevant work originally 

published in other languages finds its way into English publication channels, seeing as English can be 

considered a leading lingua franca in modern scientific communication. 

2.1. Systematic literature review  

A flow-diagram of our literature review can be found in Figure 1.  

Our initial search was conducted using the Thomson Reuters database, results stemming primarily from 

the Web of Science Core Collection. We had access to a total of 50,478,338 records through the virtual 

private network of the University of Vienna. We divided the subject matter into 14 separate topics with 

their own search terms (see the Annex I). In total 2,781 hits were scanned, with 1,790 being adopted for 

further use and 991 being excluded. The exclusion criteria at this point were languages other than English 

or German, records pertaining to different subject matter, retracted articles and patents. The exclusions 

were based on title or abstract. When checked for duplicates within the records adopted from the 

Thomson Reuters database, 211 duplicates were identified and removed, leaving a total of 1.579 records. 

A second search was conducted using SCOPUS, an abstract and citation database of peer-reviewed 

literature including conference proceedings, owned by Elsevier. The search was conducted in a similar 

fashion as for the Thomson Reuters database, with the same categorization into 14 topics with separate 

search terms. A total of 3.626 hits were scanned, of which 2.694 were adopted for further examination. 

When checked for duplicates 429 duplicates were identified and removed, leaving a total of 2.265 records.  

In order to cover the most relevant German literature a third search was conducted using u::search, the 

online library search engine of the University of Vienna. For this search the subject matter was divided 

into 12 separate topics, each with their own search terms. A total of 821 hits were scanned, resulting in 

the adoption of 264. The low adoption rate can be explained by the high number of duplicate entries and 

low relevance. After the removal of 72 duplicates, 192 records remained.  

The records of the Thomson Reuters and SCOPUS database searches as well as the online library search 

of the University of Vienna were then combined in one library. 810 duplicates between the different 

sources were found and removed, leaving a library consisting of 3.226 records.  

In addition, specifically relevant journals from 2011-2016 were examined. This search included the 

following titles as specified in the proposal: European Journal of Political Research, European Journal of Social 

Theory, European Law Journal, Government Information Quarterly, International Journal of E-Politics, JeDEM – 

eJournal of eDemocracy and Open Government, Journal of Information Technology & Politics, New Political 

Science, Political Communication, Political Science and The Information Society. Based on the literature 

research conducted so far, the following journals were additionally identified as being specifically 

relevant for our research question and added to the search: Contemporary European Studies, Democratic 
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Theory, Democratization, European Journal of ePractice, Policy & Internet and Political Science Quarterly. A total 

of 209 references were adopted. These 209 references were added to our library consisting of 3.226 records 

from the database searches, resulting in a library of 3.385 references after the removal of 50 duplicates. 

Lastly we added a body of literature already documented during the course of previous projects. We 

collected relevant publications dated between 2011 and now, covering peer-reviewed as well as grey 

literature. These references were gathered through a mix of database searches via Google Scholar and the 

snowball method. A total of 338 references were available from these sources for the specified time frame. 

A total of 93 duplicates were found between these 338 references and our library of 3.385 references from 

the database searches and the journal search, resulting in a library of 3.630 references. A similar 

systematic literature review on e-democracy was undertaken by Santos and Tonelli (2014), who identified 

a total of 1.044 documents up to August 17, 2013 (and finally selected 14 articles). Throughout the course 

of the literature research relevant new publications gathered were added to this category. 

Our next task was to reduce this large amount of 3.630 references to a library consisting of the most 

relevant core literature. As a first step reductions were made by scanning the title list, with all suggested 

changes being examined by a second individual before being finalized. Criteria for exclusion was the 

presence of duplicates which had remained unrecognized up to this point, publications by the same 

authors with overlapping content (the more comprehensive version being kept) and references with 

expected low relevance for the research question. Abstracts were examined for publications with vague 

or inconclusive titles. A total of 2190 references were removed through this process, leaving 1440 

publications to make up our library. Full text versions were subsequently collected to allow for the final 

selection step based on a relevance check by closer inspection. Following the outlined reduction, 240 of 

the 1440 publications stemmed from the category previous research and hand search, meaning that their 

full text versions were already collected and the full text search was only conducted for the remaining 

1200 references. This main full text search was carried out through the virtual private network (VPN) of 

the University of Vienna, which granted access to many publications which would otherwise be 

inaccessible due to paywalls. Additional effort was made to gain access to references which could not be 

acquired through the University of Vienna VPN, but which were identified as being potentially relevant 

for this study, with the members of the literature research team investigating access through additional 

VPNs at their disposal. Full text versions for a total of 815 publications from the database and journal 

searches could be identified. The 385 publications which could not be accessed with the given resources 

and within the time-frame primarily consisted of articles locked behind paywalls, despite our VPNs, and 

publications in the form of printed books which were not made available online. These 815 references in 

addition to 240 references from previous research and hand search formed the basis for further evaluation 

and analysis with a total of 1055.  

The enormous amount of publications in the period since 2011 could only be analysed within the given 

limits of time and resources by choosing a certain focus. According to the research questions of this study 

priority has been given to reviews and original contributions on: 

 experiences with online platforms and interactive tools that allow citizens’ direct participation and 

involvement in decision-making processes, 

 assessments and evaluations of democratic impacts, effects, outcomes and benefits, 

 lessons regarding success and failure,  

 with particular attention to applications at EU level and consideration of sources from the most recent 

past (2016). 

 

These publications were identified through keyword searches within the titles and abstracts.  

During the analysis phase much additional literature was found via the snowball method, and we ended 

up incorporating a total of around 385 publications in this report (during the conclusion of the literature 

research), 308 of which are dated within the 2011-2016 timeframe. 
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Total of 7.228 publications identified through 14 
separate searches by topic in the Thomson Reuters 
database (Web of Science) and SCOPUS database, 
as well as through 12 separate searches by topic 
through u::search, the online library search engine 
of the University of Vienna. 

209 additional publications identified through 
journal searches 

338 additional publications identified through 
other sources 

 

2.480 publications of the database searches 
excluded based on title or abstract 

Specific reasons:  

- language other than English or German 

- different topic such as healthcare or education 

- retracted articles 

- Patents 

 

4.748 potentially eligible publications through 
database searches 

209 potentially eligible publications through 
journal searches 

338 potentially eligible publications through other 
sources 

 

 

1.522 duplicates excluded from the database 
searches 

50 duplicates excluded from the journal searches 

93 duplicates excluded from publications through 
other sources 

 

2190 publications excluded through title scans  

- relevance to research question 
- publications of similar content  
- unrecognized duplicates 

385 publications excluded due to lacking 
accessibility 

3.226 potentially eligible publications through 
database searches 

159 potentially eligible publications through 
journal searches 

245 potentially eligible publications through other 
sources 

TOTAL: 3.630 potentially eligible publications 

770 potentially eligible publications through 
database searches 

45 potentially eligible publications through journal 
searches 

240 potentially eligible publications through other 
sources 

TOTAL: 1055 publications remaining for further 
evaluation 

TOTAL: ca. 385 publications were read in full or in 

large parts and incorporated into the review 

 Prioritization: 

(1) Relevance after closer inspection 
(2) Prioritization of publications with the 

keywords “review”, “decision(-making)”, 
“impact/benefit/ 
effect/outcome/evaluat(ion)/assess(ment)”, 
“lessons” and “success/failure” as well as 
publications from 2016. 

Additional literature added through snowball 
method during analysis (ca. 172) 

Figure 1. Flow Diagram of the systematic literature review 
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2.2. Limitations of the research 

2.2.1. Systematic literature review  

In order to form a complete, or at least more reliable, picture of the state of the art, a systematic review 

has been undertaken of the relevant literature on e-democracy published since the completion of the 

STOA (2011) study. However, with the resources at hand the sheer mass of relevant sources necessitated 

a limitation as regards the scope of languages covered. Our systematic literature review is focused on 

sources published in English and German. We are aware that this decision has its limitations, as 

discussions that for instance solely take place in French or Spanish literature do not come to the fore. In 

the case of French discussions around e-democracy not all points have found their way into English 

speaking publications. This is a certain limitation of our systematic literature review we had to accept. 

Being aware of this restriction, one can still assume that a large body of relevant work originally 

published in other languages finds its way into English publication channels, seeing as English can be 

considered a leading lingua franca in modern scientific communication. 

2.2.2. Recent developments 

Public debates about digital manipulation of political information from foreign powers have emerged 

during our research endeavour, and came up in some of the last interviews. Unfortunately we were not 

able to address this issue in this research convincingly. Our research strategy, to build on existing 

literature and to reflect on past experiences of digital participation, did not enable us to make a thorough 

analysis of this development and risk. The issue of (foreign) digital manipulation of voters should be 

thoroughly studied on its own, in a future study.  
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3. Literature review 

3.1. Organisation and theoretical framework 

The chapter starts with an introduction of a number of basic concepts which will be applied in the ensuing 

chapters of this report. This includes a very brief overview of key theoretical concepts of liberal, 

participatory and deliberative democracy with the aim of proving conceptual orientation with regard to 

the different concepts of e-democracy that will be dealt with in greater detail in this report. A 

comprehensive account and discussion of the rich political and theoretical debates on democracy is 

neither feasible in the context of this study nor would such an exercise advance our understanding of 

potentially fruitful e-democratic practices in Europe. Given the special European perspective of this 

project and the role of political communication, the concepts of European citizenship and the European 

Public Sphere are introduced as well. The chapter continues with a look at the democracy-related 

potentials of new ICTs and explicates the various dimensions of e-democracy, before it turns to the 

anchoring of participatory democracy in EU-level legal frameworks (3.1).  

We continue with an assessment of Social Media as a new potential which is in the focus of political and 

scholarly attention nowadays (3.2). As the role of social media for e-democracy can be said to currently 

be in the focus of research and debate, the relevance of social media for political communication is 

touched on briefly in the chapter on the European public sphere and is presented with regard to its 

potential for e-participation in the chapter on “digital tools”. Apart from touching on specific aspects of 

“social media” we deem it to be necessary to enter into the more general discussion on the expectations 

and the (assumed or observable) potential of social media to induce fundamental changes to political 

communication that can be regarded as introducing new modes of the political or the public sphere. 

We then enter into the current debate on the so called “democratic deficit” of the European Union and the 

possible role of the European public sphere in overcoming this and supporting legitimisation of EU 

policies and the emergence of European citizenship (3.3). On the basis of results from recent research on 

the existence and workings of the European public sphere, we enter into the discussion of the possible 

role of internet communication for the establishment or fostering of a European space for democratic 

debate and opinion forming.  

The following chapter (3.4) is dedicated to explore – on the basis of findings in recent literature – 

experiences with and the potentials of a broad scope of e-participation tools and formats in policy 

making. This overview closes with an extended subchapter looking at recent research and scholarly 

debate on the use of e-participation at the European level, namely deliberative citizen involvement 

projects and e-consultations as applied by the EU, recent experience with the European Citizen Initiative 

and the use of e-petitioning at the European Parliament.  

The literature review is closed by summarizing the most relevant findings and conclusions (3.5). 

For the presentation of the results of the literature review it was a challenge to at the same time cover the 

broad scope of articles and books included in the review and, nevertheless, deliver a concise and 

concentrated text. For this purpose we tried to avoid lengthy introductions of basic concepts (e.g. public 

sphere) as much as possible, as far as this had already been dealt with in the STOA report on e-democracy 

from 2011. We also tried to avoid repetition of discussions or controversies already expanded on in this 

STOA report. However, we refer to the 2011 STOA study whenever we can clearly state that assumptions 

and statements from 5 years ago can either be clearly confirmed or rejected or have been put into doubt 

by recent literature. 
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3.1.1. Introduction of basic concepts 

Since the early days of the World Wide Web, the idea of using new media for political participation and 

democratic practices was framed as novel, modern and highly innovative. While these claims seem 

justified with regard to the information and communication technologies enabling Internet-based 

democratic processes, it is important to keep in mind that the different proposals for electronic democracy 

draw on – explicitly or implicitly – well-established concepts of democratic theory. In this sense, the 

normative views, aims and approaches represented by the different conceptualisations of e-democracy 

are based on and can thus be traced back to the fundamental tenets of democratic theory. As is the case 

with any normative conception of democracy, each variant of Internet-based democracy is driven and 

inspired by a specific understanding of an ideal-typical view of the political community and the political 

decision-making process. What are the main objectives of democracy? – Depending on the normative 

position, the answers to this question will be quite different. Some views of democracy put their main 

emphasis on a high degree of representativeness, others promote the protection of fundamental rights 

and freedoms, and others strive for inclusive and comprehensive involvement of the citizens (Schmidt 

2008, 236f.). With the aim of clarifying these conceptual and normative relationships, the following will 

provide a brief overview of the main models of democracy as they have been established in the relevant 

academic literature.  

If the discussion of procedural variants and details are set aside in favour of a higher-level of abstraction, 

the large number of different normative understandings of democracy can be related to the essence of 

three ideal-typical models of democracy: the liberal, the republican (or participatory) and the deliberative 

model (cf. Habermas 1992; Held 2006; Schmidt 2008, 236-253; Schultze 2004, 125). These three models can 

be distinguished according to their diverging assumptions of the human nature, the ascribed role of the 

individual in relation to society and citizenship, and the understanding of civil liberty. The following 

overview of the three main models is mainly based on Habermas (1992). It should be noted that these 

variants are ideal-typical models of democracy and do not exist in the pure form in reality. Given the 

extremely large number of different conceptualizations of democracy, putting the focus on the key 

elements of democratic decision-making seems more expedient than attempting to provide a 

comprehensive account of all real-typical models. 

3.1.1.1. The liberal model of democracy 

Most democratic systems in the world are based on key elements of the liberal model. A chief 

characteristic of this model is its strong emphasis on procedures. Instead of attempting to realise a pre-

defined form of society, this model concentrates on processes and institutions that ensure generally-

binding decision-making. By and large, the democratic process is conceptualised as a market-like 

competition between strategic actors such as interest groups, political parties and elites. The citizen is 

conceptualised as a consumer whose political participation is more or less limited to the periodic 

expression of individual preferences. Processes of political will-formation, based on public debate and 

learning, do not receive heightened attention in this model. Thus, the political will of the democratic 

entity is understood as the result of the interplay of competing interests and the aggregation of individual 

voter preferences. In the liberal model, the status of the citizen and his/her private sphere are protected 

by a number of fundamental, defensive rights against arbitrary state intrusion.  

3.1.1.2. The republican or participatory model  

Compared to the liberal model, the participatory model of democracy is highly demanding for its 

citizens. It requires a community which shares a broad set of common values, and citizens who are able 

and willing to overcome the pursuit of individual interests in favour of an orientation towards the 

common good. The model’s understanding of the political reaches far beyond mere procedures for 

collective decision-making. Instead, the political process is conceptualised as the central medium through 

which society is constituted and becomes aware of itself as a community. Here, the liberal model’s 
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scepticism towards political participation is replaced by the primacy of citizen involvement. Collective 

processes of will-formation between free and equal citizens are seen as a value in itself, and participation 

is understood as a holistic and integral feature of life. The state is assigned primarily with the function of 

guaranteeing processes of inclusive involvement and not so much the protection of individual rights. 

3.1.1.3. The deliberative model of democracy  

The deliberative model is closely related to the participatory model but incorporates important elements 

of the liberal model. A specific and demanding understanding of the communication conditions under 

which processes of public will-formation are performed lies at the centre of this third ideal-typical model. 

It is a result of a critical analysis of both the liberal and the participatory models: While the first privileges 

individual autonomy in order to prevent the ‘tyranny of the majority’, the second puts popular 

sovereignty centre stage. Instead of pitching individual rights and popular sovereignty against each 

other, both aims receive equal weight in the deliberative model. The decisive integrative step is the 

establishment of sophisticated conditions for rational and fair public deliberation. Ideally, these 

conditions should include openness for all potential participants and points of view, reasoning, and equal 

and free speech. In contrast to the participatory model, this procedural orientation does not require a far-

reaching ex-ante agreement on a certain form of society or other substantive sources of legitimacy such 

as the nation or a founding myth. The questions which norms should be constitutive for the community 

are referred to the processes of public deliberation. At the same time, the deliberative model incorporates 

constitutionalism and the guarantee of individual rights and freedoms. Thus, in the deliberative model, 

political power remains to be tied to the institutions of the constitutional state and its established 

procedures for decision-making. The idea of popular sovereignty is realised through rational 

deliberations in the public sphere and in the networks of civil society organisations which exercise their 

communicative power to influence the political decision-making system. In the sections below, the role 

of the public sphere for the democratic process is outlined in greater detail. 

In comparative terms, both the participatory and the deliberative models see participation as a value in 

itself. Or put differently, they place the main focus on the input side of democratic decision-making, 

sharing the hope of changing the political process through more, inclusive and better participation and 

deliberation, ultimately aiming to “democratize democracy” (Schmidt 2008: 236ff.). In contrast, the liberal 

model is preoccupied with the output dimension, aiming to achieve stability and efficient decision-

making. 

The main differences of these and related models can be mapped on a two-dimensional space, depicting 

the chief aim of the democratic process (efficiency vs. inclusiveness) and the preferred mode of decision-

making (indirect/representative vs. direct/plebiscitary) (figure 2). The three main models of democracy 

can be located in this two-dimensional space according to their basic normative orientations. Other 

variants of democracy, such as elitist, pluralist, libertarian or associative democracy etc. can be grouped 

around the three models accordingly (Lindner et al. 2010: 12).  

The purpose of the two-dimensional space is to provide some basic orientation with regard to the 

different understandings of democracy in general and the Internet-based variants in particular:  

“Arguably, preferences for a certain model of democracy will most likely determine the type of e-democracy 

a proponent seeks to establish. For instance, if a promoter of e-democracy belongs to the supporters of 

deliberative democracy, he or she will probably prefer a mix of representative and plebiscitary modes of 

online democratic decision-making and put special emphasis on Internet-based discussion fora, whereas 

members of the liberal camp are likely to favour forms of online participation that reflect the principles of 

representative democracy. Against this background, the disappointment about the e-democratic practices 

of governments which is frequently expressed by observers and promoters of e-democracy can be better 

understood and put into perspective.” (Lindner et al. 2010: 14). 
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Figure 2. Models of Democracy: Aims and preferred mode of decision-making 

 

Source: based on Lindner (2007: 80). 

3.1.1.4. European Citizenship 

As already outlined, in the classical republican or participatory model democracy is more than a process 

of bargaining for individual interests, but presupposes that citizens act, strive for and argue about public 

concerns and the common good. Thus, a sense of belonging to a community and sharing a common set 

of values based in common traditions is necessary for a democratic community to function. “The formation 

of a volonté general is possible because citizens are equal and share common values and notions of the public 

interest” (Eriksen 2007, 29). It is contested to what extent a functioning democracy requires citizens to 

share certain values that constitute an identity, a sense of belonging and commonality, such as it is being 

promoted by so-called communitarian concepts of democracy. A strictly liberal concept of democracy 

would neither presuppose an active civil society nor a sense of public concerns on the part of citizens. A 

third middle position is held by deliberative concepts of democracy, which do not see the need for or 

possibility of a shared substantial cultural identity, but regard the mutual acceptance of citizens as equal 

holders of rights to be a sufficient basis for rational societal deliberation on the common interest. This 

latter position is very much in line with arguments put forward in order to support the possibility of 

trans-national or European citizenship. The development of citizenship in the sense of political and legal 

rights of the members of a political community, as well as in the sense of cultural identity and a sense of 

belonging historically, has been bound to the emergence of the nation state (common origin, heritage and 

language). This is why many have doubted that the concept of citizenship, which includes rights as well 

as a sense of belonging and identity, can be transferred to the trans-national, European level (Grimm 

1995). On the other hand, it is argued (Fraser 2007, contributions in Eder/Giesen 2003) that with 

globalisation and increasing migration the foundations of national citizenship are vanishing and national 

democracies need to establish a form of political and cultural identity that goes beyond national traditions 

and common values rooted in language and history. In the course of globalisation and migration the legal 

and political aspect of citizenship will be uncoupled from cultural identity. 
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The concept of European Citizenship ranks quite prominently in official EU politics. The European citizen 

is directly addressed in EC programmes and conceptual papers. The involvement and engagement of the 

European citizen is regarded to be crucial for overcoming the democracy deficit and for the democratic 

legitimisation of EU politics. A “European citizenship” has been officially introduced to the foundations 

of the EU with the Maastricht treaty (Article 8): “Citizenship of the European Union is hereby established. 

Every person holding the nationality of a member state shall be a citizen of the union”. Beyond this formal status, 

an active civil society and a public sphere, as well as structures that allow for direct legitimisation and 

control of the EU institutions by the European constituency, can be regarded to form the foundations of 

European citizenship in the sense of a European political identity. Debates on European citizenship stress 

that it would include citizens' rights that go beyond individual liberties and “market membership”, but 

cannot be based on cultural membership in the ethnic sense. Therefore, a direct relation between the 

European institutions and its citizens, and hence active political rights, moves into the centre of debate 

on European citizenship. Thus, it is ultimately the establishment of a European public sphere that allows 

for as much deliberation as possible on European public concerns which would support the development 

of a post-national political identity and feeling of belonging to a political community. It can be argued 

(Eder 2007) that the opportunity for citizens to meet as equal partners and exchange their arguments and 

claims initiates a process of democratisation that in turn comprises the development of a public sphere 

as well as of citizenship as two sides of the same coin. The extent to which the internet opens up 

additional opportunities for political discourse across national borders and induces new options for 

direct interaction between European decision makers and their constituencies, ‘e-democracy’, can be seen 

as a means to foster European citizenship. 

3.1.1.5. European public sphere 

In Habermas’ (1996, 1992) concept of deliberative democracy, the public sphere functions as an 

intermediate level between political decision makers and a politically aware citizenry, or the “demos”. 

In this perspective the public sphere is not an institution or organisation, nor is it a particular form of 

collective: “The public sphere should rather be perceived as an open field of communicative exchange. It is made 

up of communication flows and discourses which allow for the diffusion of intersubjective meaning and 

understanding” (Trenz 2008, 2). The public sphere is thus a concept with inherently normative aspects. It 

describes features that are necessary for a democracy to function. There must be room for public 

deliberation, in order to establish a link between the constituency and its representatives – i.e. to process 

the content of policy-making among those who will be affected by the decisions to be taken and who 

delegate their representatives to the decision-making bodies. Thus, “public sphere” does not simply 

mean some form of public communication, but always implies a certain (deliberative) quality that 

transforms public communication into public opinion and will formation (Fraser 2007, Trenz 2008). The 

discourse of actively participating citizens is the backing for political decision-making in the 

representative system, as the citizenry (directly or via the media) provides the political institutions with 

ideas, interests and demands that have to be taken into consideration in the political process. In 

Habermas’ view, the creation of a trans-European public sphere (in addition to a European civil society 

and political culture) is a central functional requirement for a democratically constituted Europe, as well 

as for a European identity and citizenship (Habermas 2001, 18). 

The idea of the EC's White Paper on governance (CEC 2001) of how to provide for democratic 

legitimisation is very much in line with this concept: “The aim should be to create a transnational “space” 

where citizens from different countries can discuss what they perceive as being the important challenges 

for the Union. This should help policy makers to stay in touch with European public opinion, and could 

guide them in identifying European projects which mobilise public support.” The Commission is not 

satisfied with national discourse arenas being europeanised by adopting more European issues to their 

agendas, but does conceive of the European public sphere as a genuinely European arena of exchange of 

citizens across borders and with the European political bodies. 
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The extent to which this communicative space develops or can fulfil its function as an intermediate level 

between the European citizenry and the European institutions of representative democracy is regarded 

to be dependent on a common identity and a feeling of solidarity and public concern among the 

constituency (citizenship, see above) that backs up the institutions of representative democracy. In 

academic discussions it is widely agreed that the public sphere cannot be conceived of as being one 

common general communicative space. On the contrary, besides a general overarching public sphere that 

is open to any citizen (and mainly based on mass media communication), there are segmented publics 

that evolve around policy networks dealing with particular issues and problems to which particular 

communities relate. To what extent types of public spheres (general and issue-related) exist at the 

European level is being debated. The Europeanisation of state functions, a discursive construction of the 

EU as well as an Europeanisation of political agency is ongoing, but these processes have “… indeed not 

yet found an appropriate correlate or foundation in European society” (Zimmermann and Favell 2010: 507f.). 

Those who expect the EU to evolve by strengthening the deliberative dimension of policy-making, 

however, anticipate that in the course of this process a multi-layered structure consisting of European 

issue-related, national and overarching general public spheres will necessarily emerge. While an 

overarching general public sphere may remain latent for a longer period, one can perceive many strands 

of development that indicate the emergence of European publics. 

New pathways of political communication among citizens, as well as between policy making institutions 

and their constituencies as opened up by internet communication and e-participation, are expected to 

hold the potential of strengthening the European public sphere: a European space of political 

communication and deliberation, a European civil society and European citizenship. However, whether 

this strengthening and supportive function can be achieved is highly dependent upon the way e-

participation is connected to the established processes of political will formation and decision making. 

3.1.2. The concept and definition of e-democracy 

Already since the early 1960s futurists and scholars alike have heralded new information and 

communication technologies (ICT) as carrying massive potential to transform existing practices of 

political communication and political systems (cf. McLuhan 1964). Over the years reflections gave rise to 

a fast extending interdisciplinary discourse and a continuously growing, meanwhile enormous, body of 

literature dealing with a wide range of issues and implications of ICT for the political process in theory 

and practice. Umbrella terms which became most often used to signify the subject are ‘electronic or e-

democracy’ (cf. Schaal 2016) and ‘digital democracy’ (cf. Hague and Loader 1999; Hacker and van Dijk 

2000a), whereas the use of the terms ‘teledemocracy’ (cf. Becker 1981), ‘virtual democracy’ or 

‘cyberdemocracy’ was largely confined to earlier stages of the debate. Various attempts have been made 

to structure the historical evolution of this discourse and the different perspectives (cf. Hagen 1997; Vedel 

2006; Oblak Črnič 2012; Santos and Tonelli 2014). 

However, despite the long history of these concepts and the ideas behind them, no common 

nomenclature has been developed to date and generally agreed upon definitions are lacking. Among the 

numerous more or less different conceptions, one can discern definitions with a normative flavour and 

more neutral ones. In the following we will briefly review some of these to establish the basic concepts 

and an outline of the theoretical framework for our analysis of digital tools and systems to strengthen 

participatory and direct democracy. 

A collection of contributions which focus both on theoretical and practical issues involved with the 

relationship between new media and democracy offers an authoritative starting point (Hacker and van 

Dijk 2000a). The editors introduce ‘digital democracy’ as the key concept, providing a definition with 

normative ingredients:  

“Digital democracy is the use of information and communication technology (ICT) and computer-

mediated communication (CMC) in all kinds of media (e.g. the internet, interactive broadcasting and 
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digital telephony) for purposes of enhancing political democracy or the participation of citizens in 

democratic communication.” (Hacker and van Dijk 2000b: 1) 

Just a few lines later they rephrase this conceptualisation in more neutral terms: “We define digital 

democracy as a collection of attempts to practise democracy without the limits of time, space and other physical 

conditions, using ICT or CMC instead, as an addition, not a replacement for traditional ‘analogue’ political 

practices.”  

In a more recent contribution van Dijk (2012: 51) provides a more concise version of the earlier definition: 

“Digital democracy can be defined as the pursuit and the practice of democracy in whatever view using digital 

media in online and offline political communication. The online-offline distinction should be added because 

political activities are not only happening on the internet …” (p. 51f.). 

Both Hacker and van Dijk argue in favour of the term ‘digital democracy’ as preferable to all other related 

concepts for various reasons. However, this does not mean that digital democracy should displace the 

use of traditional communication media and face-to-face communication; on the contrary, a reasonable 

combination of virtual and traditional media is regarded as the most fruitful practice. Although they 

decline the term ‘electronic democracy’ for being too general (since some old media of broadcasting or 

telephony were electronic as well), other more recent conceptions suggest to use ‘electronic or e-

democracy’ as synonymous terms to ‘digital democracy’. For example, Päivärinta and Øystein’s (2006: 

818) conception sounds very similar: “E-democracy refers to the use of information and communication 

technology (ICT) in political debates and decision-making processes, complementing or contrasting 

traditional means of communications, such as face-to-face interaction or one-way mass media”.  

Coleman and Norris (2005) also confirm the preference for ‘e-democracy’ as the key concept. Having 

presented a range of definitions of e-democracy, they point out an essential commonality and opt for a 

wide, again normative, understanding of the notion: “A common thread … is the assumption that e-democracy 

has something to do with the use of information and communication technologies (ICT) to enhance democratic 

structures and processes.” (p. 6ff.) … “E-democracy is both top-down and bottom-up; it is both about the 

institutional processes of hierarchies and the more fluid arrangements of networks” (p. 32). 

We will therefore use the terms ‘e-democracy’ and ‘digital democracy’ interchangeably as key concepts 

of the theoretical framework for our analysis of digital tools and systems to strengthen participatory and 

direct democracy.  

A milestone among political frameworks on e-democracy is the Council of Europe’s Recommendation of 

the Committee of Ministers to Member States on electronic democracy (e-democracy). Its core consists of 

12 recommendations, including the following two basic ones: “The Committee of Ministers, in accordance 

with Article 15.b of the Statute of the Council of Europe […]. Recommends that Member States: 1. consider making 

use of the opportunities afforded by e-democracy to strengthen democracy, democratic institutions and democratic 

processes; 2. consider and implement e-democracy as the support and enhancement of democracy, democratic 

institutions and democratic processes by means of ICT, and linked to the engagement and re-engagement of citizens 

in democracy; […]” (Council of Europe 2009: 5, 7). The Appendix to Recommendation CM/Rec (2009)1 

includes a long list of 80 ‘Principles of e-democracy’ and 102 ‘Guidelines’. Just to mention two 

fundamental principles: “When introducing or taking steps to improve electronic democracy, stakeholders should 

take account of the following principles of e-democracy:  

 E-democracy, as the support and enhancement of democracy, democratic institutions and democratic processes 

by means of ICT, is above all about democracy. Its main objective is the electronic support of democracy. 

 E-democracy is one of several strategies for supporting democracy, democratic institutions and democratic 

processes and spreading democratic values. It is additional, complementary to, and interlinked with traditional 

processes of democracy. Each process has its merits: none is universally applicable. …” (Council of Europe 

2009: 11). Among the guidelines the document also points out different “sectors of e-democracy” 

(including further explications in later paragraphs): “E-democracy encompasses, in particular, e-

parliament, e-legislation, e-justice, e-mediation, e-environment, e-election, e-referendum, e-initiative, e-voting, 
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e-consultation, e-petitioning, e-campaigning, e-polling and e-surveying; it makes use of e-participation, e-

deliberation and e-forums” (Council of Europe 2009: 15).  

Building on these various contributions we can briefly summarise our use of the two key concepts 

e-democracy and e-participation as follows: We understand e-democracy as the practice of democracy 

with the support of digital media in political communication and participation. E-participation stands 

for all forms of political participation making use of digital media, including both formally 

institutionalised mechanisms and informal civic engagement. 

3.1.3. Democracy-related potentials of ICT 

Debates around e-democracy have essentially been nourished by various expectations about potentials 

of new ICT which would substantially change the conditions of political communication and democratic 

practices. The numerous claims that have been made about effects of new ICT on democracy have been 

summarised as follows: 

1. “ICT increases the scale and speed of providing information. This helps create more informed citizens; 

2. Political participation is made easier and certain obstacles like apathy, shyness, disabilities, time, etc., can be 

lessened; 

3. CMC creates new ways of organizing with subject-specific groups for discussion, cheap distribution costs, etc.; 

4. The Net allows new political communities to arise free from state intervention; 

5. A hierarchical political system becomes more horizontal by increasing political CMC; 

6. Citizens will have more voice in creating agendas for government; 

7. CMC will help remove distorting mediators like journalists, representatives and parties; 

8. Politics will be able to respond more directly to citizen concerns as ICT and CMC enable a kind of political 

marketing research; and 

9. ICT and CMC will help resolve problems of representative democracy such as territorial bases of constituencies, 

etc.” (Hacker and van Dijk 2000b: 4). 

However, the relationship between the use of new technologies and democratic politics is more complex 

and contested since assessments of effects on democracy depend on the democratic model they relate to. 

From early on a polarity of perspectives can be observed in different shapes: Van Dijk (1996: 44ff) 

contrasts views which expect a strengthening of direct democracy and a rebirth of the Athenian agora 

with the views of defenders of representative democracy who fear the turn to a “push-button-

democracy”. Others name the dichotomy between expected improvements in the responsiveness of 

political institutions and the enhancement of direct citizen participation in public affairs versus fears of 

diminishing deliberation and an impoverishment of the political debate (Dutton 1999: 222). Van Dijk 

(2012: 50ff.) observes four waves of utopian visions: 

1. The ‘teledemocracy’ perspective in the 1980s, for example Barber (1984), expecting increased equality 

in access to information, more active public participation and debate and stimulating electronic 

polling and voting. 

2. ‘Virtual community’ perspectives in the early 1990s, for example Rheingold (1993) with hopes of 

regaining community experience lost in modernisation processes. 

3. Visions of a ‘new democracy’ around the turn of the century, expecting a broadening of participation 

in democratic processes through internet-supported means, and 

4. Currently popular ‘Web 2.0’ perspectives, heralding an increase of citizen engagement in policy-

making and democratic life in a great variety of new formats. 

In contrast to these positive visions of new media effects there are also various dystopian perspectives 

which depict potential risks to democracy (cf. van Dijk 2012: 50ff.): for example, they regard direct 

democracy as inadequate given the complexity of modern societies; digital tools would speed up 

deliberation to a superficial level; they would support populism, increase information inequality, and be 

incapable to counter a basic lack of political motivation among the citizenry; the internet would even be 

more concentrated than traditional media and the ease of placing messages on the internet would not be 
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matched by similar options of being heard. Finally, a serious threat that has been gaining special attention 

in connection with dramatic events of political extremism in the recent past is the increased radicalisation 

and mobilisation potential of the internet (von Behr et al. 2013). In addition to the function as an “echo-

chamber”, hypothesised causal mechanisms for such effects include the lowering of transaction costs and 

promoting homophilous sorting, i.e. lets birds of a feather flock together (cf. Farrell 2012). Such outcomes 

can be strengthened by a so-called "filter bubble", created by search algorithms which select results on 

the basis of information on prior search behaviour and excludes results which disagree with the user’s 

preferences and viewpoints.  

The various conceptions of democracy (including some additional labels to the ones introduced above) 

have been differentiated into six ideal-typical models with different views of the roles and implications 

of new media (van Dijk 2012: 51ff.): 

1. ‘Legalist democracy’: the classical Western type procedural view of democracy as defined by the 

constitution and other basic laws. The role of new media is mainly to enhance information provision 

by appropriate measures and information retrieval by citizens. 

2. ‘Competitive democracy’: parties and leaders competing for the electorate, focused on representation 

and efficient decision-making. The primary use of ICT is for information and election campaigns. 

3. ‘Plebiscitary democracy’: puts forms of direct-democratic decision-making such as plebiscites and 

referenda centre-stage.  Here, ICT is pivotal for holding online polls, referenda and discussions. 

4. ‘Pluralist democracy’: pluralism in political processes and discussion is seen as most important, 

combining practices of direct and representative democracy. There are plenty of options for support 

by ICT, especially for discussions and debates. ‘Deliberative democracy’ shares much with the pluralist 

model and focuses still more on open and free exchange on political issues. The importance of digital 

media is especially seen in their functions for online discussions. 

5. ‘Participative democracy’: the focus is on promoting active citizenship, political opinion formation on 

a broad scale, based on the principle of combining direct and representative democracy. ICT is 

important for many functions, from public debates and education to all kinds of participation, access 

for all being a value. 

6. Libertarian democracy’: shares some views with the pluralist and plebiscitarian visions and focuses 

“on autonomous politics by citizens in their own associations” (p. 53). Digital media are especially 

relevant in their networking functions, among others even bypassing institutional politics with Web 

2.0 applications and content generated and shared by citizens. 

These models, despite using slightly different labels, can also be mapped on the two-dimensional 

space of democratic processes and modes of decision-making provided in Figure 2 (p.26).  

 

Today the concept of e-democracy, at least in terms of online engagement of the public in political 

decision making, draws mainly on the concepts of participatory democracy and deliberative democracy. 

Advocates of participatory democracy emphasize the intrinsic value of political participation and its 

contribution to social integration of liberal societies. In modern liberal democracies, however, political 

participation is primarily implemented in the form of parliamentary and representative democratic 

systems, in which formal participation of the demos is largely concentrated on casting votes in elections. 

From the perspective of liberal democratic theory, the instrumental functions of political participation – 

legitimate selection of representatives, legitimate distribution and limitation of political power, and 

efficient decision-making – are in the foreground. The relation between citizen participation and 

democratic legitimacy must also be seen in the light of Scharpf’s (1997) distinction between input and 

output legitimacy: the former depends on mechanisms linking decisions in the political system to the 

citizens’ will, the latter on policy outcomes which effectively achieve the goals of common concern.  

Since the mid 1990s and reinforced with the advent of Web 2.0, libertarianism and a normative 

individualism, based on the ideal of voluntaristic individual action, have become more and more 

influential. In the current debate on e-democracy two concepts have gained increasing importance: 
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‘wikidemocracy’ and ‘liquid democracy’ (cf. Schaal 2016). Noveck (2009), who has elaborated on 

wikidemocracy in depth, uses the terms ‘collaborative democracy’ and ‘wikigovernment’ largely 

synonymously for this concept. Digital media play a crucial role in these models, since they stand for 

new modes and procedures of decision-making which have only become possible on a large scale 

through the internet. Wikidemocracy as well as liquid democracy are normatively based on the vision of 

a voluntarist, network-type collaboration of peers in which the co-creation of ideas and content is a 

guiding ideal. The idea of decentralised “peer networks” as the cornerstone of a new political worldview, 

named “peer progressivism”, has been elaborated and propagated to become a new social movement by 

Steven Johnson (2012). Although the concept of co-creation has not been a special focus of our literature 

review, information on such practices is part of two cases of wikidemocracy (Melbourne wiki and 

Iceland) provided in the case studies section of this report. 

Views of wikidemocracy imagine citizens as individuals engaged in multiple networks, either in a 

communitarian perspective as new forms of community-building, or in a liberal-libertarian version with 

a focus on decentral organisation mediated by ever increasing capacities of information processing. In 

the latter view participation is primarily seen as being of instrumental value, autonomy-enhancing and 

bringing about better collective decisions. According to Schaal (2016: 287), the innovative contribution of 

wikigovernment, as coined by Noveck (2009), is to democratise the throughput sphere of policy-making in 

liberal-representative democracies, e.g. in the specification of laws and decrees, supported by the internet 

and ‘civic software’, such as wikis. The idea is to raise the epistemic quality of decisions by using the 

‘wisdom of crowds’. However, two critical points are the violation of the principle of political equality 

because of the involved issue-dependent restriction of participants and unresolved issues of privacy and 

data protection (Schaal 2016: 294 f.). 

Liquid democracy has recently become popular, especially in Germany, propagated as a software-based 

model of internal opinion formation by the Pirate Party. The case studies part of this report contains 

information on the organisation of decision-making processes within the German Pirate Party. The 

concept of liquid democracy, however, has potential beyond party politics as an innovative democracy 

model, which bridges direct and representative democracy by making the boundary between 

representation and direct democratic input more “liquid”. Rooted in the theory of delegated voting, this 

model only became realizable with the emergence of Web 2.0 and is based on the principle of delegating 

one’s voice to other people of trust. In contrast to classical representation this form is conditional, plural, 

limited by issue or time and reversible. In all political decisions every citizen can decide between direct 

use of his/her voice or delegation (Schaal 2016: 292). Proponents of this model regard it as an adequate 

response to two problems: to use competent delegates to improve the decision quality and to counter 

political alienation by a relationship of trust. Criticisms brought forward against the liquid democracy 

model include insufficient theoretical elaboration, the tension between demands of aggregative and 

deliberative democracy, and the lack of viable suggestions for its institutionalisation. 

3.1.4. Dimensions of e-democracy 

E-democracy, as defined above, represents a wide variety of uses of ICT in support of democratic 

communication and includes all levels and modes of involvement of the public (citizens and civil society 

organisations). The scope reaches from more passive modes of involvement, such as social media or 

online monitoring for purposes of informing oneself on developments in society, making processes of 

decision making and underlying documents accessible and transparent, to more active and co-operative 

modes, such as involving citizens in decision making by providing for online voting procedures as well 

as for online spaces for public consultation, debate on salient political issues and co-writing of political 

documents. 

Various attempts have been made to bring some structure into the diverse forms and functions of ICT 

use in democratic practice.  




