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Abstract 

The combination of advancing technology and enthusiastic public agencies has raised the 

hope that enhancements can be made in terms of decision making, government services, 

transparency, and accountability. There is an emerging body of literature that studies e-

participation and e-government and there are pilot projects in various parts of the world that 

implement Web 2.0 and other technologies in support of e-participation. Not all projects have 

been successful, and creating such initiatives in a rapidly changing environment is difficult.  This 

paper attempts to understand the elements of a solid e-participation initiative. The paper also 

makes recommendations for best practices and addresses several issue of implementation. The 

paper uses four cases studies to assesses e-participation projects on the basis of technical and 

democratic criteria. An analysis of projects in Gangnam-gu, South Korea, Manor, Texas, and 

Cologne and Bremen, Germany, found that all four projects succeeded to some degree in 

engaging users in government processes. The German cases were deliberative in nature and gave 

citizens a great deal of control over the outcome of legislative decisions, while the Korean and 

United States cases engaged citizens in everyday government processes such as road repair and 

government meetings.  All four cases increased and improved transparency and accountability in 

government.  But it is not clear that online social media alone was responsible for the success of 

the initiatives. Implementation issues center on politics, cost, communication, and evaluation.  
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Introduction and problem statement 

Hope remains high among academics and practitioners that technology will allow for 

enhancements in government services, transparency, and accountability, as well as in affording 

meaningful opportunities for citizen participation (Ahn and Bretschneider, 2010, p. 935).  

This combination — of advancing technology and enthusiastic public agencies — 

warrants an analysis of best practices in using technology to enable, promote, and maximize 

citizen participation. As such, in this paper we: 

• Define e-participation and differentiate it from general e-government; 

• Build an evaluative framework to help tease out the best practices and pitfalls 

embedded in current e-participation processes; 

• Apply that framework to four cases, one from the United States, one from Korea, 

and two from Germany;  

• Use the evaluation of those cases to recommend the best practices and 

motivations for municipalities and citizens that are considering the 

implementation of an e-participation system; and,  

• Explore the role of leadership in implementation, as well as address key 

implementation questions such as motivations, resources and communications.  

As Eggers (2005) claims, technology is not changing the way government works, but has 

already significantly changed the public landscape “transforming government and politics, 

slashing bureaucracies; improving services; ...  and offering ordinary people access to a degree of 

information and individual influence until recently accessible only to the most powerful citizens” 

(p. 1).  
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 Yet despite Eggers’ obvious optimism, e-government initiatives are fraught with 

uncertainty. A 2001 Standish Group study (cited in Fitsilis, et al., 2010) found that 23 percent of 

software projects are cancelled before completion. Of the completed projects, only 28 percent 

were on time, within budget and with all the originally specified features (p. 72).   

Further, as Bretschneider and Mergel (2010) note, it is difficult to evaluate the effects of 

technology on public organizations while “living through a period of rapid changes” and when 

the tools themselves are constantly evolving (p. 23).  

These tensions and challenges underscore the need for a robust framework to help guide 

agencies in developing efficacious e-government initiatives. The goal of this project is to sort 

through some of the noise surrounding e-government and e-participation in an effort to start 

building such a framework.    

Definitions 

  We define e-government as any government enterprise that utilizes information and 

computer technologies. This can include static Web sites that provide basic information on 

government services; electronic payment sites for taxes and tickets; databases for storing, 

retrieving and analyzing data and performance; and a host of other functions (Layne & Lee, 

2001; Grant & Chow, 2006).  

 As David McClure, then an Associate Director of the U.S. General Accounting Office, 

told Congress in 2000: 

Electronic government refers to government’s use of technology, particularly Web-based 

Internet applications to enhance the access to and delivery of government information 

and service to citizens, business partners, employees, other agencies, and government 

entities. It has the potential to help build better relationships between government and the 

public by making interaction with citizens smoother, easier, and more efficient. Indeed, 

government agencies report using electronic commerce to improve core business 
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operations and deliver information and services faster, cheaper, and to wider groups of 

customers. 

 
 A subset of e-government is e-participation, which we define as any effort to actively 

engage citizens for the purpose of soliciting and utilizing their input. As Macintosh (2004) notes, 

this can include gathering comments, hosting dialogs, holding electronic votes and building 

networks of engaged citizens (p. 2). Macintosh also provides a simple framework for the types of 

engagement, from information (one way communication), consultation (two way), and active 

participation, an area of particular interest to us that Macintosh defines as “a relationship based 

on partnership with government in which citizens actively engage in defining the process and 

content of policy-making” (p. 1).  

Web 2.0 strategies that use social networking tools obviously play a key role in this 

discussion, but it is worth noting that Web 2.0 strategies can also be used by the government for 

internal collaboration, such as the classified Intellipedia1, as well as external engagement. We 

intend to focus on external applications designed to promote participation by citizens.  

Case Study Selection 

In selecting cases, we looked for e-participation initiatives that: (a) varied in scope and 

methodology, (b) were sufficiently documented, and (c) were executed at the municipal level.   

Two of our cases — Gangnam gu, South Korea, and Manor, Texas, USA — are multi-

pronged, city-wide efforts to generally engage citizens. These cases offer a nice contrast to each 

other. Gangnam gu is a medium-sized city and Manor is a small city. Likewise, the implementers 

of the Manor and Gangnam gu systems diverged on some notable issues, such as barriers to 

participation. Such differences will be explored in the individual analyses. Both cases also 

                                                 
1 At https://www.cia.gov/news-information/featured-story-archive/intellipedia-celebrates-third-anniversary.html 
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happen to come from the countries that ranked No. 1 (South Korea) and No. 2 (USA) in 2010 

UN e-government evaluation (UN Public Administration Programme, 2010).  

 Two additional cases explore specific e-participation initiatives, one in Cologne, 

Germany, the other in Bremen, Germany.  In Cologne, local officials used e-participation tools to 

further the process of participatory budgeting. In Bremen, the local government sought citizen 

input in the renovation of a public swimming pool. In both cases, citizens provided consultation 

and deliberation on decisions about public issues. Also in both cases, citizen opinions were at 

least partially binding.  The combination of the generalized Korean and American projects and 

the specific German projects allows us to understand the elements of successful e-participation 

initiatives and make recommendations for a local government that wants to explore an e-

participation project. 

Evaluation and Criteria 

Several academic writers provide us with evaluative frameworks for looking at e-

participation (Bretschneider & Mergel, 2010; Fitsilis, et al., 2010). We selected criteria based on 

a framework from Macintosh and Whyte (2006), who explore how e-participation changes local 

democracy. Our criteria have been tailored to this paper’s specific focus on e-participation and 

informed by our research and class discussions. We based the evaluation on eight broad 

categories, and applied specific questions to each category. This paper includes general analysis 

of each category. Evaluation of the specific questions is included in the summary grid. 

1. Usability 

a. What participation requirements/barriers are in place? 

b. Do those requirements limit or improve the quantity of participation? 

c. Do those requirements limit or improve the quality of participation? 



Promise and Pitfalls: In Search of Best Practices in E-Participation                                                        
 

8 

d. Is it supported with off-line help? 

e. Are there any obvious problems -- bugs, deficient language, annoying pop 

ups, spam -- that limit usability? 

2. Relevance 

a. Are users satisfied that the e-participation tool services a purpose? 

3. Engagement 

a. Does it help users understand and link to broader Democratic processes? 

b. Is it supported with other, non ICT-initiatives? 

4. Transparency 

a. Does it make the decision making process more transparent? 

b. Does it provide users with the information needed to make informed 

decisions? 

5. Political Equity 

a. Does it improve the inclusiveness of policy making? 

b. Does it further disadvantage marginalized people/groups? 

6. Community Control 

a. Does the project effectively link citizen input to the decision making process? 

b. Are those that make decisions responsive to users of the e-participation 

system? 

7. Motivations 

a. Are there clear incentives for citizens to participate? 

b. Are there clear  incentives for bureaucrats to participate? 

8. Bottom line 
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a. Is there evidence that the e-participation system led to better decision making? 

Case Study Analysis and Criteria Evaluation I: Gangnam-gu, South Korea 

The South Korean central government has succeeded in building an enviable e-

government system, yet this case also illustrates the barriers to successful e-participation. 

According to Dr. Kuk-Hwan Jeong, who was directly involved in e-government development in 

Korea in its crucial phase of years 2000-2010, the UN evaluation hides a less impressive reality: 

(The) UN’s evaluation focuses on the functionality of e-government and can hardly 

assess the fundamental elements & real situation such as customer’s satisfaction and 

policy process innovation, because it is just conducted by some general participants who 

can understand each language (Jeong, 2010, p.7). 

 

In his book, Jeong (2006) argues that: 

Despite substantial investment in e-government infrastructure, there are a number of 

shortcomings in e-government in Korea. For example, acceptance of the e-government 

service by the public has been much lower than it should be (p.157). 

 

However, one Korean local government succeeded in building an e-participation system 

that citizens found useful. “Gangnam gu” developed very advanced e-government system and 

succeeded in building the “citizen-centric e-government”. Gangnam-gu is one of the 25 district 

governments in Seoul. The Gangnam gu system used technology and e-participation tools to 

change the way in which citizens interacted with the government and engaged with each other 

around civic issues. Citizens were satisfied with the system because of the high responsiveness 

of bureaucrats to citizens’ demand. Gangnam-gu was recognized as one of the top seven 

intelligent communities in 2006, 2007, and 2008 by the Intelligent Community Forum (as cited 

in Ahn & Bretschneider, 2010, p.937), and more than 1200 officials from 46 nations visited 

Gangnam-gu to benchmark its e-government practice (Ahn & Bretschneider, 2010).  
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The most interesting result of this project is that it increased organizational innovation. In 

other words, it improved the political responsiveness of the bureaucrats. Actually, there had been 

great political motivations behind e-participation in Gangnam-gu (Ahn & Bretschneider, 2010) 

from when mayor Kwon was elected first in 1995. At that time, he was surrounded by politicians 

from the opposite political party (Democratic Party). Second, he faced various problems of rigid 

government bureaucracy. Bureaucrats operated largely based on bureaucratic rules and 

regulations and tended to be unresponsive to the demands of citizens (Ahn & Bretschneider, 

2010). Mayor Kwon responded to these challenges by making the local government decision-

making process accessible to the public and by incorporating the preferences of citizens into the 

district’s decision-making through e-participation applications.  

Quality Criteria 

 Usability.   

Although Gangnam’s e-government system has high transparency in government 

information and activities (Gangnam-gu, n.d.)2, easy application for participation (Gangnam-gu, 

n.d.)3, direct channels to the top managers (Gangnam-gu, n.d.)4, and strong leadership, it has 

some demerits. It has some barriers like mandatory membership for participation and excessive 

personal information requests (Gangnam-gu, n.d.)5 that we did  not find in other successful cases.  

After the current ‘e-survey system’ started being used in 2001, the cases and participants of 

online e-survey have increased greatly. This is evident in Table 1.  Additionally, the number of 

                                                 
2 Gangnam-gu Internet broadcasting of senior staff meeting webpage 
http://www.ingang.go.kr/gn_opengj/meet.asp 
online publication of official documents webpage http://www.gangnam.go.kr/ 
3 Gangnam-gu e-survey webpage http://esurvey.gangnam.go.kr/actfront/SurveyServlet?level=,  
Gangnam-gu e-proposal webpage http://www.gangnam.go.kr/03_par/sub04_01_list.jsp 
4 Gangnam-gu open mayor’s office webpage http://www.gangnam.go.kr/ 
5 Gangnam-gu Web site registration webpage http://www.gangnam.go.kr/ 
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Web site members has increased to 507,730 in 2009 (Gangnam-gu administration white paper, 

2010, p.119).  This implies that membership requirements do not have much affect much on 

participation. 

< Table 1 > Number of the cases and participants of e-survey 

 Total 2001 2002 2003 2004 2005 2006 

Number of cases 1,751 28 122 519 389 415 278 

 Participants 404,142 18,479 84,011 106,036 61,565 43,862 90,189 

Source: Gangnam-gu e-government white paper, 2007 6 

It is difficult to determine whether requirements for participation limited the quality of the 

interaction because there is no concrete data that can prove this. However, the comments made 

by citizens to the mayor’s office and on the e-survey are mostly constructive and well founded. 

Especially, in the e-survey where there are many survey topics that have more than 200 

comments. (Gangnam-gu, n.d.)7 Therefore, we can guess those requirements do not  affect the 

quality of participation. 

Gangnam-gu tried to increase the participation rate with offline activities. They started the 

‘digital literacy school’. Using elementary school campuses, they have taught housewives and 

senior citizens about basic computing knowledge and given Internet tips to intensify the 

fundamentals of e-participation. 

< Table 2 > Performance of ‘digital literacy school’ 

Year Places Number of attendee 

‘97~’98 29 36,567 

                                                 
6 National Assembly Library webpage https://naver.nanet.go.kr/dl/SimpleView.php 
7 Gangnam-gu e-survey webpage http://esurvey.gangnam.go.kr/actfront/SurveyServlet?level=,  
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1999 31 66,954 

2000 34 79,707 

2001 44 118,486 

2002 42 27,051 

2003 40 29,449 

2004 36 27,752 

2005 33 24,627 

2006(till September) 27 16,114 

Total  426,707 

Source: Gangnam-gu e-government white paper, 2007, p. 82 

Also, they prepared several incentives. They gave survey participants mileage (30 points 

per one survey participation) that can be used as cash on their Web site, and gave policy 

proposers a cash prize after they evaluated proposals (Gangnam-gu, n.d.).8 

There are no obvious usability problems like bugs, deficient language, annoying pop ups, 

or spam at all (Gangnam-gu, n.d.).9 

Relevance. 

According to the recent survey result, Gangnam employees answered that e-government 

transformed the bureaucracy from an authoritarian culture toward a more citizen-centric culture 

and increased transparency, responsiveness, and citizen trust in the government. In addition, 

Gangnam officials perceived that e-government applications had dramatically reduced corruption 

and abuse of power by public officials. (Ahn & Bretschneider 2010) Also, the citizens’ 

                                                 
8 Gangnam-gu e-proposal webpage http://www.gangnam.go.kr/03_par/sub04_01_list.jsp 
9 Gangnam-gu main webpage http://www.gangnam.go.kr/ 
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satisfaction had been increased from 75% (2000) to 92% (2004) after a new e-participation 

system started to be serviced. (Gangnam-gu e-government white paper, 2007, p.110) 

Democratic Criteria 

Engagement. 

Before the current system was created, users relied on offline participation tools or more 

simple online participation tools like email. Under the old system, citizens could not know the 

progress of their proposals quickly, and they did not know what other citizens thought about 

specific issues. In other words, they could not quickly notice how the government officials 

responded to their ideas or how many people supported their ideas. Now, every user can check 

on the status of his or her vote or proposal in real time, and can easily figure out other citizens’ 

opinions through the comments and voting result. This process can increase the transparency in 

the policy making process and vitalize discussions among citizen participants, so it could 

reinforce and invigorate democratic processes.  

Gangnam’s ‘digital literacy school’ helped housewives and senior citizens gain knowledge 

and access, which likely improved the engagement experience. Also, for advertising their e-

government initiatives they sent digital PR materials by email to the citizens (Gangnam-gu e-

government white paper, 2007, p.82).  

In the perspective of non ICT-initiatives, they prepared several incentives. They gave 

survey participants mileage (30 points per one survey participation) that could be used as cash in 

their Web site, and gave policy proposers a cash prize after they evaluate proposals (Gangnam-

gu, n.d.).10  

Transparency. 

                                                 
10 Gangnam-gu e-proposal webpage http://www.gangnam.go.kr/03_par/sub04_01_list.jsp 
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Gangnam opened all its policy reports online, and broadcast its senior staff meetings. Also, 

citizens can check the e-survey result and progress in real time, so we can say that the e-

participation system in Gangnam definitely increased transparency (Gangnam-gu, n.d.). 

Political equity. 

Because Gangnam’s e-participation system has improved ease and convenience of 

participation in the policy making process, we can say that it improves the inclusiveness of 

policy making to a certain degree. However, in this case, we cannot find any concrete basis that 

shows it improves the inclusiveness of marginalized groups like elderly people or low-income 

citizens. Generally, political activity is highly correlated with income, whether that activity takes 

place online or offline (Smith, Scholzman, Verba & Brady, 2009). So, the current e-participation 

system in Gangnam may not be as accessible as the traditional participation methods to the 

marginalized people/groups, either.  

However, in this case, we also cannot find any concrete evidence that shows it further 

disadvantages marginalized groups. 

Community control. 

The e-survey led to more than 500 implemented actions based on citizens input (Gangnam-

gu, n.d.)11, and officials used a 70 percent approval rating as the basis for moving forward (Ahn 

& Bretschneider, 2010). So, the e-participation system effectively links citizen input to the 

decision-making process. As such, it is clear that the e-participation system makes decision 

makers responsive to citizens and gives the community a higher degree of control over the 

bureaucracy.  

Motivations. 

                                                 
11 Gangnam e-survey system introduction webpage 
http://esurvey.gangnam.go.kr/actfront/NoticeServlet?flag=INTRO 
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We have also noted the cash incentives offered for citizens to participate. A Web board in 

which citizens praise their government officials could motivate bureaucrats and politicians. So, if 

they respond well to the citizens’ demands, they can build their online reputations. The praised 

officials also can be compensated by being promoted and winning prizes from the mayor 

(Gangnam-gu, n.d.).12  

Bottom Line 

There is some, albeit limited, evidence that the e-participation system led to better 

decision-making. Generally, the e-participation system allows citizens to easily and conveniently 

participate in the policy-making process, so we can say that it contributes to increased quantity 

and quality of civic engagement. However, in this case, we cannot find any concrete basis that 

can prove the current e-participation system led to better decision-making. However, it is clear 

that former-Mayor Kwon gained control of the bureaucracy by effectively incorporating the 

preferences of citizens into the district’s decision-making through e-participation applications. 

Thus, we can say Gangnam’s e-participation system was, at minimum, politically effective. 

It’s clear that Gangnam gu has developed a very advanced e-government system and 

succeeded in building a what Ahn and Bretschneider (2010) called a  “citizen-centric e-

government”  – which is also the stated goal of the US information technology policy (Fitsilis, et 

al., p. 70).  We see some problems with Gangnam gu’s general applicability, mostly do to the 

homogenous and prosperous nature of its user base. Nonetheless, we see it as a promising 

initiative, and it helps underscore the need to find ways to make these technologies affordable for 

government, and accessible for citizens (Jaeger & Bertot, 2010, p. 1).   

 

Case Study Analysis and Criteria Evaluation II: Manor, Texas, USA 

                                                 
12 Gangnam-gu open mayor’s office webpage http://www.gangnam.go.kr/ 
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With a population of 3,263 and a median annual household income of around $50,000, 

Manor is an unlikely place to find the cutting edge of government e-participation technologies 

(Population Division, U.S. Census Bureau, 2008, and U.S. Census Bureau, 2000, no page 

number). 

But thanks to an enterprising 23-year-old Chief Information Officer, who is also the 

Assistant Mayor, Manor has attracted significant investment from a variety of firms eager to 

demonstrate the utility of their technologies. Manor (pronounced May-nor) has labeled itself a 

“beta community” and boasts about being in a state of constant improvement. It has put several 

technologies to work to enable citizens to become part of this process through e-participation.  

Manor also uses an aggressive mix of mainstream Web 2.0 portals and strategies, 

including: 

• A Facebook page with more than 500 fans; 

• A Twitter account with more than 500 followers; 

• A blog imbedded into the city’s homepage (http://cityofmanor.org/wordpress/) 

that can be followed via RSS feeds and email subscriptions; 

• An “OpenGov” section with some online data and plenty of ways to contact city 

officials online and through non-digital channels; and, 

• A fledging Flickr stream and a YouTube channel. 

On top of that, they’ve added to the mix three significant participation portals that have 

been customized specifically for Manor.  
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One is Manor Labs13, a platform on which citizens can submit ideas, crowd source the 

submissions, and then work with city officials to develop the ideas into policies (Spigit Inc., 

2008-2009).  

Manor also utilizes SeeClickFix14, which allows citizens to use their cell phones to take 

pictures (or use text) to report road, water, and sewer problems for repair (City of Manor, 2010). 

The complaints are compiled into a Google map that’s updated as repairs are made so citizens 

can follow the progress of their complaint.  

Lastly, Manor has deployed QR codes15 on city vehicles and infrastructure, at historic 

sites, and in other locations (City of Manor, 2010). The codes allow residents and visitors to 

access information on their smartphones, be it about a city service or a landmark.  

Manor and its CIO, Dustin Haisler16, have won significant praise for these efforts, with 

positive news reports appearing in the Huffington Post17, Inc. Magazine18, the Austin American 

Statesman19 and a host of government and technology trade publications (Ben-Yahuda, 2010; 

Chafkin, 2010; Gonzales, 2010). The Ash Center for Democratic Governance and Innovation at 

Harvard University named Manor Labs one of its Bright Ideas, writing that “Manor Labs … 

allows anyone in the world to submit ideas for Manor and transparently watch them develop into 

solutions” (Ash Center, 2010). The White House Office of Science and Technology has praised 

Manor on its blog at least twice, and in 2009 blogger Beth Noveck wrote that: 

Just as the federal government is using online brainstorming with government employees 

and the public to generate ideas for saving money or going green, state and local 

                                                 
13 At http://www.manorlabs.org 
14 At http://cityofmanor.org/wordpress/seeclickfix/ 
15 At http://cityofmanor.org/wordpress/labs/qr-codes-2/ 
16 Note that in November 2010, Haisler left his job in Manor for a job with Spigit, one of the technology companies 
he lured to Manor.  
17 At http://www.huffingtonpost.com/gadi-benyehuda/becoming-citizen-20-step-_2_b_755802.html 
18 At http://www.inc.com/magazine/20100901/why-the-high-tech-industry-loves-manor-texas.html 
19 At http://www.statesman.com/news/texas/23-year-old-techie-puts-manor-on-map-160878.html 
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governments are also using new technology to tap people’s intelligence and expertise. 

The City of Manor, Texas has launched “Manor Labs,” an innovation marketplace for 

improving city services. A participant can sign up to suggest “ideas and solutions” for the 

police department, the municipal court, and everything in between. Each participant’s 

suggestion is ranked and rewarded with “innobucks.” These innobucks points can be 

redeemed for prizes: a million innobucks points wins “mayor for the day” while 400,000 

points can be traded for a ride-along with the Chief of Police (Noveck, 2009). 

 

 So, what makes the Manor e-participation system tick? Is it as effective at engaging 

citizens and utilizing their input for better government? Are its technologies and processes 

transferable and scalable to other communities? 

 Those questions have not been answered in any rigorous way. There are no peer-

reviewed academic journal articles, for instance, that evaluate the Manor program and its impact. 

However, by applying the Mcintosh and Whyte criteria that we have selected for this paper to the 

available information on Manor, we can gain significant insight into the advantages and 

shortcoming of the Manor approach.  

Quality Criteria 

Usability. 

Manor Labs can be accessed and reviewed by anyone with Internet access on a phone or 

computer without a sign in. A sign in is required to actually offer ideas or comment on ideas. 

Registration took less than five minutes. There was no ID check and there was no request for 

personal information other than an email, which was a required field. However, our team 

discovered that new registrations were activated immediately and confirmation links were never 

sent to our emails, so it is likely a bogus email could also be used to register. There was a 

security code verification field used to verify that the registrant was an actual person and not an 
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automated spam program. Interestingly, the process made no effort to determine whether the new 

registrant was a local resident.   

 The other features of Manor e-participation also seem fairly open. Anyone can comment 

and post directly to Manor’s Facebook page, indicating they are not trying to tightly control that 

platform. There is no registration required to access information using the QR Codes. In order to 

report a problem (or vote to have a problem prioritized through a crowd source function) on 

SeeClickFix, users have to enter an email address, but do not have to complete any formal 

registration. That program can be used from a desktop as well as a mobile phone.  

 Obviously, some sort of Internet-enabled device is required to utilize any of these 

platforms. We currently do not have data on the percentage of the population with Internet 

access, or on efforts to provide Internet access to citizens who have not procured it for 

themselves.  

 There is no benchmark to judge whether participation requirements limit participation. 

However, the available data seem to suggest that Manor has been fairly effective in attracting 

robust participation, and the registration requirements seem minimal and defensible. According 

to Haisler, about 30 percent of households have registered to use Manor Labs, compared to 70 

percent who pay their city water bill online (D. Haisler, personal communication, 2010). Haisler 

estimates 70 percent of households have Internet access and are inclined to use it to interface 

with the government. So, Haisler says, “ the goal is 70 percent usage on Manor Labs” (D. Haisler 

personal communication, 2010). 

 As mentioned previously, the Facebook and Twitter sites have over 500 users each — a 

reasonable number given that there are less than 4,000 people in the city. Eighty-eight ideas have 
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been shared via the Manor Labs platform since its launch in October 2009, most of which have 

received at least a dozen comments, votes and other types of crowd-sourced feedback.   

 One might expect to find some spam or destructive types of negative commentary 

referred to as “flaming” or “trolling” on Manor Labs, given its minimal barriers to participation. 

Yet there is no evidence of this. In fact, most of the ideas and comments are substantive. Current 

ideas being discussed on Manor Labs include creating a publicly funded library system and 

recruiting a grocery store to the city. Six ideas — including the use of grant money to put 

computers in police cars and the creation of an automatic withdrawal system for water bills — 

have already been put into action. Citizen posts on the Facebook page range from questions 

about a canceled City Council meeting to inquiries from a perspective new resident.   

 It is not clear from the Web portal that off-line help is offered. There are plenty of ways 

listed to contact the city, but none specifically for help using the system. There are, however, 

several training videos.  

It does not appear that citizens can feed information into the Manor Lab system via city 

personnel. In other words, if a person is unable to access the Web (perhaps they are disabled), the 

city does not appear to be in a position to act as a conduit for that person to participate using the 

city’s e-participation tools.  

 The main city site is very clean, crisp and usable. The WordPress template that Haisler 

helped develop is now being offered to other municipalities. SeeClickFix is extremely intuitive 

and easy to use. Manor Labs is a bit flashier, and in part uses the language of the stock market as 

a device for citizens to rank and rate proposals, which some users might find confusing. The lack 

of a clear help function appears to be a weakness.   

Relevance. 
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Haisler, in our personal correspondence with him, says they conduct random surveys on 

the site in addition to convening focus groups. He called the response to the site 

“overwhelmingly positive,” and added that the evaluation process has helped them make 

improvements. The fact that citizens appear to be using the system at a fairly robust rate speaks 

fairly well to the relevance question.  

Democratic Criteria 

Engagement. 

The various Manor participation tools are likely broadening the democratic process 

somewhat. It is more apparent, however, that those tools are deepening the process for those 

already inclined to participate.  

As in all cities, Manor is likely to have citizens who will engage the city across all 

available platforms (traditional and digital); citizens who will not participate regardless of the 

platform; citizens who participate via traditional channels like meetings and letters but who are 

unwilling or unable to participate online; and citizens, such as the home-bound and young adults, 

who are more likely to utilize a digital platform than attend an actual city meeting.  

What is clear is that Manor Labs makes the participation of citizens both easier and more 

meaningful than it would be in many other settings, assuming citizens have access to the Internet 

and an inclination to use the Internet for participation. The constructive feedback ideas receive 

from other citizens and directly from city officials would be nearly impossible to replicate at a 

public hearing. The written record created by exchanges on the Manor Labs platform is also a 

valuable resource. Additionally, by using technology to engage people on less arcane matters of 

government — such as SeeClickFix’s focus on potholes and the QR codes fun and interactive 

way of providing information — the system has cast a broad net. Likewise, the willingness of the 
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city to work through popular mainstream sites such as Twitter and Facebook further increases the 

chances that average citizens will participate. And the openness of its Facebook page and 

registration processes shows substantial daring and a willingness to engage people on their own 

terms.  

 The Web portal also links citizens with non-ICT initiatives, such as information on city 

meetings, providing agendas, and minutes. However, there does not seem to be an off-line 

engagement component of Manor Labs. Chances for citizens to hash out and contribute to the 

Manor Labs program in face-to-face settings such as AmericaSpeaks (AmericaSpeaks, 2010) 

would be a meaningful addition to the initiative.  

Transparency. 

 A main feature of the site is transparency. Manor Labs takes a policy idea through four 

phases. In phase one, citizens submit ideas and then comment and vote on the submissions. The 

idea is scored based on a combination of votes (which can be both for, or against) and comments. 

There is also a very healthy practice of citizen-users providing links to information relevant to 

specific ideas and topics. In phase two, top ideas move on to a development stage, where city 

officials work with citizens to flesh out the idea. In phase three, the city further develops the idea 

and explores whether implementation is feasible. Finally, enacted ideas are listed, as are ones 

that the city determines are not workable, using the brutally honest language that the idea has 

been “aborted.” The city explains why the idea was abandoned, completing the feedback loop.  

The process demonstrates efficiency, as the citizens themselves go through the laborious 

process of sorting and ranking ideas through crowd sourcing. It demonstrates collaboration in 

that, in phase two, city officials work with citizens to workshop the best ideas. It also 

demonstrates transparency in that no idea is abandoned without explanation. Importantly, 
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however, the city maintains control of the process and ultimately has final say, in accordance 

with its mandate.  

 The OpenGov section of the Manor Web site could be stronger. Minutes and agendas are 

great, but there is not a lot of raw data that would allow an enterprising citizen to do his/her own 

analysis of city government.  

Political equity. 

 The fact that the city responds directly to every idea that emerges from the first phase on 

Manor Labs speaks well to the inclusiveness measure. The public can clearly see their ideas 

having an impact on policy making.  

However, there is still a question as to whether the Manor site further disadvantages 

marginalized groups. The robust engagement tools give citizens inclined to participate more 

power than ever before. People without Internet access can not use these tools, and it is possible 

that the richness of these online tools will mean that ideas submitted through those mechanisms 

are favored over ideas presented in other, more traditional settings. Manor has public libraries 

and other places where those without Internet access at home can utilize the platform, but it does 

not seem to have a way to solicit ideas and feed them into the system from citizens who are 

simply unable to utilize the Web.  

Community control. 

 The format of Manor Labs – with a big funnel on one end for idea input, a crowd source 

function that allows citizens themselves to narrow that input, followed by a developmental phase 

that involves citizens and city officials working together on the same platform – is a remarkable 

model of how to effectively utilize citizen input.  
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 Questions on Facebook are answered promptly. Citizens know what city officials think of 

their ideas on Manor Labs and get to follow the policy making process around those ideas.  

Motivations. 

There are multiple motivations for citizen participation. First, they get quick feedback, 

which lets the user know their ideas have been received and heard. Second, they get a real 

chance to influence policy, whether its by proposing an idea, promoting someone else’s idea, or 

directing city work crews through SeeClickFix. Lastly, there is also a virtual currency system on 

Manor Labs that rewards participants with points (dollars) that can be traded in for things 

ranging from small gift certificates to rides in a police cruiser.  

 Motivations for politicians, lawmakers, and bureaucrats are less clear. The publicity has 

been very positive, but has been mostly showered on Haisler. The whole city has clearly 

benefited to some extent, but it is not as if each individual bureaucrat has had their ego or job 

prospects enhanced as a result of the project. Haisler said he spends a lot of time educating city 

officials on the benefits on utilizing the system (D. Haisler, personal communication, 2010). He 

said the task hasn’t been difficult, but that it has required a willingness to facilitate “whiteboard” 

sessions in which he works with department heads and workers one-on-one to really discover the 

benefits of utilizing the system. He reports that the Department of Public Works at first resisted 

SeeClickFix, but that they have now embraced it, with complaint calls to the department 

decreasing as people utilize the online platform and DPW effectively responds (D. Haisler, 

personal communication, 2010).  

Bottom Line 

 Arguably, the ideas that have been implemented through Manor Labs to date may have 

been implemented without the online process. But some of the emerging ideas, such as a public-
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funded library system, most likely would not have originated from the bureaucracy itself, or even 

from the political process. Few communities are thinking of adding an additional tax burden 

these days. But the positive discussion around this issue on Manor Labs may well create the 

climate where such an investment would become feasible. 

In general, the technology, protocols, and work processes behind Manor’s e-participation 

systems seem exemplary. One area of concern, however, is the lack of a clear plan to account for 

the digital divide and limited connections with off-line engagement processes.  

Case study Analysis and Criteria Evaluation III and IV: 

Cologne, Germany and Bremen, Germany 

 The literature on e-participation provides analysis of concepts that are still very young. 

Albrecht et al. (2008) assert that e-participation is still “too young” to enable policy makers to 

understand how to optimize it (p. 138). OECD (2005) claims that e-participation and evaluations 

of e-participation are still in their infancy (p.10). Albrecht, et al. point to the difficulty in 

implementing and evaluating large e-participation projects which may be carried out at the 

federal or national level and also point to both distance and a lack of trust in politicians, as “key 

factors” which can slow the success of e-participation initiatives. Instead, they say programs that 

focus on transparency and credibility are the key to winning over both citizens and 

administrative staff (p. 138).  

 The next two cases focus on transparency and are examples of both communication and 

deliberation in e-participation projects. Like the Gangnam-gu and Manor projects, local 

governments conducted the projects in Cologne and Bremen, Germany. But in contrast to 

Gangnam-gu and Manor, cases in Cologne and in Bremen were implemented in small 

communities and, more importantly, were tightly focused on particular issue areas. In Cologne, 

local officials used e-participation tools to further the process of participatory budgeting. In 



Promise and Pitfalls: In Search of Best Practices in E-Participation                                                        
 

26 

Bremen, local government sought citizen input in the renovation of a public swimming pool. In 

both cases, citizens provided consultation on decisions about public issues, but in both cases, 

citizen opinions were at least partially binding.  

 European cases and German cases in particular fit well into a case analysis of e-

participation. Germany has focused such development on federal issues such as information law 

and local issues such as urban and regional planning (Albrecht, et al, 2008). Kubicek (n.d.) 

claims the German environment and culture support e-participation because 50 percent of 

Germans have broadband access and two-thirds of Germans use the Internet. Kubicek also 

claims that a quarter of the population has already participated in political topics on the Internet, 

and he points out that local issues have more promise than national issues (slides #19-21).  

Kubicek used the participatory budget case in the city of Cologne, Germany, to demonstrate the 

“mass suitability” of the Internet to mobilize people toward participation in government. (Slide 

#21). The next section provides an analysis of participatory budgeting in Cologne. 

E-participation in the Cologne Budgeting Process 

 In 2009, the British government referred to the budget process in Cologne, Germany as 

an example of the most powerful use of Web 2.0 tools: to help citizens meaningfully participate 

in decision-making processes (UK Cabinet Office, 2009, p. 34). That same year, the city of 

Cologne won a European Public Sector Award for citizen involvement in the budget (Malterud 

and Heichlinger, 2009, p. 6).  In 2008, Cologne city officials simultaneously instituted both a 

citizen-oriented participatory budget and an e-participation platform. Blauhut (2009) states that 

the Web-based participation project was the “centerpiece” of the Cologne budget project and that 

it was designed to be effective, provide transparency and focus on citizen action (p. 1). 
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 The e-participation element of the Cologne budget process lasted four weeks and used 

Web 2.0 tools such as interactive software, chats, survey and voting tools. But the most 

important feature of the Web site was software that allowed citizens and city officials to submit 

budget proposals, discuss them, mark them up and then vote for them online. City officials 

promised to review the top 100 proposals in each of three budget areas: roads and paths, green 

spaces, and sports areas (Trenel & Marker, 2009, p. 5). In addition to the discussion tools, the 

Web site included places where citizens could access and comment on documents, maps and 

meetings, and where they could retrieve information pertinent to various discussion threads on 

the Web site. Citizens were also able to watch public discussion and continue the discussion in 

Web-based forums. (Blauhut, 2009, p. 3). 

 The results of the Cologne initiative were impressive. Kubicek (2008) claims the 

participatory budget Web site was accessed by 100,000 unique visitors (slide #20).  The bulk of 

budget proposals were made online and the number of comments reached 9,184 (Blauhut, 2009, 

p.4). Details on participation are in the summary grid. Blauhut describes these numbers as 

“clearly surpassing comparable online procedures in German and throughout Europe (p. 4).  

 The Cologne budget process has aroused international interest. We evaluated the project 

according to the criteria set forth in the problem statement.  

Quality Criteria 

Usability. 

 Cologne officials used Web 2.0 tools in order to base the budgeting Web site in 

interactive discussion. (Blauhut, 2009) describes the technology effort behind providing context:  

 Discussion forums or newsgroups merely offer simple threads of answers The 

 presentation of the content and documentation of the discussion therefore consists 
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 of discussion threads grown over time…interactive software should not only a 

 allow for the enhancement of contributions but for the processing of the discussion 

 documents (p. 3). 

 
The city also employed what it described as an easy-to-use front end of the Web site. Any citizen 

could browse the site, review budget proposals and offer suggestions or comments. Registration 

was only required if citizens intended to create budget proposals (City of Cologne, 2009). Trenel 

& Marker (2009) reported more than 11,000 registrants (p.12). 

 Finally, the city made the process usable by employing traditional methods such as a call 

center, regular mail and email to assist people who did not want to or could not participate via 

Internet.  The summary grid shows that most budget proposals were submitted via the Web site. 

The use of the mainstream media is worth noting. Trenel and Marker (2009) show increases in 

the number of proposals made after the city held press conferences to discuss the budget process 

and report on e-participation (p. 16). 

Relevance. 

 The Cologne budget process served a specific purpose. From the beginning, the city 

asked the citizens to participate in the actual creation of three sections of the city budget. The 

literature on this case did not comment on whether citizens reported confusion around the 

individual budget areas or the purpose of the site. The number of users, the number of proposals 

submitted and the number of votes indicate that people who were using the site felt the process 

was relevant. The promise of city officials to adopt actual citizen proposals likely added to the 

feeling that citizens had a relevant role to play in the budget process. 

Democratic Criteria 

Engagement. 
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 In describing the goals of the e-participation project, Blauhut (2009) discusses a project 

that aimed to make the city a leader in the use of communications and information systems (p. 

2). The expansion of the citizen voice was a means to improving customer service and 

communications. However, Clift (2004) claims that increasing customer service via the Internet 

can bridge the gap between more traditional online interaction with citizens and “participatory 

democracy.”  Clift points out that governments are competing for citizen’s time and attention, 

and claims e-participation projects that are designed for useful and structured feedback will lead 

to more participation in government process (pp. 16-17). The combination of transparency, 

technology and encouragement from city officials created an environment that allowed citizens 

to engage. 

 It is likely that once invited into the process by city officials, citizens feel empowered to 

take on the responsibility of city budgeting, therefore making use of the tools on the site. The 

City of Cologne (2009) noted that 40 percent of the budget suggestions were made outside 

working hours (p. 14), indicating that people were giving up some of their free time to engage 

with the project.  

 Several analyses of the Cologne budget (Blauhut, 2009; Malterud & Heichlinger, 2009; 

Albrecht, et al., 2008) point to the importance of a blended approach, using mail, mass media 

and telephone. While a Web-based participation system was central to the project, Cologne 

budget officials spent nearly a full year setting up steering committees surveys and public 

meetings about the budget process (Trenel & Marker, 2009, p. 5). Leuhrs (2009) notes that the 

Cologne project differed from other cities because the government used a mass mailing to inform 

all citizens about the Web site and the online process prior to the four-week budget session.  Of 
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all the projects considered for this paper, Cologne used the largest variety of media and off-line 

tools to encourage participation. The effort is summarized in the summary grid. 

Transparency. 

 Transparency is mentioned as a goal of all four projects included in this case study. The 

Cologne case meets the criteria set forth by the Garson (2006): 

 Agencies must put online information pertaining, not only to decisions, but also must lay 

out the choices and the grounds for these choices…. comments and proposals…must be 

incorporated by the agency as a significant part of the decision-making process (p. 84). 

 

 City officials took great care to design the e-participation aspect of the project so that 

citizens could understand the complexity of a city budget and offer useful input (City of 

Cologne, p. 3). City officials say they intended to “deliver more knowledge on budget issues for 

the citizens than ever before” and that participation by citizens would “enrich the budget 

process” (City of Cologne, p. 15). Without the promise of acting on 300 citizen proposals the 

transparency objective would have failed. But the city made good on its promise, and acted upon 

a 498-page resolution containing the proposals that had been crafted, discussed, and voted upon. 

The city adopted proposals ranging from making traffic intersections safer to changing the 

wastebaskets in the public park (City of Cologne, pp. 23-30). The proposal added 17 million euro 

to the budget (Trenel & Marker, 2009, p. 17). 

 It is not clear from the literature whether citizens were able to generally learn about 

government functions, but since every aspect of the three budget areas was documented on the 

site, users had the ability to both track the background and discussion of their own proposals and 

see the entire history of the citizen-based proposal process.  

Cologne city officials acted on the top 300 proposals.  
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Equity. 

The blended approach described in the summary grid tried to reach all groups in the city. 

There is no mention in the data or the literature of whether disadvantaged people were able to 

participate.  

In terms of including citizens in decision-making, the e-participation aspect of the 

participatory budget went beyond inclusion. The city let the citizens determine the direction of 

three entire budget sections: sports, green space and streets/paths. Citizens will be included in 

additional sections of budget-making in future budgets, and the city will extend e-participation to 

other policy areas (Trenel & Marker, 2009, p. 18). 

Community Control. 

The participatory budget gave citizens almost total control over budget proposals, and 

provided transparency throughout the adoption process. This area raises questions about the role 

of elected officials and representative government in participatory projects. As we discussed in 

class, community control of issues can lead officials to leave some groups out of the project 

because these groups lack representation. 

 There is also a question of how much government accountability will cost if citizens are 

in charge. The proposals adopted by the Cologne city government totaled 17 million euro, and 

the majority of the proposals required spending – not saving money. It would be interesting to 

understand whether such a process could be successful if budget cutting must be undertaken.  

Motivations. 

The Cologne project targeted specific areas of the budget in order to activate targeted 

groups of citizens (Trenel & Marker, 2009, p. 11;  Blauhut, 2009, p.1).  The notion of citizen 

control of the outcome, and the promise of the city to act on citizen proposals were both 
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incentives to participate. Additionally, the budget areas focused on aspects of the city that 

citizens interacted with every day. Citizens could use their own experiences of playing sports, 

driving on the roadways and using local parks, to inform their suggestions and discussions. So 

the use of the three budget areas in the pilot likely increased incentive to participate. 

 The incentives for Cologne officials to participate in the project came from the German 

Government’s Government 2.0 program (Blauhut, 2009, p. 2).  The objectives of the German e-

Government program state that the program should use e-participation as a communication 

platform, should incorporate more the wishes and experience of the public and should “ 

encourage direct citizen participation” (Federal Ministry of the Interior, 2006, p. 12-15). Blauhut 

claims that city officials were equally devoted to the ideas that citizens should be heard, but also 

points to city officials’ hopes that the project would help modernize the local administration and 

move closer to the implementation of government 2.0 programs outlined in the federal program 

(p. 2).  Additionally, resources could be an issue at the municipal level. Bretschneider (2009) 

points out those local and municipal governments with limited resources are learning from each 

other instead of employing consultants and other expensive tools (p. 26). By choosing areas of 

the budget where citizens could provide feedback based on their own experiences, the city 

officials in Cologne relied on citizens to inform them about the state of the city’s parks, green 

space and sports facilities. By soliciting proposals directly from citizens, the city let the public 

solve those problems. 

Bottom Line 

 There is evidence to suggest that the transparency and accountability aspects of this 

project led citizens to participate in it. Whether the citizens proposed better ideas than the city 

government may have proposed might never be known. If we trust city governments not to waste 
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public dollars, then we must assume the citizen proposals adopted after city review, were 

worthwhile.  

E-Participation in the Bremen Swimming Pool Renovation 

 The final case in our analysis represents the most specific and focused of the e-

participation systems in this project. In the district of Bremen, Germany in 2006, the local 

government used e-participation to obtain and use input from citizens about the renovation of the 

public swimming pool at “Stadionbad—“ a local recreation center. This project was part of a 

national e-participation initiative called E-Voice, which implemented 30 e-participation pilots 

(Aichholzer & Westholm, 2009, p. 1). The driver of the project was the local district council. 

The council negotiated an agreement between government and a group of stakeholders, that 

while most final decisions would rest with the government, the opinions and wishes of the public 

would be taken into account and have “great impact” on the final outcome (Kubicek & 

Westholm, 2010. p. 321). The local government agreed not only to accept citizen input into the 

decision-making process regarding the pool, but also to be bound by citizen decisions made in 

the context of a broad consensus of public opinion (Albrecht, et al., 2008, p. 51). 

 As in the Cologne case, e-participation in Bremen was one part of a multimedia, multi- 

stakeholder public input process. Several methods were used to gather public input. The public 

Web site was used to provide transparency, opportunities for engagement and opportunities for 

those who were not involved in the other participatory elements, such as meetings, excursions or 

school participation projects. 

Quality Criteria 

Usability. 
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 The literature on the Bremen swimming pool made almost no reference to participation 

requirements. This is likely because the studies focused on a number of methods lawmakers used 

to derive input. E-participation was a central feature but it was not the only feature. Instead, 

Kubicek and Westholm (2010) point out that the Bremen project used a “multi-channel 

approach” because elderly and migrant populations did not have online access and because 

young people, like students, would prefer online interaction (p. 338).  

Relevance. 

 The specificity of this project and the high degree of control over the outcome, made it 

especially relevant for the citizens involved. The purpose was clear: the community needed to 

renovate the swimming pool. Citizen responsibility was also clear: citizens had a high degree of 

control over the decision-making process. The e-participation tools were offered in this context 

and were used by citizens to understand the process step by step and to engage with the political 

process, either as an interested observer or active participant. 

Democratic Criteria  

Engagement. 

 The Bremen project helped users both understand and link to the decision-making 

processes. This occurred in two ways. First, a forum area of the Web site provided a “common 

base” for disparate groups to learn about the swimming pool renovation project. A main goal of 

the Web site was to clearly provide communication of the process steps (Kubicek & Westholm 

2010, p.332). All project information and discussions were available on the site. Second, users 

also had the opportunity to weigh in with their ideas and their opinions. The end result was what 

Kubicek and Westholm (2010) called an  
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“idea pool” of the process (p.339). Suggestions, and results and decisions were all accessible 

through the Web site, which was also used by the media to update the public by means other than 

the Internet. This helped users link to the process.  

 The project targeted a small group and a small group participated in the online efforts. A 

summary is included in the summary grid. The exchange of opinions was not as robust in this 

area as the organizers had hoped. However, the organizers perceived that the quality of the 

postings were civil and well-thought out (Albrecht, et al., 2008, p. 51).  

 The Bremen case is an example of new media reaching citizens in new ways. But non-

ICT initiatives contributed greatly to the success of the project. The collaboration between 

government, stakeholders groups, and regular citizens resulted in a multimedia, multiplatform 

approach to the renovation project. Aicholzer and Westholm (2009, p. 5) use Figure 1 to describe 

how the local government and key stakeholders used kick-off events, schoolroom projects, 

public hearings, and even parties to obtain input: 

 

 Traditional media reported on the efforts, and because all meetings and process steps 

were documented on the Web site, media used the Web site to track the project for reporting 

purposes.  
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 Another non-ICT aspect of the project was a “support group” of stakeholders comprised 

of both local lawmakers and stakeholder citizens (swimmers and school groups for example) that 

held meetings to discuss the project and created a targeted process of communicating with 

anyone who could be affected by the decisions (Aichholzer and Westholm, 2009, p. 5). This 

group was able to collect ideas by a variety of means other than the Web site and communicate 

ideas and opinions to lawmakers. Radio, school newspapers and in-person meetings were 

employed to ensure as many people as possible had a chance to be heard (Kubicek & Westholm, 

2010, pp. 337-340). 

 The combination of a support group to lead citizens through the project, and a complex-

but-well-organized effort to obtain input, likely contributed to the idea of the Web site as a 

clearing house for all the information related to the project. It is easy to see how individuals 

engaged in one aspect of the process would be interested in learning about other aspects and 

would use the Web site to do so. Additionally, Aicholzer and Westholm (2005) point out that the 

combination of the support group, the Web site and the effort to hear everyone, resulted in 

consensus-building, even when faced with differing opinions (p. 5). 

Transparency. 

 The Bremen swimming pool project is an example of a project that makes the decision-

making process transparent, and invites citizens into it. Every element of the project, including 

results of meetings and public hearings were posted on the Web site, so users could see 

documentation of the process. The press leveraged the Web site in order to enhance reporting, 

enabling the information to be available to broader audiences. Additionally, controversial aspects 

of the project were openly shared on the Web site and users were invited to use the forum section 

of the site to state opinions.  
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 The fact that the decision-making in this case was based on consensus made the Web site 

a useful clearinghouse for every aspect of the process and showed the decision-makers to be 

responsive to all participants.  Though use of the forum for opinion-sharing was lower than 

expected, Aichholzer and Westholm (2009) point out the amount and quality of information on 

the Web site made it useful for citizens to check up on the process and for Bremen officials who 

wanted to review planning ideas that were presented to them (p. 6). However, the Bremen 

support group and the local lawmakers found other methods of gathering public opinion more 

useful than the Web site (Albrecht, et al., 2008, p. 51).  

Equity. 

 As a whole, the project was inclusive.  But Albrecht et al. (2008) found that, while 

outreach efforts (such as schools’ participation in the swimming pool plans) reached young 

people, the Web site failed to reach younger audiences (p. 51). Additionally, Kubicek and 

Westholm (2010) claim that senior citizens and migrants were not effectively reached, even with 

the multiplatform effort (pp. 337-338). It could be that the specificity of the project accounted for 

the fact that some key groups were missed by at least some of the multimedia efforts. But this 

fact also highlights our classroom discussion of e-government: citizen engagement efforts in 

general are bound to leave some stakeholders out of the discussion. Thus the importance of 

representative government. 

Community control. 

 The project specifically links community control to the decision-making process. By 

agreeing to abide by consensus-based decisions, the local government empowered citizens and 

clearly inspired citizens to participate. Aichholzer & Westholm (2009) claim that the Web tools 

were central to communication about the project (p. 5). But Albrecht et al. (2008) claim that the 
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transfer of decision-making power is what made the project relevant (p. 51). This could account 

for what Kubicek and Westholm (2010) call the “well-founded and constructive” quality of the 

postings in the forum section (p. 341). Knowing that consensus was necessary for 

responsiveness, it is possible those sharing opinions on the Web site made an effort to create 

useful and civil discussion, even when they had differences of opinion. 

Motivations. 

 There were clear motivations for a small group of citizens to participate in this project 

and the project targeted relevant groups: user and potential users of the swimming pool. But the 

e-participation feature allowed other audiences to both observe and participate in the discussion. 

So the e-participation piece of the project can also be used as an example of how such projects 

may encourage participation in other civic issues. 

 The literature on this case does not discuss why the local government participated in this 

project. It was identified as a pilot project –one of 30 implemented as part of E-Voice (citation) 

in Europe. However, the Bremen project was not a hot-button issue, likely making it more 

attractive to politicians and lawmakers. 

Bottom Line 

 The process took only three months and resulted in a consensus about the pool design and 

renovation that the lawmakers implemented (Aichholzer and Westholm, 2009, p 4). Aichholzer 

and Westholm also reported that both citizens and public officials described the process as fair 

(p. 6). However, it was the blended nature of the participation and the success of media coverage 

and communication that added a great deal to the consensus building. As Kubicek and Westholm 

(2010) point out, it would not have succeeded merely as an e-participation project. 
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Summary Grid 

 The evaluation of the four cases studies is summarized in a grid attached to this paper. In 

the next section, we use our case analysis and the summary grid to provide recommendations for 

elements of good e-participation design. 

Recommendations 

Since our case studies deal with local government, our recommendations are aimed at 

local governments that seek to establish, or improve, an e-participation initiative. The 

recommendations will not be applicable to every government in every instance. However, the 

recommendations could apply to many types of agencies at all levels of government.  

Our recommendations take into account that the case studies in the paper are diverse. 

Some recommendations are directed at any type of e-participation project. Others are crafted 

based on what a government wants to accomplish with its project. All recommendations consider 

the elements of good design, and draw on best practices from the case studies and the literature. 

Have Clear Goals for E-participation 

Governments must consider what they want to accomplish before they decide what to 

offer their citizens. The systems in this paper range from a generalized, multi- application site 

(Gangnam-gu) to hyper-local, issue specific sites (Bremen, Germany).  Creasy et al. point out 

that some elected officials prefer to view citizens “as customers” and so perceive online 

participation as communication and customer relations (as cited in Kubicek & Westholm, 2010, 

p. 325). This accurately describes portions of the Manor program such as SeeClickFix, which 

allows citizens to report problems and direct repair crews. It also uses interactivity for 

participatory policy-making. The Gangnam-gu site offered a number of applications and types of 

information. The German projects drove participation by giving citizens influence over the 
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outcome of specific decisions and government resources.  These goals influenced the choice of 

applications – whether they were designed to effectively share information or to help foster and 

facilitate citizen negotiation, consensus building and decision making.  

Policy makers, therefore, must decide specifically which issues would benefit from 

citizen input and interaction. They then must devise the best ways for garnering that input and 

have a strategy in place for evaluating and responding to that input and for incorporating it into 

their policy-making structure. The four step process in Manor – (1) crowd source ideas submitted 

in an open process, (2) select ideas advanced by citizens through the crowd-sourcing process, (3) 

further develop selected ideas with city staff, and (4) Report outcome and implementation 

decisions back to citizens – is a strong model. Each of the other cases used some aspect of the 

Manor approach. However, the type of participation that the government is seeking will drive 

such strategies and processes. It is clear from the German cases that when very specific issues 

and decisions are at stake, online and new media cannot be the only platforms by which to 

communicate. The Cologne and Bremen cases relied on non-technology infrastructure to ensure 

citizen buy-in and participation. While the Bremen swimming pool project used the E-

participation tool to pool and track ideas, their efforts were supported by traditional input 

methods: meetings and public hearings. In the Bremen case, we see that even traditional outreach 

failed to reach seniors and migrants. In Manor, its off-line engagement strategy was either 

missing entirely or underdeveloped to the extent that we could not find data on it. Cologne 

officials set up a veritable network of idea gathering beyond the Web site, but also used a wide-

ranging public relations strategy not just to ensure use of the Web site, but also to encourage 

participation in general. The effort worked for both. Eighty-five percent of the budget proposals 

were filed online and Cologne continues to reap the public relations benefits of its budget 
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process. Sites like Gangnam-gu and Manor may use a blended or multi-media communications 

approach to drive usage, but in Germany, the additional media was necessary for inclusion by as 

many people as possible. 

Social and political context should shape initiatives and expectations 

Governments operate in an environment rooted in laws, regulations, politics, and 

institutions. If public participation in government is desirable, communities that use technology 

to increase participation must understand their communities and their expectations, and must 

design their participation processes accordingly. Kubicek and Westholm (2010) assert that e-

participation tools must account, not just for the stakeholders, but for the values of the 

stakeholders (p. 323). For example, our classmates’ assertions that e-participation could 

undermine representative democracy illustrate the tension about what e-participation should 

strive to accomplish.   

The two German projects tried to account for a variety of values and interests and relied 

on non-technology infrastructure to ensure citizen buy-in and participation. The Bremen 

swimming pool project used the E-participation tool to gather and track ideas, and supported the 

efforts with traditional input methods such as meetings and public hearings. In the Bremen case, 

we see that even traditional outreach failed to attract interest from seniors and migrants. 

However, interest is only one consideration. A more important social consideration is access. 

We know some citizens lack access to the Internet or are uneducated about how to 

effectively participate, meaning they are effectively shut out of the process. As Sipior and Ward 

(2005) put it, “If the digital divide is not bridged, the powerful communication tools meant to 

enrich lives will serve as a social divider” (p. 138).  
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Gangnam, certainly, is one of the most successful cases in terms of guaranteeing access, 

however the demographics of the city greatly improved its chances of success in this regard. 

Gangnam gu is a high-income area, so the residents can afford high speed Internet access. 

According to a survey conducted in 2007 with a representative sample of 2,000 Gangnam-gu 

households, 92.1% of households owned a PC at home and 98.6% had access to the Internet 

(Gangnam Statistics Service, 2010). Furthermore, this high accessibility can guarantee the 

representativeness of residents. If few residents could participate online, the mayor could not 

argue that the result of the online citizen survey represented the collective will of residents.  

           Even though Gangnam benefited from demographics that favored e-participation, officials 

still worked diligently to increase the participation rate with offline activities. They started a 

‘digital literacy school,’ for instance. Utilizing elementary school campuses, they have taught 

housewives, senior citizens, and others who needed these skills about basic computing 

knowledge and Internet tips to strengthen the fundamentals of e-participation (Gangnam-gu e-

government white paper, 2007, p.82). The city also created several incentives. It gave survey 

participants mileages (30 points per one survey participation) that can be used as cash in their 

Web site, and gave citizens that proposed policy cash prize (Gangnam-gu, n.d.).20 

On the Manor Web site, significant attention was given to information about off-line 

engagement projects. For instance, the site provides information on Manor’s legislative 

meetings, including agendas, calendars, and minutes (City of Manor, 2010).21  The site also 

provides contact information for city services, allowing citizens to access most of the same 

                                                 
20 Gangnam e-survey system introduction webpage 
http://esurvey.gangnam.go.kr/actfront/NoticeServlet?flag=INTRO 
Gangnam-gu e-proposal webpage http://www.gangnam.go.kr/03_par/sub04_01_list.jsp 
 
21 At http://cityofmanor.org/wordpress/agendasminutes/ 
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services offline and online (City of Manor, 2010).22 However, the most dynamic aspect of 

Manor’s e-participation strategy – Manor Labs – does not seem to have an off-line component. 

Manor Labs powers, organizes, and facilitates the type of open, crowd-sourced, collaborative, 

and cumulative citizen engagement that is very difficult to create in off-line environments. It is 

that aspect of the Manor program that excites people like Beth Noveck (2010), who wrote on the 

White House’s Open Government Initiative Blog that “Manor is … using new technology to 

enable open and collaborative ways of working.” Manor and other governments, it seems, must 

work harder to either empower all their citizens to participate using these tools, or must find 

ways for citizens to have access to these processes in non-digital environments – or both. 

Issues of interest, values, and digital divide, therefore, must be considered before 

governments undertake e-participation projects. Governments must also temper expectations. 

Enthusiasts believe that maximizing ICT tools means using them in areas where they are 

preferred over off-line engagement methods, and where they can enrich the democratic 

experience by giving citizens new tools to examine government, interact with it and influence its 

actions. But Kubicek and Westholm (2010) caution that technical participation tools have not 

thus far been able to bring about this cultural change – they have only supported it. In fact, 

Kubicek and Westholm assert that “for a long time to come, there will be no public participation 

which is offered by electronic means only” (p. 323).  

E-participation projects should be designed with transparency as a goal 

This recommendation holds for all four case studies. Each case study describes ways in 

which the local officials made efforts to open government business to public scrutiny and 

comment. Video-casting of meetings in Gangnam-gu, and the ability to access (and in Manor and 

Cologne, mark up) public documents, creates unprecedented openness and, in fact, helps citizens 

                                                 
22 At http://cityofmanor.org/wordpress/open-gov/ 
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understand the complexity government operations, potentially making their participation more 

valuable. In the Gangnam-gu and Manor projects, such openness was manifested in a variety of 

tools related generally to city life. In Cologne and Manor, citizens were invited to take 

responsibility for specific projects that affected their lives. 

All four projects made government accountable to citizens, either by sharing vast 

amounts of information or by empowering citizens to influence decision-making. The usefulness 

of transparency is illustrated by the fact that even though most of the sites required some type of 

registration, citizens still participated in the online process. In Gangnam-gu, even personal 

information requirements did not hinder participation. In Cologne, where users had to register to 

make budget proposals, 85% of the proposals were submitted online. Additionally, Manor’s use 

of already-existing applications like Facebook likely led to increased participation in Manor 

Labs. The Manor case also indicates that if e-participation sites appear to be striving for 

transparency, user requirements are not likely to deter people from participating.   

Community control and government response to citizen ideas was likely a driver of 

participation in the Cologne case, where citizens engaged with a specific issue. But citizens 

needed to understand government process in order to engage with it. So transparency initiatives 

set the stage for participation. 

Creative people and ideas are essential 

The Gangnam-gu case provided an example of how an innovative mayor tapped into both 

technology and participation to control the bureaucracy. At the same time, he improved 

government openness and responsiveness. In Manor, one IT employee started the entire Manor 

Labs movement. Local governments should search for staff or leaders who are not necessarily 

oriented toward either the political or the bureaucratic systems already in place.   
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The same is true for the ideas and tools employed to encourage participation. In 

Germany, local officials used very specific public issues and employed creative use of 

citizen/government/multimedia partnerships to craft and then adopt legislation. Manor uses 

incentives like “innovation” dollars (a type of virtual currency redeemable or small perks like a 

ride in a police cruiser) that likely help it to draw in participants who might not have otherwise 

bothered to take part in these online communities. Additionally, Gangnam-gu employs cash 

prizes and mileage vouchers to encourage participation. While the Internet is a massive source of 

information for many citizens, the case studies in this project prove that a little bit of fun can lead 

people to engage with their government while they gain understanding its complexity.  

Acknowledge and Control Costs, Seek Measurable Benefits 

The Gangnam-gu case illustrates that even while technology can drastically lower the 

cost of government business — the city was able to cut its workforce from 2,041 to 1,307 based 

on citizen input — providing new and varied platforms for citizen input can nonetheless be 

expensive (Gangnam E-Government White Paper, 2007).  

While there were no figures available for the Bremen case, the Cologne case described 

the costs associated with adding dollars to the city budget in order to respond to spending 

proposals. Cologne also engaged in a multi-platform public relations campaign both to 

encourage participation and to advertise their success, which surely must have cost money.  

Manor, meanwhile, made use of already existing platforms such as Facebook and 

Twitter; utilized open-source and largely free platforms such as WordPress for its blog and Web 

page; and aggressively sought partnerships with technology companies, essentially offering to be 

a test-case in exchange for free software. The money saving advantages of this are clear. It also 

has the added benefit of avoiding rigid, customized solutions that lock governments into systems 
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that are expensive to maintain and update. However, it required significant organizational and IT 

savvy on behalf of Manor to pull together all these tools and adapt them to its needs without 

having to pay outside vendors.  

Regardless to the approach chosen, governments need to define e-participation projects 

so that they are affordable and so that the benefits outweigh the costs. That might include the use 

of partnerships or of free and open-source tools, or it might mean limiting the scope of the 

initiative.  

Evaluate 

 The field of evaluation of e-participation is relatively new and evaluation of specific 

cases are rare (Macintosh & Whyte, 2006, p.3). But Macintosh and Whyte suggest that such 

evaluation is both appropriate and useful (p. 3). They suggest that governments consider politics, 

technology, and social contexts when conducting evaluations and caution that such work must 

include the thoughts and opinions of a variety of stakeholders (pp. 3-6). All four case studies in 

this paper provided some assessment of whether the initiative was successful, and in Bremen and 

Cologne, government officials used survey tools to understand the perspective of those who 

participated. Evaluation should also take into account those who did not participate and even 

those who do not regularly engage in civic participation. Otherwise it will be difficult to create 

projects that are completely inclusive. 

From a practical and resource perspective, it is important to know what applications are 

working and being used. A good use of resources would be to budget for formal evaluation, 

disclose the results to citizens, discontinue applications that are being under-used and strive for 

ways to engage those without access (Fitsilis, et al., 2010). 

Implementation and Leadership 
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This section describes the main issues that local government should consider when 

implementing an e-participation or an e-government initiative. These issues are likely to arise if 

government is aiming for a wide-ranging initiative, such as the Manor and Gangnam-gu projects, 

or if the government seeks to address specific community issues and concerns, such as the two 

German cases. However, the case studies represented in this paper do not offer all the answers to 

the following issues. We provide our own ideas about implementation from the case studies, 

literature, and our own understanding of the topic. 

The first issue to consider in implementation is politics. If transparency is a 

recommended goal for e-participation, it is likely that political issues will present themselves 

during implementation. Whether the e-participation project is general, such as in Manor or 

Gangnam, or specific such as in the Germany cases, lawmakers will have to be willing to open 

their processes and to let the public interact with them in new ways.  If a government decides to 

work on a specific issue with transparency and accountability as goals, the government may also 

have to learn to respond to citizens in varying ways. If lawmakers are accustomed to closed-door 

decision-making, or even public hearing-style decision-making, they will need to change their 

methods. Additionally, bureaucrats who help implement e-participation systems may need to 

become more accustomed to working with more open democratic processes. Bureaucracies that 

engage in direct participation with citizens must do so only within their mandates, and should 

maintain enough control over the process to allow lawmakers an opportunity to influence ratify 

and/or reject proposals that are rightfully within the political domain.   We saw this idea in action 

in the Cologne budget project and in Manor, where city employees worked alongside lawmakers 

to review, assess, and implement citizen ideas within the confines of the democratic process.   
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The notion of change is important here. Sandy (as cited in Al-Azri, Al-Salti & Al- 

Karaghouli, 2010) claims that one of the reasons many e-government projects fail is because of 

resistance to change (p. 3).  Since the ability to both create and encourage institutional change 

rests with leaders, leadership is an important factor in overcoming political and bureaucratic 

barriers to implementation. Specifically, leaders’ ability to clearly articulate and institutionalize 

the benefits of e-participation – both for the agency as a whole and individuals within the agency 

– is crucial.  

In Cologne and Manor, creative IT people were mostly responsible for the 

implementation of the projects, but in all four cases, government leaders bought into the idea of 

transparency and accountability. In Manor, for instance, the CIO was also the deputy mayor and 

he became known for traveling to various government agencies within the city to promote the 

benefits of e-participation and brainstorm with department heads how the technology could be 

best adapted to their purposes.  

In the Gangnam-gu case, the mayor was the driver and the employees could not help 

following him, because his ideas earned legitimacy from the citizen participation results. Even 

though the Gangnam-gu initiative was politically motivated, Mayor Kwon responded to the 

situation by making the local government decision-making process accessible to the public and 

by incorporating the preferences of citizens into the district’s decision-making through e-

participation applications (Ahn & Bretschneider, 2010, p.938). Consequently, his attempts were 

successful.   

Al-Azri, Al-Salti & Al- Karaghouli ( 2010 ) describe strong leadership as important to an 

array of  “governing factors” considered essential to implementing e-government projects. They 

explain that vision and leadership style are important to successful implementation because there 
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is no “standard or predetermined model” that organizations can follow to ensure successful 

projects. Finally, they point out that organizational change is less about changing individual 

employees than it is the organization itself. They claim e-government initiatives will succeed if 

leaders attempt to change, not the employees who must implement them, but the context in 

which the employees are working as opposed to trying to change the employees themselves. 

Unfortunately, the authors do not describe specifics. They simply point out that if leaders 

understand political and leadership factors, e-government initiatives are more likely to succeed 

(pp.3-4). 

If leadership can address some of the political issues related to transparency and 

organizational change, the type of project that a government selects can also address these issues. 

For example, the Manor and Gangnam-gu sites were both generalized service-oriented sites that 

offered both accessibility and general information and that addressed issues closely related to 

citizens’ daily lives. In Gangnam-gu, the e-survey system was responsive to citizens’ everyday 

needs, such as CCTV and bicycle paths (Gangnam, n.d.).23 Manor’s one-stop site allows citizens 

to access practically any city-related information, and its participation initiatives such as 

“SeeClickFix” center on how people experience their own roads and infrastructure. Because both 

sites offer an opportunity to access, suggest, and, most importantly, receive a response, they have 

built trust with the people who live in the communities. Even though the German sites were 

highly responsive to citizens’ wishes, they are the cases that caused our classmates to wonder 

whether community control factors undermined the democratic process. It appears then, that 

while direct citizen influence may comprise a successful aspect of e-participation, 

                                                 
23 Gangnam-gu e-survey webpage http://esurvey.gangnam.go.kr/actfront/SurveyServlet?level= 
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implementation should also include citizen opportunities to access services, communicate or do 

business in new ways and receive more immediate responses to their concerns.  

The political trade-off of a more open government is the goodwill generated by that 

openness. The New York State Senate is an example. The Senate and its chief information 

officer earned praise from watchdog groups when they overhauled the state Senate Web site with 

open-source coding and iPhone applications (Seward, 2010). Our case studies from Gangnam 

and Manor are also good examples. Manor has few natural resources and isn’t exactly a tourist 

destination. Yet it has been celebrated in government, technical and general publications for its 

efforts on e-participation.  Additionally, the city of Cologne has received press attention and 

international awards for its budget project. 

 The second implementation issue is the cost of implementation, related to both 

technology and human resources. Despite the availability of Web 2.0 tools and new media 

applications from all over the world, keeping up with technology is difficult and can be 

expensive. The case studies referred to accessibility and usability issues. Oxford University 

(2010) lists a number of issues that can cause systems to perform inadequately, including 

“incompatibilities in hardware, software or networking infrastructures.” Oxford University also 

claims that interface problems and usability issues can not only undermine the user experience, 

but discourage governments from further experimentation with e-initiatives. At the same time, 

Oxford University acknowledges, that there is often a lack research and development to address 

such issues. Further, Oxford University points out the difficulty of providing well-founded 

cost/benefit analyses of e-government: 

The costs of developing, implementing and maintaining ICT systems often dominate 

Government financial impact assessments because they come before the benefits and are 

easier to measure, particularly when many benefits are of a more qualitative character. 
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When competing with other critical demands on public resources, difficulties in 

calculating substantive tangible benefits to offset clear, often apparently high, costs can 

lead to the financial tap to eGovernment being tightened or turned off, thereby severely 

hampering or stopping eGovernment progress. (para. 4) 

 
It is not only technology that impacts the cost issues. Implementation should include 

planning for people with technology skills, who may not be in place in current bureaucracies. 

Project-specific experiments, such as Cologne, used considerable human resources related to call 

centers and processing of budget proposals. None of this work would have been necessary 

without the e-participation aspect of the project. Gangnam is also cited as an expensive roll-out. 

In the case of Gangnam, they have developed 85 custom-built systems from 1997 to 2007, and 

invested a lot of money for those systems (Gangnam E-government White Paper, 2007), and this 

huge investment was possible because Gangnam has very good financial standing. They could 

afford this huge investment without any financial hardship because Gangnam has been one of the 

richest Gu governments in Seoul. It ranked first in the income tax revenue among the 25 district 

governments in 2010 (Korea Economic Daily, 2010).  This huge investment is not easy for every 

local government.  

It is important when considering cost not to be short-sighted. While Oxford University 

(2010) points out the long-term versus short-term issues, Bretschneider and Mergel (2009) note 

that advances in ICT are actually lowering technology, capital, and human resource costs, and 

that lower costs, coupled with increased demand for information-sharing,  can offer broader 

means of communication between government and citizens (p. 16). Additionally, as Professor 

Anthony Rotolo of the Syracuse University iSchool noted during a lecture at the Maxwell School 

(2010), even private companies are not evaluating e-participation initiatives on strict “return on 
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investment” criteria.  Rather, they often classify e-participation as research and development, or, 

in some cases such as the Pepsi Refresh Challenge, e-participation is classified as philanthropic.  

Some of our case studies relied on third party funding for implementation. For example, 

the Bremen project was part of the E-Voice pilot project. There are third-party opportunities in 

various other settings. Knight Foundation funds citizen projects through nonprofit and 

government agencies. The federal government in the US provides grants for ICT projects. There 

is a buzz around e-participation that creates an environment where third-party funding is 

possible. However, third-party, pilot, and foundation funding is not sustainable. Governments 

that want to provide ongoing services will need to consider whether to include funding for such 

measures in operating budgets, or whether to try and pass some of the cost on to the users of the 

service.  

User fees may offer one option, although it is not one we support. Since user fees are not 

applied to the general population and are not compulsory, it is possible that those who wish to 

actively engage with government would pay to do so. However, it would be difficult for 

government to understand how to set user fees without first understanding exact costs and 

benefits of e-government and without understanding whether the community would be willing to 

pay. In his study of City Web sites in the United States, West (2001) found two percent of those 

surveyed charged user fees to access part of the sites related to information, such as archives and 

legislation. West also found that two percent of those surveyed used advertising to help fund the 

sites. West expresses concerns for such tactics. Without funding, West asserts,  

…states will increase the use of commercial advertisements and begin charging citizens 

for the right to access public information in order to generate the necessary revenue. The 

first creates potential conflicts of interest, while the latter exacerbates the digital divide 

between rich and poor. (para. 3) 
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Another solution to the cost question is to collaborate with nonprofits, universities and/or 

technology companies. AmericaSpeaks, for instance, has extensive experience in running 

meaningful off-line engagements that can address the digital divide issues that are inherent to 

these projects.24 If a government selected a project for participation that dove-tailed with current 

AmericanSpeaks’ projects (or those of a similar organization), or if it worked in conjunction with 

nonprofits that specialize in engagement to develop e-participation initiatives, it may be able to 

leverage significant expertise at a minimal cost.  

Additionally, universities are increasingly interested in e-participation and citizen 

engagement. There is perhaps no better example than Syracuse University itself. The University 

funds a community engagement office; funds a local AmericaSpeaks spin-off called 

CNYSpeaks; offers a course called “Technology as a Public Good”; and has several active e-

participation projects, including a team that is developing an open-source citizen participation 

platform called Citizen Grammar (Bhandari, McAllister and Robinson, 2010). Eager to give 

students hands-on, real-world experiences, Syracuse is not alone in finding ways to utilize the 

academy and student labor to increase the capacity of citizens, nonprofits, and governments. 

Although working with universities has its drawbacks, there is no reason governments should not 

reach out to institutions of higher learning and explore possible collaborations.  

Lastly, governments with small budgets and limited IT know-how should consider 

limiting their engagement initiatives to widely used free platforms such as Facebook and Twitter 

to engage in limited e-participation exercises. Clearly, these platforms would not enable a Manor 

Labs-style process, nor would they empower a public budgeting process as seen in Germany. 

However, e-participation goals can be defined so that these tools are sufficient to the task. For 

                                                 
24 See http://americaspeaks.org/ 
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instance, Twitter can a powerful tool for allowing citizens to alert government to litter, graffiti, 

broken traffic lights and other issues, and can also be a powerful way for government to inform 

citizens about emergencies, meetings, votes, etc. (Headd, 2010).  

The key is to match resources and tools with the mission and goals of the initiative and 

not to overreach. Additionally, even the most limited e-participation projects are likely to help a 

municipality discover both the promise and pitfalls of these initiatives, and should help the 

municipality begin to build capacity and expertise around e-participation.  

Once government leaders have acknowledged political issues surrounding e-participation, 

and once they have addressed the technology and human resource questions around a project, 

they must grapple with a third issue — how to maximize participation in the project. This 

represents a third important implementation issue: communication.  

The German case studies two examples of local governments that used both the media 

and layered forms of communication — from phone calls, to fliers to meetings — to ensure that 

the public knew about the e-participation projects. In Cologne, this effort worked to the extent 

that citizens offered a majority of budget ideas online. Bremen officials, however, were unable to 

reach key demographics, even with multi-platform communications and participation effort. In 

Manor, the city successfully solicited articles in the local newspaper, and gave presentations at 

schools, the Chamber of Commerce, and at other organizations. Yet it is obvious that 

communication with end users is critical to the success of e-participation projects. Gouscos, 

Mentzas & Georgiadis (2001) described the importance of a “publicly-announced time schedule” 

for project roll-out, and they suggest using a variety of channels, including mass media, the 

Internet and special events, to reach targeted users (p. 3).  
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It is likely that social media, texting, and other targeted applications can play a large role 

in communicating about e-participation projects. Morozov (as cited in Bretschneider & Mergel,  

2009) refer to Facebook, Twitter, and other re-posting and sharing applications that reached 

targeted groups with specific messages (p. 21). More generalized use of these channels could 

reach more people, but governments wishing to do so will have to both respect the privacy of the 

potential users, as well as their preferences in how they want to communicate with their 

government.    

This paper is by no means an exhaustive study of e-participation. As students, we learned 

much from both general and specific cases where government attempted to make its processes 

more accessible, accountable, and transparent. Whether governments can keep pace with 

technology, economic issues, and citizen temperament remains to be seen. It will be useful to 

understand whether the cost reductions associated with ICT will be realized as government 

attempts to use technology to encourage participation and everyday business. It will also be 

useful to understand how younger generations of citizens engage and understand government. It 

is likely that their enthusiasm for participation will be influenced by factors other than 

technology, but it is assured that technology will be part of how future generations experience 

government and public life.  
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