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Abstract: Video streaming of local government meetings offers transparency. After an experimental phase, video
streaming has now become a regular service in several Norwegian municipalities. This paper describes the design,
development and implementation of one such video streaming service for a consortium of twelve municipalities. One
important goal of this project was to deliver rich user experience without putting additional workload on municipal
administrators. Our solution is able to deliver multiple video streams originating from different video sources (cameras),
and the user may choose which video streams to view. Video streams are stored and made available for later viewing.
An administrative application facilitates linking items on the agenda to relevant video content. A search engine makes it
possible to search for video content across municipal borders. The paper also reports on a recent survey conducted
among initial users of the video streaming service. The results are discussed, and some areas of future research are
proposed.
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1. Introduction study performed by the consulting company

. o Teleplan (Teleplan 2005) for the Norwegian
The recent declaration made by the EU Ministerial Ministry of Modernization estimates that more
Meeting, held in Manchester on November 24 than 45% of all Norwegian households now have
2005, expressed the following ambition: "By 2010 broadband installed. More than 90% of the
European administrations will have significantly households are in areas with broadband
increased  transparency  and  accountability coverage. The concept of video streaming is not
wherever possible and relevant through innovative new, and there have been several trial projects
use of ICT". This paper describes one innovative during the last years both in Norway (Salten
use of ICT to increase transparency and Regionrdd 2003) (Fallmyr 2003) and other
accountability through video streaming of local countries. Several Norwegian municipalities have
council meetings. In 1992 a new Local been transferring their meetings for some time,
Government Act (Local Government Act 1992) but we now see a growing interest for video
was passed by the Norwegian Parliament. Before streaming among municipalities, probably based
1992 local council meetings were open to the on the current increase in use of broadband
public, but committee meetings were not. The new connections among ordinary citizens.

act introduced a principal rule that meetings of
popular bodies shall be open to the public. The

committee writing the proposal for the new act 2. Transparency

used the following reasoning for more openness Many municipalities have introduced tools to
(NOU1990:13): “Meetings open to the public improve transparency. By publishing agendas,
contribute to create better insight, and better case documents and minutes of political
understanding of what happens within local and meetings, the citizens have the opportunity to
regional government”. retrieve documents and get information. By
providing access to the register of letters received
Even more important, was the introduction of a and sent, citizens may find out what government
right for the public to record proceedings of open is working on. Some authors early identified video
meetings to magnetic tape, video tape, etc. or streaming as one example of technologies to be
broadcast proceedings by radio or television as used for e-democracy, e.g. (Bannister 2002). The
long as recording or broadcasting does not have a video streaming of local government meetings is
disturbing effect on the meeting. Video streaming the obvious extension of document publishing.
or web-casting (Stolarz 2004) through Internet has Video streaming gives the possibility to follow the
given new opportunities for transparency in political decision making process in detail. Local
governments. By using video streaming, citizens newspapers cover local government meetings, but
get an unfiltered view of the decision-making they normally provide only a very condensed
process independent of time and geographical version of what was said throughout the meetings.
distance. The current increase in broadband By watching the actual meeting online, citizens
penetration makes the use of video streaming of get an unfiltered view of the discussion taking part
local government meetings feasible. A recent within the local council.
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Transparency is crucial to the functioning of
democratic governments, since without the ability
of the electorate to evaluate the performance of
politicians there is no way to reward or punish
them for their performance. Therefore, we must
have transparency in order to choose amongst
politicians and policy choices.

2.1.1 Independence of time and distance

Municipal meetings are open to the public; still few
are using this opportunity. Citizens are more
mobile than ever, and some work at odd hours.
This is a new challenge for democracy; how to
include modern citizens in the political decision-
making? Video streaming and archived video
content improves transparency for the public
independent of time and distance.

2.1.2 Accountability

Since video clips are stored, politicians will, to
greater extent, have to answer for what they have
said in political meetings. Video clips show exactly
what has been said, and it will not be easy to use
explanations like “the press misquoted me”. As
mentioned earlier, the Local Government Act has
established a right to record public meetings.
Video archives on the web make such information
more accessible. The actual impact on the
political decision-making is a matter for further
research.

2.1.3 Participation

Video streaming is primarily a mechanism for
informing citizens. Since decisions are made in
the meeting, citizens have limited possibilities to
influence decision-making. In Norway committees
prepare most decisions. Video streaming of
committee meetings will give the citizens the
possibility to submit their views to representatives
before final decisions are made. Therefore, video
streaming may also fill a role as a participatory
tool.

3. The video streaming project

In 1997, seven municipalities of Vestfold County
formed a consortium to work together on strategic
and practical issues. Today, the consortium
consists of twelve municipalities with a total of
206.000 inhabitants, and is the largest Norwegian
collaborative network of municipalities based on
the number of inhabitants. The office of the
administrative coordinator is located on the
campus of Vestfold University College, and this
ensures a close relationship between the
consortium and the academic staff.
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The consortium aims to improve municipal
services, and collaborate on planning issues. The
consortium  initiates  projects, and each
municipality is free to choose whether or not they
want to take part in each project. Projects
encompass all aspects of municipal service
provision, from health care to schools, from road
maintenance to regional planning. Information
technology is one field where the municipalities
have found several opportunities of collaboration.
Examples of information technology projects have
been the establishment of a fiber based
communication network, a joint geographic
information system and a joint facility for secure
data processing. In 2004, Tagnsberg, one of the
municipalities, decided to implement video
streaming of their city council meetings. Since
other municipalities had similar interests, the
consortium discussed the idea, and established a
collaborative project. Vestfold University College
was asked to undertake a preliminary study. A
reference group with representatives from three
municipalities was established to give input on
requirements. The municipality of Tagnsberg, with
a population of approximately 37.000 inhabitants,
was chosen as the pilot.

Part of the study was to collect information from
commercial actors providing this kind of services.
The costs turned out to be rather high, and the
administrative workload was also considered a
problem. It was therefore decided to let a group of
students try out different technologies and
produce a working prototype as part of their third
year B.Sc. project based on a set of requirements
proposed by the author as a result of discussion
with the reference group, municipal political
leadership, senior municipal administrators and
municipal ICT- managers (Berntzen 2004).

4. Requirements

In our early consultations with municipal political
leadership and senior municipal administrators,
the requirement for minimal administrative
workload was stressed. At the same time, it was
considered important to have multiple camera
positions in order to get a rich user experience.
Some existing solutions were based on one
camera locked on the rostrum. This gives viewers
limited possibilities to see what is going on at the
mayor table and among the representatives. This
is especially disadvantageous when a vote is
held. Other municipalities have therefore adopted
solutions that require one person to position the
camera throughout the meeting. This alternative
was considered to be too expensive. Therefore,
we came up with the idea of using multiple
cameras and to let the users choose which
camera to watch. We also decided to look into the
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possibility of letting users watch several video
streams at the same time, if the user has the
necessary broadband capacity. Another important
point brought forward by the municipal leadership
and administrators was the need for a common
search engine to cover video clips from all
municipalities. Often items on the agenda are
relevant across municipal borders, and it will be of
interest to users to find out how neighboring
municipalities have handled cases of mutual
interest.

Another area of concern was the administrative
work of linking agenda items to video content. We
decided to look for a solution that makes it
possible to store the whole meeting in a single file,
but with the possibility to start video transfer at
any point given the relative time from the start of
the meeting. This would make it easy for the
administrator to connect the different items on the
agenda to the video stream. It would also make
adjustments easy. The administrator thus has to
make a note of the time each item is discussed.
Other solutions evaluated used markers in the
video stream, and the process of correcting such
markers requires technical competence. We also
found examples of solutions were the meeting
was split into separate video clips by using video
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editing software. Again this would
technical competence and extensive work.

require

5. Implementation

The group of students experimented with different
technologies, and finally decided to use Windows
Media Server for streaming. The first prototype
was demonstrated in June 2005, and used web
cameras connected to a PC. We experienced
some problems with using web cameras. Even if
we used web cameras of decent quality, we found
both lighting and distance to be problems. We did
several experiments to find a cost-effective
solution. The final solution selected was based on
low cost video cameras with interchangeable
optics. Each camera is connected to a low cost
PC with a TV card. The PC’'s are running
Windows Media Encoder, and communicates with
the central media server. Audio equipment was
already installed, and audio signals are fed from
the mixer to each encoder PC. An overview of the
architecture is shown in figure 1. The
interchangeable optics makes it possible to use
camera positions at distances not obtainable with
most web cameras. The total cost of each camera
position is approximately one thousand Euros.

S
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q

Figure 1: Architecture

The solution was put into production on November
9™ 2005. In the first meetings we had two camera
positions, one aimed at the rostrum, the other at
the mayors table. A third camera is now
overlooking the city council representatives. The
same solution is now installed in the municipal
council meeting room in the municipality of
Andebu. Two municipalities: Stokke and Tjgme
are waiting for a final decision by their respective
local councils, and two other municipalities have
indicated their participation later this year.
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6. The user interface

The initial web page is shown in figure 2. The
dropdown list is used to select municipality. The
top menu is used to choose between video
archive, direct transmission and search engine.
The default view is the video archive. In this case
the pane to the left displays a hierarchical menu
showing available meetings. After a meeting is
selected, it is possible to select a camera position
and an item on the agenda.
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Figure 2: The user interface

The video content is shown in an embedded
media player control on the right. The button just
below the video content selects full screen view.
Further below is information about the current
item on the agenda, including a link to relevant
case documents. If direct transmission is selected,
the pane on the left side gives the possibility to

23 12k - Mediaavspiller - Microsoft Internet Explorer

select camera position or multiple camera

positions (not shown). If more than one camera
position is selected, a new web page is opened
containing the appropriate number of embedded
media player controls. An example showing two
simultaneous video transmissions
figure 3.

is shown in
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Figure 3: User interface (continued)
7. User survey

Citizens who watched the direct transmission or
accessed the video archive of the four first
meetings of the Tgnsberg city council were asked
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to leave their e-mail address so they could later
take part in a web-based survey. Users registered
a total of 98 e-mail addresses. Based on the
media server logs, we expect this to be
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approximately 40% of users accessing the
service. The last meeting was accessed by 207
individual IP-addresses. The survey was
conducted in January and February 2006, and the
main purpose was to find out more about who
used the service, and reasons for using it. The
survey consisted of 17 multiple-choice questions
and two open-ended questions. 62 users
answered the questionnaire. Information about the
service was posted on the municipal web page.
The local newspaper also linked to the service
from their web site. No additional marketing efforts
were done, except for a newspaper story the day
after the first meeting. The story told how a
property owner had followed a debate related to
his property from his own living room. 25
respondents pointed to the municipal web site as
their source, while 26 pointed to the local
newspaper website. 10 respondents said they had
received information from other users.

The most important reason for implementing the
video streaming service was to improve
transparency of the political decision making
process. It was therefore relevant to ask if users
would you have attended the meeting as a visitor,
if the video streaming service did not exist. 46 out
of 62 answered no. This clearly shows that the
video streaming service is attracting new user
groups that may not be able to, or are not
interested in visiting meetings in person. We also
wanted to find out if the service attracted citizens
living in other municipalities. 26 out of 62 were not
residents of Tgnsberg. Future research will try to
discover if this is a permanent phenomena, and
what relations such users have to the municipality,
since they are watching the local council
meetings. Possible explanations may be that
some of these citizens work in Tgnsberg but live
outside, and that some citizens have moved from
Tegnsberg to a new municipality, and still want to
keep track of what is happening there. We had a
presumption that the service would attract citizens
with considerable political interest or appetite for
political news. The following questions were
designed to uncover such interest:

Table 1: Behaviour indicating political interests

Yes | No | -
Have accessed case 40 18 | 4
documents/minutes on the
municipal web site
Have attended local council 28 32 | 2
meeting as visitor
Member of political party 27 34 |1
Elected official of political 15 44 | 3
party

Only 11 out of 62 answered no to all these
questions. Our conclusion is that most of the initial
users became users because of their interest in
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political matters, not out of general curiosity. We
finally asked the participants for information on
sex, age and level of education. The response
shows a male dominance of 44 against 17
females. The age distribution (shown in figure 4)
shows that users around 50 are most active.
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Figure 4: Age distribution

When asked about the education level of the
respondents, we received the following answers:

Table 2: Education levels

Primary school 5
Secondary school | 18
University/college | 38

This shows that there is a dominance of users
with university/college education. One conclusion
that can be drawn at this time is that we have to
discuss with the municipalities if there are
anything we can do on the marketing side to
attract more females, youth, older people, and
how we can bridge a possible digital divide related
to these groups. This will also be an area for
further research.

8. Open-ended questions

We asked the users for suggestions and other
comments. Several users gave positive feedback,
and indicated that they would continue to use this
service. Five users wanted more cameras. The
third camera facing the representatives was not
installed at that time, and will probably
accommodate this. Two users reported technical
problems. One suggestion was to show the name
of the current speaker. We will look into this
suggestion and see if we can find a way to handle
this. Another suggestion is to put a link to case
documents on the page used for direct
transmissions. One user put forward the idea of
sending comments to the party groups throughout
the meeting. As mentioned earlier, we are
currently implementing a module with such
functionality. One citation taken from the
comments: “Reside abroad parts of the year. Am
retired. Former city council member.” This is
exactly what the kind of people we thought would
use the service.
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9. Future plans and research making process. Future research will also try to
) ) uncover if there are such impacts.
We are currently developing a dialogue module

that makes it possible for citizens to send

. ; 10. Conclusion
comments to be displayed on a projector screen.

Citizens are not normally allowed to take part in This paper has described the design,
debates, but some municipalities have a separate development, implementation and early
item on the agenda where citizens may ask experiences related to web casting of local
guestions or raise issues. A dialogue module government  meetings.  Specific  innovative
would make it possible for citizens to interact with features of our solution are minimal workload on
politicians online (Thomas 2004). The dialogue municipal administrative personnel and user
module may also be used to facilitate other kinds configurable viewer experience. We also
of interaction, e.g. between municipal executives implemented a search engine to facilitate
and employees. Another planned module will searches across municipal borders. The results of
make it possible to download a video clip for later a recent survey have been reported, and future
viewing. The module may also support separate research has been outlined.

audio clips (podcasts). A database giving short

biographies and pictures of representatives will 11. Acknowledgements

give the users additional background when using

the service. Future research will focus on usage The first prototype was built by three of my
patterns, and how to overcome the initial digital students: Lars Kjeerland, Kietil Pedersen and
divide seen from the current user survey results. Thomas Gustavsen, as a final year project of the
Another open research issue is whether or not B.Sc. program at Vestfold University College. My
video streaming of political meetings changes the former students Marius Berg and Kristian Borgen
behavior of politicians and the political decision and their company developed the production

version exXtreme Systems Solutions.
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e-Voting in the UK: A Work in Progress
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Abstract: The research project on which this paper is based is investigating the reasons that some English local
authorities engaged in pilot projects of e-voting and some did not. This paper offers a brief summary of the initial findings
of the literature review as it identifies factors, which impact upon the decision-making process of English local authorities.
The factors identified include the local authorities’ attitude to e-voting, their consideration of the citizens’ attitude to
voting, the risks to the integrity of the ballot and the changing political environment instigated by central government. The
analysis is based on Rogers’ diffusion of innovations theory. Early results of this on-going research suggest that in a
voluntary situation where there is an over arching organisation (central government) trying to introduce an innovation to
an agency organisation, Rogers’ diffusion of innovations framework requires modification.

Keywords: pilot projects, e-voting, local government, central government, diffusion of innovations.

1. Introduction 2. The UK context

This paper outlines the initial analysis of the The UK government wishes to introduce e-voting
reasons that some English local authorities have as part of their strategy to modernise government
taken part in the pilot schemes of e-voting and processes and to increase voter turnout at
others have not, as e-voting will only be feasible elections, it is hoped to hold an e-enabled general
once the factors which inhibit its adoption are election sometime after 2006 (Electoral
identified and addressed. If these issues are not Commission, 2002). Voter turnouts at elections
resolved e-voting may be permanently rejected by have been falling for the last fifty years from a
the citizens and their representatives. The high of 83.6% at the general election of 1950 to
research investigates the factors, which 59.4% in the general election of 2001. This last
influenced the decision-making processes of the figure brought fears that future elections could see
local authorities during the introduction of e-voting the turnout decline to less than 50% and could
prior to the 2003 pilot schemes of the new voting mean that the authorities have no mandate
methods. This qualitative research based on a (ICAVM, 2002). There was no significant
realist philosophy of social science is deemed improvement in 2005 with a turnout of 61.3%, only
appropriate as there is very little information 1.9% higher than 2001 (Electoral Commission,
regarding those deciding factors. Sections of 2005). Figure 1 below illustrates the decline in
Rogers’ diffusion of innovation theory framework general election turnouts. Falling turnouts at
are used to examine whether the innovation will elections are of concern as voting is a basic act of
diffuse in accordance with that theory as this democratic participation and citizens who do not
research investigates the acceptability of an vote tend not to participate in other civic activities.
innovation as it is trialed and is in the pre-diffusion Voting is associated with higher levels of affluence
stages, an approach recognised by Rogers as and education and as the population has become
“acceptability research” (Rogers, 2003:253). The more affluent and educated the voting levels have
work will test the diffusion theory in a setting in declined. The government research expresses the
which it has not previously been applied. This hope that innovations in voting procedures may
paper comprises five sections, the first being the offer a partial solution to this crisis at least to the
introduction, followed by an outline of the UK younger section of the community who are less
rationale for the introduction of e-voting. Section likely to vote using the existing procedures
three outlines the research framework and section (Fairweather and Rogerson,2002: ICAVM, 2002).
four describes the major variables, which affect

the decision-making processes of the English Following the General election of 1997 the
local authorities as they contemplate e-voting. The government established a working party which
final section, the conclusion, pinpoints issues that recommended a programme of pilot schemes of
need to be addressed by central and local innovative electoral procedures to evaluate their
government and demonstrates the amalgamation effectiveness (Electoral Commission, 2003a). The
of the Rogers’ model of diffusion of innovations for Representation of the People Act 2000 gave
the individual and for organisations. effect to those recommendations and to date

there has been a series of electoral pilots in May
2000, 2002 and 2003, each of which has been
evaluated by the Electoral Commission. Almost all
of the recommendations made by the Electoral
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Commission following the 2002 pilot schemes
were accepted by the government and many were
used to shape the 2003 pilot programme. (For
example, applications from the local authorities
should be sought based on clear requirements
targeted on aspects and issues of voting that
need to be tested not just local preferences, that
pilots should be conducted across the whole
authority and a lack of cross party support should
not automatically prevent the pilot, and the pilots
should be staged in areas which reflect diversity
and across diverse local authorities) Participation
in the pilot schemes is voluntary and 2003 saw
the largest scheme to test innovative voting
practices. Across England almost 6.4 million

people were eligible to vote in these pilot areas,
14% of the English electorate, of the fifty nine
local authorities taking part, fourteen included the
Internet (Electoral Commission, 2003b). Once the
local authorities have agreed to take part in the
pilot schemes they cede authority to central
government. The local authority then becomes the
agent for the government and has no discretion in
the conduct of the pilot schemes. However the UK
government is not piloting the new voting methods
in 2006 due to security concerns but is
determined to pursue e-voting once those matters
have been addressed (Richardson, 2005).

General Election Turnouts
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Figure 1: General election turnouts from 1951 to 2005

3. Research framework

This study adopts a qualitative research strategy
where the emphasis is on description and
explanation and the data is in the form of words or
descriptions of the subject of study (Sapsford and
Jupp, 1998: Hakim, 2000). The positioning of the
research in the realist paradigm affords the
opportunity to look behind appearances to
discover mechanisms, which explain human
behaviour, and is “the most popular position
informing enquiry in the human sciences”
(Travers, 2001:11). A key element of this research
is the relationship between central and local
government as central government seeks to
introduce e-voting, this work adopts the agency
model of local government. In this respect once
local government has applied to conduct a pilot
scheme, there is little discretion regarding the type
of pilot, what they ask for is not necessarily what
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they receive. Central government maintains
control over the range of e-voting processes and
the available finances. Coleman (1994)
summarises the purpose of this control as
“resources to provide an extension of self’ in that
central government are pursuing their own
interests. Consequently, the alternative power
dependence model is unsuitable for this work as
there is no bargaining and exchange of resources,
the power regarding decisions on electronic voting
lies with central government (Wilson and Game,
2002). However, Coleman (1994) believes that it
is only rational to transfer control to another party
if there is some benefit, as the agent’s actions
benefit the principle. He holds that the local
authorities may believe that they will benefit by
following central government leads or there may
be some exchange or compensation for their
efforts. Nevertheless he includes a note of caution
in that some principles may cede greater rights of
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control than is in their best interests. Dobson
(2002) agrees with the non-altruistic sentiments
for adopting electronic voting, as he suggests that
some local authorities seek to gain status by
seeming to be modern and fashionable and that
this drive to appear trendy may even over-ride
internal rational decision-making. Rogers’ theory
of diffusion of innovations for organisations, the
individual (or other decision-making unit)
innovation-decision process theory and the
perceived attributes theory, are used to test
whether the new voting practices will be adopted
by the local authorities. “An innovation is an idea,
practice or object that is perceived as new by an
individual or other unit of adoption” (Rogers,
2003). E-voting is a new practice and therefore
satisfies this definition. In essence Rogers’ model
for the individual is a linear sequence of stages
with the individual passing from first knowledge of
an innovation through persuasion to the decision
to make use of it, to implementation and
confirmation. His model for organisations consists
of similar sequential stages from agenda setting,
matching the innovation, to re-defining and
restructuring once the innovation has been used,
to clarifying and routinisation as the innovation
becomes part of everyday life. The final part of the
diffusion of innovations framework to be used is
the perceived attributes theory which identifies
five attributes (relative advantage, compatibility,
complexity, trialability and observability) the
individuals’ perceptions of which affect the rate of
adoption (Rogers, 2003). “The adoption of an
innovation is a complex messy business” (Kautz
and Henrikson, 2002).

Realism affords the opportunity for explanation.
As Robson (2002:39) succinctly describes the
purpose of realism is to ask “What works best, for
whom and under what circumstances?” Events
are explained by assuming and identifying
mechanisms, which produce them, as realism can
explain the ways of acting of an object by
reference to its structure and composition. It also
holds that reasons can cause or inhibit events
(Sayer, 1994). In this study the principles of a
realist explanation hold that the outcome,
(diffusion of e-voting), of the action, (the
introduction of e-voting) depends on the
mechanism (mass adoption) which in turn
depends on the independent variables of the
individuals’ attitudes to the perceived attributes of
the innovation and the culture of the social
system. This takes place within a given context,
the social structure within which local authorities
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and central government operate, thus allowing for
the interplay of content, process and context.

The initial research fulfilled two functions, it acted
as a research facilitator identifying issues
requiring further investigation and it identified
reasons that encourage or inhibit the local
authorities’ participation in the pilot schemes of
electronic voting. The thematic literature review
critically evaluated, identified and inter-related the
themes to satisfy the objectives. Different aspects
of electronic voting were detailed as was the
change in voter behaviour leading to falling
turnouts at elections. The impact of Pluralism on
democracy was discussed. Rogers’ diffusion of
innovations theory framework for the individual
and for organisations was outlined with suggested
alternatives. Following a description of the
meaning of adoption, the perceived attributes
theory was then analysed to evaluate the different
characteristics of an innovation, (in general terms
and of electronic voting), which influence
adoption. The final section analysed the changes,
which have impacted on the English local
authorities following the Local Government Act
2000. That information allowed an initial analysis
of the fluctuating political climate, which has
affected the norms of local government.

The empirical phase of this applied qualitative
research will be based on the case study
technique which can apply to individuals,
communities, relationships, organisations or social
groups, indeed Robson (2002:185) maintains that
“all enquires are case studies.” Since there is no
ideal size of sample through random stratified
sampling three local authorities which have taken
part in the pilot schemes and three local
authorities which have not taken part, have been
identified and semi-structured interviews will be
held with the election officers and the executive
members (Patton,1990). Interviews are commonly
used in case studies to provide deep insights into
a situation (Yin, 2003). The committee reports
which outline their decision regarding their
participation in the 2003 pilot schemes will also be
analysed contributing to data triangulation. There
will also be an interview with the officer in the
Department of Constitutional Affairs who is
responsible for the implementation of the new
practices to obtain the central government
perspective on the implementation strategy. The
conceptual framework below demonstrates the
realist philosophy in demonstrating the variables,
which will be analysed in the context relevant to
their operation.
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Conceptual Framework

Research
2. Theory 3. Research 4. Research 4b.  Theory
»  Questions » Methods » Reappraised
1. Introduction of 4a.Variables
e-voting pilot (Culture of Local
schemes Authorities
T Perceived
attributes )
6

—» | Diffusion

5. Mechanism
(Mass Adoption by
Local Authorities)

Local Authority Context

4. Variables affecting the local
authorities’ decision-making

Much of the literature, which describes the
development of central and local government
relations during the last thirty years, concentrates
on the growth of central control and the loss of
control of functions by elected local authorities.
“Increased efforts to co-ordinate economic policy
have resulted in a decline in autonomy, activity
and enthusiasm in local government” (Dahl and
Lindblom, 1992). During the last six years local
authorities have operated in a climate of enforced
change at local and regional levels. Significant
restructuring took place in 1999 with introduction
of 9 Regional Development Agencies (RDA’s).
The government is giving ever more powers to
these unelected assemblies and is committed to
holding referendums as it deems that new forms
of governance such as introducing new elections
should be decided by local people (ODPM, 2005).
These assemblies present a real threat to the
local democracy as it is envisaged that they will
take over selected local functions (Leach and
Percy-Smith, 2001).

Not content with imposing radical regional
modernisation, central government have imposed
radical local internal changes. Following Local
Government Act 2000 the local authorities in
England and Wales were required to choose one
of three forms of executive government as policy
decisions were to be made by a mayor or by a
small cabinet of leading councillors. The
remaining councillors now scrutinise the executive
members. Unlike the previous superficial role of
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the scrutineers this new arrangement is now far
more intense; it is pro-active, critical and can
apportion blame. Any member of the local
authority can be scrutinised and held to account.
“For a country once used to stability in its
governmental institutions, this breadth, scale and
speed of change are at least remarkable and, to
many, constitutionally and  democratically
threatening” (Wilson and Game, 2002:94). The
restructuring has resulted in a distancing of the
councils from the electorate, as an essential
element of the local authorities’ modernisation
process is the growth of governance which brings
together governmental and non-governmental
organisations in a flexible partnership to deal with
the provision of specialist services (Leach and
Percy-Smith, 2002). There is a shift from
bureaucracies to market conditions as the local
authorities no longer operate in their traditional
role of service providers but facilitate, support and
regulate so enable other agencies to act on their
behalf (Sorgaard,2004). Consequently there is
resentment by the local authorities at their loss of
services, policy influence and resources (Wilson
and Game, 2002).

Central government policy to gradually introduce
e-voting has resulted in the pilot programme
which is a recognised idea in diffusion research
but is no guarantee of diffusion (Kautz and
Henriksen, 2002). However, “almost every local
authority in the country has developed or piloted
some new service” (Wilson and Game 2002:40). It
is into this atmosphere of imposed change and
experimentation that e-voting has been
introduced. Coaffee and Johnston (2005) note
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with some disquiet “all to often local governments
are forced to implement change out of political
allegiance, the lack of an alternative route to
follow or simply as a result of pressures on time or
resources.” Even the Labour MP Dianne Abbot
(2005) speaking on the BBC commented that
there are too many initiatives for local authorities.
The consensus in the literature bears out the
assumption in the contingency theory, that there is
no one best way of implementing change. It is
accepted that the way in which e-voting is
introduced is critical and it is acknowledged that a
pro-active strategy led by the Chief Executive to
which there is political commitment will enhance
the likelihood of a successful adoption. This
strategic management needs to be accompanied
by the formation of a dedicated unit and a
receptive culture (Leach and Collinge, 1998;
Frambach, 1993; Zmud, 1984). Management
support is often manifested through the role of the
champion, described by Rogers (2003:414) as “a
charismatic figure who throws his or her weight
behind an innovation, thus overcoming
indifference or resistance that the new idea may
provoke in an organisation.” They need not be a
particularly  powerful  person  within  the
organisation but they will be adept at handling
people and skilful in persuasion and negotiation.
The introduction of any new methods of operation
will result in changes within any organisation in
terms of policy, procedures and structures and
many local authority officers may reject those
changes when they realise the radical effect on
the traditional organisational culture (Serour and
Henderson-Sellers, 2002). Any paid officers who
have little experience of planned change or who
do not understand the new voting procedures may
tend to ignore the issue or abdicate their
responsibility with negative effects upon the
implementation of e-voting (Sorgaard, 2004).

As the concept of electronic voting is
communicated to the local authorities the
information from the government is biased

towards implementation of the new voting
methods. This new learning environment,
designed to raise awareness of the innovation, is
recognised in Rogers’ model as the knowledge
stage and he holds that the most effective
communication channel at this stage is the mass
media. In this closed inter-organisational
environment there is only limited information in the
media, and central government is not undertaking
a professionally designed information campaign
even though their researchers Fairweather and
Rogerson (2002) and Candy (2002) recommend
that there should be appropriate strategies to
engender enthusiasm for the pilot projects.
However, the most important influences are the
direct contacts between individuals (Schudsen,
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1993). The social learning theory is directly
applicable to diffusion of innovations as one
individual learns from another by observation and
then does something similar and both theories
seek to explain how individuals change their
behaviour because of communication with others.
“Diffusion is a process of communication and
influence whereby potential users become
informed about the availability of the new
technology and are persuaded to adopt through
communication with prior users” (Rogers, 2003).
Individuals connected together in a group are
more likely to share information and reach
common understandings regarding a new idea,
they are likely to rely on “immediate others” rather
than on some perception of the social norm
(Valente, 1995). Rogers (2003) describes this
decision-making stage of acquiring information
from peers as the persuasion stage where the
individual decides how to interpret that
information. Unfortunately, in this situation, there
is obviously a dearth of that type of information.
O’Callaghan (1998) further develops Rogers’
theme that interpersonal communications with
near peers about an innovation drives the
diffusion process, as he recognises the
technological life cycle, in that as technology and
its effects become better known the perceived
risks appear lower thus adoption becomes more
likely.

Local politicians are aware of the changing
attitudes of the citizens as exemplified by the
falling turnouts at elections. If the local authorities
consider that e-voting will not be well received by
their electorate they will not be willing to promote
its use as Downs (1957) argues that politicians
wish to win elections and so will act in their own
best interests. Candy (2002:6) considers public
support to be “pivotal” and as the ICAVM (2002:6)
notes “confidence in democratic elections takes
decades to develop and far less time to destroy.”
The voters’ attitude to e-voting will depend on
their perceived attributes of the new system.
Rogers holds that the first perceived attribute is
relative advantage and in this case the literature
presented convenience as the main advantage
and a panacea for the problem of falling turnouts.
However it is not possible to assess whether
those who cite inconvenience for not voting are
telling the truth, as it maybe easier to blame voting
procedures than to admit apathy (ICAVM, 2002).
The consensus seems to be that fewer citizens
from the lower social classes will use the new
voting methods than the older middle class
citizens who already vote thus the turnout will
probably mirror conventional voting patterns
(Fairweather and Rogerson, 2002). Electronic
democracy is seen as a challenge to improve
representative democracy as it offers an
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opportunity to strengthen the power of the citizen
but the degree to which an innovation, in this case
e-voting, is perceived as difficult to use
(complexity) will affect the rate of adoption (
Rogers, 2003). At present, there is an emphasis
on a divided society, in that many individuals,
including members of the local authorities, are not
able to understand or use the new technology
(Gritalis, 2002: Candy, 2002).

Compatibility is Rogers’ third perceived attribute
which is “the degree to which an innovation is
perceived as consistent with existing values, past
experiences and the needs of the potential
adopters” (Rogers, 2003). E-voting is vulnerable
to a range of new threats to those principles which
the current system had been designed to guard
against and the members of the local authorities
will be aware of at least some threats to the
integrity of the ballot presented by e-voting largely
centring upon security/secrecy issues (ICAVM,
2002). The main security issues are well
documented and consist of concerns regarding
hacking, viruses, spoof sites, denial of service,
disruption by strikes and system failure
(Fairweather and Rogerson, 2002: Rubin,
2001:Gritalis, 2002). However there is equal
concern that in an unsupervised voting
environment vulnerable voters, the old, women,
dependent children could come under pressure to
alter their vote. “The public act of voting is
incompatible with private life in the family”
(Fairweather and Rogerson, 2002). The local
authorities will need reassurance that the new
voting methods will ensure the integrity of the
electoral system before they will be willing to
promote their use. The government has not
outined a target date for the nationwide
implementation of electronic voting, even though it
targeted the end of 2005 for the implementation of
e-government (Fairweather and Rogerson, 2002).
This lack of guidance may effect the way in which
local authorities view the status of e-voting as
there does not seem very much impetus to
establish the new forms of voting. The Electoral
Commission recommends “as a priority” a detailed
road map towards its stated goal (Electoral
Commission 2003b). Schein (2004) reinforces that
advice as he notes that any organisation needs
direction in order to achieve its aims. However the
government researchers, recommend proceeding
slowly with “a long lead in time” to allow
individuals to become “comfortable with the idea
of electronic voting” (Candy, 2002:36).

5. Conclusion

This paper has offered a brief resume of some of
the significant influences faced by the members of
the UK local authorities. A key element appears to
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be the central government drive for modernisation
by removing powers from local authorities. Indeed
criticism has come from the Chairman of the Local
Government Association, launching the 2005
manifesto, Sir Sandy Bruce-Lockhart claims the
‘UK now has a uniquely centralised system of
controlling public services from Whitehall” (LGA,
2005). It is not surprising that in this atmosphere
of enforced change when the local authorities are
given the option to instigate even more change by
introducing e-voting, they refuse. Interestingly
Hedstrom (2004) maintains that a refusal to act, or
in this case adopt, is a strong way to influence a
process and McMaster and Kautz (2002) regard
user resistance as positive if a new system is not
as good as the old one. Both local and central
government have issues to address. The essence
of diffusion is communication through which the
participants create and share information to
achieve a certain end (Rogers, 2003). There
appears to be a lack of meaningful dialogue
between central and local government regarding
the modernisation strategy. Hogwood and Gunn
(1988) argue that when implementation involves
innovation and the management of major change
from previous practices or policies there is a high
probability of suspicion or resistance from those
involved in the implementation process. The
requirement for communication and co-operation
at all levels appears to be increasingly significant
as once the local authorities have agreed to take
part in the pilot schemes they cede authority to
central government. The government dilemma is
the need to maintain pressure and organise the
introduction of electronic voting while allowing the
local authorities some freedom and flexibility.

It is becoming clear that in the pilot schemes of e-
voting, Rogers’ individual (or other decision-
making unit) innovation-decision process and the
organisational innovation-decision process
amalgamate. The local authorities are decision-
making units and they are organisations. Rogers’
theories argue that there are two separate
theories, one for each structure. However since
the local authorities possess both the criteria for
an organisation and an individual decision making
unit they cannot completely follow either of the
two separate sequential stages. Central
government acting as an organisation has
completed stages one and two of the innovation
process for organisations, in that they have
recognised that there is a problem and have
devised a strategy to address it. They then ask for
volunteers for the e-voting pilots, at this stage
even though there will eventually be a collective
decision from each local authority, each
appropriate local authority officer, the executive
member responsible for this particular policy and
the individual members of the full council who
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have to ratify the decision, consider the innovation
on an individual basis. The local councillors do not
undergo the first stage of Rogers’ individual
decision-making process theory, knowledge, as in
this situation there is no formal mass media
campaign to distribute knowledge. However, the
councillors are subjected to the second stage of
Rogers’ individual decision-making process,
persuasion. The members of the local authorities
may be persuaded to trial the new voting methods
as a result of peer pressure from internal or
external sources “People can induce each other to
a variety of activites as a result of their
interpersonal relations and thus their influence
goes far beyond the content of their
communications” (Katz and Larsfeld, 1955).

The local authorities either decline to take part in
the trial or if they agree, the results of the pilot are
passed back to central government for re-defining
and clarifying prior to the next pilot. In this
situation the agency organisation does not clarify
or redesign the innovation that is the responsibility

Individual Process

Mark Liptrott

of the overarching organisation. These findings
demonstrate that where an innovation is offered
for a voluntary trial by an over-arching
organisation to a sub-ordinate organisation, the
Rogers’ individual innovation-decision process
model and his organisational decision-making
model appear to amalgamate. Figure 2, below,
demonstrates the amalgamated model of Rogers’
diffusion of an innovation. This circular testing will
continue until central government decides to
compulsorily implement e-voting.The results of the
initial research have raised issues which need to
be addressed during the next stage of this on-
going project. The empirical phase will investigate
the reasons behind the local authorities’ decisions
to either embrace or reject e-voting. The research
will concentrate on the culture and social norms of
the local authorities and local authorities’
perceptions of the attributes of electronic voting.
The completion of the second part of this research
will allow recommendations in the way in which
innovations from central government should be
introduced to local government.

Organisational Process

Central Government — Initiation stages 1 and 2

Local Government

Matching

Agenda Setting

A

Persuasion
(Perceived attributes
Relative advantage, Complexity, Compatibility
Observability, Trialability)

Decision

Implementation
(trial)

.

Implementation

Re-defining and Clarifying

Routinisation

Figure 2: The amalgamated model of Rogers’ individual innovation decision process and the decision-

making process for organisations.
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Abstract: This paper is about exploring mobile e-Government issues by analysing their historical evolution and
illustrating some concrete activities, first in the initial phase, then through more recent projects, with the idea of capturing
some attributes of its development trend. The objective is to propose a view on m-Government, which can be both
compatible with fieldwork findings and overall information and communication technology dynamics. We thus suggest a
remapping of the m-Government domain, so as to establish key priorities, eventually helping improve policy-planning
capabilities in this area. Our main hypothesis is that m-Government should not be too specific an area of e-Government
(limited to the notion of mobile access), but on the contrary take upon the current dominant movement in favour of mobile
technology usages, and steer experiments and initiatives in a way that ultimately better benefits, and even empowers the
users and citizens in their various flexibility needs.

Keywords: information and communication technologies, mobile e-Government, mobility, decentralisation, impact,
foresight
in ideal terms, but on the basis of real-life

1. M-Government: The “m” promise achievements, as to where it leads us (and what
needs to be assessed and possibly overall dynamics it is part of) and what kind of
refocused specific field productivity it can actually convey.

Mobile government, also labelled as mobile e- 2. Objectives
Government or “m-Government”, emerges as a
significant area of intervention for administrative
and government-linked actions. It involves
altogether research; experiments and traditional
administrative operations’ level towards a positive
transformation of the relationships between public
services and their users thanks to the use of
mobile forms of information and communication
technologies (ICTs). More broadly, it appears to
be re-enforcing e-Government claims towards
more efficient, effective and open government
(meaning here among other things: transparency,
access, affordability, participation). As a matter of
fact, m-Government basically fits the agenda of e-
Government, the expression nowadays used for )
overall productivity and innovation moves in the 3. An already manifold concept
area of public administration, supported by ICTs.
e-Government has become a relatively
consensual perspective progressing towards the
triple goal of 1) providing better services to the
citizen, 2) empowering the private economy both
in terms of private-public partnerships or inter-
enterprise capabilities at all levels and 3) re-
enforcing process flexibilisation intra- and inter-
administrative  and  government-wise. m-
Government, as for itself, aims at leveraging
additional forms of empowerment and service
delivery, which we shall present in the
continuation. After a few years of existence,
however, this concept needs to be assessed, not

This paper is about producing a focussed,
propositional and documented evaluation on
preferable areas of effectiveness for the m-
Government perspective, and on that basis,
helping identify relevant clues and indications.
Starting with the intricacies of the (brief) history
and evolution of the concept, we will progress
towards our goal by confronting it to past but
concrete fieldwork achievements, expanding upon
these preliminary findings with up-to-date
developments, to finally envisage its emerging
meaning and most important promises and future
possible impacts.

In our contemporary society, being mobile, or
simply capable of playing with mobility options,
thanks to adequate infrastructure, devices, skills
and knowledge, is generally associated with a
positive, dynamic and seemingly indispensable
form of lifestyle as well as productive behaviour.
This was already a perceivable trend prior to the
emergence of m-Government; or rather, one
should say that m-Government developed as a
natural spin-off expression of e-Government in the
wake of a generic technological deployment (the
supporting “mobile” systems) and its societal
evolution (being mobile as a must). Today,
however, the m-Government domain of meaning
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and outreach seems to be quite open as to what it
actually embeds. The pushing, emphasis or
prioritisation of actions that it may support, in one
direction or the other, is a major stake to be
thoroughly analysed and debated upon. Let us
see now what these directions are and what kind
of difference they may make.

One of the most important factors to be stressed
in this situation is certainly the fact that although
dozens of billions of dollars or euros have been
spent throughout the world to construct e-
Government, it still does not fully deliver its
promises, in particular in the presumed linkage
between administrative efficiency and user- or
citizen- empowerment towards an enhanced
democracy. It is therefore quite understandable, in
this context in which political determination and
strategic hesitations constantly interplay (let us
just think of the identity and security
complications), that other conceptual solutions be
proposed to regenerate public and private
motivations. 2010 aims at stressing the “i” of
interactive, innovative or any other positive
adjective starting with “i", while in Asia, the key
letter “u” (for “ubiquitous”) seems to embrace most
efforts deployed, in the private-public conjunction,
in order to build a truly informative society. More
recently, “t” (for “transformative”), also appeared,
in parallel with a huge question mark: can
government transform itself? In this turbulent
landscape, m-Government has its chance to carry
ahead some crucial innovative efforts and this is
why establishing political priorities compatible with
intrinsic qualities of m-Government endeavours is
so important.

If we start this reflection with seminal works of
2002 and 2003, when it all began, we can
perceive that quite early, m-Government
combined two different sets of features. Zalesack
(2002) in particular, stresses the importance of
building upon the freedom of mobile access,
services that can be delivered from any place, at
any time (the famous 24/24, 7/7 concept). The
Danish Digital Task Force (2002), as for itself,
wanted to establish the need to increase mobile
developments, mobile being here the key term, as
otherwise some categories of citizen might be left
out of the Information society (like the elderly, for
instance). In this perspective, health care was
immediately recognised as an important driver of
proximity service leverage, triggered by ICTs.
Roggenkamp (2004) emphasised the value of
mobility, distinguishing the various facets
constructing this value-adding horizon: device
mobility, user mobility and service mobility and for
services, the mobility of access, content or
application. Then, of course, all early authors
recognised the importance of technology, in
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particular the systems supporting mobile usages.
Much in the line of Vree's reminder (2000) on the
development of infrastructure-based services in
their infancy, characterised by an important
“undetermination”, two different strands of this
acknowledgement can be documented: one,
conveying the majority of indications, builds upon
the fast expanding domain of mobile telephony
and its potential; the other one upon the fact that
new means of facilitating traditional Internet
accesses spread in importance and grew in
performance, namely wireless technologies (e.g.,
in the US, the NCCC White paper, 2003).
Although since 2005, there has been numerous
attempts at bridging these two technological
domains (i.e., in smartphones), we are still a few
years off having user-friendly, full-fledged and
seamless inter-operability. The Gartner Group
sees that as the next generation of mobile
network convergence, which will also include
voice over IP and other now typical multimedia
offerings, circa 2010 (see for that in particular
Deloitte 2005 and Gartner 2006). Before that date,
of course, current attempts to use mobile phones
as relays for overall distributed Internet access,
through a “meshing” type of wireless
transmissions over urban territories, have to be
understood as making a significant step forward.

It is no surprise, therefore Kushchu and Kuscu
(2004) have pinpointed the level of mobile device
penetration as a being a key driver for m-
Government, ubiquitous access being somehow
left in the background, as a side acquisition. In
reality, this raises a fundamental question. The
stage model formulated by Garnter in the early
2000 does not say anything about how things
should be established, through what type of
infrastructure a growing e-Government program
can develop; but clearly, today, this dimension
makes a difference, as we shall see further. The
reality is that mobile technology usage to increase
e-Government outreach is not just a good idea. In
most countries of the South (see for that
Goldstuck 2003, Ghyasi and Kushchu 2004,
Donner 2005) and the East, having until now to
rely upon a quite poor fixed cable infrastructure,
the fast expansion of mobile telephony allowed for
new expectations. More recently (2005-2006), this
became also true for OECD countries, as the
number of mobile phones surpassed the number
of fixed line phones. In addition, mobile phones
are not just phones that are not fixed, they have
numerous features and services associated to
them that fixed lines do not have (except, until
2004-05 for the higher performance embodied by
Internet connection in case a PC is connected,
temporary advantage likely to diminish quite
quickly). In this situation, we could say that m-
Government can be envisaged, minimally, as
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some would word it (Vundavalli 2006, Kushchu
and Kuscu 2006) as a subset of, or a complement
to e-Government, providing flexible access and
value-added services in contexts or processes
which make relevant use of mobility among users;
but it can also be considered, maximally, as a
dominant trend of the Information society,
involving government outreach through mobile
technologies, thus getting closer to the users and
citizens, thanks to “mobile” channels and their
associated (and still expanding) features. Let us
see what fieldwork tells us about those rather
diverging inclinations of m-Government.

4. First fieldwork capture of m-
government: lessons from a
research project

Between 2002 and 2003, as part of a Swiss
national research project within the framework of
COST Al14, MIR-CAM-EPFL carried out an
evaluation and comparison of e-Government
projects in six European contexts, some of them
regional or national, others municipal, namely the
cases of Bologna (ltaly), Issy-les-Moulineaux
(France), Tampere (Finland), Estonia, Ireland and
France (Buser, Cotti, Rossel and Finger 2003).
Except for the case of France (which nevertheless
was characterised by having started to deploy a
proactive national policy in the area of e-
Government), all the cases were chosen for
belonging to the category of innovative and even
pioneering regional actors in the domain of e-
Government. The objective was to assess the
state of the situation in these settings, understand
the strategy of the main actors involved, the
achievements in terms of actual services
delivered, the projects and overall plans. Four
years later, and although some improvements
have been reported to us, it is worth revisiting that
study with the “mobile e-government” criteria in
mind and emphasise what the main issues were
and, to a large extent, still are. Strictly speaking,

when thinking of e-Government objectives
(empowering  the  citizens) or  services
(administration for the citizens, support to

businesses) which have been implemented in

these contexts, we can identify:

" In Issy-les-Moulineaux, the possibility to pay
parking or reserving a parking slot using a
mobile phone, to make a reservation for a
local hotel room, to make a reservation for
books, records, DVD at the media library or a
game in the game library;

In Tampere, the possibility to check
availability and make reservations at the local
library, to have access to bus schedules and
to a map service for addresses, roadwork or
any zoning issue, as well as to social service
information, medical services;
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In Estonia, the facilitation of payment by
Internet and SMS;

In Estonia and in Ireland, administrative data
access, for the citizen, on a 24/24 and 7/7
basis and national database access, for
businesses.

These implementations look rather slim (they
were identified in 2002), but like similar claims
made in several other countries (first mobile
payment in Scotland in 2002, first mobile health
record access in Japan in 2003), they constituted
probably more the beginning of another way of
relating to public services than a specific area of
e-Government service delivery in that sense that,
from there on, it was easy to expand upon and
work with the growing communication habits of a
vast majority of the population. With this angular
view on the topic, one can immediately emphasise
developments, which with a strictly PC-based e-
Government approach could not be envisaged, at
least not with the same pace and flexibility. At the
same time, although still within the limits of our
fieldwork, we could foresee that some services
would resist this integration trend for a while, like
for instance tax form filling as well as firm-oriented
development facilitation services (e.g., Tampere
attempts, based rather on PC applications), etc.
We are dealing here with complex services that
might maintain themselves in the realm of the
“non mobile” for a while. It seems that the
situation is likely to evolve quickly, however, not
under the form of a massive transfer to “mobile”
systems, but of increasingly more numerous and
relevant possibilities to establish limited and
targeted mobile interactions in those domains of
activity, in principle too complex to be operated
with an m-Government approach.

Other “mobile” services of undisputable relevance
have to be mentioned such as empowering-
empowering options of participating in public on-
line surveys (in Issy-les-Moulineaux for instance),
so as to make bottom-up proposals, to enter in
contact with members of parliaments or at least to
have access to public debates, prelude to further
voting experiments (who failed in the UK, but,
more recently, succeeded well in Switzerland, e.g.
the Canton of Zurich, which allowed the use of
SMS for voting in 2005). Again, if one wants to
stress the importance of achieving an “anywhere,
anytime” deployment, these services are likely to
remain limited in scope. The mobile aspect is not
even critical unless mobile phone-based
interactivity becomes the dominant behavioural
regime  (surpassing PC-based information
acquisition or transactions, like in e-payment for
instance); but, again, as the fast expanding and
replicable building block of a new cultural trend,
the meaning of these initial experiments is to be
interpreted differently, namely the starting point of

ISSN 1479-439X



Electronic Journal of e-Government Volume 4 Issue 2 2006 (79 - 86)

a collective learning process. Another issue is
worth considering, which was stressed by most
our interviewees, against the normative aspect of
the stage model: a 24/24 and 7/7 administrative
information and form access raises a quite
complex problem of back-office uneven workflow,
that also tends to globally increase, involving new
organisational and development costs to be taken
care of.

More indirect forms of mobility were also made
possible. An example of this indirect mobility is for
instance the flexible and multiple access to the
Internet for school children, who have Internet at
school and in addition, for some of them, but they
are more and more numerous, at home. In the
same spirit, one could envisage as mobility trigger
the teleconference facility of Issy-les-Moulineaux.
Here the mobility of users is more important than
the mobility of devices (let us insist again on the
fact that both are converging, but with some
limitations for the moment). Some services also
involve promises to come, like the youth forum in
Tampere, in particular when thinking about the
quite extensive diffusion of mobile phone among
the younger generation. In any case, this type of
service, suggesting direct expression of citizens,
is an area not totally culturally integrated but
certainly to be explored and encouraged (much
similar is the UK some service facilitations
allowing direct access to city counsellors). Finally,
still in this category of indirect mobility triggers, but
already or increasingly on-the-shelf in most of our
cases, starting with Estonia as pioneering region,
let us stress the importance of such developments
as electronic identity card for payment, health
record access and other confidential transactions,
along with electronic signature facilitation. In
2002-2003, these were pioneering services, but
since then, the situation has of course changed
completely.

5. Four years later

Four years after our multi-country fieldwork
research, the ubiquitous access has somehow
passed in the foreground as priority goal, while
the number, variety and value-added scope of m-
Government type of services has literally
exploded, and not just in a few pioneering
countries which made of m-Government a
strategic objective (Malta, Dubai, UK, State of
Idaho, Korea, New Zealand, China, etc.), but
almost everywhere in an increasingly routine way.
The numbers of cases and experiments fitting the
m-Government framework already surpasses
actual follow-up potential for any observer. More
interestingly, we can account for a large variety of
countries (beyond the OECD subset) in which
formidable achievements in transport, health,
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education, media or crisis management, can be
acknowledged; but even more important for their
future, generic “mobile” functionalities are
increasingly supporting them. Let us mention in
particular, beyond the now quite established
possibilities for e-reservations of all sorts, as well
as “mobile” forms of payment: information
acquisition  applications  (administrative  job
searches, official forms, requirements of all kinds),
identity management standards, geo-location
systems and service delivery, polling and forum-
type of debates, ambulatory service access and
use (ambulatory social and medical care), multi-
cultural and multi-lingual services in contexts that
need that level of centric-centric differentiation,
but also more critical offerings in real-time event
and process management (for instance, crowd or
traffic steering, accidents like fires, flood disasters,
hurricane threats, crisis follow-up measures, etc.).

6. Re-mapping mobile e-government

At this stage, mobile e-Government may mean
very different things. We have mapped these
initiatives according to the following typology,
which can also serve as a first basis for evaluation
(as projects should be evaluated to a large extent
against the goals they are supposed to fulfil). All
four categories can combine with each other.

1. Mobile e-Government for mobile persons

The fist understanding of mobile government is

linked to the increase of space and time

accessibility of administration services to provide

“mobile” with enhanced linkage and informational

and transactional options or to develop new

citizen opportunities linked with mobility issues
and enhanced government services:

" Adapting government and administration
services to be accessible in a ubiquitous
manner (let us think for instance of the multi-
purpose, multi-service electronic identity card
which many countries are now developing, or
24/24 and 7/7 access to certain services
which benefit from this opening (emergencies,
incident reporting, but also forms of all kinds
and basic information);

Developing new options and services based
on ubiquitous access ands multi-channel
possibilities (for instance, use of SMS to
inform citizens for instance of specific risks or
to get citizens’ opinion for political
consultation or even voting at a distance,
already experimented in a few areas).

For both functionalities, presentation of current
experiments or already working services are
typically encouraged as fashionable, either as
first-time and local endeavour or as good practice
diffusion stage; future plans and projects or even
medium-term trends concerning mobile access to
e-Government services are also primary concerns
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in most national and international fore-field goals.
SMS are often used for specific information
dissemination (e.g., emergencies), but also, more
and more, for a wide range of service offerings,
from education to garbage collection (see for that
for instance Zalesak 2003). In fact, we should
stress that through the boosting domain of mobile
phones and smartphones, we are increasingly all
becoming mobile users of services. In the
European Union, more specifically within the Sixth
Framework Program, it is worth mentioning the
project USE-ME.GOV, promoting mobile and
user-centric forms of e-Government in six
European countries.

2. Mobile services for mobile organisations

Enterprises and /or other public or semi-public
organisations are essential partners for e-
Government and mobile access to their
functionalities, either already existing or soon-
to-come, general purpose or niche type. This
trend clearly matches the “ubiquitous”
rationale of productivity needs, characterised
by “agile” organisational schemes and mobile
knowledge agents servicing these dynamic
organisations. The economics of the value
added thanks to such mobile accesses to e-
government services is also a target concern.
Accessing public market tender possibilities
and interacting in real-time with the
requirements and diligence underpinnings of
such options involves interfaces and
applications which by essence can result in a
quite high yield as far as time and space
flexibility is concerned. In this category also fit
the initiatives, which aim at enabling or
facilitating the diverse forms of networking
between private and public organisations.
“Mobile” in this case is taken somehow in a
metaphoric sense (the organisations do not
move, only their employees and experts do,
as usual, with the exception of new subsidiary
opening thanks to ICT support, which may be
understood as a form of organisational
mobility). A special sub-category of mobile
organisations is in addition represented by
enterprises or associations which have
officially the vocation and specialty of
transporting goods or passengers and which

of course can also benefit from “mobile”
government applications initiatives.

3. Mobile State

' The State, almost everywhere, and in

particular in OECD countries, is going under
important transformations and e-
administration is not the only domain of
activity likely to generate benefits and
enhanced efficiency: policy-making and
regulation are key missions which are also
within reach for an extended understanding of
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e-Government, and for which mobile access
provides specific opportunites to be
developed. Let us think, for instance, of the
initiatives that allow direct contact to city civil
servants, counsellors or regional or national
members of parliaments, or the possibility to
have access or ask questions to
parliamentarians in actual commission work
progress and debates). New institutional
schemes, involving not only mobile access to
e-Government services but more durable
public-private partnerships should also be
envisaged.

4. Mobile administration agents or agencies

Some activities of the administration must be
by nature (or could be enhanced in that
direction) mobile and scattered over the
territory. Let us evoke here the civil servants
who have to check incidents and proceed to
local inquiries in various domains, participate
in cadastre inventory or checking, assess the
level of pollution or health alarm in fieldwork
conditions, etc., need specific tools to
accomplish their duties. One example of
services of this kind, just illustrative of a wide
category, is explored in the eTEN project
MAP, supporting applications to facilitate and
manage emergency interventions
(http://www.map-project.net:8080/).

Many of the “mobile” projects or programs were
first developed in a time (the nineties) in which
mobile devices were not what they became after
2000 in terms of performance and above all, of
market penetration. Needless to insist the fact that
mobile telephony and wireless accesses will boost
these categories into higher forms of efficiency
and effectiveness. The means (medium) became
somehow the goal, impacting society in depth.
Some countries have taken the m-Government
strand with more determination than others. Let us
mention, among others pioneers such as Estonia,
Malta, Korea, Japan, New Zealand, UK, Sweden,
Dubai, South Africa and some of the US states
such as Idaho and California, for instance, but
many more are coming, including China. Most of
them already offer a wide coverage of options. If
we envisage the set of offerings of Honk Kong at
present stage, for instance
(http://www.info.gov.hk/digital21/e-gov/eng/init/
mgov.htm) all the four above-mentioned domains
of m-Government activities are  being
implemented, with several routine as well as less
routine services to local inhabitants’ activities or
involving administration’s civil servants.
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7. Conclusions, priorities and
impacting concerns for the years to
come

What lies really ahead of the current
achievements is not so much the ubiquitous
access paradigm, which somehow constitutes a
base line for more ambitious goals, than a new
cultural horizon for which administrations and
governments will have to adapt, much beyond the
stage model. As a matter of fact, El Kiki and
Lawrence (2006) suggest a refined model to
understand what is taking place, involving vertical
interactions and forms of integrations and overall
a pivotal role of m-Government in the deployment
of e-Government (m-Government as a tool to get
higher forms of efficiency and effectiveness). This
is most likely only a beginning. Due the
deployment of an overall trend in the building of
the Information society, bottom-up and user-
driven initiatives are going to spread in an
increasingly pervasive manner (let us evoke the
“Web2.0” trend, for instance), playing with light
practices, multiplicity of channels, real-time
reputation building and informal benchmarking, to
force those more culturally congruent private-
public interaction forms to survive rather than any
others. This ongoing process is also likely to
benefit from upcoming technological
convergences, such as the one already
mentioned concerning seamless interoperability
between the wireless domain and the mobile
telephony one.

As we can observe now in almost every country a
proliferation of initiatives fitting the emerging m-
Government claim, often displaying in addition,
bottom-up and user-centred features, effective
tasks are clearly being accomplished, that we can
be consider as partially but positively overlapping
with traditional complex private-public
collaboration. This puzzle in the making
represents a vicarious form of learning, now
rooted in nearly all the sectors of e-activity
(Rossel and Glassey 2004). In other words, the
considerable expansion of technologies allowing
for horizontal relationship to get more substance
and generate user-centric initiatives may
constitute a pressure for e-Government to adapt
rather than the contrary. In this context, mobility is
less a physical expression than an increase in the
freedom of movement, choice and option
management for individuals as well as groups and
organisations. This overall transformation, due to
the expanding technological landscape and the
pervasive usages linked to it, suggest a new
interpretation of some e-Government
achievements. For instance, it is quite clear that
making reservation for books or parking slots, or
even e-payment of traffic fines are easy wins and
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do not really account for significant gains as such.
However, taken as a collective and massively
diffusing type of initiatives, they induce a more
substantial change in e-Government, which goes
beyond the mere digitisation of existing services,
what we call in fact a change of second order (i.e.,
changes in the way things are done and not just
on specific objects), with multiple organisational
and cultural implications.

In the near future, already effective combinations
of GPS and GSM technologies make possible
customised geo-location with possibility to interact
with drivers to modify their route (a recent Dutch
experiment). Let us mention for instance the
Swiss firm Locatis, for instance, which works at
diversifying the number of applications that can
benefit from that combined technological package
(there is a similar development by Vodafone in the
Netherlands, dedicated to road traffic monitoring).
More generally speaking, context-sensitive
applications, with user empowerment options, will
develop more and more, resuming somehow with
an old attribute of Japanese-born i-Mode, but with
more service potential and scaling possibility. In
this situation, m-Government should be envisaged
through the obvious use of supporting technology
allowing for flexible activities (today represented
by portable computers mobile and smart phones,
tomorrow by other portable ecosystems and all
the power of the connected car) and positively
betting on their current growth pace, with the
cultural awakening that goes with it. Absolute
forms of 7/7 and 24/24 access as well as efforts to
reach the transactional stage by all means
(referring to the Gartner model, see for that in
particular, Siau and Long 2005), should be
considered as subsidiary achievements rather
than critical milestones of e-Government
progress. Emphasis and priority should rather be
set in favour of activities:

1. In which enterprises can get a real gain in
flexibility, number of options and easiness of
contact with the administration (and still
preserving all the way through a much
needed transparency);

2. In which mobile workers of enterprises can do
their job with increased efficiency (let us think
of insurance or medical field-related
specialists who have to check real-time data
from within the administration, or take real-
time decision from a variable location point,
for instance);

3. Of those agencies and agents of the
administration who have to be mobile to
provide efficient servicing (health and
environmental domains, hazard detection,
social services, traffic monitoring, cadastre-
related activities, education, etc.).
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4. Of private citizens (all “e—activities”
considered, whether the are “e-Government-
encouraged” or not), making increasing use of
mobile devices and mobile styles of Internet
service access. The only policy-relevant
domain for which some specific effort should
be done is the digital divide. Bridging
initiatives should not be based exclusively on
office application training, as it is too often the
case, but should precisely enable more
versatile, mobile and multi-purpose forms of
ICT uptake, linked to everyday life activity
(payment, consultation, form filling, etc.).

The latter aspect evoked here sends us back to
the original target of the Danish Task Force
defined for m-Government in 2002, which as a
matter of fact should be seen more than just as
“mobile” leitmotiv alongside with the building of
the Information Society, with its now well-known
“ubiquitous” connotation. m-Government, based
upon a series of technological systems and
expanding communication habits, is indeed about
bringing the value and effectiveness of
government to the citizen and all the
administration users, acknowledging their diversity
and heterogeneity, not forgetting that the trend
now is also - bottom-up - for users to shape the
expression of their needs, preferences and
choices in specific communities or even forms of
e-businesses. m-Government is therefore on its
way to become really interaction-minded and a
full-fledged collective learning experience, all pre-
conditions for an effective change in the roles and
functioning mode of governance.

At this level, however, one needs to develop
robust indicators of actual performance within the
current and still somehow laborious e-
Government measurement undertakings. The EU
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Abstract: In eight official votes between January 2003 and April 2005 authorities in Geneva invited up to 90,000 citizens
to test a remote e-Voting system as a complement to traditional voting methods. Multidisciplinary teams composed of
legal, political, PR, security and computer science specialists, strongly supported by the Government, participated in
creating the system which will be appraised by the Geneva Parliament en 2006. This paper reports on the project, its
results in terms of numbers and socio-political profile of e-Voters, and its success factors. All three authors were directly
or indirectly involved in the project from the beginning and are currently working on the deployment of Geneva’s e-

Government platform.
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1. Introduction

Switzerland is a federal State composed of 26
cantons and some 2800 communal
constituencies. The political system is a three-
level stack where a legislative body (i.e.
parliament) and an executive body (i.e.
government) operate at each level. With respect
to political rights, cantons enjoy a large autonomy.
Rights defined in the federal Constitution must be
implemented in all cantons, but each one defines
political rights and procedures on its own as far as
the two lower levels of authority are concerned.
Over the past years, political rights at these levels
have been extended to Swiss citizens living
abroad and to foreign residents, but not
everywhere alike nor within the same scope. If
enough citizens sign up in support, authorities can
be challenged anytime by the call for a
referendum on any legislative or constitutional
subject. The number of signatures needed varies
from a few hundred at local communal level and
up to 100 ,000 to call for an amendment to the
Federal Constitution. Because Swiss politics are
very active, citizens vote every three to four
months.

This provides an ideal situation to develop a
remote e-Voting system and reach voters in their
homes, because there is a real need to entice
over-solicited citizens to vote. Moreover, the
granularity, locality and frequency of voting enable
authorities to deploy a new system incrementally
(Auer 2001). The Republic and Canton of Geneva
has a long tradition of innovation and dynamism in
the practice of democracy. In 1982 the parliament
passed a new law on the exercise of political
rights, whose article 188 allows the testing of new
voting methods in cantonal or communal matters
“to adapt the exercise of these rights to the
possibilities offered by technology”.
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That article delegates a limited legislative
authority to the government, letting it define and
implement new ways of voting. Taking advantage
of this provision and the particularities of
Switzerland’s political system, Geneva has
introduced voting through the Internet in a
controlled manner. Starting in 2001 the system
went through a number of trials and then between
January 2003 and April 2005 through eight official
votes. In 2006 voting through the Internet will be
examined by Parliament to determine its
permanent adoption by Geneva as a complement
to traditional voting methods. Remote e-Voting is
not a problem to be solved using only standard
technical procedures. It has more to do with a
leap of faith into the unknown because it opens
perspectives that do not connect to our
experience. Like for most complex socio-technical
systems, success owes more to a tightly
controlled development process than to
technology (Reira 2002).

In response to the question “How can e-Voting be
made to work?” the paper examines project
constraints (2); project strategy, development and
success factors ( 3), including how the system
works, systems infrastructure and procedures and
sensitive issues like security and scalability ( 4);
and finally the marketing issues, test and voting
results, and the socio-political profiles of e-Voters
as measured after a vote on complex and topical
issues in September 2004 ( 5). The paper shows
that the concept of e-Voting can indeed be made
to work and that it allows an important and stable
body of voters a comfortable and secure
alternative to traditional ways of voting.

2. Project and system constraints

Building a complex socio-technical system is
usually not a technical problem. Complexity can
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always become a project Kkiller, but rarely stems
from the technical side as long as standard
procedures and quality insurance are respected.
Even if 200 ,000 potential users share a dozen or
more web browser technologies, it's only a matter
of linear complexity to comply with 80% of client
platforms. The difficulty lies within the “socio” part,
because one cannot build such a system without
reaching users in the sensitive field of the
exercise of political rights. Such a project must be
kept under tight control: organization, strategy,
momentum, maturity of the public, and public
relations are key project constraints. They are
dynamic and must be monitored; and project
development must be adapted in response to
changes in the environment. Strategy means to
target benefits and identify project risks, to define
approaches and to allocate or shift resources
accordingly, and to stimulate the right sensors so
the project moves on. Communication means to
maintain a tight grip on quality, to be able to
answer questions and to accept criticism, to
publish and to correct errors, and to stay on
course in the face of adversity. Any error with
political consequences, not the least the failure of
an official vote, could have delayed the
introduction of e-Voting in Geneva for years.

The main system constraints on the other hand
were easier to define and handle: with the vote
through the Internet, citizens are introduced to a
third way of voting, complementary to ballot box
and postal voting (see 4 for a brief description).
Each citizen is free to choose his preferred way
for each poll. The Internet vote should not require
any preliminary step or subscription. The
demaocratic principle "one person - one vote" must
be respected. The first recorded vote is
preserved. All possible later votes are discarded.
The process of voting must remain simple and
easily explainable. The voter must also be able to
verify that the system correctly understands his
choice, whereas the vote must be kept secret with
regard to third parties. The system must prevent
the voter making a choice that can lead to the
cancellation of a vote (for example choosing “YES
and NO”, or choosing more candidates than the
number of seats available), while still leaving open
the possibility to vote blank (Hensler 2000).

Globally, the system must be auditable and
present a sufficient degree of transparency to
satisfy controllers from all political parties.
Systems execution must be logged in such a
manner to reveal every attempt to fraud. The
system must be available 24 hours a day, 7 days
a week during the voting period of two to three
weeks. Voting must not be possible before or after
that interval of time. From the technological point
of view, the front end must be available on the
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largest possible number of home platforms
covering at least 80% of the electorate. Finally the
system must remain under the ownership and
control of the Government: licensing fees per vote
or per voter in any form are not to be considered.

3. The e-Voting project

3.1 Project strategy and systems
development

Could remote e-Voting be established as a
reliable and valuable way of voting on top of
existing methods? Postal voting was generalized
in 1995 and led to a consistent increase of 20% in
participation. It showed that reaching out to voters
responded not only to a need for comfort, but also
to a need for privacy in the act of voting. Based on
this experience, the project sought to identify an
untapped potential of voters and activate it in the
democratic process (Trechsel 2005). To take off,
the project needed a solid legal basis, support,
and partners. Once it was completed, the system
was tested for functionality, reliability, security,
and scalability in test trials with an increasing
degree in complexity. This led to the first official
vote in 2003 and seven more until April 2005 (see
5 for details). During this last phase of live trials,
the votes were systematically measured and
analysed, and reported to the public and political
authorities (Geneva 2005). Now in its sixth year,
the project is going through the legislative
process. Over the past 10 years, 95% of voters
have come to choose postal voting rather than
going to the ballot box. So the project set out to
realize the same procedure on the web, using the
same techniques and evolution of standards as
when banking orders migrated from the mail to e-
banking and household purchasing migrated from
catalogue orders to e-commerce.

At the start of the project, partnerships with
specialists in the fields of cryptography, internet
transactions, technology, and sociology were
created. Thus the project progressed based on
external competencies and the transfer of know-
how inside the project organization in order to be
able to control the product and its evolution later.
Finally, the Geneva project was one in three e-
Voting pilot projects sponsored by federal
authorities (solutions from Neuchatel and Zirich
first went live in votes in 2005 and remote e-
Voting will be examined at the national level
during 2006 and 2007). A delegate from the
federal Chancellery took part in all developments.
Specialists from the Federal Government and
other Cantons closely followed the project and
submitted recommendations. Several audits and
penetration tests were also ordered by Cantonal
and Federal authorities (Geneva 2005). During
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the trial votes, a crisis cell (composed of
technicians, as well as PR and political rights
specialists) stood by and could be called on
24h/24 if an operator set off an alarm. The cell
reported directly to the State Chancellor who is
Secretary of the Government and constitutes a
formal link between the government and the
administration.

The first prototype was realized by two partners
(Hewlett-Packard and Wisekey, who answered to
an official call for tender (Hensler 2000). Parallel
procedures were developed so as to integrate e-
Voting to the two other official voting methods.
After the system had gone public (in the high
school trial, see below) the project entered a cycle
of incremental improvements: preparing a vote,
certifying the system, running the trial, analysing
results, establishing a priority list of points to treat,
and starting over with the next operation. With this
method the project reduced the number of new
features to a minimum at each trial and lowered
risks. On the other hand, the cost of certification
before every trial was heavy. In the future it will
not be possible to run more than one complete
cycle per year and each stable version of the
system will have to be used five to six times
before a new one is released.

3.2 Success factors

Of all the aspects described in the paper, we
consider that the three main success factors of
Geneva'’s project are:

1. Politics were implicated at the highest level.
The project was initiated and sponsored by
the highest official of political rights in
Geneva, the State Chancellor. Very much
open to modern IT, Mr. Robert Hensler
constantly kept the government informed on
the project's progress, preparing the main
decisions and regularly briefing
representatives of all political parties, and
checking that the project correctly responded
to what the political parties and the people
wanted.

2. The approach went step by step. The
significance of trials was gradually increased
along two dimensions: the number of potential
voters concerned and the stakes of the votes.
This method enabled the project to manage
risks and harness the increasing pressure by
systematically building on an accepted
success before going the next step. Starting
with no stake at all in a tiny dummy electorate
(a blank vote executed by a few hundred
government employees) the size of the target
electorate was increased until it reached 12
,000 high school pupils. Only then were the
stakes incremented to a unique political
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question (financing the facelift of a public
building) concerning 1'200 voters in the small
town of Aniéres. Maintaining the stakes to one
question at the communal level, the electorate
was then gradually increased to 9 ,000 (see
Table 1), before the stakes were once again
increased to cantonal and federal questions.
The last test implied an electorate of 90 ,000,
which represents almost half the voters in the
canton (the other half being composed by of
the city of Geneva which has to be managed
as a whole). The next steps will regard
elections, again increasing the stakes, but
starting again at the lowest levels of authority
to gradually reach the level of federal
elections.

3. Teams were multidisciplinary. The questions
relative to remote e-Voting were treated under
many facets by experts in specific fields: -
legal basis and questions related to
democracy and legitimacy, by the University
of Geneva Law faculty; - protection of
personal information and of privacy, by a
lawyer specialised on these questions; -
security by experts from CERN and
University’s hospital; - sociological aspects by
the University’s Centre for study of direct
democracy; - systems reliability by an ethical-
hacking company; - organizational questions
by the government's own specialists on
political rights and technical problems by the
administration’s computer specialists and their
partners; etc These approaches, being in
many respects complementary, avoided the
pitfall of building a system solely out of
technical considerations.

4. The e-Voting system

4.1 Voting through the Internet

The principle of postal voting is the following: a
few weeks before a vote, each voter receives a
single use voting card at home along with
documentation on the vote and a ballot to fill in (or
voting lists to choose from). The voter either takes
the card to the polling station on election day,
hands it over to an official and votes at the ballot
box; or sends the card back in a prepaid envelope
along with a second, sealed anonymous envelope
containing the ballot. For the purpose of remote e-
Voting, voting cards were adapted. The e-Vote
card contains a unique 16-digit number allocated
to the voter for this unique vote, a 4-digit control
key, and a 6-digit secret code hidden under a
scratch-away opaque layer. If this layer is
scratched away, voting using the other two modes
is no longer possible, as a human operator then
visually controls the card. The electronic vote
proceeds in two steps: (1) establishing a valid
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ballot (NB: which is not guaranteed by traditional
voting modes); and (2) casting the ballot. In step
(1) the voter types the 16-bit number on a
dedicated web page. The server checks this
frame and establishes that the general conditions
on the vote are met (valid date, frame not forged,
etc.). If this is the case, the server sends the 4-
digit key back to the voter as a low-level
immediate self-authentication and proceeds to
construct the appropriate electronic ballot (for
elections, ballots are different from one
municipality to the other). A protected connection
is established between the voter and the ballot.
Once the ballot has been filled in, the voter
proceeds to step (2). The server invokes the
electronic ballot box over a protected gate
invisible from the Internet. This second server
authenticates the voter using the secret hidden
code (something the voter has) and some
information specific to that person (something the
voter knows) the voter has to type in. Once this is
checked, the voter can deposit the ballot. If this
step is successful, the transaction commits, with
three effects: the voter is registered as having
voted, the ballot is stored in the e-ballot box (ho
link to the voter is kept there), and a confirmation
(date and time of vote’s registration) is sent to the
voter online. Any time before the polls close the
voter can check this information online by typing
in the 16-digit code back to the server.

Producing the vote’s results requires the presence
of controllers delegated by the political parties.
Each controller has a private key that must be
typed into the counting server so that the ballots
can be deciphered. The server then produces two
results: a file containing the detailed results of the
vote per circumscription; a file containing
anonymous information on the voters (gender,
age, way of voting, date and time of the vote),
which is then sent to the bureau of statistics for a
detailed analysis. After legal validation,
information concerning the vote is stored for 50
days and then destroyed.

4.2

The basic infrastructure is composed of the
network, the servers and a monitoring system.
The network infrastructure was designed to
protect the database servers that manage the
electronic ballot box. The servers are protected by
several layers of firewalls and cannot be accessed
directly from the Internet. Database servers are
redundant and automatically replicated, thus
relevant information is always stored twice in
database tables and twice in database logs.
Database processing technology guarantees that
transactions either run to commit or abort without
updating any information on the vote or the voters’
registry. Application servers conduct the dialogue

Infrastructure

www.ejeg.com

58

with the voter and manage the voting process.
They are replicated with load balancing and
automatic failover. The OS is designed to run
protected applications on the Internet. It manages
two separate compartments, one containing an
Apache web server and the other containing a
Tomcat  application  server. It  controls
communication between the two services. This
schema protects the database servers running in
the background better. The monitoring system
controls the functional infrastructure and is itself
redundant. It controls the front page of the voting
system against any attempt to modify its looks or
contents. Monitoring system operators are
connected to a crisis cell that can be activated if
any alarm is set off.

4.3 Security

The system’s security specification was defined
by 11 criteria (COE 2003): votes must not be
intercepted, modified or diverted; the contents of a
vote must not be knowledgeable to any third party
before the counting procedure. Only persons
enjoying the right to vote can participate; each
voter has only one vote and can vote only once; it
must never be possible to connect a voter and
his/her vote, even during the counting procedure.
The system must be able to resist denial of
service attacks attempting to saturate the voting
server; voters must be protected against identity
theft; the number of votes emitted must be equal
to the number of votes received. Any difference
must be clarified and corrected; it must be
possible to prove that a voter has voted; the
system accepts votes only within the interval of
time during which e-Voting is open. And finally,
assigned authorities must be able to verify that the
system works correctly. However, a secure e-
Voting system must achieve an optimal trade-off
between security of the procedure and user
comfort. So Geneva’'s concept takes a layered
approach to security, introducing different
techniques and technologies to guarantee both
secure and simple usage.

" E-ballots are encrypted by randomly mixing
alphanumerical characters to their content.
Anyone who would get hold of the ballot
would see only a meaningless series of
numbers.

When the ballot is returned to the voter for
confirmation, a picture is woven in to make it
still more difficult to read. This image is
generated using the unique voting card
number and is printed on the card so the voter
can compare and check that he isn't
connected to a counterfeit site.

The voting card also reproduces the voting
server's digital certificate’s fingerprint.
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Voters' identity and ballots are kept in two
distinct files.

Voters’ identity is anonymous (no names in
the system).

Before opening, the content of the electronic
ballot box is “shaken” by applying an
algorithm to change the order in which the e-
ballots will come out. This impedes any
matching of the entries in the voters’ register
with the e-ballot box, which could allow a
cross reading (who voted for what).

All hardware elements are configured to only
react to the queries consistent with a normal
voting procedure.

Servers are connected to the network only
during the votes.

Infrastructure is redundant and data is stored
twice.

The servers are located in a safe room; only a
few operators (having undergone a security
inquiry) can access them, never alone.

Representatives of political parties cast a
number of “test votes” in a “test e-ballot box”
and record them aside so they can check that
the system yields the expected outcome.

4.4 Scalability

Specific peak and load tests were conducted.
Several hundred front ends were used to simulate
a peak load of more than 50 times the estimated
mean load for a vote in the whole canton
(calculated on the basis of 220 ,000 voters, 15%
using remote e-Voting over an interval of 10
days). After the first test run showed that the
infrastructure’s capacity was just sufficient to
support these peaks a new infrastructure with
tenfold capacity was deployed. The new test
established the ability of the system to support
peak loads during the evening or the weekend.
Finally a vote was organized for the European
council, concerning 30 ,000 pupils in all of
Europe’s countries during two weeks. With more
than 50% participation, this trial showed that the
system could support heavy loads in real
circumstances and that it was able to register
votes coming from places faraway from the
canton’ territory. This is important in view of
extending e-Voting to Swiss expatriates.

5. Results

5.1 Marketing strategy

Before each trial voters received an explanatory
notice and could call a dedicated help line.
Operators would only answer questions on the
voting procedure (not the vote's object).
Incidentally, many questions concerned the
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general voting procedure and not only the e-
Voting procedure. Before each of the first seven
trials, a public conference was organized with the
participation of the State Chancellor who
answered questions. The participants could also
simulate a vote on personal computers located in
the conference room. For the same purpose, PC’s
were installed in the town hall and main
commercial malls of each commune concerned by
a vote. Trained personnel answered the public's
questions. During the voting period,
advertisements were posted and every voter
received a recall. The government's web site
indicated the number of received postal and
electronic votes daily. For the eighth vote, only the
recall and the help line were maintained: e-Voting
had been well publicized and many people in
communes not concerned called to complain and
ask why they were being kept out. The physical
presence of officials and personnel was much
appreciated, especially from women and from
people over 50. The information campaign was
adapted accordingly. We proved that e-
Government could be an integrating factor and did
not contribute to the digital divide. Tens of people
used the internet for the first time to try e-Voting
and benefited from the support provided.

5.2 Trials

Table 1 shows the participation results of the eight
official votes. It seems that the number of e-Voters
diminished over time. In reality, large communes
have a larger proportion of older citizens who vote
more in general but vote less using the internet.
The first result (44%), due to the hype in the news
media, was exceptional. The more realistic and
stable ratio of 20% to 25% of e-Voters was in itself
a success, since only 10% were awaited initially.
A majority of e-Voters always voted like the
majority in the global vote, thus strengthening the

vote’s results. A more detailed analysis of
statistical results is given in the following
paragraph.

5.3 Voters’ socio-political profile

For the September 2004 ballot, the objects of the
vote were four federal referendums on politically
sensitive questions and two cantonal referendums
on technical questions. After the vote, Geneva
University (EDC 2005) conducted a survey on a
sample of 1014 citizens living in the municipalities
where e-Voting took place. In all four towns,
online voting had already been used at least once
before. The sample was established using the
guota method, respecting the voters/abstainers
ratio (abstainers were included in the sample).
The raw results are consistent with previous
studies realised using online questionnaires at the
end of the voting procedure. For the first time,
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however, the study conducted on the September
2004 vote offered a comparison of socio-political

data between abstainers, polling station voters,
postal voters and Internet voters.

Table 1: Results of the 8 official votes where the e-Voting system was used

Date Place Questions Number of Participation | Of which of e-
voters Voters

7-18.01.03 Aniéres 1 communal |1'162 64% 44%

17-29.11.03 Cologny 1 communal | 2521 59% 29%

2-17.04.04 Carouge 1 communal | 9049 44% 26%

28.05-12.06.04 | Meyrin 3 communal |9'180 39% 22%

3-25.09.04 Anieres, Carouge | 4 federal 22 ,000 57% 22%
Cologny, Meyrin 2 cantonal

8-23.10.04 Vandoeuvres 1 communal | 1'382 60% 32%

5-27.11.04 Total of 8 3 federal 41'200 41% 22%
communes 2 cantonal

9-23.04.05 Total of 14 8 cantonal 88,000 44% 20%
communes

Turnout: the study reveals that nine out of ten
voters who had already voted online did so in this
vote. Online voters come massively from postal
voting: 17% of the regular postal voters chose to
vote by Internet. The first effect of Internet voting
was thus to decrease the share of postal votes.
Given the issues at stake, the overall turnout was
very high for this ballot. A majority (55.5%) of
persons who describe themselves as regular or
quasi-regular abstainers and who voted this time
chose the Internet (the average of online votes is
21.7%). The online turnout of citizens who declare
voting only occasionally was also higher (30.8%).
These results are however not significant because
comparable data (communal ballots in the same
municipality with and without internet, or a series
of cantonal and/or federal ballots in the canton) is
lacking.

Socio-demographic variables: when trying to
match socio-demographic variables and the
choice of voting online, only the variables for age
and income pass the significance threshold and
contribute to explain why e-Voters prefer the
internet to other ways of voting. Results: (1) the
younger one is, the more one will use Internet
voting; (2) the higher the income, the more one is
inclined to vote online. Voters’ gender and level of
education do not play a significant role, when
matched with age and income. The model doesn't
however cover all responses to the question "Why
does one use Internet voting?" The socio-
demographic model doesn't yield the key to why
one votes online and its global explanatory value
is weak.

Political identification:  political identification
doesn’t provide a better explanation for the choice
of e-Voting: it is used by citizens of all political
horizons without exception. Two small bias
appeared: voters from the ecologist party used e-
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Voting the most; inversely voters from the right-
wing populist parties used it the least but without
ignoring it. The proportion of online voters among
sympathisers of the other political parties is
practically constant.

e-Voting and IT factors: a better clue came from
the IT related questions. There's a strong and
statistically significant relation between Internet
voting and the subjective level of IT skills of the
sample’s members. Internet voting is the preferred
voting method used by those who judge their IT
skills to be excellent. The more voters consider
themselves to be IT competent, the more they
trust e-Voting. IT skills affected the postal vote
and e-Voting, but neither the outcome nor the
abstention rate (Chevallier, 2006). The use of e-
Voting was also proportional to the frequency of
internet usage. Those who go online on a daily
basis have an equal probability of using either
Internet voting or postal voting.

Conclusion: When the socio-demographic, the
political and the IT models are combined in a
multivariate analysis, the significant effects shown
in the socio-economic and demographic models
disappear. Neither age nor income had any
influence. However, the effect of income was
almost statistically meaningful. The political
variables appear equally irrelevant in the voters’
choice.

6. Conclusion

Technically, the introduction of remote e-Voting is
serious project work. Many issues must be
carefully examined. Multidisciplinary teams
composed of specialists in law; political rights, PR,
government, security, and computer science are
necessary. A strong support from the government
and political authorities is necessary to make e-
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Voting a success. The drivers of internet voting words, it is impossible to guess a voter’'s political
seem to be neither age, nor gender, income, level choices on the basis of the voting channel he or
of education, political affiliation, but variables she chooses. Remote e-Voting does not appear to
which were called "data processing": confidence be a marker pen, which would differentiate users
in working with the internet and in one’s own and non-users on the basis of social status. It is a
computer skills. Once a voter tries e-Voting, that personal choice and an indicator of a way of life in
person tends to stick to it. The three voting which information technologies are, or are not, a
channels, polling station voting, postal voting and central theme.

Internet voting, are politically neutral. In other
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Abstract: Public administrations across Europe take the view that using digital media for consultation with citizens will
help to increase their democratic participation. In the UK, the Government has encouraged local authorities to
experiment with new electronic communication channels for this purpose. This paper presents a case study in which one
such medium, the mobile phone, is being used in an attempt to raise participation amongst young people. It evaluates a
project set up to use SMS text messaging as a means of electronic consultation with young people by a council in the
North of England. Specifically, it examines the effect of text messaging on democratic participation by the young and the
effect of this type of consultation on the processes of the political administration. This case study identifies a number of
organizational, social and cultural issues that may limit the scope for using this technology to increase youth participation
and change the relationship between young people and their local elected representatives. Based on the initial evidence
from this case study, we take the cyber-sceptic stance. We suggest that the mobile phone is not the ‘silver bullet’ for
invigorating consultation with young people by the local public administration. We identify a series of potential barriers to
increasing participation by youth and changing the relationship between the elected politicians and their constituents.

Keywords: e-Democracy, e-Consultation, local government, young people, mobile telephony, case study

1. Introduction challenge in reconnecting young people

The 2001 General Election in the UK highlighted
the stark decline in democratic engagement over
a fifty-year period. Voter turnout at the election
was 65% compared with 78% in 1950. Young
people, in particular, appeared to be disengaging
from civic involvement. MORI (2005) reports that
only 37% of the 18-24 age group voted in 2001,
down from 68% in the previous general election in
1997 (Couglin 2003). It has been suggested that
less than a quarter of those eligible to vote for the
first time actually did so (Russell 2005). Following
the 2001 election, some parliamentarians felt that
new digital media should be employed to halt this
decline in democratic participation by young
people, as illustrated by this exchange in the
House of Commons in 2002 (House of Commons
Debate 12 February 2002 quoted in Parry 2004):

“David Taylor MP: Does the Minister agree
that the wholesale abstention by younger
voters in June 2001 was at least partly
rooted in their sense of detachment from an
institution widely seen as mired in an era of
quill pens and hansom cabs? Does he
believe that there is potential for e-
democracy to reconnect this place with the
electorate, by promoting and improving the
consultation with them on matters that we
debate?

Minister Twigg: | very much agree with my
hon. Friend.... Clearly, we face a serious
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with politics. As my hon. Friend may be
aware, there is now a Cabinet committee
on e-democracy. It will address many of the
issues that have been raised.”

The UK government has encouraged local
authorities to experiment with new channels of
democratic engagement in order to address the
fall in participation (CIiff 2004). Electronic voting
was trialled in the 2003 local elections; it was not
immediately successful (Mathieson 2005). The
turn-out did not rise significantly and issues about
security and privacy were evident. Council
websites are beginning to offer facilities for
electronic feedback of residents’ views on service
delivery and policy formulation. However, access
to such facilities is not universal. 35% of UK
households do not currently have Internet
connectivity in their home and only 10.5% of UK
Internet users have broadband access (OECD
Statistics 2004). Furthermore, having access to a
computer at home does not imply that all, or any,
members of the family know how to use it to
participate in the information society. The mobile
phone has a wider coverage than the Internet.
76% of adults (over the age of 15) in the UK own
a mobile phone (Vodafone MORI 2003) and this
rises to 97% of females and 92% of males in the
11-21 age group (Haste 2005a). The average age
at which a UK child receives their first mobile
phone is currently eight (Dhaliwal 2005). It is a
tool that is extensively used by young people,
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especially for exchanging text messages. The
mobile phone has become a “prosthesis of the
body, an extension of one-self’ (Haste 2005b
p.56). It is wherever its’ owner is and is thus an
almost immediate means of communication.

Can young people use the mobile phone as a
communication channel to increase the
democratic engagement? In this paper, we
evaluate a project set up to use SMS text
messaging as a means of electronic consultation
with young people by a council in the north of
England. We specifically examine whether it has
increased the scope of participation by young
people and whether it has changed the
democratic process. Based on the initial evidence
from this case study, we take the cyber-sceptic
stance. We suggest that the mobile phone is not
the ‘silver bullet’ for consultation with young
people by the local public administration. This
case study identifies a number of organizational,
social and cultural issues that may limit the scope
for using this technology to increase youth
participation and change the relationship between
young people and their local elected
representatives. The paper is organised as
follows. First we define the key terms used in the
paper before reviewing the literature about e-
consultation, concentrating on the scope of
participation and the impact on the democratic
process. We then outline the research methods
used to gather the empirical evidence for this
research. Finally, we analyse our findings to
identify the issues involved with using this medium
of consultation with young people and conclude
that there are several factors to be addressed to
ensure its successful employment as a means of
raising democratic participation.

2. Key terms

The following three terms are important in what

follows:

1. The period of ‘youth’ is characterised by its
semi-independent state. The person is
independent in that they can make their own
decisions to a certain extent, but they are also
dependent on other people for guidance, care
and support (Coles 1995). The precise
chronological age at which youth begins and
ends varies considerably; for the purpose of
this paper we will refer to the range 11-24
when discussing youth.

2. Secondly we define electronic consultation
(sometimes referred to as electronic
participation) as the use of digital technology,
such as the Internet and the mobile phone, to
facilitate the engagement of citizens in
community policymaking and service delivery
monitoring (Danodaran 2005).
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3. Thirdly, the concept of the digital divide is
concerned with an existing, and possibly
widening, gap between “information haves
and have-nots, knowers and know-nots, doers
and do-nots” (Tapscott 1998 p.11; Bucy 2000
p.50; Cullen 2001). It is the rift between those
who have access, knowledge and skills to use
information and communication technologies
(ICTs) and those who lack access, skills and
so on. Instead of closing any disparities in
knowledge, or access to information, it is
believed that the Internet will actually add to
the exclusion of disadvantaged groups.

3. Electronic consultation

Many local administrations across Europe take
the view that e-consultation should form part of
the democratic process (Coleman 2004). A recent
survey for the European Union (Deloitte 2004),
covering 101 cities which the authors claim to be
‘representative of the whole [EU] population’,
found that over 90% of the authorities felt that e-
consultation with citizens was a good idea and
believed that the use of digital technology in this
way would encourage and increase participation
in democracy. There are several different
viewpoints regarding the contribution of digital
technology to democracy (Norris 2005). Cyber-
optimists suggest that technology will widen the
scope of participation and improve the quality of
the democratic process. Examples of this
viewpoint can be found on some UK government
websites (e.g. www.e-democracy.gov.uk.). In
addition, e-consultation provides a channel that
might particularly attract young people to engage
in democracy more fully (Ward et al 2005). Cyber-
pessimists argue that digital technology will have
a detrimental effect on the democratic process. It
will increase the divide between the information
rich and poor. The technology itself might make
the discourse shallower. It might also raise
expectations among those citizens who make use
of the technology. They might perceive that they
are communicating directly with elected
representatives and expect action to be taken
more quickly than currently happens (Ward et al
2003). Cyber-sceptics argue that there will be little
change in participation, with the social divide
being mirrored by the digital divide. Providing new
channels of engagement will have little effect on
democratic renewal. Cyberspace will become
‘normalised’ to be the place where normal political
activity is undertaken (Margolis and Resnick
2000).

If digital technology is to have an impact on the
democratic process, citizens and politicians will
need to change their behaviours (Coleman 2004).
Citizens must perceive that online consultation is

©Academic Conferences Ltd



a worthwhile means of connecting with public
administration. Politicians must not just see e-
consultation as a way of appearing to be part of
the techno-modernity, but integrate this into their
democratic processes. Some studies have
suggested “parties have been relatively slow to
develop the use of technologies for participatory
purposes” (Lusoli and Ward 2004 p.456).
Coleman (2004) suggests that the ultimate
measure of the success of e-consultation will be
the degree to which it leads to better policy and
practice. However, in the ‘top-down’ model of
politics, those in power control this communication
between the elector and the elected. Dahlberg
(2001) argues that these information flows need to
take place in an environment which s
autonomous of the public administration. Blimer
and Gurevitch (2001) echo this concern as they
warn about the powerful commercial interests
trying to bend the Internet to their own end.
Similar concerns could be raised about the mobile
telephony channel of communication.

4. Research methodology

In this study, we examine two aspects of e-
consultation, the scope of participation and the
impact on the democratic process. Accordingly,
the two objectives of the study are:
Objective 1: To examine the scope of
participation in the SMS text messaging
project by participants;
Objective 2: To examine the project’s impact
on the democratic processes of the council.

The research method was to undertake a case
study in an English metropolitan borough council.
The Youth Services’ Department in this council
had initiated a ‘Youth Participation Project’, and
installed a SMS text messaging system, to be
used in a one-year trial. This investigation started
eight months into the project and was concluded
at the end of the one-year period.

The case study method is appropriate for dealing
with contemporary situations, such as tackling
youth participation, in which the intervention being
applied is difficult to distinguish from the context
(Yin, 2003). In this study, we take the stance that
technology is socially situated, is bounded not just
by the artefact itself, but by many contextual
elements including the culture of the organization,
the skills of the staff and so on. There is not a
simple causal relationship between the technology
being employed and the organization applying it.
Organizational characteristics have to help shape
the technology (Fleck and Howells, 2001). The
case study method uses a variety of sources of
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data to investigate a situation (Keddie, 2006).
These sources may include: documentation,
interviews, physical artefacts, archive material and
observation (Yin, 2003). While this study of the
Youth Participation Project uses all five of these
data sources, interviews provided the main data
source.

Semi-structured interviews were held with staff in
the council responsible for the service being
investigated. The interviews lasted between 45
and 90 minutes and were recorded for
subsequent transcription. The interview topics are
listed in Appendix A. The interviewees comprised
of the project leader, the Head of Youth Services
for Students and Communities, the Youth Service
Manager and the Deputy Chief Executive. In
addition, an interview was held with the Member
of the Youth Parliament (MYP) representing the
young people in this local education area. Hand-
written notes were produced from this interview,
rather than recording the discussion, in order to
put the young person at ease. At the time of our
investigation 100 young people were registered as
participants in the Youth Participation Project.
This total population was surveyed via text
messages, using the council's SMS texting
system, to elicit their views about the project. The
survey questions are listed in Appendix B. The
research instrument presented some challenges
to the researchers. Firstly, the system will only
allow a message of 160 characters. Consequently
it was decided to send one question at a time and
to restrict the survey to 4 questions. Secondly, the
conventions and practices of young people using
text messaging require a less formal language
set. Every effort was made to convert the
questions to reasonable ‘text-speak.’

In addition, the following source material was also

utilised:

The results of a survey conducted by the MYP
of 100 young people shopping in the town
centre;

The electronic  consultation  processes
documented on the council’s website;

The SMS text messaging system supplier's
website;

A demonstration of the computer system by
the supplier

The case study method is sometimes criticized for
providing subjective results (Yin, 2003). In this
study, we have followed Yin’s suggestions for
assuring the validity and reliability of the study and
have used the tactics described in Table 1 below.

Table 1: Issues of validity and reliability of the study (adapted from Yin, 2003)
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studied

Test Definition Tactics employed
Construct Establishing appropriate Several sources of data were used to provide data
validity measures for issues being triangulation at appropriate points; attention has been given

in this article to making the steps in the development of our
argument as transparent as possible; the draft article was
submitted to the Head of Youth Services for approval. At the
conclusion of the one-year trial, the findings of this study
were presented to the chief executive of the council.

External validity | Establishing how to generalize

from the case study findings

We studied a single local authority. No attempt was made to
suggest that these findings were representative of authorities
elsewhere. Serendipity played a part in the choice of the case
study. We became aware of this experiment and took the
opportunity to study the workings of the Youth Participation
Project.

External validity may be achieved through four types of
generalization: theory, implications, concepts and rich insight
(Walsham, 1995). Here the external validity was achieved
through the first two of these types of generalization. This
case study identifies implications that might be relevant for
practitioners elsewhere who are considering taking similar
action to that of the case study authority. To a lesser extent, it
also explores theories relating to the application of
technological innovation for the purposes of youth
participation.

5. The case study - The youth
participation project

5.1 Background information

The case study borough in the north of England
had 193,200 residents in mid-2003 (National
Statistics 2003). It is a multi-cultural area with
5.7% of the residents being of Asian descent. It
has problems of social deprivation; the area was
ranked 86 out of 354 in the 2004 Indices of
Deprivation (1 being the most deprived area).

5.2 Project success factors

The Youth Participation Project was established in
October 2004 to help deliver a public service
agreement (PSA) target for the local authority,
which was concerned with improving community
cohesion. One strand of this was to improve youth
participation in the democratic process by using
SMS text messaging, the channel of
communication that young people were employing
themselves. A project leader was appointed for
one year and a computer system was purchased
for sending text messages to, and receiving
responses from, young people registered with the
project. To encourage participation, a financial
incentive was offered; registered participants
would receive a £10 voucher for every 50-
consultation queries to which they personally
replied. According to the Deputy Chief Executive,
this project was primarily about improving
engagement, particularly by those young people
who would not engage in other ways. She
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suggested that, in the first instance, consultation
would mainly relate to new developments and
services for children and young people.

The interviewees identified the

indications of success for the project:

" Consistently high response rate to questions
from participants in the project;

Raising issues with the participants that are
meaningful to the current local authority
agenda and having an impact on the local
youth parliament;

Evidence that the consultation life cycle has
been completed. In particular, that the
consultation has contributed to the action
taken by the council and its partners in a
timely manner;

Young people in the borough report that they
have confidence in the service provided
locally and feel that they have an influence on
decision making;

A considerable growth in the number of

participants being consulted by SMS text
messaging.

following

5.3 Analysis of participants’ survey
results

The four SMS text messages were sent to the 100
young people registered with the project. The
response rates were 9% for question 1, 8% for
question 2, 7% for question 3 and 12% for
question 4. This low response is not specific to
our survey alone as similar response rates were
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obtained for questions asked by the Youth
Services Team. Although the sample does not
provide enough data to be able to derive
significant information to the questions posed, it
does raise questions in itself. The fact that 100
young people have willingly signed up to the
service, with the ability to withdraw their phone
number at any point, and yet the highest return
was 12% to an individual question, shows that the
tool is not yet being used as envisaged when the
project was established. The registered
participants are not engaging even though it is the
means of communication that they prefer and
have signed up to use. Interestingly, the question,
which achieved the best response rate, was the
one that asked how the e-consultation service
might be improved. The responding participants
felt that two measures were equally important:
consulting over issues that matter and receiving
the £10 voucher more quickly.

6. Discussion

6.1 Using SMS text messaging to
strengthen democratic participation
by the young)

This can be considered at two levels. At the micro
level, once the participant is registered, is action
being taken to encourage future commitment and
involvement? At the macro level, what action is
being taken to encourage young people who are
not already active citizens to join the participation
project? At the micro level, the council has taken
steps to ensure the quality of issues raised and to
reduce the possibility of consultation fatigue
among participants in paper- and Internet-based
surveys. All requests for consultation with young
people must be submitted to a steering group.
This group ensures that different departments are
not repeating the same questions and it acts as a
quality control gateway. However, this procedure
is not being adhered to for SMS texting
consultation.

The council does not feed back to participants or
other residents, a summary of the action taken as
a result of a specific consultation. The Deputy
Chief Executive recognized that improved
feedback to participants was needed, as this
would encourage future participation. The council
is considering the best ways of providing feedback
on the action arising from consultation campaigns.
As there will often be a proportion of consulted
people who will not be pleased with the decisions
taken, this feedback needs careful management.
It is likely that it will sometimes be communicated
using a different medium to that used during the
consultation. For example, the decisions arising
from a texting consultation might be released on
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the council’'s website. The Head of Youth Services
and the Member of the Youth Parliament warned
against ‘tokenism’. They felt that young people
should not be consulted because it might look
good to external partners, but should inform the
action taken as a result of airing their views. A
recent study of environmental education projects
in Finland, Switzerland and France, showed that
the decision makers showed no lasting
commitment to young people’s ideas or views.
Authorities were more likely to pay lip service to
youth participation than to treat it seriously
(Horelli, 2001). Finally, the discussions with
council staff make it clear that there was a lack of
commitment to the project by politicians and
officers of the council. It had mainly been left to
the project manager to develop consultation
material. It could be argued that this system is an
example of a technology possessing political
qualities (Winner, 1999). This project has been
situated in a location remote from the main council
offices. The way that power and control have
been exercised has directly affected the behaviour
of the system and its potential to reach and
engage young people in meaningful dialogue. It is
inaccessible via the main telephone switchboard.
A project manager on a temporary contract staffs
it.

At the macro level, there is a lack of awareness of
the Participation Project by the borough’s young
people. In a survey of 100 young people in the
town centre carried out on Wednesday 10 August
2005 by the MYP, only 7% had heard of the SMS
text-messaging project. If the project is to affect
an increase in participation, it needs wider
publicity among the target group. It is not simply a
lack of finance that has caused this. One definition
of technology, which emphasizes the human and
organizational characteristics of a successful
operational system, is the technology complex
(Fleck and Howells, 2001). According to this
model, the culture of the department and the skills
of the project staff are significant elements of the
technology that rank alongside the software and
hardware components. This system is operated
by the Youth Services Department. The culture is
one of promoting learning and development of
young people. Had the system been placed in a
department with a more commercial culture,
external funding might have been sought to pay
for publicity. The project manager had been
involved in youth work, in various capacities, for a
number of years, and admitted having difficulties
with the artefact component of the system. In
summary, by viewing the technology as more than
just the hardware and software has given insight
into the political and organizational dimensions of
the system. The decisions taken about its
placement and operation have limited its ability to
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strengthen participation amongst those who have
registered. The specific resources applied
(coupled with disinterest on behalf of young
people in the town?) have affected the uptake by
the town’s youth.

6.2 The effect of SMS text messaging
consultation on the processes of
political administration

The interviewees in this study identified a number
of consultation process improvements arising from
conducting them electronically. Firstly, using
digital technology made the process quicker.
Previous paper-based consultations with young
people in the borough had taken 3 to 6 months to
complete. Electronic consultation via SMS text
messaging, whilst not instantaneous, was far
quicker. Secondly, there was a perception that e-
consultation provided a more objective process.
Traditional focus group responses could be
affected by the group dynamic or by the sample
invited to participate. However, had the SMS text
messaging consultation affected the back-end
democratic  processes? The interviewees
identified several barriers impeding the project’s
success in this respect:

Resources

The resources available to the youth services-
based project, funded initially for one year, have
been described earlier. Our contention, applying
the technology complex, is that the staff skills and
organizational characteristics such as culture are
all part of the technology being applied in the
council. The issues identified in 6.3.3 and 6.3.4
below are, to some extent, outcomes from the
particular technology complex implemented in this
specific council. The MYP’s survey, whilst
methodologically limited, does suggest that further
publicity is required to raise awareness of the
participation project among young people. As the
MYP noted, the larger the sample of participants,
the more likely it is that their views will be taken
into account.

The widening agenda

The recent introduction of the Children’s and
Young People’s Agenda by the government had
caused a restructure within the Council. This
started to take effect in the early stages of the
project. The Deputy Chief Executive had been
appointed as the Director designate of the new
service. Within the functional departments, such
as Education and Social Services, change
management processes were underway. As a
result, this participation project was now just a
small, single strand within a much wider strategy.

Political inertia
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According to the Head of Youth Services, there
was agreement within the council that young
people’s views are important. The process for
development of consultation exercises has been
established for paper-based surveys, if not for
electronic consultation. However, having been
consulted, it is possible that young people’s
opinions might challenge the views of the council
executive team (Wallace, 2001). The
interviewees felt that some elected members still
considered that ‘children should be seen and not
heard.” The MYP had been made a member of a
scrutiny and overview committee, but he felt on
occasions that his inclusion was more a token
gesture rather than a genuine attempt to gain
input from young people in democratic decision-
making.

Lack of consultation topics

A major limitation of this project to date has been
the lack of actual consultation with the
participants. The project manager has attempted
to raise participants’ interest by using the system
to disseminate information about youth club
activities and so on. There have been few issues
consulted on and the majority of these have
originated from the project manager. It was
reported that participants welcomed the financial
incentive, but felt that at the slow rate that texts
were being sent out, they would have cancelled
their membership before having received a
voucher.

6.3 Concluding remarks

To date it would appear that the case study
council has had limited success in either raising
participation by the borough’s young people or
changing the democratic process. However, this
study raises several important issues regarding
electronic consultation:

The mobile phone as a technology is
ubiquitous amongst young citizens (Haste,
2005a). Furthermore, it has become the
normal means of communication in many
situations. It tends to accompany the owner
wherever they go and fits in with the “mobility
and flexibility of young people’s lives” (Haste
2005b p.63). It therefore has great potential
for immediate feedback and empowerment for
young people who have control of the
communication.

Choice of appropriate topics is vital for the
success of the consultation. Raising issues
that do not matter, or seem irrelevant, to the
target population will reduce the likelihood of
their engagement with the  subject.
Furthermore, with a constant population of
registered participants, frequent consultation

©Academic Conferences Ltd



over irrelevant material may lead to
consultation fatigue and adversely affect the
response to future communications.

Public administrations should consider how
electronic consultation impacts upon the
consultation life cycle. Receiving responses
more quickly may lead to an expectation that
results will be available in a shorter time frame
and, significantly, that action will be taken
quickly. In the case study council there was
no evidence of any changes to the back-end
processes as a result of introducing this new
approach.

This study has demonstrated the merit of
considering the relationship between technology
systems and the organizations in which they are
applied. In this study, following Fleck and Howells
(2001), our definition of technology is not limited
to the artefact itself, but also includes the staff
skills and organizational characteristics as well.
The placement of the SMS texting system in an
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offshoot office, staffed by a temporary employee,
has shaped the technology itself. There are some
limitations of this study. Firstly, the timing of the
study has had an effect on its outcome.
Consultants have been engaged for year two of
the project. This new skill set, and the learning
from the experience of the first year of operation,
will alter the performance of the project. Secondly,
while we have endeavoured to explore as much of
the case environment as was open to us, the only
access to the participants that we were able to
negotiate was the texting survey. A much richer
understanding of participants’ views would have
been obtained by employing different research
methods. Following on from this study, it is
intended to carry out a similar investigation in
other councils using technology for consultation
with the young to compare with the findings of this
case study. It is also intended to undertake a
survey of young peoples attitudes to being
consulted using the mobile phone.
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Appendix A - Interview topics

What do you feel are the benefits of e-consultation?

How successful have your web-based consultations been?

What stages of policy determination are usually consulted over?

Is the consultation always led by the council?

How did the SMS texting project come about?

What types of issue do you perceive should involve consultation with young people?

What benefits do you foresee in consulting the young?

What barriers do you perceive will restrict the use of this channel for consultation?

Do you feel that SMS texting has the potential to strengthen participation by young people?

Appendix B — Text message survey guestions
Q 1: Do you have a PC at home?
Q 2: Do you have internet at home?

Q 3: Do you think Youth Participation Project is good or bad?

Q 4: How could the service be improved, A = ask about issues that matter, B = get £10 voucher quicker, C =
let you know it's had an impact, D = more texts, E = fewer texts.
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Abstract: A major concern in recent political discourse is that government has become both isolated from and
unresponsive to its citizens. Democracy, by definition, demands a two-way flow of communication between government
and civil society. ICTs have the potential to facilitate such improved flows of communication — hence, e-democracy and
e-consultation. This paper initially draws on focus group discussions on the theme of e-consultation conducted amongst
activist citizens on the island of Ireland. High levels of frustration, scepticism and cynicism were expressed on the form,
nature and process of extant consultation processes. In follow-up demonstrations, however, the preliminary findings are
much more positive suggesting that the potential exists for using e-consultation technologies to enhance democratic
processes.

Keywords: consultation, e-consultation technologies, e-democracy, e-government

1. Introduction group ran a number of demonstrations on e-
) ] » ) . consultation technologies with invited activist
A major concern in recent political discourse is citizens. Technologies introduced included chat
that government has become both isolated from room, video-conferencing, WikiPedia, WeblQ,
and unresponsive to its citizenry. Democracy, by Zing and others. The main preliminary findings
definition, demands a two-way flow of and feedback from one such demonstration, and
communication between government and civil our own observations, are then presented which
society (Habermas, 1996). It is now commonly suggest that the potential does exist for using e-
argued that information and communication consultation technologies in local democracy and
technologies (ICTs) have the potential to facilitate in local government to drive positive change in the
such improved  flows of ~communication, government-citizen relationship. It is
information and feedback—hence, e-democracy acknowledged here that ICT alone is very unlikely
and e-consultation. Coleman (2005) argues that to be a panacea for the declining levels of citizen
the “decline in public engagement is best participation in most democratic societies.
understood in the context of radical changes in
public attitudes towards democratic institutions This paper evaluates the evolving system of
and actors, specifically attitudes of trust and consultation and examines the case for increased
efficacy”. This paper draws on focus group use of ICTs to further enhance the process of
discussions on the theme of consultation policy creation. The issue is - if the majority of
conducted in the Republic of Ireland and Northern interests in Irish society use e-consultation will this
Ireland. High levels of frustration and scepticism improve citizen participation in public discourse
were expressed on the form, nature and process and what will it mean for democracy? The
of extant consultation processes (McCusker et al., potential for government to utilise ICT to create
2005). The main focus addressed in this paper, new channels for representative democracy that
however, is on how these citizens envisage ICT encourages effective participation is tentatively
being used in future e-consultations. In general, assessed relative to the current system. In the
most focus group participants were open to the following sections of the paper we provide some
use of ICT in future e-consultation processes but insights from our discussions with ‘activist’ citizens
the consensus was that community groups did not from the ‘institutional core’ of Irish civil society—
currently have access to an appropriate level or both North and South—on how they perceive the
range of infrastructure, technologies or skills. As a role of ICT in future e-consultation processes and

follow up to the focus group findings the research
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on how they reacted when provided with the
opportunity of testing some of them out.

2. On e-democracy in context

Citizens simultaneously occupy two positions in
democratic society: they are both members of
society and the bearers of the political public
sphere (Habermas, 1996). As members of
society, citizens are exposed to the requirements,
benevolence and failures of the corresponding
service systems—such systems viewed here as
the primary responsibility of government—whether
supranational, national, regional or local. Private
spheres and local community lifeworlds, in turn,
link to the public spheres of deliberative
democracy—the threshold separating these
spheres being marked, according to Habermas,
not “by a fixed set of issues or relationships but by
different conditions of communication” that
channel the flow of communication from one to
the other (McCusker et al., 2005). In this paper we

begin to explore how such “flows of
communication” might occur in future e-
consultation by drawing on insights from

discussions on both ‘real world’ consultation
processes and on a demonstration of e-
consultation technologies. These are preliminary
elements in a larger ongoing research project on
e-consultation on the island of Ireland (see
http://e-consultation.org).

The jury remains out on the potential of ICTs in
enhancing the quality of the democratic process.
Leitner (2003), for example, views ICT as
facilitating the evolution of a “modern citizen-
centered, co-operative, seamless, polycentric way
of governance”. This optimistically signals radical
change across the entre range  of
state/administrative-citizen relationships where
“the measurement of the centrality of the citizen is
the key aim to be achieved through assessing the
ability of modern technologies to create seamless
responsive and citizen-centric government for the
benefit of all” (Information Society Commission,
2003). In the Irish Republic, neo-corporatist
partnership has provided a basis for sustained
economic and social progress since 1987; and
Northern Ireland is now benefiting economically
from the ongoing ‘peace process’ although
political and institutional development is lagging
somewhat behind. The ‘Better Local Government
Program for Change’ (2000), to take one example,
recognised the need for local government to
embrace new concepts of partnership and
participation involving all relevant interest groups
through the use of innovative means—such as
ICT. In many peripheral areas that are distant
from the central administrative hubs in Belfast,
Dublin and London citizens feel isolated and, in
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terms of access, excluded from much of the public
sphere. A further complication here is the fact that
the devolved Stormont Assembly in Belfast is not,
as yet, fully functioning. Our research finds high
levels of frustration, cynicism and apathy directed
towards extant consultation processes across the
island of Ireland. The advent of ICT and the
possibly of an ‘ambient intelligent environment’ is
not viewed by these ‘activist’ citizens as the
solution to current difficulties. Many of the focus
group participants responded negatively to the
fact that the use of ICT might remove face-to-face
contact, their preferred consultation medium, thus
isolating them further from the workings of
government. The findings presented below on a
demonstration of e-consultation technologies is,
however, more positive. Moreover, a major
obstacle to incorporating ICT in the democratic
relationship is that many marginalised groups and
areas have neither the requisite skills or
infrastructure to utilise an ICT based system.
Governmental broadband initiatives are initially
driven by economic, as distinct from citizen-centric
public sphere, imperatives. Those areas that
already experience infrastructural deficiencies
simply fall further behind. Focus group
discussants acknowledged, however, that current
difficulties with time, cost and long-distance travel
would be reduced if the majority made ICT more
accessible and usable.

The use of ICT in consultation is not a new
phenomenon; the availability of online e-
Government services aimed at both businesses
and private households in Ireland already exist but
potential users as regularly as in other areas of
Europe are not accessing them. For example, a
Euro barometer survey found that the Irish
Republic had the second Ilowest number of
Internet users visiting e-Government sites. Only
thirty percent of potential users assessed such
sites compared with an EU average of forty nine
per cent (Williams et al., 2004). During a period
when plans for e-government were being
developed the digital divide has widened in the
Irish Republic compared to a relatively stagnant
rate among the EU15 (at the time of research).
This conflicts with the overly simplistic view that
“technical obstacles to full participation have been
solved by the revolution in computer
communications  technology” (Lyon, 1998).
Northern Ireland’s ‘broadband for all’ initiative is
ahead here. It is not necessarily the case that
citizen participation in democratic societies follows
the introduction of new technologies.

Internationally, many governments—not all
democratic—have already developed some of the
potential of ICT in facilitating the emergence of the
‘ambient intelligent’ environment (Davis 2002,
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OECD 2003) including e-consultation (Coleman et
al., 2002, Morison and Newman, 2001). Moreover,
the literatures on both public policy analysis and
on deliberative democracy advocate an increase
in public engagement in decision-making
processes that directly affects them (Flyvbjerg
1998; Habermas 1996; Hamlett 2003; Macintosh,
2004; Morison, 2004; O’'Donnell and Henriksen,
2002). Examples here include the general
‘modernising government’ agenda in the UK, the
modernising policies for service delivery in
Finland, Irish strategies on the ‘Information
Society’, and the Northern Ireland and Swedish
drives to upgrade infrastructure through their
‘broadband everywhere’' targets. Just as some
have unrealistic expectations of the efficiency
gains and cost savings resulting from e-
government initiatives there is also a belief in
some quarters that the Internet is an open and
inherently democratic medium. It follows, from this
line of reasoning, that when governments ‘go
online’ they will immediately and automatically
become more open which in turn will improve the
quality of (e)democracy. This discourse is
somewhat one sided and the argument is both
naive and overly simplistic. That said, extant e-
consultation successes must be acknowledged:
Webocracy (Wolverhampton), Madrid Participa,
the Colorful Flanders project, the Roundtable
initiative in  Manitoba, and the Queensland
initiative to name but a few. However, such ICT
mediated improvements are in no way inevitable.
e-Government does not necessarily correlate with
e-Democracy. Further, the scope for mere
replication of current problems means that future
systems may need to change not only the medium
through which consultation processes are
conducted but also move deeper into the
processes and practices of deliberative
demaocracy itself (McCusker et al., 2005).

3. Methodology

In total, eight ~one hour focus group discussions
on the theme of consultation were conducted
between November of 2004 and January of
2005—six in the Republic of Ireland and two in
Northern Ireland. Focus group methodologies
have a good track record in conducting research
with community groups in Ireland (McCusker,
1998). The main focus was on ‘consultation’ as
distinct from ‘e-consultation’ as the research
group believed that this was a key first step in
grasping relevant insights to direct further more

specific research (and development) on e-
consultation, and perhaps lead to useful
theoretical insights emerging (see

http://econsult.mgt.qub.ac.uk/Theory and http://e-
consultation.org where the reader is cordially
invited to join in the discussions). The ongoing
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and final results of this research project are
forwarded to key policy makers on the island of
Ireland. One focus group was female only with the
others reasonably balanced between male and
female participants; 44 citizens participated in
total—21 male and 23 female. These were taped
and transcribed generating in excess of 100,000
words. Participants were generally ‘activist’
citizens from the ‘institutional core’ within their
communities such as community activists,
members of voluntary organisations, youth
groups, training groups, peace groups, heeds of
the elderly, disability action, and rural
development. Our findings, therefore, relate to the
perceptions and experiences of such ‘activist’
citizens—as the citizenry as a whole generally
does not participate in such consultation
processes. Based on the initial insights gained
from the focus groups and survey data from the
broader community it was decided to conduct
some demonstration workshops on e-consultation
technologies. We also present some very
preliminary findings on one such set of
demonstrations here, others are ongoing at time
of writing, and the next phase is to make active
use of these technologies in real situations, also
ongoing at time of writing. Again, the participants
invited were activist citizens.

4. Focus group discussions

Despite the notable levels of cynicism and
frustration expressed, these citizens believe in
consultation as a valuable exercise that can
generate more detailed and relevant information
than other methods of information gathering (see
McCusker et al., 2005). This is the main insight
followed up in the demonstrations of e-
consultation  technologies outlined  below.
Consultation allows participants the opportunity to
voice their opinions and concerns on issues and,
when well conducted, can foster a spirit of
partnership resulting in enhanced decision-
making, better policy-making and more socially
acceptable outcomes. Throughout, face-to-face
consultation was viewed as the optimal medium.

“...the underlying important thing about any
consultation ... if it's properly structured and
you have the, shall we say, correct range of
people there ... it's not just an opportunity to
have everything on the table and move
your project forward, it's also an opportunity
to dig your heels in and say ‘hang on are
we going the right way here, do we need to
step back’ and | think ... sort of ... the
important thing there is how you set up the
consultation”.

In general, most participants were open to the use
of technology in the consultation process;
however, the consensus was that community
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groups did not currently have access to either an
appropriate level or range of either technologies
or skills. Existing infrastructure is not up to the
standard required to facilitate the use of
technology. The main concern relates to issues of
access, economics and ICT skills—would people
be required to buy a computer and pay for internet
connections? What about those who aren’t
computer literate; will training be offered? Who will
pay for it? People who are distrustful of
technology may become further marginalised. In
theory, ICT should allow everyone the option and
the opportunity to participate, but policy makers
must be cognisant of those who can’t/won't use it.
The key theme was that technology in its various
forms should be viewed as an additional resource
rather than as a solution to current difficulties. In
certain instances technologies such as public
access points may increase citizen participation
on certain issues especially if they are located
centrally. Of course this technique is limited and
points to the need for creativity when
incorporating ICT into discursive processes. A
major obstacle to both e-government provision
and to the practice of e-democracy is that many
marginalised groups and geographical areas have
neither the technologically-savvy skills or local
infrastructures to access ICT based systems—
whether these be e-consultation or otherwise with
the most recent comprehensive study of ICT in
the Republic of Ireland, finding that:

. the main digital divide among private
individuals relates to divergences between
groups defined in terms of education, social
class, age and economic status. Age and
education are possibly the most important
structural dimensions of potential e-
exclusion (Williams et al., 2004).

Participants wanted investment in training and
infrastructure prioritised with the focus on
reducing the digital divide, hence reducing
marginalisation. It was suggested that mobile
training suites might be a cost effective way of
providing training and access. The scheme
envisages a trainer and several laptops visiting
community centres and so on and offering training
across a wide geographical area thus bringing
training to those who would otherwise remain
marginalised. A further concern was the reliability
of technology, an issue tied to investment and
again emphasising the need for new and
upgraded modes. Most participants agreed that
technology is a useful way of overcoming the
problems of distance and time currently
associated with consultation methods: “It has
tremendous potential | just don't think it has been
explored properly”. Most participants, however,
expressed a very strong preference for actual
face-to-face contact with the consulter “... to see
the whites of their eyes”. Many reported feeling
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marginalised from government/funding bodies and
cautioned on the possibility of technology creating
new divides. Whatever the method, participants
need to know exactly what the consultation
process is about; that is, motives, desired
outcomes and crucially the purpose that their
views will be put to. One of the key findings
relates to detailed feedback at all stages;
government should not just ask for information
and ignore participants’ input when the process is
over, as appears to regularly happen. Participants
demand to be given the opportunity to say
whether they agree with the findings and the end
product or service.

The following recommendations on future e-

consultations were generated from a preliminary

analysis of the eight focus group

discussions/transcripts:

1. Maximising inclusion must be central to future
e-consultation.

2. Provide pre-consultation ICT training.

3. Create and widely circulate detailed time
plans.

4. Provide a suitable contact person to deal with
queries or difficulties.

5. Be flexible with methods and techniques.
6. Tailor time and settings to participants’ needs.

7. Provide structured and thoughtful feedback
mechanisms.

8. Allow freedom of access to all information
collected.

9. Provide low cost ICT.
10. Offer technical support.

This extended list indicates the strong level of
frustration with current consultation processes that
are characterised by an absence of one or more
of the elements noted above. The possible future
role of ICT in e-consultation, albeit broadly if not
over-enthusiastically welcomed, is not seen as the
solution here to many of the major concerns put
forward during the focus group discussions. One
summed up the situation very succinctly:

“I wouldn't see it as the be all and end all of
everything to be honest with you. | would
think that it could be just one additional
mechanism in relation to a range of options
that could be used”.

Participants generally responded that conducting
consultations via electronic means is a good idea:

“People thought it was a great idea when
your council meetings were ... web-cast.
Everyone would ... you know ... be able to
actually watch them in action and
everything ... and video conferencing works
really well”.
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“I think that it might be very useful in a very
kind of more detailed structured
consultation, maybe small focus groups,
more kind of in-depth”.

“...because it meant | could sit at home at
night and do it in my time - it didn’t mean
that every Tuesday night | had to head to
Magee or head to Letterkenny or wherever
| could work ...".

However, they qualified this belief by noting that
e-consultation would also create new problems in
practice, and more critically if implicitly, that extant
fundamental problems would simply be replicated
in electronic mode, which would do absolutely
nothing to enhance either the quality of extant
consultation processes or, indeed, the democratic
process itself (McCusker et al., 2005). Many of the
participants acknowledged that current difficulties
with time, cost and long-distance travel would be
greatly reduced if ICT were both accessible and
usable by the majority of citizens. This is a useful
finding in terms of the dynamics and processes,
whatever about content and actual influence, of
future e-consultation processes—and this is
strengthened by the findings from the
demonstrations outlined in the following section.
Participants want consultation to be a meaningful
exercise—not simply a meaningless rubber-
stamping legislative and procedural requirement—
but they perceive changes in current practices
and processes as far more important than the
mere introduction of new consultation media. This
signals to us that the lifeworld process of
deliberative democracy may be a better point of
departure for thinking about future e-consultation
processes than instrumental system dictates,
whether e-Government or e-Administration
(McCusker et al., 2005).

5. Demonstration of e-consultation
technologies

Based on the initial insights gained from the focus
groups, and survey data from the broader
community, it was decided to conduct some
demonstration workshops on e-consultation
technologies. We present some very preliminary
findings on one such set of demonstrations here,
others are ongoing at time of writing and the next
phase is to make active use of these technologies
in real situations, also ongoing at time of writing.
These took place in mid-June 2005 at a small
computer lab (12 PCs), and as noted above, the
participants were activist citizens. The participants
all received a handout, which included examples
of the various technologies that were available for
use in consultation. Beginning at 10.00 am the
format adopted is as follows:
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Introduction — (10.00-10-20) In the first 20
minutes the group were given a brief
presentation on the background to the project
and the findings from the focus groups. We
asked the participants to write a brief note on a
consultation problem that they faced. In terms of
session outcomes we asked participants to
consider how the technologies they observed
and used would affect a consultation process in
terms of - Participation, Engagement, Interest,
Creativity, Cost, Resources, Time/Space, and
Security.

Supporting Dialogue and Discussion (10.20 —
11.15)

a. Real Time (Chat rooms and Video
Conferencing): Example - Belfast
school kids and hands-on using
Breeze

b. Ongoing (Discussion Forums and e-
Mail lists): Example — (Dublin.ie and
hands-on practice with a forum built
on the project site. Topics included
the impact of the Donegal Rally,
getting to LY Institute of Technology,
and so on)

Structured Communication (11.30 — 12.30)
a. Describe three types:

b. Writing Documents: Example -
Wikipedia and hands-on session at
creating and editing a document
based on the participants’
experiences at work.

c. Measuring needs and preferences:
Example — simple example, style and
format of questions. PhP surveyor for
survey management and hands-on
session.

d. Exploring problems: Examples of
WebIQ and Zing followed by hands-on
session with WebIlQ. Brainstorming
issues on using ICT and then ranking
them

Practical Consultation (12.30 — 1.00)
a. Review of problem statements
b. Small group solution generation.

General Observations

= Some participants seemed to be using the
software without looking at what the
demonstrator was doing or the screen. The
demonstrators went around the room helping
those with problems.

= Participants appeared totally engrossed in the
technology during the hands-on sessions and
appeared content in exploring the different
functions of the software.

ISSN 1479-439X



Electronic Journal of e-Government Volume 4 Issue 2 2006 (87 - 94)

There were many animated conversations
going on, participants were networking with
each other and discussing the technology
(much to the satisfaction(relief) of the
demonstrators/authors).

Participants with initial difficulties availed of
additional one-to-one help; but from there on
appeared to have little difficulty in using the e-
consultation technologies themselves.

After a relevantly short period of time
participants were asking their neighbours
questions in addition to asking the
facilitator/demonstrator.

Participants quickly lost interest in the verbal
demonstration preferring to use the time for
‘hands-on’ use of the technology.

Reactions and Body Language

Initially participants seemed open to viewing
the various technologies but skeptical of their
usability.

They were obviously confused whenever
technical language was used.

They responded positively to the examples
provided - Dublin Community Forum and the
examples of on-line surveys.

They really enjoyed using the technology
hands-on and once started they had little
difficulty completing the tasks.

Iffwhen there was a technical difficulty their
original scepticism appeared to return.

Responses from the Feedback Sheets

They were willing to use the technology for
both ‘issue based’ and ‘policy based’
consultation depending on software and
training availability.

We would need to access the usability for our
partners and target audience.

Not every consultation would lend itself to
using ICT technologies.

Need to have an ICT assistant available.

Huge potential for use as a complement to
existing consultation methods.

Provision of information to over 250 groups.

Lack of consistent Internet connection (i.e. no
broadband). The result is that no matter how
good the software is, it is vulnerable to
connection speed and so on. (note this is a
largely rural area with limited access to
broadband and this finding was also strongly
emphasised in the focus group discussions
noted above).

Develop a resource (website) that allows
organisations to network.

E-forums that appeal to different ages and
social groupings.
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Engage and raise awareness of issues with
large dispersed groups.

Consult about training needs.

See the potential but unable, as yet, to see
how it could be really leveraged.

Lack of time to physically meet and brief other
groups in this particular region.

The size of geographical area to be managed.
Co-ordination of part-time classes/learning
across a region without the need to be
physically present.

Just over one third of participants had
previous experience with e-consultation.

What was encouraging about the technologies?

Usability vvvV (4 out of 5).

Value for money compared to traditional
approaches.

Speed.
Scope and range of responses possible.

Time savings (compiles results as you go
along).

Optimistic that such
increase involvement.

Simple, cheap, easy to use.

technologies would

What was discouraging about the technologies?

Viewpoints on the
Consultation

Lack of access to training.
Difficulty of usability.

Impact on resources i.e.
justify/prioritise the expense.

Need for readily available assistance.
Not suitable in all cases.

Tracing respondents.

Technical problems and break-downs.

demonstration of e-
technologies. = Some  positive

could one

comments from the participants:

“The examples of best practice were good
in that they showed what could be done ...
but also that you could do it.”

“It is hard to figure out what is happening
when you're just hearing technical terms
that are thrown at you, but once you start to
use the software you get the hang of it very
quickly.”

“l think it's important to be able to use the
technology at your own level for your own
needs rather than be an expert. It's like a
website - you need to understand it, use it
and explain it to others but you don't need
to be able to build a website from scratch.
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To that extent | would imagine easily
accessible technical support is vital.”

“Once | started to use Web 1Q you could
see how it would be great for meetings. It
makes it so easy to provide input and see
what others are saying and thinking. The
results are available much quicker and
there is transparency.”

And some negatives comments:

“It was too easy to get lost and | would be
wary of showing these technologies to
people who are unfamiliar with computers
and the internet.”

“Even in a state-of-the-art lab with experts
the technology failed and the connections
proved unreliable. Working in remote areas
with outdated infrastructure this problem
would be a real obstacle. We rarely get a
chance to contact our funder or partners so
with the current technical problems | can't
imagine opting for ICT based techniques.”

Views of the demonstrators:

“If ever there was an example of learning by
doing it was the demonstration. Talking in
techno-speak seems to really confuse the
participants. Terms like ‘WikiWiki’ are really
off putting, but once they (participants) start
to use the Wiki pages they relax and start
asking questions (...) like can | do this and
what happens if | or someone else changes
this.”

“It's fair to say that, despite my initial mild
skepticism, by the end participants felt that
at least some of the (e-consultation)
technologies on display were useful,
useable and accessible.”

6. Conclusions and
Recommendations

What can we learn on the future potential of e-
consultation from the two sets of findings
presented here? The communicative rationality of
local lifeworlds (EU Commission 2003; Habermas
1996; Macintosh, 2004; McCusker et al., 2005;
Morison and Newman, 2001; O’Donnell and
Henriksen, 2002) may, theoretically, be
communicated by citizens via e-consultation
processes and technologies—with the purpose of
influencing decision-making processes and public
policy that directly affects them. The rationale for
a radical overhaul is the democratic ideal of
‘partnership and participation’. No single actor
(public, private or voluntary) has the information or
resources to tackle all problems either efficiently
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or effectively. To enhance democracy, however, it
is imperative that effective consultation takes
place enabling a worthwhile transfer of ideas and
concerns from the bottom-up. Although not the
solution to all the current difficulties, ICT does
offer the ability to dramatically improve the
process in terms of access and information flow.
The findings presented here range from the initial
scepticism and cynicism emanating from the face-
to-face focus group discussions to the much more
optimistic experiential experiences of participants
once they interacted with a range of e-
consultation technologies in a hands-on manner.
One aspect of this transition is the need to
incorporate technical advances into political life in
such a way as to provide citizens with a more
central role in both policy-making and decision-
making processes. eGovernment is defined by the
Commission of the European Communities (2003)
as “the use of (ICT) in public administration
combined with organisational change and new
skills in order to improve public services and
democratic processes while strengthening support
for policies”. It follows that organisational change
and upskilling must be addressed by both central
and local government agencies if the aspirations
of present programmes are to be achieved—
otherwise they will remain precisely that—mere
aspirations. The preliminary findings from the
demonstrations suggest that the former aspects of
this are possible — whatever about their future
influence on policy.

Changing the methodology of consultation may
also make available to local authorities and local
councillors a framework and opportunity within
which to fulfil their roles as policy makers. The
development of opportunities for partnership with
local interest groups may assist in the formation of
a bottom up approach. A variation in techniques
may provide better communication, co-operation
and consensus between all parties involved.
Maximising the potential of ICT may enhance
democracy by pooling resources, and by
spreading workloads and areas of responsibility.
Focusing on partnership may remove the time
delays associated with individuals working in
isolation. It may also assist by more clearly
defining the various roles between central and
local government and citizens and other interest
groups or stakeholders. The use of the qualifier
‘may’ in all of our concluding sentences here is
intentional and signals that there is much yet to
discover and do before present aspirations on e-
consultation become future working realities. That
said, moving from the rather negative findings on
extant consulation processes there is much that is
positive in the feedback from participants on the
hands-on  demonstration of e-consultation
technologies. The next phase of this research
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agenda is now happening — some of these e- consultation processes on the island of Ireland.
consulation technologies are now in use in real

References

Coleman, S. (2005) Direct representation: Towards a conversational democracy. Institute for Public Policy Research
(IPPR): London.

Coleman, S. Hall, N. and Howell, M. (2002) Hearing Voices: The experience of online public consultation and
discussions in UK governance. Hansard Society: London.

Commission of the European Communities (2003) The role of eGovernment for Europe’s future. Brussels.

Davis, S. (2002) Click on democracy: The Internet’s power to change political apathy into civic action. Westview Press:
Boulder, Colorado.

Flyvbjerg, B. (1998) “Habermas and Foucault: thinkers for civil society?”, British Journal of Sociology, 49 (2): 210-233.

Habermas, J. (1996) Between facts and norms. Polity: Cambridge.

Hamlett, P.W. (2003) “Technology theory and deliberative democracy”, Science, Technology, and Human Values, 28(1):
112-140.

Information Society Commission (2003) e-Government more than an automation of services. Information Society
Commission: Dublin, Ireland.

Leitner C. (2003) “eGovernment in Europe: the state of affairs”, Paper presented at e-government conference, Como,
Italy.

Lyon, D. (1998) The Information Society: Issues and lllusions. Polity Press: Cambridge.

Macintosh, A. (2004) “Characterizing e-Participation in Policy-Making”, Proceedings of the Thirty-Seventh

Annual Hawaii International Conference on System Sciences (HICSS-37), Big Island, Hawaii,
January 5-8.

McCusker, P., McDaid, P. and O’'Dubhchair, K. (1998) “Using focus groups in the community”, Discussion paper,
University of Ulster.

McCusker, P., O’'Donnell, D., Stephens, S. and Logue, A.-M. (2005) “Consultation cynicism: Whither e-consultation”,
Proceedings of ECEG2005, Antwerp.

Morison, J. and Newman, D.R. (2001) “On-line citizenship: Consultation and participation in New Labour’s Britain and
beyond”, International Review of Law Computers and Technology, 15(2): 171-194.

Morison, J. (2004) “Models of democracy: From representation to participation?”, In D. Oliver and J. Owell (eds.),
Changing Constitution, Oxford University Press: Oxford, pp. 144-170.

O’Donnell, D. and Henriksen, L.B. (2002) “Philosophical foundations for a critical evaluation of the social impact of ICT”,
Journal of Information Technology, 17(2): 89-99.

OECD (2003) Promise and Problems of E-Democracy: Challenges of online citizen engagement. OECD: Paris.

Williams, J., Blackwell, S. and Whelan, B.J. (2004) Survey assessments of the information society in Ireland. Economic
and Social Research Institute: Dublin.

www.ejeg.com 94 ©Academic Conferences Ltd



