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Abstract: This research analyzes the main explanatory factors in the impulse of
citizen participation experiences in public decision-making, both online and
offline, looking for differences and similarities regarding Internet use for
participation. It focuses the analysis in Catalonia, one of the Spanish and
European Union geographical areas that have headed the impulse of
participatory experiences. It focuses on the local level of government, a prolific
space for these activities. Anyway, their impulse among different municipalities
has been very heterogeneous and data has not been collected in a systematic
way. In general terms the analyses show that political variables such as the
political party of the mayor or electoral abstention rate would be explanatory for
promotion of e-Participatory experiences, as well as variables relating to the
participative context of the municipality or population size.
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1. Introduction

The end of the 20th century and the beginning of 21st have been marked by the
revolution of information and communication technologies (from here on ICT), which
burst onto the industrial era causing a change of paradigm toward the network society
[10]. In this same period of time the old representative democratic system has fallen
victim to a situation of democratic disaffection, meaning a lack of citizen confidence
and participation in its institutions [29]. In this context, new participative practices are
arising with the aim of approaching political representatives and citizens. We are
talking about citizen participation understood as citizen participation experiences in
public decision-making.

Incorporation of ICT in politics has introduced fundamental changes in democratic
political systems [11][13][27]. Depending on the model of political management in
which they are incorporated, we find models of e-Administration, e-Government or e-
Governance (where e-Participation experiences are included). ICT are facilitating
these practices with more extensive and direct information and greater communication
between political representatives and citizens. Even so, we find important differences
in the impulse and development of electronic participatory experiences (e-



Participation). Thus, several questions arise: What fosters promotion of e-Participatory
experiences? Which factors determine its development?

Literature related to the study of incorporation of ICT in politics has been focused
mainly on e-Government [32][35][36]. However, there are fewer studies related to
ICT incorporation in democratic innovation mechanisms such as citizen participation
[25][18].

Literature on citizen e-Participation has been based mainly on case studies of
concrete experiences [14][3][16] and comparative empirical studies are scarce and
incipient [28][24]. Moreover, existing research is mostly descriptive and evaluative,
leaving out of the analysis the study of a varied set of explanatory factors of the e-
Participation experiences. This paper analyzes the main explanatory factors in the
generation of institutionalized citizen participation experiences that do or do not
incorporate ICT in their development, focusing analysis on variables that have been
little studied by e-Participation literature such as political, sociological or contextual
variables.

2. The state of the art in ICT and citizen participation

2.1 Democratic deficit and citizen participation

The beginning of the new millennium has been marked by a political legitimacy crisis.
This phenomenon -democratic disaffection [29]-, involves loss of citizens’ confidence
in their political representatives and the crisis of state institutions and parties.

Even so, in the same space of time, there has been a revitalization of civil society
and citizens have adopted a more critical and reflective role requiring a greater degree
of cooperation and interaction with the State. Thus, we find new forms of citizen
participation. In this context there has been a change in the traditional conception of
doing politics, introducing some transition experiences form traditional government to
a new form of relational government which incorporates complexity elements, as well
as all stakeholders’ participation —governance-. It fosters increased citizen
participation in public decision-making [9].

Citizen participation in the public sphere is diverse and includes different forms and
intensity, drawing on a wide variety of situations from institutionalized participation
promoted by public administrations, to participation in social movements or civic
networks. This research focuses on the study of innovative citizen participation
experiences promoted by local public administrations, where participatory experiences
have had a better reception due to the greater proximity between citizens and
representatives [5][31][19].

2.2 Incorporation of ICT in citizen participation
Incorporation of ICT in politics has introduced fundamental changes in politics and

has meant new relationship possibilities between citizens and political representatives.
Depending on the public management model to which they are incorporated they



constitute models of e-Administration, e-Government or e-Governance, in which e-
Participation experiences are encompassed [21][20][4][22].

ICT introduce strong technical improvements which can lead to the improvement of
information, communication, consulting, deliberation and decision channels, making
them more immediate, simple and effective [12]. ICT facilitate closer and more
personalized communication [10] and allow taking part more directly and collectively
in the political system. ICT also allow minimizing time and distance problems, reduce
the costs of organization and enable communication without technological limits.

Thus, the network would make it possible to advance toward new forms of politics
and citizen participation. Even so, there are some limits such as the digital divide
[34][2]. Therefore, ICT have to be used as a complement of traditional analogous
political practices [20].

e-Participation experiences turned up at the end of the eighties and the nineties,
with the incorporation of technologies such as telephone, television or more recently
Internet, into democratic innovation mechanisms. In recent years e-Participation
experiences have developed immensely. Even so, there are difficulties in achieving
radical changes in political systems through technological mechanisms [27][16] and
we find important differences in the impulse of e-Participation experiences.

3. The case of Catalonia

The study object is delimited as initiatives in the area of Catalonia where numerous
participative experiences have been carried out and that is one of the leading European
regions in terms of participatory experiences. Since the eighties it has enjoyed
important support for participatory experiences promoted by local governments [7],
heading the impulse of citizen participation in the Spanish case [15]. There are
numerous participatory initiatives, cooperation and exchange networks, a common
general strategy for participation defined by the Catalan Government, financial
resources, consortiums and resources for Information and Communication Society
development, and basic political consensus for maintaining participatory initiatives.

In the eighties, the city of Barcelona played an important international leadership
role in citizen participation. Later on, the Regional Government of Barcelona gave its
impulse through a specialized service working transversally in all areas of local
government. A set of public and private institutions -such as universities or think
tanks- have offered strong support and collaboration networks to interested city
councils [19]. In 2004, Directorate General for Citizen Participation of the Catalan
Government was created devoted to citizen participation promaotion in Catalonia.



4. Methodology

4.1 Research question and hypothesis

The research aims to contribute relevant information to the following initial research

guestions: ‘Which are the main explanatory factors in the generation of citizen

participation experiences promoted by local governments in Catalonia?’ and ‘Are
there specific explanatory factors of e-Participation experiences impulse at the local
level in Catalonia?’

The existing literature on e-Government and e-Governance at the local level, has
studied traditionally variables of socioeconomic and technological context and
population size. The intention is to explore the importance that political variables may
have in the generation of participatory experiences and electronic experiences. This
research sets out the following hypotheses:

e The political party in charge of the city council influences participatory
experiences. Thus, political parties on the left would promote more experiences
[15][6][31].

e Political electoral participation influences participatory experiences. So, the
higher the abstention rate, the greater the probability of finding participatory
experiences [6].

e Participatory context influences in participatory experiences. Thus, the stronger
the participatory context, the higher citizen participation experiences promotion
[23].

e Technological context would influence the impulse of e-Participation experiences,
so the more technological the municipality, the higher e-Participation experiences
promotion.

e The greater the population size, the higher the citizen participation experiences
promotion [30][17][6][8].

4.2 Dependent variable

This research aims to explain the following dependent variables:

e Citizen participation experiences in public policy development, both online and
offline, such as: participatory experiences in urban plans, municipality’s budget,
or other public policies.

o Participatory websites’ functionalities such as: mailboxes, e-mails, complaints and
suggestions mailbox, forums, blogs, surveys, consultations or documents.

Citizen participation refers to any voluntary action by citizens more or less directly
aimed at influencing the management of collective affairs and public decision-making
[33]. Following the Arnstein ladder of participation [1], we consider as participatory
initiatives those that include a level of interaction and influence in the decision-
making process -from elemental to more in-depth participation levels: information,
communication, consultation, deliberation and decision-making-. These experiences
can be continuous or limited in time, so we can have punctual experiences, processes
and permanent experiences.



4.3 Explanatory variables

This paper aims to analyze the explanatory variables of citizen participation

experiences and channels at the local level with the aim of contrasting and further

analyzing previous research and literature [15][30][17][6][8][31]. It studies political,

sociological, economic and technological explanatory variables, which have been

grouped into different analytical categories:

e Political context: local government’s political color, electoral abstention rate.

e Participatory context: e-Participation platforms, legal regulation of citizen
participation, citizen participation department and number of consultative boards.

e Socioeconomic context: Gross Domestic Product per inhabitant, average age of
the population and population with Spanish nationality.

e Technological context: through the proxy of Internet bandwidth percentage of the
municipality’s population'.

e Municipality size: number of inhabitants in the municipality.

4.4 Study object and sample

We analyze citizen participatory experiences promoted by Catalan local governments
between January 2007 and June 2009. Catalonia has 946 municipalities distributed as
shown by table 1. Even though more than 50% of municipalities have less than 1000
inhabitants, 89.27% of the population is concentrated in municipalities with more than
5000 inhabitants and 54.52% in municipalities of more than 50000. Previous studies
[30][17][8], show that population size is a determining factor for the development of
web sites, online services and channels of interaction. Other studies show that in
Catalonia medium-size and large municipalities have led development of citizen
participatory experiences [23][7]. Taking all this into consideration, the paper analyzes
a sample of 199 Catalan municipalities: all Catalan municipalities with more than
5000 inhabitants".

Table 1: Distribution of Catalan municipalities by population

Number of %
Population sections municipalities % Population Municipalities
Less than 1000 490 2.61 51.8
1000 to 5000 256 8.12 27.1
5001 to 20000 139 18.45 14.7
20001 to 50000 38 16.30 4.0
More than 50000 23 54.52 2.4
Total 946 100 100

4.5 Research methods

A quantitative approach was adopted. In the moment of elaborating this research any
public administration, private company or university has carried out an exhaustive



collection of e-Participation experiences in the Catalan area. Therefore, a database was
set up by the author that collected the distribution of the dependent variable and the
explanatory variables in each municipality of the sample. It was constructed between
June and October 2009, gathering data from different sources: the analysis of several
existing non-exhaustive databases on participatory experiences", the observation of e-
Participation experiences web sites, the study of municipalities’ web sites, the use of
aggregated databases on economic, socio-demographic and technological
characteristics of municipalities, or public information on municipality’s resources and
its legal and political framework. The information was completed through direct
contact with city councils, when necessary. The construction of this database allows
bringing up a quantitative analysis of the main explanatory factors of the generation of
these experiences. With this objective, multivariate explanatory statistical analyses are
carried out, relating the dependent variable with the different proposed explanatory
ones.

5. Analysis and findings

The study object is structured in different ways regarding Internet use, time
sustainability and the participatory level achieved. Thus, we have the following
dependent variables: online and offline participatory experiences, e-Participation
experiences, offline participation experiences, total of e-Participation, total of
participation, e-Participation index and participation index. Table 2 presents the main
statistical sample measures for each one of the analysis’ variables.



Table 2: Sample values of variables analysis

functionalities

Variables N Min. Max. Mean Std. Dev.
Online & offline

participatory 199 0 6 1.29 1.54
experiences

w .= n

2 |e-Participation 199 0 6 0.77 121

‘S |experiences

S Offlln_e participation 199 0 5 0.52 0.92

. |experiences

& [Total of e-

o Participationi" 199 0 15 5.65 2.67
Total of participation” 199 0 15 6.18 2.95
e-Participation index"' 197 1 7 2.81 1.66
Participation index"" 197 1 3 1.75 0.75
r';gs—p"p“'at'ononhousa 199 1.62 5.53 2.67 0.89
Population07thousands 199 5.06 251.85 24.29 36.28
% Electoral 199 29.44 50.47 38.66 4.32
abstention""

5 -
% Bandwidth 199 8.4 20.4 17.88 3.50
connection
GDP per inhabitant 169 4.10 81.10 20.48 10.83

«» |Average age 199 33.54 45.26 38.83 1.87

<= |% Spanish nationality 199 53.15 97.92 87.63 7.50

[+ X

= [Mayorof PSC™ & 199 0.00 1.00 0.50 0.50

S |locals

> X

S |Mayor of ERC & 199 0.00 1.00 0.10 0.31

+ |locals

c X1

S |MayorofICVT& 199 0.00 1.00 0.01 0.12

& |locals

W IMayor of PP*" 199 0.00 1.00 0.005 0.07
Mayor oflocal & Indepy 19 0.00 1.00 0.07 0.26
Participation | 199 -0.99 3.35 0.00 1.00
formalization factor
e-Participation Platform 199 0 1 0.22 0.42
% Post-compulsory 16.13 60.71 31.63 7.90

. 199
education
Participatory web 199 0 10 487 192

car

In order to analyze the association between citizen participation experiences and the
explanatory variables, controlling by the factors that might affect them, we performed
seven multiple linear regression analyses. As can be observed in table 3, there are
some differences and similarities in the multiple linear regression analyses that were

ried out.




Table 3: Regression analysis coefficients

Number of experiences Total of e-Participation e-Participation index
Model Online &
offline Online Offline Total e- Total e-Participation | Participation
experiences experiences experiences | Participation | Participation index index
Std. Std. Std. Std. Std. Std. Std.
Coeff. | error|Coeff. error [Coeff. | error|Coeff. error [Coeff. | error|Coeff. error (Coeff. | error
Ln Population 0.433** [0.179]0.288** [0.143 [0.143 | 0.130]0.627** [0.288 [0.785** [0.314/0.309* [0.181 [0.208** |0.094
Mayor of ICV & loc  [1.394 [0.933|1.878** [0.748 [0.032 |0.677[1.723 [1.512 [1.734 [1.647/0.770 [0.948 |-0.469 [0.495
Mayor of PSC & loc  [-0.193 [0.237[0.007 [0.190 [-0.199 [0.172[0.139 [0.385 [-0.053 [0.419/0.059 [0.241 |-0.100 [0.126
:\gé*;{l‘;mf BRC& 10118 [0.345(0.005 [0.277 |-0.138 |0.250-0.365 [0.550 |-0.502 |0.6090.120 [0.351 [0.001 [0.183
Mayor of PP 0791 [1.263|-0.283 [1.013 [1.041 [0.916-0.509 [2.049 [0.550 [2.2370.980 [1.285 [0.688 [0.671
:\i’,'sfg’o”’f'°°a'&'”d' 0226 |0.402/0.084 |0.322 |0.141 |0.201)0.651 |0.649 |0.806 |0.7070.634 [0.407 |0.182 |0.213
fp;‘crtt(')rforma"za""" 0.396** |0.123/0.112  |0.099 |0.273**| 0.089|0.411** |0.198 |0.705**40.216{0.299** [0.124 |0.220%*%0.065
;;:;2:;'1”“0” 1.335%%40.268|1.404**{0.214 |-0.044 |0.194|3.183**40.401 |3.168**40.4372.063**%0.252 |0.457**40.131
% Electoral abstention |-0.021 [0.032[-0.049* [0.026 [0.025 | 0.023-0.088* [0.052 |-0.063 [0.057-0.035* [0.033 |-0.003 [0.017
GDP per inhabitant  |-0.005 [0.010-0.004 [0.008 [-0.002 |0.007{0.006 [0.017 [0.005 [0.028/0.007 [0.010 [0.002 [0.005
. -
% Bandwidth 0045 [0.038/0.024 [0.030 [0.022 |0.027/0.042 [0.061 [0.065 [0.0670.038 [0.039 [0.022 |0.020
connection
Average age 0.003 |0.063|-0.087* [0.050 [0.085* |0.045-0.074 [0.102 [0.013 [0.111]-0.040 [0.064 [0.020 [0.033
% Spanish nationality |0.012 [0.014[0.004 [0.011 [0.008 |[0.010{-0.011 [0.023 |-0.003 [0.025(0.000 [0.014 |0.000 [0.007
0, -
g&j’c‘)“ compulsory | 009 [0.017|-0.002 [0.013 [-0.007 |0.012/0.009 [0.027 |0.002 [0.02d0.007 [0.017 |-0.003 [0.009
Part. web 0081 [0.060/0.049 |0.048 [0.028 |0.044|- - - - - - -
functionalities
Constant -1.268 [3.759|4.10  [3.014 |-4.948* | 2.726|9.309 [6.078 [4.204 [6.6293.251 [3.812 [0.204 [1.990
N v
Adjusted R? 169 169 169 169 169 169 169
0.426 0.419 0.124 0.460 0.479 0.461 0.279

*p<0.1 **p<0.05

5.1 e-Participation experiences

***p < 0.001 Source:

own elaboration

To study the explanation of Internet incorporation in citizen participation experiences,
we compared multiple regression models for online experiences, total of e-
Participation and e-Participation index. The first variable measures the number of e-
Participation experiences promoted; the second measures all electronic experiences,
adding to the previous ones the participatory website functionalities; lastly, e-
Participation index measures the experiences’ degree, considering together their
number, participation level and time sustainability.

The analyses show that explanatory variables are very similar in the three cases,
even though we observe differences in some variables. As table 3 shows, Internet use
for citizen participation would be explained in the three models by the population size,
the existence of an e-Participation platform and the electoral abstention rate. Thus,




there would be a greater electronic participation in larger municipalities, with an e-
Participation platform and with lower electoral abstention.

On the other hand, we find some differences, worth pointing out. The variable of
participation formalization factor is not significant in the explanation of the online
experiences’ number, while it is explanatory for the total of e-Participation and for the
e-Participation index. We also find differences in the model of the number of e-
Participation experiences promotion, where having a mayor from ICV (a party on the
left) and a low average population age would be explanatory, while they would not in
the other two models.So, we could think that when we deal with more stable e-
Participation structures -as in the cases of e-Participation index or the total of e-
Participation- having a strong participation formalization would be a key factor in the
use of Internet for citizen participation. Instead, when we only study the number of
experiences, having a mayor from ICV or a young population, would be explanatory
of their impulse. This could be showing that Internet incorporation in participatory
experiences would be more favorable in municipalities with these characteristics, even
though these characteristics would not be explanatory of the level or sustainability of
these experiences.

5.2 Offline participatory experiences

Secondly, we dealt with the explanatory factors of offline participation, analyzing the
variables offline experiences and participation index. The analyses show that there is
only one common variable explanatory for both offline models: the participation
formalization factor, which would explain the number of experiences promoted, their
participative level and their time sustainability. On the other hand, we find differences
in the significance of other variables such as ‘average population age’, which would
explain the number of experiences promoted while not explaining their degree in
terms of level and sustainability. It is worth mentioning that although in the
explanation of the number of e-Participation experiences age had a negative
coefficient, in this case its coefficient is positive. Finally, the variables of population
size and electronic platform for citizen participation are explanatory for the degree of
offline experiences, while they are not for the number of experiences promoted by
municipalities.

5.3 Online and offline citizen participation

Finally, this section studies jointly citizen participation experiences carried out offline
and using the Internet. Thus, we analyze variables of offline and online experiences,
and total of participation.

The developed analyses show that for both models, variables of population size,
electronic platform for citizen participation and the participation formalization factor
are explanatory. Even though the values of the coefficients are quite different, it is
worth pointing out that their signs are equal, being all positive.

Thus, it could be stated that even in the explanation of the number of participatory
experiences (online and offline) and in the explanation of these experiences, taking



also into account the web site participatory functionalities, the population size would
be explanatory. So, the greater the number of inhabitants, the higher the number of
experiences promoted, even though its effect would be greater in the case of ‘total of
participation’. Likewise, municipalities with electronic citizen participation platforms
would promote more experiences than municipalities without such a platform. Thus, it
could be stated that this variable -although having a positive effect in both dependent
variables- would have a stronger effect when it comes to explaining experiences and
web site functionalities, than if only experiences are explained. This could mean that
the use of e-Participation platforms could be related to the opening of participatory
functionalities in municipal web sites and could be indicative of a stronger
participatory culture in the municipality, which would also have effects on the offline
participatory experiences. Finally, municipalities with a higher participation
formalization factor would promote more participatory experiences. Again, the
coefficient of the variable is higher in the case of the explanation of the experiences
plus web site functionalities than in the case of the explanation of the experiences.

6. Conclusions and discussion

This paper has analyzed the possible explanatory factors of citizen participatory
experiences promoted at the local level in Catalonia, both online and offline. It has
analyzed the most relevant variables considered by the literature: political,
technological and socioeconomic variables, and the size of the municipality. We have
studied their influence in the number of experiences promoted and in their degree of
participatory level and time sustainability reached. We also conducted analyses in
order to evaluate whether the explanatory factors for offline participation can also be
explanatory for e-Participation experiences.

Regarding the hypotheses, the analyses show that political variables would be
explanatory for e-Participation experiences in Catalonia, as suspected, but they won’t
be for the offline ones. This may indicate a greater generalization of offline
experiences, so their development would not be any longer explained by a left political
color, as previous research indicated [15][6][31] or by the electoral abstention rate
[617].

Electoral abstention rate would be explanatory for e-Participation in the sense that
the lower the abstention rate, the higher the e-Participation. This would be contrary to
previous research [6], even though previous research analyzed offline experiences.
This may indicate that e-Participation experiences would still be pioneer and
innovative, and would need a more participatory environment to be promoted. So,
political variables would be explanatory for them, but not for offline experiences,
which would be currently more widespread than in previous years.

On the participatory context, in general terms we found empirical evidence in all
the models but the online experiences, that the higher the formalization of citizen
participation in the municipality, the greater the citizen participatory experiences. So,
there would be a positive relation between promoting participatory experiences and
having formal participation councils, legal regulation and a special department in the



city council. This would be in line with our hypothesis and with previous research
[23].

Unfortunately the data used does not allow us to find significance in the
technological variables collected. Nonetheless, it worth mentioning that having an e-
Participation platform is significant in all the models but the offline experiences one.
This could be due to a possible relation between having an e-Participation platform
and being a more participatory oriented municipality.

Regarding population size, it could be said that the greater the population size, the
greater the citizen participation, both online and offline, as we had expected and in
line with previous research [30][17][6][8]. Even though, in the case of offline
experiences, the non-significance of this coefficient may be showing a generalization
of those experiences in all the municipalities.

Finally, with the exception of the age, none of the socioeconomic variables explains
online or offline participation. So, we could conclude that promotion of participatory
experiences would be tied to political context and participatory will variables, not to
differential population characteristics of the municipality. This would be derived from
the non-significance of the analyzed socioeconomic variables, as well as from the
significance of the age variable in the number of experiences explanation, which
would favor e-Participation in young populations and offline participation in older
ones. Thus, participatory experiences would be related to the political context of the
municipality and strategies and tools that reflect the interest in developing them. So,
we could conclude that in this moment, e-Participation would not be yet a generalized
tool, but it would already represents the democratic innovation arrow.
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Notes:

" Internet bandwidth percentage of the municipality’s population is the only ICT variable
disintegrated and representative at the municipal level in Catalonia.

" The city of Barcelona is not included in the sample due to several reasons. Its complex
administrative structure, the city council’s high participatory activity and the lack of
systematization and information centralization of the participatory experiences promoted
entail a lack of exhaustive and systematic information on all the experiences promoted.
Moreover, Barcelona city council tried to gather all this information through several research
projects, which were rejected due to the great amount of resources required.

" Databases used to collect data are: Democratic Innovation program and Local Government
of Catalonia; the Catalonia’s Public Administration School Database; the Participatory
Democracy Local Observatory; the Participatory Democracy International Observatory; the Pi
Sunyer Foundation good practices bank; database of the Directorate General for Citizen
Participation; as well as information coming from other municipal studies or web sites.

" The total of e-Participation is the sum of the number of e-Participation experiences and the
participatory website functionalities.

V' The total of participation is an addition of eParticipation experiences, plus offline
participation experiences, plus participatory website functionalities.

! Measures eParticipaiton taking into account the number of eParticipatory experiences, its
participatory level (information, communication, consultation, deliberation, decision) and its
temporal sustainability (process, punctual or permanent). It also measures participatory
website functionalities and their participatory level. This index is constructed through a weight
average of these variables, weighting last two variables 0’5 (participatory website
functionalities are important for eParticipation but do not consitute complete eParticipation
expericences themselves). High values make reference to municipalities with high
eParticipation (big number, of high participatory level and time lasting experiences).

V' Measures citizen participation taking into account the number of offline participatory
experiences, its participatory level and its temporal sustainability. The same weight is assigned
to each one of those variables.

Y™ This variable measures the average electoral abstention rate in each municipalitiy taking
into account the last electoral participation rates (general elections 2008, regional elections
2006 and local elections 2007).

™ Partit dels Socialistes de Catalunya (PSC) is a centre-left party that has led Catalan
government since 2003.

¥ Esquerra Republicana de Catalunya (ERC) is a left-leaning party that strives for
independence of Catalonia. It is the 4th or 3rd political force, depending on the elections.

™ Iniciativa per Catalunya- Els Verds (ICV) is a small left-leaning party, concentrated in larger
cities, which strongly defends the carrying out of participatory initiatives.

! partit Popular (PP) is a right-Spanish party, which has little presence throughout Catalonia.



"™ This factor arose from a factorial analysis of the following variables: citizen participation
legal regulation in the municipality, citizen participation consultative boards, citizen
participation department in the city council.

" The difference between N=199 as basis for the analysis and N=169 in Table 2 is due to
missing values in 30 municipalities for GDP per inhabitant variable.



