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ABSTRACT

It is widely acknowledge that many of e-Participation initiatives
often attract wider audience and face serious limited citizens’
involvement. The use of social media has been seen as a hope to
remedy such limitation. However, despite the recently adoption of
social media the lack of citizens’ involvement in e-Participation
initiatives still remains. This ongoing research paper aims at
producing a general overview of e-Participation through social
media.

So far, the latest research works on such topic have been
predominantly focused on a political context of e-Participation,
where politicians-citizens interactions and activities are the central
interest of the studies. Little existing studies investigate e-
Participation in its own right in government context. The findings
also reveal that the majority of e-Participation through social
media initiatives are more informative than interactive, since few
initiatives have been found that aim to considerably enhance
citizen participation in policy decision making.
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1. INTRODUCTION

Research on the use of information and communication
technology (ICT), for the purpose of facilitating greater citizen
participation in policy decision making process (e-Participation)
[1], has witnessed an explosive growth over the last few years
[2]-[4]. In practice, the e-Participation initiatives, except in few
cases, have not been as successful as initially anticipated, largely
due to the lack of citizen involvement [2], [5]-[8]. The majority
of the projects have not achieved their intended aims toward
creating actual interaction with citizens, and few have attained
tangible citizens' influences into policy making process [6], [7],
[9], [10]. To overcome such challenge, policy makers — politicians
and governments — have been encouraged to go where citizens
are, rather than expecting citizens to move from their actual online
location [5], [11]. Social media technology has enabled virtual
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collaborative environments through providing a new way of
communication for enriching policy makers, particularly the
governments, to interact with citizen and encouraging them to
participate in decision making processes [9], [11]-[13]. In due of
lower technical "know-how" of social media technology
comparing with previous generations of ICT [14], such platforms
have shown more advantages compared to the traditional
“physical’government e-Participation or e-consultation websites
[15]. However, despite such huge attempts, the challenges of e-
Participation initiatives to attract and engage more citizens still
remains [16]-[18]. In thus, the overall objective of this paper is to
assess this theme in e-Participation area of research.

Since the initiatives concerning e-Participation through social
media are expected to grow, it seems relevant to address such new
topic [2], [4], [9], [11]. At the best of our knowledge, there have
not been so far wider significant attempts at reviewing the use of
social media in e-Participation. In this sense, this study
contributes towards building a good understanding of how e-
Participation through social media phenomenon has been
understood, implemented and investigated, thus providing a
valuable overview for researchers in e-Participation field. To do
this, the study analyzes a set of relevant studies that actually
investigate e-Participation (and then social media) rather than
those which merely citing or mention it.

The remainder of this paper is structured as follows. Section 2
explains the methodology adopted to carry out the research.
Section 3 reports major findings on e-Participation through social
media. Section 4 presents further discussion of our results.
Finally, Section 5 concludes the paper.

2. RESEARCH METHODOLOGY

The methodology used to organize the literature review process
comprised two steps. Step | — Data Collection — aimed at defining
the scope of the data collection process, by selecting the scientific
databases and by identifying the keywords for the search. Step Il —
Data Selection — aimed at selecting the most relevant papers
within the scoping of our research purpose. The two steps are
briefly explained below.

2.1 Data Collection

Given the lack of a specific set of key publication venues on e-
Participation, it would be hard to select a limited number of major
journals as primary source of publications in e-Participation [3].
Therefore, following previous literature review works on e-
Participation [2], [3], [19], we decided to base our search on
Scopus, ISI-Web of Science, and EBSCO Host data base indexes.
The search was conducted for the years 2009-2015 using various
queries. The first keyword in the queries was “E-Participation” or
“Electronic Participation”. The second keyword was “social
media”, and its different notations ‘‘Social Network™ and ‘‘Web



2.0”. The sample resulted in 97 candidate papers (61 in Scopus,
25 IS1-Web of Science, and 11 in EBSCO Host).

2.2 Data Selection

The 97 candidate papers found had to meet two major criteria’s to
be further used. First, the paper should address e-Participation as
a central subject or at least given considerable attention to e-
Participation as an essential theme of discussion. Second, the
paper should also focus on or combine e-Participation with social
media topic. Titles and abstracts of the 97 retrieved papers were
scanned to check these two criteria. To increase the chances of
finding relevant studies, we also conducted forward citation
search, seeking for relevant studies that cited one of the most
fundamental e-Participation publications (also called citation
tracking) [20]. Consequently, this process yielded 42 of 97 papers
that given considerable attentions for both topics.

3. RESULTS

While social media has a potential to enhance citizen participation
at different stages of the policy making process [2], [4], [6], [11],
it is rarely approached in e-Participation studies [21]. Clearly,
there is still scant research on e-Participation and social media [2],
[4]. Even considering that we have identified a fair number of
references (25 studies) that caught both e-Participation and social
media in the same study, the majority of them are limited to an
exclusive group of researchers and covered covered nearly the
same contributions by the same group of authors. For instance,
some authors participate in 3 studies [22]-[24], 2 studies [25],
[26], [8], [27], or even 5 studies such as [11], [16], [18], [28],
[29].

The review of e-Participation through social media could be
classified into three major results as follows:

1) Interaction — The politicians-citizens interactions has
dominated scholars' attention and certain political issues and
activities (e.g. e-campaigns and e-voting) are the main focal points
of e-Participation through social media studies [16], [17], [23],
[24], [29]-[33]. The prediction of election results is another issue
that has gained researchers attention [23], [24], [26]. The review
shows continuous attempts to evaluate the influence of social
media in political campaigns. Some scholars propose predicting
instruments for future voting based on the examination of political
candidates engagement on social media frequencies [23], [24].
These findings seem quite surprising, since e-Participation is a
process that contains other actors (e.g. government institutions
and citizens) as well as other important activities (e.g. e-
consultation and online decision making) [2], [3]. Considering
these results, e-Participation studies through social media seem
biased around political processes, similar to the research
conducted in the whole filed [4], [19].

2) Aim — In practice, the mainstream of e-Participation through
social media initiatives was performed to reinforce politicians’
position rather than to conduct dialogue with citizens [29].
Politicians actually use social media platforms as a venue to
express themselves, spread their information, and announce their
activities in order to raise their image and to gain more constituent
votes during election time [26], [29], [33].

These implementations reflect a significant gap between the
promise (what politicians’ state) and how they actually behave
(what they really do). Politicians state that they use e-Participation

through social media for engaging in dialogue with citizens,
meanwhile they actually post statements [29]. For some, this
indicates a failure to understand that e-Participation, likewise
social media, goes far beyond offering additional opportunities to
disseminate information for only election purposes [29], [32].

3) Integration — More recent efforts have been made towards
supporting government's e-Participation initiatives that aim at
improving citizen's participation in government policy making
processes [18], [27], [28]. However, they are still few of such
efforts comparing with the increasing of e-Participation research
over the last few years. An analyses of e-Participation studies
reveal a lack of integration of e-Participation through social media
strategy into government institutions’ work, communication
strategy, and decision-making processes [18], [27], [28], [34].
Current e-Participation research has little information of how e-
Participation forms can be integrated with social media tools and
services for policy decision making process (since social media
offers online discussion platform, chat and online surveys and
polls possibilities).

4. DISCUSSION

There are three major criticisms to be made of the existing
literature on e-Participation through social media.

First, typical e-Participation through social media research is
more driven towards political system activities (e.g., e-voting,
e-campaign), which might nearly address similar topics and
discuss same ideas as the ones presented in the field of e-
Democracy. Such e-Participation initiatives have been mainly
addressed by politicians to seek potential vote-gaining during
election time. Some practical cases, as those founded through
Italian [35], Norwegian, and Swedish elections [36], have found
that politicians simply stopped, or lose interest in, using social
media after the election day. Hence, this view of e-Participation
can be seen as communication, rather than truly participation [37].
In this sense, the way for enhancing citizen participation in the
process of decision making, should not only being seen through
politicians’ campaign or voting in election. The majority of e-
Participation studies rarely capture and investigate such initiatives
sponsored by government, which seems that the e-Participation
field community is reluctant to move forward to the e-
Government context.

Second, most e-Participation research founded in e-
Government research context has not enough addressed e-
Participation as a central theme of discussion, but instead, the
concept has been superficially examined along with other
government concerns for a general coverage (e.g., openness,
transparency, and accountability). Although, e-Participation might
have impact on public policy objectives and principles such as
openness, transparency, and accountability, e-Participation should
not be looked only for that reason [10]. Besides that, e-
Participation use for openness, accountability, and transparency
does not necessarily means truly participation [7], [9], [34], [38].
For instance, an analysis of 75 European municipalities websites
came to concluded that employing social media has positive
forward impact for enhancing governments transparency but not
e-Participation [38]. Citizen e-Participation should be seen as a
space seeking for active citizens’ involvement to influence and to
achieve desirable status, rather than only communication [39].
Researchers should be aware of such differences through advance
e-Participation studies.



Third, comparing e-Participation through social media research
within both fields of e-Participation and e-Government shows
a weak intersection and remains largely unconnected. It seems
that e-Participation scholars and their counterpart from e-
Government field rarely built on each other works. Researchers in
each field show little interest in transferring previous findings and
knowledge from each other.

In practice, using social media in an effective way requires more
than simply creating an account to have a social media presence.
Instead, many important factors should carefully be considered.
One of such factors is to address citizens’ needs rather than just to
increase the number of followers [16], and to reflect citizen’s
feedback through social media in governmental change [12], [18],
[40], [41]. Although, the studies analyzed make evident that many
of such initiatives are being performed under the absence of real
policy makers commitment and believes [12], [18], [31], [40],
[41].

From the supply side, conversely to social media’s strength,
governments have been slow to adopt it [14]. In fact, the uptake of
social media among European national governments is still slow
[42]. Nevertheless, as social media holds an enormous potential
for policy makers to engage citizens, the adoption of these tools
confronts a series of challenges. For instance, the politicians have
little knowledge and skills on utilizing and managing social media
to support their interaction with citizens, which in many cases
prevent from taken full advantage of these tools [33]. A survey of
850 United States government managers in 500 cities reveald a
high shortage of their knolwedge and experince on how social
media could be designed to support their interactions with citizens
[40].

The above mentioned issues afford numerous opportunities to
conduct research. For example, from the supply side, there is a
lack of research on government agencies’ ability to manage such
initiatives and how to integrate social media with their mission
[40] as well with their communication strategies [28]. Research is
also necessary to decide what is the suitable type of government
content for distribution through social media channels [40]. From
the demand side, citizens’ motivations, needs, requirements, and
expectations to participate need to be significantly explored. The
resistance for such interaction, either from government officials’
and politicians’ perspectives [12], [16], [28], [40] or from
citizens’ perspective [9], [11], [13], [29], requires also a deeper
understanding and study from researchers.

5. CONCLUSION

E-Participation through social media initiatives have achieved
little success on attracting greater citizens' engagement. Most of
such initiatives have been heavily performed as one way
communication method, mainly for broadcasting information
rather than for enabling citizens to be actually involved in
decision-making processes. It seems that such initiatives are still
been implemented through outdated management policies and
procedures, which earlier failed to touch citizen's needs and
requirements [12], [18], [40]. In other words, they seem to be
replicating the way e-Participation through official websites had
been used earlier — mostly for pushing information with a little
real effort to promote citizen’s engagement. Our argument, in
alignment with the doubts raised by some other scholars, is that
many e-Participation initiatives seem to be implemented more for
“calming” citizens, by transmitting them a deceptive sense of
participation, rather than for making them truly influential [43].

In ending, if e-Participation through social media is used just for
dissemination information, probably, we don’t expect that such
approach would easily attract more citizens, and attain their great
involvement.
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