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  Abstract   Direct deliberative democracy presents a conceptually attractive model 
of civic governance – particularly relevant at local scale. We outline the ‘work’ of 
direct deliberative democracy by considering its underlying principles and objectives, 
and discuss four fundamental challenges that are commonly proposed: the difficulty 
of coordinating direct participation, the expertise required of participants, the often 
underestimated dynamics of power in direct action, and that deliberation is not 
necessarily the sole, ideal mode of participation. At hand of a case study of an 
online “community of interest”, the paper investigates the potential role of social 
media to facilitate this work, and to mitigate the challenges cited.    

  Introduction 

 Direct deliberative democracy (DDD) presents a conceptually attractive model of 
civic governance – particularly relevant at local scale – where stakeholders engage 
directly in cooperative decision making. This paper investigates the role of an 
online social environment in mediating the collaborative work of democratic local 
decision-making viewed as DDD. We consider the ‘work’ of direct governance by 
referring to the underlying principles and objectives of DDD. The literature further 
proposes four fundamental challenges: the difficulty of coordinating direct partici-
pation  [  1  ] , the expertise required of participants  [  2  ] , the often underestimated 
dynamics of power in both deliberation and direct action, and that deliberation is 
not necessarily the sole, ideal mode of contributing to decision making  [  3  ].  

 At hand of a case study of an online “community of interest”  [  4  ] , the paper inves-
tigates the potential role of social media to facilitate this work, in particular relating to 
the challenges cited. We develop a typology of the acts which contribute to the work 
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of DDD in the online community, and consider these in terms of their level of empow-
erment. We consider also how acts are expressed in terms of the social network struc-
ture of the online community by developing a network model of interactions. This 
shows how initiative is distributed and suggests further dynamics of action. A synthesis 
of these two dimensions, of action and structure, leads to clearer understanding of how 
the online social space mediated direct governance in the context of the case study, and 
potentially addressed aspects of the four challenges above. 

 The following section of the paper considers the theoretical background to our 
study, outlining the principles and challenges of DDD, before investigating a number 
of threads in the literature of cooperative work that potentially relate. This is followed 
by a brief case description, after which we describe the methodology and results each 
of the two analytical stages – an investigation of acts and of network structure.  

  Theoretical Background 

  A Description of the Work, the Principles of Direct Deliberative 
Democracy 

 To provide context for the discussion, we briefly outline our use of, as well as the 
theoretical contributions of the notions of ‘civic governance’ and ‘direct delibera-
tive democracy’. 

 While research frequently focuses on the role of social media to engage citizens 
with formal institutions of government, we use the concept of ‘ civic governance’  to 
denote a broader process. Isin  [  5  ]  proposes that the traditional notion of what it 
means to be a citizen, of the relationship of subjects with a state, has recently 
evolved to encompass a much wider range of actions and contexts. ‘Activist citizen-
ship’, as he frames it, implies diverse forms of involvement, in issues that may not 
fit the remit of traditional government in any number of ways – for example 
because they are too local, not yet ‘on the agenda’, or even outside of its constitu-
tion  [  6  ] . Our concern then is with a notion of governance which, much as it 
acknowledges the significant role of the formal institutions we call government, 
more broadly considers the role of citizens in governing the world they are part of. 
This paper investigates this process particularly at local scale. 

 By associating civic governance with the principles  democracy , we imply a 
mode of governance that shares the democratic fundamental of “rule by the people” 
 [  1  ] . Dahl proposes that this principle follows from two fundamental values: intrin-
sic equality – that all are equally fit to contribute to decisions that affect the general 
welfare; and personal autonomy – that all have the right to be self determining, in 
other words to contribute to decisions that affect them to the maximum extent 
possible. There is long standing debate whether these objectives are best served in 
systems where people contribute to decisions directly, referred to as  direct democracy , 
or in systems where an elected government and its officials conduct the business of 
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governance, referred to as representative democracy. While the complex reality of 
participative decision-making quickly dispels notions of an ideal process  [  3  ] , and 
there are compelling arguments for both direct and representative forms of decision 
making, Manin  [  7  ]  points out that in practice a strict theoretical division is artificial, 
since neither implies an absolute form and the practical implementation of ‘direct-
ness’ has multiple dimensions. Barber  [  8  ] , a strong supporter of direct democracy, 
proposes the intention is not so much to advocate one mode at the expense of the 
other, as to supplement representative forms “with a critical overlay of participatory 
institutions.” While we accordingly do not labour the distinction, this paper focuses 
on more direct forms of democratic decision making, which we argue are particularly 
relevant at local scale. 

 As a final point of definition – the introduction refers to direct  deliberative  
democracy. Bohman  [  9  ]  provides an idealized characterisation of deliberative 
democracy: that legitimate, broadly acceptable decisions are the result of a process 
organised around the ideal of political justification, and which requires free public 
reasoning of equal citizens. In principle then, all forms of democratic governance 
are deliberative to the extent that they rely on reasoned evidence to support choices 
– much as their mechanisms may be more or less participatory, and more or less 
transparent. While Saward  [  3  ]  points to the pitfalls of uncritically advocating delib-
erative decision making based on comparing such an idealized notion to the reality 
of its alternatives, Gutmann and Thompson  [  2  ]  propose that its core value lies in 
the ‘reason giving’. Decisions based on reasons (which have been made broadly 
accessible), rather than simply based on a position, are more open to be engaged 
and evaluated against their justification. 

 To operationalise the notion of direct deliberative democracy at local scale, Cohen 
 [  10  ]  proposes that “[b]ecause of the numerosity and diversity of sites, we want a 
structure of decision-making that does not require uniform solutions … because of 
the complexity of problems, we want a structure that fosters inter-local comparisons 
of solutions.” Cohen presents the basis for a form of localism  [  11  ] , where citizens can 
make collective decisions through public deliberation, while their choices are exam-
ined in the light of relevant deliberations in comparable situations. This potentially 
combines the advantages of self-government and local learning with wider processes 
of social learning and heightened political accountability. 

 Civic governance, as we have framed it in terms of direct deliberative democracy, 
potentially relies on technologically mediated collaboration:

   To support processes of governance that do not necessarily have traditional • 
government or any particular political party at their centre, and which are 
expressed in diverse contexts and across multiple networks.  
  To facilitate decision-making which respects the democratic principles of intrinsic • 
equality and personal autonomy.  
  To allow exchanges between actors that focus on directly solving local problems, • 
“where it matters” in terms of potential impact and their personal interest.  
  To provide an accessible deliberative space where decisions are potentially subject • 
to reasoned debate.     
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  Specific Critiques of Direct Deliberative Democracy 

 While direct deliberative democracy offers an appealing model of governance, this 
next section confronts four challenges that are frequently raised. As we outlined in 
the introduction, these are the difficulty of coordinating direct participation  [  1  ] , the 
expertise required of participants  [  2  ] , the often underestimated dynamics of power 
in deliberation  [  12  ] , and that deliberation is not necessarily the sole, ideal mode of 
participation  [  3  ] . 

 Dahl  [  1  ]  considers that large scale direct participation is not realistic considering 
the size and complexity of the modern nation state. Citizens have limited time to be 
involved, and do not have the specialist skills or expertise provided by a representa-
tive administration. Indeed, Dahl proposes that representative forms of decision-
making evolved in part to overcome these two challenges. Gutmann and Thompson 
 [  2  ]  similarly consider both practical and ethical concerns with direct forms of  delib-
erative  democracy. Particularly targeted at the national level, they essentially recast 
the objections raised by Dahl in terms of deliberative process: It is not practical to 
include everyone in deliberation, and the public are not all skilled (equal) deliberators – 
they may not give the best reasons, nor make the most astute decisions. Authors 
further question the accessibility of deliberation as a political process, where public 
opinion is largely formed in a “media space”  [  13  ]  that is not equally accessible to 
all. We would argue that, in the local decision making context targeted by our 
research, these criticism are somewhat mitigated. The knowledge and commitment 
of participants is harder to question where they are most familiar with the contin-
gency of local situations, and also most directly affected. The number of potential 
participants in any given decision is also significantly lower and channels of com-
munication relatively accessible. 

 Related to the role of power in DDD, Foucault  [  14  ]  notably criticized the ideal of 
dialogue “that circulates freely without coercion or distortion,” as utopian. Though 
the comments were most directly addressed at Habermas’ notion of communicative 
action  [  15  ] , Foucault’s point was essentially that power strongly influences what is 
considered true, and so that dialogue is inextricably linked to power. Though funda-
mentally supportive of deliberative democracy, Gutmann and Thompson  [  2  ]  
acknowledge that deliberation can be used cynically, as cover for power politics. 
They propose however that in such instances, the “giving of reasons” is its own best 
defense. Even in absence of overt conflict or coercion, power might however control 
the agenda – by determining what is “on the table” for discussion, or more subtly by 
framing what role players consider in their interest  [  12  ] . While such use of power is 
often framed in terms of control by institutions of government, Saward  [  16  ]  proposes 
that where citizens participate directly there are no less “claims of representation.” 
In other words, participants claim to represent the interests of a constituency they 
effectively “create” to support their argument. We cite these notions not to suggest 
that direct deliberative governance is more sensitive to the effects of power than for 
example representative democracy, they do however point to potential dynamics that 
cannot be ignored in a grounded analysis. 
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 The fourth criticism is not so much that people do not have the ability, but that 
proponents discriminate against preferences that are not stated deliberatively  [  3  ]  by 
proposing that only deliberative claims are legitimate. Cohen  [  10  ]  acknowledges 
that deliberation typically relies on a particular discursive style – formal, rational, 
deductive and generalized – and so potentially excludes people who have a different 
style of communication (e.g. emotive or narrative) and also the information conveyed 
by these styles. Saward argues more broadly that deliberation is democratically 
secondary, a component in the larger process of enacting democratic governance. 
He points out that deliberative process typically relies on aggregative mechanisms 
such as a vote as soon as there is not perfect consensus. We agree that deliberation 
has shortcomings as sole mode of participation, and that a much broader range of 
acts do (and should) contribute to the process of civic governance, but propose that 
at local scale, where a small number of people directly cooperate to solve an issue, 
it has a central role.  

  The Potential Role of Social Technologies 

 We have outlined a specific model and context of governance, as well as some of 
the challenges frequently attributed to it. This section now briefly considers litera-
ture that informs our approach to the role of social technologies in this domain, 
particularly related to the aforementioned challenges. 

 Related to the notion that direct participation presents logistical problems in 
larger groups, Shirky  [  17  ]  and Benkler  [  18  ]  propose that online social media sub-
stantially reduce the co-ordination cost associated with collaborative action. They 
contextualise earlier work by Coase, who proposes that organisational forms are the 
result of attempting to institutionally minimise the extraneous costs associated with 
transacting. Because of changes in co-ordination cost brought about by the web, 
Benkler argues, collective governance and flat organisational hierarchy are becom-
ing increasingly dominant forms of social organisation. Shirky claims that loosely 
co-ordinated online groups are supporting “… serious, complex work, taken on 
without institutional direction.” Castells  [  13  ]  similarly describes the development 
of a new communication sphere as the result of efficiencies in networked organisa-
tion. He refers to “mass self communication” with cautious optimism, where com-
munication is self-produced as much as self directed in consumption, yet has the 
potential to connect a mass audience. We would point to the work of Cordella  [  19  ] , 
who investigates the impact of introducing ICT within and between organisations, 
and reports that while some co-ordination costs are indeed reduced, new costs such 
as information overload are introduced in what is a complex web of interaction. 
While social media undeniably has potential to facilitate the group action required 
of direct governance, it would be unwise to oversimplify the mediation. 

 The mention of information overload raises the second challenge of DDD – 
which relates both to information and skill. Cohen  [  10  ]  proposes that deliberation 
has the advantage that it potentially aggregates the reasons for decisions, information 
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which might also inform future decisions in comparable jurisdictions. Undeniably 
digital conversations leave a record, such as the archive of a discussion forum – 
however research on decision support systems and automated argument summary 
 [  20  ]  shows that these records are not always easy to mine and interpret. Presenting 
the information in digested form invites questions of bias, whether deliberate or 
simply by omission, though admittedly this is not specific to the digital domain. 
Accepting the information literacy and technical skills required of participants in 
the new domain, one might nonetheless argue that social technologies have the 
potential to empower participation in governance. While research frequently high-
lights the challenges associated with the reduced information bandwidth  [  21  ]  of 
online social interaction, one might conversely make the argument that it is a less 
intimidating environment within which to engage than for example to make a 
public speech, and that the relative anonymity overcomes differences in social 
status. The asynchronous nature of online deliberation further allows a considered 
style of input – while at the same time the medium is dynamic in that it affords 
direct feedback and the ability to edit, append or qualify. 

 A number of the points raised above relate also to the discussion of power – 
particularly Castell’s notion of ‘mass self communication’  [  13  ] , which implies the 
deliberative process is more accessible within the “networked” public sphere com-
posed of social media. His analysis acknowledges however that technology, used in 
this sense to refer to a socio technical system, is not neutral. In network terms, 
nodes are privileged to do only that which “[the network] is programmed to do”, 
and conversely, the network discriminates against anything not considered a node, 
or not a member  [  22  ] . In other words, both in terms of technical and social 
programming, social technologies potentially mediate participation by their 
affordances, by what they are programmed to accept as legitimate behavior, but 
also by what and who they exclude. One of the key objectives of our study is to 
understand the balance of opportunities and challenges in the context of the case 
study, how the system might have empowered and who were afforded relative control 
over the governance agenda. 

 Further indication of how interrelated the aspects of interaction are, our discus-
sion of the problem of expertise has already touched on the fourth challenge by 
referring to the nature of deliberation online. Deuze et al.  [  23  ]  propose that, in the 
context of blogs and online journalism, digital culture is characterised by blurring 
of the distinction between the producers and consumers of media. The audience 
have an expectation to be able to participate in the process of meaning making. 
If deliberation is characterized in the broadest sense as a process of meaning mak-
ing, online media afford participants significant diversity in the mode, style and scale 
of their contribution – from comments on articles, to video blogs, social bookmarking 
or even developing an independent online community to name but a few. Hindman 
 [  24  ]  however proposes that this process of meaning making is highly unequal 
online. His research shows a power law distribution both of traffic and contribution 
– very few sites get most of the attention and so have a disproportionate influence 
on public opinion. What is not clear however, is the extent to which social media, 
potentially a single community of interest such as targeted in this paper, contributes 
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to or mediates deliberative governance at very local scale – in particular where 
participants set out not to influence broader opinion, but make direct contributions 
to governance.   

  Case Study Description and Context 

 This paper draws on research into an initiative, launched in 2002 to promote infor-
mation sharing and collective action between coastal stakeholders in southern 
Africa. In this section we describe the case study, but we also provide contextual 
interpretation that, we hope, enables the reader to better assess our later analysis. 

 The project donors hoped to incubate a community of interest  [  4  ]  focussed spe-
cifically on sustainable development and environmental governance. A central 
project team was established, with both permanent and temporary employees to act 
as administrators and facilitators of the community. The team implemented a web 
enabled approach to participation and governance focused not only on socially 
inclusive interaction of citizens with government, but also, significantly, on citizen 
to citizen networking, capacity building and knowledge sharing. They aimed for 
governance to be as much driven from the bottom up, as from the top down. 

 The objectives of the initiative have clear parallels with key proposed attri-
butes of direct deliberative governance  [  10  ]  in that it seeks to support pluralistic, 
locally relevant solutions through collective decision making, while providing 
opportunity for social learning through inter-local comparison of solutions. In 
other words, while the scope of the overall initiative was regional, and it encour-
aged sharing solutions between countries even, its goal was to support pragmatic, 
local governance action. There were established environmental and development 
governance initiatives in the target region, but they acted in fragmented networks 
with little co-ordination between organisations. This resulted in the diffusion of 
effort and relatively little success against large, co-ordinated opponents such as 
local primary industry. The project aimed to provide a “meta network” to connect 
these fragmented initiatives. In the process of connecting stakeholder groups, the 
initiative sought also to reconfigure local networks to particularly afford disem-
powered communities increased voice or agency. This steered the points of engage-
ment it sought. 

 In the 18 months prior to our study the online community platform had served 
103,677 page views and recorded 2,200 unique monthly visitors – of these 57% were 
from within the region. More significantly, there were 650 registered members who 
had made 1,855 message posts to the discussion list. These statistics substantially 
exceeded the expectations of the project initiators given the relatively specialised 
focus, in a sparsely populated region with low level of technical development. The 
archive of discussion contributions further indicates that the community facilitated 
participation from across traditional organisational and geographic networks – 
members of civil society and NGO’s, academics, the business sector, donor organisa-
tions, as well as local and regional government. 
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 Discussion focussed on practical issues of governance. In some cases the 
deliberation was mainly opinion forming, or of “inter-local comparison of solu-
tions” as Cohen  [  10  ]  put it. There was e.g. an extended discussion of the impact of 
commercial firewood collection on the environment, and another providing advice 
about how to best deal with (protected) wildlife damaging farmers’ crops. In other 
cases discussion lead to, or supported direct, local action. In three instances the 
online community had e.g. contributed to taking inequitable property development 
to task – cases where decision makers had distorted the mandated process, poten-
tially blocking common access to natural resources. The online network provided 
opportunity for participants to raise issues when they arose, and though response 
was not guaranteed, to engage both like minded and the opposed in dialogue. In this 
sense, the social media created an accessible interface to the “media space”  [  13  ]  – 
at least for anyone with access to the technology. The initial discussion of property 
rights had been started by a community member who found that, with local authori-
ties abusing their position of authority, attempts to engage those responsible were 
simply ignored. Once the issue had however been published online, members of the 
online community rallied to the cause and attracted the interest of regional newspa-
pers. The local authorities were ultimately forced to change their approach, and the 
development was interrupted until proper protocol had been observed – in that case 
resulting in a ruling against the developer. 

 By providing a library of locally relevant materials, from research reports to 
media articles, as well as aggregating information from burning discussion issues 
in topic pages and newsletters, the community platform further made it easier for 
participants to contribute in an informed manner. The property discussion was aug-
mented by an accessible summary of the relevant laws and protocols by a member 
who was an expert in the subject. This proved to be a useful resource in subsequent 
cases also. Similar summaries were developed for, amongst others, coastal tourism, 
aqua culture and marine litter. Where a discussion touched on local issues, often 
there would be a reply from someone within the affected community, providing 
contextual information which a broader process would have missed. In the discus-
sion relating to wood collection, it emerged that while policy targeted local com-
munities collecting the wood for fuel, the resource was in fact being commercially 
exploited to supplement local income. A local stakeholder was able to give 
detailed account of the problem, the conflict of use, but also the complexity of 
organisational relationships that made the issue complex to truly resolve fairly and 
sustainably. 

 As the community grew, representing members across diverse sectors, so its 
potential as a space of governance deliberation grew, providing not only an audi-
ence, but also resources through its network as we have presented. However, to not 
gloss over limitations, the 650 dispersed members of the online community were 
not a sufficiently representative group to make legitimate, democratic decisions on 
many of the governance issues raised. To be fair, as we have described this was also 
not its intended purpose. For this reason then, aggregative mechanisms such as vot-
ing or polling were entirely absent from the interaction. None the less the dialogue 
facilitated within the community was in some cases sufficient to move along or 
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resolve an issue – for example by involving stakeholders from previously excluded 
sectors, by creating awareness which then spread through related networks, or pro-
viding a member with information and social support. 

 This preliminary review proposes there are strong elements of direct deliberative 
governance to the community interaction, and broadly supports optimistic views 
expressed of the role of social media in literature. However, in order to more clearly 
account for the dynamics of interaction in terms of the principles and challenges 
discussed in “ Theoretical Background ”, we investigate the online community in a 
more systematic manner in the following sections of analysis.  

  Analysis 

  Investigation of Acts that Contribute to the Process 

 As first step to investigating the range of contributions, we compiled a list of indi-
vidual acts, in the context of the case platform, which might contribute to processes 
of governance. This was done by referring to affordances of the community web 
platform as well as reviewing project activity reports and previous case study mate-
rial. In the introduction we referred to online participative governance driven by 
multiple types of action. De Cindio, Di Loreto et al.  [  25  ]  similarly refer to “modes” 
of public participation in a socio-technical system, which proposes that participa-
tion in governance may be more diverse than purely deliberative action. If the com-
munity is analysed as a socio-technical interaction network  [  26  ] , there is complex 
interaction between a range of actions – online and offline, from direct participation 
to informing others and moderating discussion, even externally orientated actions 
such as recruiting new members or promoting the initiative in the press. We consid-
ered the actions of various roles in the community – the agency supplying funding, 
the project team supporting the network, its users at different levels of engagement. 
The objective was to capture as much diversity as the case community offered, 
rather than trying to be literally complete. Each action was captured at approxi-
mately the same level of description  [  27,   28  ]  in order to facilitate further analysis. 
The unstructured list of acts was subsequently synthesised through a series of open, 
“all in one” card sorts  [  27  ]  Rather than setting specific criteria for the sorts, only a 
general framing “facet” was provided – in this instance it was to group cards in 
clusters of “overall similarity” in the context of types of governance action. Rugg 
reports this a useful method where a large number of items (42 in this case) are to 
be explored by a domain expert aiming to identify underlying factors. 

 Six groups of actions emerged after several rounds of sorting. Further reflection 
on the underlying factor, or organising principle to emerge from the sort suggested 
the groups might be characterised by “what a person might achieve with respect to 
their aims and values” – what might otherwise be interpreted as “level of empower-
ment”  [  29  ] , or degrees of “agency freedom”  [  30  ] . In other words, organising the six 
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groups of acts from relatively high levels of empowerment, to the lowest (in the 
context of this online community), gave the following typology:

   Animating  • 
  Facilitating  • 
  Filtering  • 
  Creating  • 
  Contributing  • 
  Observing    • 

 We briefly discuss the acts in each group: 
  Animating  indicates the ability to start or animate an independent initiative. This 

implies direct involvement in, or control over each of the other steps and also con-
stitutes the opportunity to define a new network. The donors and key members of 
the project team were essentially the animators of the case project. They developed 
the initial project design, recruited members to the community from their own 
networks and provided much of the initial drive. 

  Facilitating  refers to the process of shaping or steering the communication and 
actions of others. While a skilled (impartial) facilitator might e.g. attempt to ensure 
that everyone is given fair opportunity in discourse, this process is often strongly 
influenced by personal capacity and point of view, as well as a defined deliverable 
of the process of facilitation. The case community included discussion moderators 
who “seeded” conversation, posted provoking articles and were required to make 
judgements on inflammatory posts, or which contributions were considered “off 
topic”. The project management functions relevant to our typology were also 
considered facilitating actions. 

  Filtering/editing  actions shape or interpret the information visible to others a 
priori. These actions typically have influence on much larger scale than the filtering 
implicit in the creation of a single document. It also occurs in the background – 
filtering is not often exposed, or even explicitly considered in terms of its impact 
on shaping a governance agenda. In the case community filtering would refer to, 
for example, deciding what stories are reported in a newsletter, how images should 
be categorised in the reference library, or what constitutes a body of subject 
knowledge in a course. 

  Creating  actions might have included developing subject briefings, writing a 
course module, or uploading documents to a central repository as group assets. This 
presents more than just a personal statement in an informal discussion. The act 
positions the creator as an expert, and contributes to community in more deliberate 
manner than through automated aggregation of informal actions. 

  Contributing  actions differed from creating actions in both scope and nature – 
they include communicating in the online discussion groups or setting up a personal 
profile – in other words giving some form of input. At this level a participant poten-
tially takes an active role in multi directional communication, much as they com-
municate largely in their own capacity. 

  Observing  includes generic acts such as ‘presence’ and ‘information seeking’ 
– relatively passive engagement with the online resource. Also referred to as 
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“lurkers”  [  31  ]  in the context of online forums, people who mainly observe none 
the less contribute to the governance process: They provide an audience for 
those who contribute more directly, helping provide critical mass  [  32  ]  and their 
actions further constitute an implicit vote – what they pay attention to is interpreted 
as important, their presence considered a measure of relevance. 

 While we needed to do further investigation to understand how these groups of 
acts might have been representative of segments of the online user community, a 
preliminary investigation indicated that while there were 650 “observing” mem-
bers, only 163 had “contributed” by making message posts to the forum. Far fewer 
still, 20 depending on exact definition, had been involved explicitly in “creating” or 
“filtering” actions, while as few as three members had been involved in “animat-
ing” the online community itself. While absolute numbers are a matter of interpre-
tation, there was strong indication that few users had acted at the highest level of 
empowerment, and that there was an overall decline in participant numbers from 
“observing” though the hierarchy to “animating”. While this creates the further 
impression that initiative lay with a small relatively cohesive group, what Wenger 
 [  4  ]  might have called the core of a community of interest, our subsequent investiga-
tion shows this would be an incorrect conclusion.  

  Investigation of Network Structure 

 To better understand the questions posed by our previous analysis, we conducted a 
follow on study to consider how groups of acts were expressed in terms of the 
social network structure of the online community. The objective was to understand 
how initiative was distributed and to suggest more detailed dynamics of action. 

 The structure of the network was derived from the community discussion sys-
tem, which provided a record of all online communications archived by discussion 
thread. In the 42 months between October 2005 and March 2009 there were 145 
“conversations” – threads with at least one reply – involving 163 unique users and 
850 individual messages. Each participant was recorded as a  “node”  in the network 
diagram, and reciprocal links  (“ties”)  recorded between all those present in any 
given conversation. The number of shared conversations determined the strength of 
the link between any two nodes. Huberman & Adamic  [  33  ]  successfully used a 
similar approach in several studies to develop a network description based on email 
conversations. For the purpose of this analysis, members who did not participate in 
at least a two way exchange of communication were not included, as we were 
unable to infer their relationship to any of the active nodes. 

 This method developed a network model comparable to the dynamic characteri-
sation of networked social organisation proposed by Wellman  [  34,   35  ] , with ties 
defined by actions rather than by a description of static relations between nodes. We 
acknowledge that this analysis maps relations between only 163 of 650 registered 
users, based on only one aspect of their interaction. It does not consider relations 
that may have pre-existed the community, nor relations which are expressed in 
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ways other than through online discussion – for example by users who were very 
active in “offline” activities of the community. Cautions considered, relevant fea-
tures could none the less be discerned from the model. By being able to identify 
nodes as well as the content of interactions, the features that emerged could further 
be grounded in a detailed case history that had been developed over several years 
of study (Figs.  1  and  2 ).   

 The figures above show the resulting network diagram for 2 consecutive years. 
Squares represent “nodes” (participants) in the network, and have been scaled to 
reflect their degree of connectedness to make the diagram easier to read. Lines con-
nect any nodes who have shared three or more conversations during the year. Each 
of the 163 nodes, or participants, were assigned an identifying number in order of 
them joining the community. 

 The two diagrams show similar characteristics of organization, but significantly 
share relatively few nodes – in other words, the more active participants change 
from 1 year to the next. One feature that is however evident in both diagrams is 
what network theorists refer to as a star  [  37  ]  or “hub and spoke”. These are charac-
terized by a central “hub” (for example the larger nodes 6 and 8 in Fig.  1 ), with 
“spokes” connecting to other nodes who are themselves mostly not interconnected. 
The hub effectively mediates the connection between a number of nodes. There are 
by comparison no distinct groups of well connected nodes with only limited ties to 
the rest of the network. In other words, the network appears to consist significantly 
of “weak ties”  [  38  ] , mediated by a few active hubs – rather than to consist of dis-
tinct, tightly interconnected subgroups bound by strong, homogenous ties. These 
hubs also change from 1 year to the next. This suggests a highly dynamic environ-
ment with perhaps less in common with the relatively stable models of community 
proposed by Wenger  [  4  ] , than the loosely structured network models described by 
Wellman  [  34  ]  and Castells  [  36  ] . 
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  Fig. 1    Nodes connected by  ³ 3 relations during 2006       
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 Analysis of the discussion data indicates that while in some cases hubs were 
community administrators who interacted relatively frequently as part of their duty, 
in most cases they were normal participants. In the diagram for 2006, there are six 
nodes with four or more ties – three are normal participants. In 2007, of 13 nodes 
with four or more ties, nine are participants. The case history further indicates that 
most of these “participant hubs” acted in a way that was significantly embedded in 
a local community. They had strong personal interest in resolving or mediating 
specific local issues and were frequently animators in their local (offline) commu-
nities, with significant ability to facilitate or initiate action and significant “social 
capital”  [  40  ] . To refer back to the discussion of property development in our case 
description, the initial contributor temporarily became a “hub” of interaction online 
after using the online community to extend their reach. They however already had 
significant local support and were acting as informal community representative. 

 One possible interpretation of the turnover in hubs then relates to the issue 
driven nature of interaction, that participants interact as they are motivated by 
issues at hand, and disengage when discourse moves to topics that concern them 
less. This would fit the observation also that very active users, the “hubs”, most 
frequently maintain their level of input for a year at most. In other cases interaction 
was however also driven by the professional role a participant occupied in the 
offline world – for example being employed as community development worker 
gave incentive to contribute broadly as a perceived civic responsibility. When their 
roles or situations change, participants appeared to again adapt their level of 
engagement. The two patterns of contribution are evident in discussion analysis 
also, where community activists typically make multiple contributions each to a 
small number of threads. In the latter case, a hub typically makes single contribu-
tions to a broad range of discussion threads.   
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  Discussion 

  How the Typology of Acts Relates to Direct Deliberative 
Governance 

 The diversity of acts captured under our typology further supports the earlier claim 
that the online environment offered opportunity, at least in principle, for diverse 
forms of input to governance. Participants might deliberate an issue directly, pro-
vide emotional or technical support, signal preference or affiliation through their 
profile, contribute information or learning materials, simply provide an audience by 
being present, and so on. By contributing to the existence of the community in any 
substantive way, participants were effectively supporting or directing a broad 
process of governance. This proposes a broader view of deliberative governance, at 
least in this particular context, than assumed by critics who question the bias toward 
a single form of contribution. 

 In terms of the typology, the act of deliberation might be characterised as either 
a ‘contributing’ or ‘creating’ act, though either of these categories include other 
types of interaction. The broader deliberative governance process, as we have 
defined it a process of collective meaning making  [  23  ] , encompasses all the catego-
ries of action. It is significant that the act of deliberation falls relatively low in the 
hierarchy of empowerment of our typology. In contrast, by creating and filtering 
content, a participant affords themselves greater capacity to determine “what is on 
the agenda”  [  12  ] . Setting up a community such as our case subject offers even more 
potential to have a significant impact on directing the larger discourse. This raises 
the question of who is empowered in this case – in terms of the principles of direct 
democracy, do the observed patterns of interaction violate the objectives of intrinsic 
equality and personal autonomy? 

 Progressing from observing to animating, power and the potential to influence 
or exert control over others increases, but we have also reported that case study data 
shows that

   The number of actors reduce as we ascend the hierarchy.  • 
  And the ratio of project administrators to regular members increases.    • 

 We use the term ‘administrators’ to refer to members of the project team who 
were employed on part time basis to facilitate community affairs. It is then some-
what unsurprising that they were significantly visible in our visualisation of 
interactions. Their contributions were however not so much motivated by the 
content of governance deliberation, as to impartially facilitate and maintain the 
community itself in accordance with their responsibility to donors, as well as to 
the community members. We discuss their role and its implications in more detail 
in the following section. 

 In principle, the platform offered indiscriminate opportunity for members to act 
with high level of empowerment – we indicated the project further explicitly sought 
to solicit contribution by those who might have been discriminated against as 
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“un-equal.” In absence of coercion, the distribution of actors may simply reflect the 
economic reality that it requires much less effort to ‘observe’, than to ‘facilitate’ a 
group discussion or ‘create’ an article. While we have argued that these costs  [  19  ]  
are reduced as a result of the affordances of social media, there are costs associated 
with more empowered forms of action all the same. Unless a participant had good 
reason, they would be unlikely to engage the cost of coordinating, risking unfriendly 
response, associating significantly with an issue and so on. While in reality not all 
chose to act at highest level, or were able to make use of the affordance, one might 
conversely argue that the online environment provided opportunity for a significant 
number of people, even those who mainly contributed with their attention or 
presence, to behave in a way that was more significantly empowered than they 
might have done in its absence. 

 This does further raise the issue of agenda – that the goal orientation  [  39  ]  of the 
community is potentially provided through acts at higher level in the hierarchy, so 
directing other contributions. While all the acts in the typology contribute to the 
process of deliberation, individual acts are not coordinated towards an overall goal 
as such. Participants respond to an issue, or in many cases narrower still, they 
respond to the previous contribution. This creates the assumed need for ‘animators’ 
or ‘facilitators’ to provide some form of overall direction – e.g. to broadly keep 
discussion “on topic”, to stimulate new threads, and to provide supporting informa-
tion. However, while the project design of our case implied goals for the commu-
nity, there was no formal agenda for deliberation. Threads of discussion arose 
bottom up, from the issues that concerned members of the community, and were 
sustained only by their participation. The dynamic and interactive nature of online 
participation meant that the community were by no means a captive audience. 

 To forestall making premature conclusions – the investigation of the network 
structure gave further insight to the patterns of interaction.  

  The Network Structure 

 Our analysis of the network structure first remarked on its dynamism – how both 
dominant actors and network configuration changed year on year. We consider that 
the dynamic structure potentially indicates the absence of long term power dynamics 
within the community. We noted the absence of clusters of nodes in the network 
diagrams. No one person or group appeared to be significantly steering the community, 
rather it seemed responsive to issues as they arose. This would support for example 
Wellman’s  [  35  ]  dynamic characterization of networked social organisation, where 
participants act in multiple, overlapping networks each specialised to a need. In 
Granovetter’s terms  [  38  ] , the community mobilised ‘weak links’ to provide input 
or support to governance. This may be an artifact of a governance environment 
where, though intended action is local, the participants are geographically spread 
out. In other words, any network in the offline world was only very partially represented 
in the online network, and so members have only the relatively fleeting and limited 
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association of individual governance issues to link to one another. This might be 
considered a shortcoming in terms of direct deliberative process – in that any given 
constituency has very limited representation in this particular environment. On the 
other hand, given the explicit goal for the community to act as meta-network, to 
develop links  between  networks, it may exactly strengthen one aspect of governance. 
Either way, this is a reality that must be confronted when social media is deployed 
in this context. 

 A further significant feature of network analysis was the hubs as mediators of 
links – that a relatively small number of people contribute the bulk of communi-
cation and have a proportionately large impact on the apparent “sharedness” of 
conversation. While this is certainly not unique to this instance  [  32  ] , it presents a 
challenge in terms of the principles of direct democracy, which would expect 
broad ranging participation. It is somewhat mitigated by the range of acts which 
potentially contribute to deliberation online, we have proposed that even ‘pres-
ence’ has an impact on the process, but the principles of direct democracy none 
the less propose the imperative to design so that these contributions are made 
sufficiently visible. On one hand, the system has the imperative to support those 
who choose to strongly engage with issues, participants who may have had no 
access to the deliberative process in absence of the social media – on the other 
the needs of inclusiveness and diversity demands we encourage also the quiet 
voices. This highlights a challenge of deliberative democracy, where more contri-
bution equates to increased visibility, and the potential for one person to dominate 
an issue. Aggregative mechanisms such as voting naturally allocate decision 
resources more evenly.  

  Acts Considered in Terms of Network Structure 

 If we consider a synthesis of the two stages of analysis, of acts and network 
structure, the network diagrams present a more diverse picture of the impetus in the 
community than initially imagined. Where previously the acts of hubs might have 
been simply aggregated to a community core, the network models show instead a 
distributed system of star patterns  [  37  ] , a community with what appears to be mul-
tiple, temporary cores that arise from bottom up, ad hoc interactions. This might be 
interpreted as more fundamentally democratic – that all are considered intrinsically 
equal to contribute and further have the autonomy to decide what is ‘on the agenda’. 
We have argued that the hubs might be said to act with relatively high level of 
agency in terms of the hierarchy we proposed. While we have presented that rela-
tively few participants engaged at this level of activity in the online community, 
dismissing this as undemocratic would be a narrow view. It potentially affords a 
number of people the opportunity to directly contribute to governance they might 
otherwise have been excluded from. To refer to the theoretical introduction – we do 
not consider direct democracy in exclusion to other processes  [  8  ] , and similarly 
acknowledge the role of this online community as supplementary to other online 
and offline networks. 
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 Network analysis did further show that administrators play a significant role in 
the network – as mediators of links, as well as contributors of content. While we 
have chosen to interpret the role as neutral, we acknowledge the potential for such 
institutionalized mandate to dramatically impact the discourse, e.g.

   By steering discussion toward topics that they understood, considered suffi-• 
ciently relevant and further that they were comfortable with  
  By mediating interaction with potential new hubs in terms of their own views • 
and relationships  
  By implicitly presenting an “identity” of the community through their visible • 
interaction    

 We do not attach normative value to these acts – their impact may variously have 
been positive or negative in terms of the community. The principles of democracy 
do however consider that such ‘filtering’, ‘facilitating’ and ‘animating’ actions need 
to represent diverse interests for equitable direct deliberative governance. While 
this presents a duty of care and careful consideration of the administration role, it 
also relates to the broader institutional arrangements that animate an online com-
munity. The socio-technical system in this case not only provided a context for 
stakeholder dialogue, but also a context for donors to promote a particular agenda 
through project design and subsequent governance arrangements. However benign, 
this part of the system was largely invisible to regular participants, who could not 
provide input to its development, nor later steer its course directly.   

  Conclusion 

 The analysis appears to support our contention that the online community, through 
social media, provided a context for diverse role players to engage in civic gover-
nance which in some instances met the ideals of direct deliberative governance. In 
sympathy with Cohen’s characterization  [  10  ] , it allowed participants to engage 
directly in local decision making, while affording inter-local comparison of solu-
tions. Participants were afforded multiple ways of contributing to a process which 
did not have traditional, representative government at its centre. At the same time, 
it must be acknowledged that the system represented only fragments of any given 
constituency, and so was limited in its ability to facilitate broadly democratic pro-
cesses of decision making. It arguably afforded all its participants at very least an 
additional channel through which to engage in governance, at best empowered a 
number to act with significantly increased agency. 

 While the discussion engaged both the principles and challenges of direct delib-
erative democracy outlined in the theoretical overview, the notion of power is per-
haps most complex, both in its interrelation with other challenges, and how it is 
expressed in social interaction at multiple levels. Network analysis shows that while the 
case community was not dominated by closed groups of ‘strong ties’  [  38  ] , there were 
users who acted in ways that afforded them more control over the deliberative agenda 
than others. The hierarchy of actions implies that all forms of online contribution 
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are not equal in their potential to impact decisions. In this sense, while the online 
environment potentially provides plurality, it does not fundamental overcome a key 
challenge of deliberative decision making when compared to aggregative mecha-
nisms. We also touched on the notion that setting up the community itself was a 
form of ‘animating’ action, a way of steering discourse, which potentially affords 
its proponents a stronger position in the discourse. However, to not take a narrow 
view, this community is but one mechanism in the larger landscape of civic gover-
nance. Its pragmatic influence can only be evaluated in the context of how it is 
embedded in broader networks, where it appears to have empowered a number of 
community members to engage directly in decision making on local issues. This 
interface, between the online network and those that exist offline, is perhaps the 
least understood aspect of our research objective – to understand how globally or 
regionally distributed online networks pragmatically remediate the influence of 
power at the local level. 

 It is a shortcoming of the methodology of this study that it was largely “blind” to 
actions that happened beyond the online network, both in terms of how the online 
overlapped with networks of action in the offline world, and to understand the 
dynamics “behind the scenes” of the community. It also had limited capacity to 
explain directly how technology influences the process and balance of power – much 
as we had briefly touched on the notion of transaction cost  [  19  ]  as a mechanism to 
frame this. For these reasons we propose to do a follow up study using Kling’s  [  26  ]  
‘socio-technical interaction network’ methodology. It has the advantage that it views 
technology not as neutral medium, but a vector of influence. It further affords the 
modeling of heterogeneous networks, in terms both of components and their rela-
tions, allowing a closer investigation of the questions raised by this study.      

     References 

   1.    Dahl, R.: Democracy and Its Critics. Yale University Press, New Haven, CT (1991)  
   2.    Gutmann, A., Thompson, D.F.: Why deliberative democracy? Princeton University Press, 

Princeton, NJ (2004)  
   3.    Saward, M.: Less than meets the eye: Democratic legitimacy and deliberative theory. In: 

Saward, M. (ed.): Democratic Innovation: Deliberation, Representation and Association. 
Routledge, London/New York (2000), pp. 66–77  

   4.    Wenger, E.: Communities of practice: Learning, meaning, and identity. Cambridge University 
Press, Cambridge (1998)  

   5.      Isin, Engin F.: Theorizing acts of Citizenship. In: Isin, Engin F. and Nielsen, Greg M. eds. 
Acts of Citizenship. London, UK: Palgrave Macmillan (2008), pp. 15–43.  

   6.    Lessig, L.: Code is Law. Basic Books, New York (2006)  
   7.    Manin, B.: The principles of representative government. Cambridge University Press, 

Cambridge (1997)  
   8.    Barber, B.R.: Strong democracy: participatory politics for a new age. University of California 

Press, Berkeley, CA (2004)  
   9.    Bohman, J.: Survey Article: The Coming of Age of Deliberative Democracy. Journal of 

Political Philosophy  6  (1998) 400  
   10.    Cohen, J., Sabel, C.: Directly Deliberative Polyarchy. European Law Journal  3  (1997) 313–340  



201Direct Deliberative Governance and the Web 

   11.    Schumacher, E.F.: Small is Beautiful. Blond & Briggs, London (1973)  
   12.    Lukes, S.: Power: a radical view. Macmillan, London (1974)  
   13.    Castells, M.: Communication, Power and Counter-power in the Network Society. International 

Journal of Communication  1  (2007) 238–266  
   14.    Willcocks, L.P.: Foucault, Power/Knowledge and Information Systems: reconstructing the 

present. In: Mingers, J., Willcocks, L.P. (eds.): Social theory and philosophy for Information 
Systems. Wiley, Chichester (2004), pp. 238–296  

   15.    Klein, H.K., Huynh, Q.H.: The critical social theory of Jürgen Habermas and its implications 
for IS research. In: Mingers, J., Willcocks, L.P. (eds.): Social Theory and Philosophy for 
Information Systems. Wiley, Chichester (2004), pp. 157–237  

   16.    Saward, M.: The Representative Claim. Contemporary Political Theory  5  (2006) 297–318  
   17.    Shirky, C.: Here comes everybody. Penguin Books, London (2008)  
   18.    Benkler, Y.: Coase’s Penguin, or, Linux and “The Nature of the Firm”. The Yale Law Journal 

 112  (2002) 369–446  
   19.    Cordella, A.: Transaction costs and information systems: does IT add up? Journal of 

Information Technology  21  (2006) 195–202  
   20.   Buckingham Shum, S., Okada, A.: Knowledge Cartography for Open Sensemaking 

Communities. Journal of Interactive Media in Education  10  (2008)  
   21.    Riegelsberger, J., Sasse, M.A., McCarthy, J.D.: The mechanics of trust: A framework for 

research and design. International Journal of Human-Computer Studies  62  (2005) 381–422  
   22.   Mejias, U.: The tyranny of nodes: Towards a critique of social network theories. Vol. 2009 (2006)  
   23.    Deuze, M.: Participation, Remediation, Bricolage: COnsidering principal components of a 

digital culture. The Information Society  22  (2006) 63–75  
   24.    Hindman, M.: The Myth of Digital Democracy. Princeton University Press, Princeton, NJ (2008)  
   25.    De Cindio, F., Di Loreto, I., Peraboni, C.A.: Moments and Modes for Triggering Civic 

Participation at the Urban Level. In: Foth, M. (ed.): Handbook of research on urban informat-
ics: the practice and promise of the real-time city. Information Science Reference, IGI Global, 
Hershey, PA (2008), pp. 97–114  

   26.    Kling, R., McKim, G., King, A.: A Bit More to It: Scholarly Communication Forums as 
Socio-Technical Interaction Networks. Journal of the American Society for Information 
Science & Technology  54  (2003) 47–67  

   27.    Rugg, G., McGeorge, P.: The sorting techniques: a tutorial paper on card sorts, picture sorts 
and item sorts. Expert Systems  14  (1997) 80–93  

   28.    Upchurch, L., Rugg, G., Kitchenham, B.: Using card sorts to elicit web page quality attributes. 
IEEE Software  18  (2001) 84–89  

   29.    Zimmerman, M.A.: Psychological empowerment: Issues and illustrations. American Journal 
of Community Psychology  23  (1995) 581–599  

   30.      Barnbeck, S.: Freedom and Capacity: Implications of Sen’s Capability Approach. Rerum 
Causae  1  (2006), pp. 10–16.  

   31.    Preece, J., Abras, C., Maloney-Krichmar, D.: Designing and evaluating online communities: 
research speaks to emerging practice. International Journal of Web Based Communities  1  
(2004) 2–18  

   32.    Butler, B.S.: Membership size, communication activity, and sustainability: A resource-based 
model of online social structures. Information Systems Research  12  (2001) 346–362  

   33.   Huberman, B., Adamic, L.: Information Dynamics in the Networked World. Working Papers. 
HP Laboratories, Palo Alto (2005)  

   34.    Wellman, B.: Community: from neighborhood to network. Commun. ACM  48  (2005) 
53–55  

   35.    Wellman, B.: Little boxes, glocalization, and networked individualism. Springer, Berlin, 
Germany (2002) pp. 10–25  

   36.    Castells, M.: Toward a Sociology of the Network Society. Contemporary Sociology  29  (2000) 
693–699  

   37.    Freeman, L.C.: Centrality in social networks conceptual clarification. Social Networks  1  
(1978) 215–239  



202 R. van der Merwe and A. Meehan

   38.    Granovetter, M.S.: The Strength of Weak Ties. The American Journal of Sociology  78  (1973) 
1360–1380   

   39.   Ciborra, C., Olson, M.H.: Encountering electronic work groups: a transaction costs perspective. 
Proceedings of the 1988 ACM conference on Computer-supported cooperative work. ACM, 
Portland, Oregon, United States (1988)  

   40.    Coleman, J.: Social capital in the creation of human capital. In: Dasgupta, P. (ed.): Social 
capital: a multi faceted perspective. The international bank for reconstruction, Washington, 
DC (2000), pp. 13–39      


	proceedings2010.pdf
	Lewkowicz_209497
	Lewkowicz_209497(2).pdf
	Lewkowicz_209497





