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Preface

The potential of technology to enhance public engagement through e-participation
and improve the interaction between government and society is nowadays consoli-
dated. However, despite advances, challenges persist in effectively translating citizen
input into tangible outcomes. This book specifically explores how Design Thinking
(DT) principles and practices can address barriers in e-participation within digital
public services, offering a distinct perspective on enhancing citizen engagement. It
integrates diverse perspectives from fields such as public policy, information tech-
nology, government, and design, providing a holistic understanding of e-participation
opportunities for development. Moreover, it provides a comprehensive analysis of
current barriers to effective e-participation and infers ways to tackle these barriers
grounded in DT methodologies, drawing from various sources including European
projects and analysis of literature. Specifically, the analysis presented aligns e-
participation barriers with DT principles and practices relevant to overcoming them.
It contributes to the ongoing discourse systematising literature at the intersection of
multiple fields, to then outline five core DT practices to advance e-participation: (i)
Meaning creation and sense-making, (ii) Publics formation, (iii) Co-production, (iv)
Experimentation and prototyping, and (v) Changing organisational culture.

The book triangulates qualitative analysis from extensive literature reviews with
knowledge fromEuropean projects that have experimentedwith digital tools in public
participation. It bridges the theoretical and practical divide, providing rich examples
of how digital public services can be significantly enhanced through better public
participation. This work stands out by providing a design-driven approach to trans-
forming challenges into opportunities for more effective public engagement, putting
the needs of users at the centre.

By combining an academic perspective with operational insights, this book serves
as a critical resource for researchers, public employees, civil servants, policymakers,
IT and design professionals in the fields of digital transformation and public sector
innovation. It equips themwith a deeper understanding of the value that DT can bring
whenworkingwith the public sector with a specific focus on e-participation. In doing
this, the book offers a set of strategies and actionable insights for implementing and
improving e-participation initiatives. The book’s practical orientation is exemplified

v
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through the discussion of projects and case studies showcasing the implementation
of DT in municipal/governmental e-participation projects, thus outlining successes
and lessons learned. The knowledge provided not only illustrates the application of
theoretical principles but also offers actionable insights for practitioners.

Milan, Italy Ilaria Mariani
Marzia Mortati
Francesca Rizzo

Alessandro Deserti
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Chapter 1
Introduction

Abstract This chapter serves as the introduction to this comprehensive study on
enhancing e-participation through design thinking (DT) principles. It sets the stage
by examining the evolving role of technology in public engagement, the persistent
barriers to effective e-participation, and how DT can serve as a transformative tool
to overcome these challenges. This chapter outlines the book’s scope, establishing
the critical importance of integrating DT to foster a more inclusive and effective
public discourse. It aims to bridge the theoretical frameworks with practical applica-
tions, offering a robust groundwork for the subsequent detailed exploration of DT’s
application in public sector innovation and citizen engagement.

Keywords Context of reference ·Methodology · Background · Expected ·
Audience ·Work aim

Scholars have discussed the adoption of technology to strengthen public engagement
through e-participation, streamline and enhance the relationship between government
and society, and improve accessibility and effectiveness. However, barriers persist,
necessitating further research in this area. In such a context, this book explores the
pivotal role of design thinking principles and practices within public organisations
to overcome the existing barriers in e-participation. Therefore, the book delves into
the complex dynamics of e-participation, starting from how it differs from conven-
tional paradigms of citizen engagement and how the evolving role of technology
is affecting this landscape. Through a thorough examination of the current state of
e-participation, the book goes through the multilayered challenges and limitations of
the current e-participation models, shedding light on the transformative potential of
DT. It underscores the need for a comprehensive understanding and critical anal-
ysis of contemporary technological and design trends, advocating for a systemic
approach to adequately give citizens a voice and space where to express their views,
thereby paving the way for informed decision-making and strategic interventions.

By critically exploring the intersection of technology, design, and governance,
the book aims to first provide a literature review at the intersection of e-participation,
unravelling the underlying complexities of e-participation practices, and design

© The Author(s) 2025
I. Mariani et al., Design Thinking as a Strategic Approach to E-Participation,
PoliMI SpringerBriefs, https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-031-72160-1_1
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2 1 Introduction

thinking, to highlight how it can be leveraged to better design citizens participation
in the public discourse exploiting technological possibilities for increasing effec-
tive engagement. Moreover, by analysing e-participation barriers emerging from
the literature and aligning them with notions in the DT literature, this book iden-
tifies five core DT practices to enhance e-participation: (i) Meaning creation and
sense-making, (ii) Publics formation, (iii) Co-production, (iv) Experimentation and
prototyping, and (v) Changing organisational culture. As a result, this book provides
insights into enhancing tech-aided public engagement and promoting inclusivity for
translating citizen input into tangible service implementations. The book employs a
mixed-methods approach, triangulating qualitative analysis of relevant literature in
the fields of e-participation and DT, with knowledge from European projects exper-
imenting with public participation activities implying experimentation with digital
tools. It foregrounds practical implementation over abstract theorisation, and bridges
the academic discourse with real-world applications, offering actionable insights
and pragmatic solutions for practitioners and policymakers alike. By doing so, this
research aims to bridge the gap between theoretical frameworks and practical appli-
cation, ultimately contributing to more effective e-participation and digital public
services by offering practical insights and actionable strategies for practitioners and
policymakers.

Distinctive in its field, the book advocates for a design-driven approach to public
participation, highlighting the need to place user needs at the centre of e-participation
initiatives as a way to turn challenges into opportunities. By interweaving insights
from real-world projects and adopting an interdisciplinary perspective, it provides
valuable knowledge applicable across policy-making, information technology, and
public sector innovation.

In terms of expected audience, this book is designed to serve as a critical resource
for both researchers and practitioners at the intersection of policy, information tech-
nology, government, and public engagement. For researchers, it provides a robust
analysis of current challenges and opportunities in e-participation, grounding theo-
retical discussions in practical realities through a comprehensive review of existing
practices. This approach not only enriches the academic discourse but also enhances
researchers’ understanding of how design thinking can be applied effectively for
supporting e-participation practices. For practitioners, the book acts as a guide,
offering a clear understanding of the possibilities, discussing relevant cases, and
presenting actionable insights that help translate theoretical principles into real-
world applications. It advances strategies for overcoming barriers to effective e-
participation and illustrates how to operationalize design thinking practices to create
more inclusive and responsive governance frameworks. By providing concrete exam-
ples and case studies, the book serves as a valuable resource for practitioners
seeking to operationalise theoretical principles, supporting real implementation of e-
participation by tackling issues and barriers to effective e-participation, and offering
practical solutions and insights for improvement.
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1.1 Background of This Book

This book originates from the extensive involvement of the authors in several Euro-
pean projects, particularly those focused on technology for government (GovTech)
and the adoption and exploitation of emerging technologies to support govern-
mental operations and activities. Drawing upon a rich body of experience, the book
builds upon a comprehensive exploration at the intersection of design, public sector
innovation, and technology, with a specific emphasis on e-participation.

The foundational knowledge presented in this book is rooted in a rich scientific
discourse spanning multiple fields, mainly including design thinking, public sector
innovation, public engagement, and information technology. This interdisciplinary
approach not only enriches the theoretical framework but also enhances the prac-
tical applicability of the research. The integration of these diverse fields provides a
comprehensive lens for dissecting the complexities of e-participation and addressing
its multifaceted challenges.

This book benefits from a consistent experimental setting provided by numerous
projects funded by the European Commission, as detailed in Annex. These projects
have not only provided the authors with first hand knowledge but also offered priv-
ileged environments for experimentation, thereby nurturing and validating theoret-
ical insights. Each project contributed distinct perspectives and also empirical data,
enabling a comprehensive examinationof e-participation through the lens of design as
research. This approach, advocated by scholars like Cross (2006), Laurel (2003), and
Schön (1983), merges academic inquiry with practical, design-led experimentation,
thus bridging the gap between abstract concepts and their real-world applications.

Moreover, the book’s methodology is shaped by the research-through-design
paradigm (Findeli 1998; Jonas 2007; Koskinen et al. 2011), which encourages the
creation of knowledge through making, testing, and reflecting within the context of
actual projects. This approach ensures that the theoretical knowledge as well as the
practical insights and strategies developed are deeply grounded in reality and directly
applicable to improving e-participation frameworks.

By employing this comprehensive and integrative approach, the book aims to
uncover the complementary and nuanced perspectives that render e-participation a
complex domain requiring an interdisciplinary strategy. As such, it offers a perspec-
tive that moves beyond traditional research methods to offer a more dynamic and
responsive understanding of how digital platforms can engage citizens and transform
public sector operations, easing participation and supporting the shift of its outcomes
towards operationalisation.
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1.2 Research Methodology

The research question to which this book answers is the following: How can the
adoption of design thinking principles and practices in public organisations support
overcoming some of the current barriers in e-participation?

Through a thorough triangulation of data from diverse sources, including analysis
of pertinent literature on e-participation and DT, as well as the analysis of system-
atic reviews on barriers to e-participation, the book reads and syntheses insights
gleaned from European projects, distilling them into a coherent framework that links
theoretical insights to practical applications.

Specifically, this book triangulates knowledge from multiple following sources:

• Analysis of relevant e-participation literature. The book leverages a review
of literature on e-participation spanning from 2000 to 2023, examining both
academic and grey literature to ensure a comprehensive understanding of the
field. Fundamental publications in the domain are analysed for extracting key
concepts, understanding the state-of-the-art, the current topics, and the most
relevant challenges.

• Systematic reviews on e-participation barriers. For the identification of e-
participation barriers, this book builds upon the systematic review conducted by
Oliveira andGarcia (2019),which identified a set of barriers to e-participation. The
review is conducted with targeted search in major databases, specifically Scopus
and IEEE Xplore. This process yields 22 pertinent papers, from which 15 distinct
barriers to e-participation are extracted. Our research considers these identified
barriers as a baseline to further understand the benefits of DT. Further, this paper
is selected as a baseline for barriers because of the citizen-centric perspective
that distinguishes it from most of the other systematic reviews on e-participation
barriers (i.e., Adnan et al. 2022; Quintero-Angulo et al. 2020; Steinbach et al.
2019), which adopt a public-administration-centric point of view.

• Analysis of Design Thinking relevant literature. Having built the landscape
on e-participation, the work delved into the literature on DT, selecting contri-
butions that link DT principles and practices to public sector innovation. This
involved an analysis of how DT principles can be applied to overcome the identi-
fied barriers to e-participation. The work specifically examined the alignment of
each e-participation barrier with the relevant DT principles, further highlighting
how specific DT activities can help address these challenges.

• Insights from European projects. Key insights are drawn from the European
project AI4GOV “Artificial Intelligence for Public Services”, co-financed by the
EU Connecting Europe Facility. Additional knowledge comes from European
projects such as the Horizon Europe NEUROCLIMA and ORBIS, which explore
AI-based and tech-aided tools for inclusive public participation, and incorporated
to enhance the understanding of e-participation and DT. Additional insights come
from other European projects experimenting with public participation activities
involving digital tools. Specifically, knowledge was derived from the following
projects: NetZeroCities (H2020), GovTech Connect (DG CNECT), SISCODE
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(H20202), and EasyRights (H2020). These projects provide real-world examples
and experiential knowledge, contributing a practical perspective to complement
the theoretical insights from the literature reviews. For further details on each
project and their contributions to this work refer to Annex I. Lastly, these projects
also contribute 10 experts that are engaged in a validation workshop to provide
feedback on the findings presented in this work.

The analysis process was structured into six steps, summarised in Fig. 1.1, and
detailed below. Each step builds upon the previous, contributing to a comprehensive
approach that intertwines theoretical research with practical application.

1. Below the steps are better detailed:
2. Analysis of e-participation literature. Analysis of relevant literature in the e-

participation domain, leading to (i) the identification of a set of relevant barriers
to e-participation and their characteristics, and (ii) an in-depth understanding of
how each barrier hinders e-participation processes.

Fig. 1.1 Summary of the research methodology, highlighting steps, methodology, and output for
each
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3. Analysis of DT literature.Analysis of relevant literature on DT to pinpoint core
DT principles and significant practices, exploring the application transversal
to various contexts, and particularly related to public sector innovation and e-
participation, aiming to gain a clear view how DT can support tackling persistent
e-participation challenges.

4. Practical knowledge integration. Integration of theoretical insights from
the literature with practical knowledge acquired through involvement in five
European projects—details of these projects are provided in Annex I.

5. Knowledge triangulation. Triangulation of theoretical and practical knowledge
from the first three steps to align e-participation barriers with DT practices,
enabling the identification of (i) how DT can aid in overcoming each barrier,
and (ii) specific DT practices that could be employed to mitigate each barrier.
The result is a comprehensive understanding that combines scholarly insights
with real-world experiences, providing a grounded perspective on applying DT
in e-participation.

6. Validation. Validation of preliminary findings through a workshop with 10
experts from the five projects listed. Conducted online and facilitated using
Miro, theworkshop allows expertswith extensive experience and complementary
expertise in e-participation and DT to provide critical feedback and perspectives
which favours grasping the practical relevance and feasibility of the proposed
solutions within the framework.

7. Refinement and review. Refinement of the preliminary findings based on expert
feedback and consequent review by the authors to enhance the work’s applica-
bility and relevance. The authors, who have over a decade of experience in both
theoretical and applied aspects of public participation and DT, ensured the prac-
ticality and relevance of the DT approaches in addressing the barriers to effec-
tive e-participation, confirming the validity and applicability of the research’s
conclusions.

Through this process, each e-participation barrier is linked to a specific DT
principle, and practices are provided to illustrate how DT can help enhance e-
participation. The triangulation of data from these three distinct sources ensures a
multifaceted analysis of how DT can be strategically employed to enhance the effec-
tiveness of e-participation. The book ultimately draws conclusions that contribute to
the fields of digital governance and public sector innovation.

1.3 Aims and Impact

This book seeks to contribute and further stir the discussion and debate among
academics, policymakers, practitioners, and all stakeholders engaged with the chal-
lenges and opportunities of e-participation and digital public services. Building on
a solid integration of theoretical foundations and practical insights from extensive
European projects on the topic of DT principles application for supporting public
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sector innovation and more inclusive and effective participation of citizens to the
public discourse, this work aims to outline a multi-dimensional view on the topic
that results into the provision of an integrated design-driven approach and five core
DT practices to practically advance e-participation.

To answer such a relevant need emerging from both the theoretical and practical
domains, this book spans across fundamental areas of inquiry that shapes the book’s
structure and content, outlined below:

1. Systematisation of theoretical and practical knowledge.Explore how the inte-
gration of DT within public organisations can break down existing barriers to
e-participation, enhancing the interface between governments and citizens.

2. Strategic application of DT. Elaborate on how specific DT practices can
be strategically applied to enhance the effectiveness and inclusivity of e-
participation initiatives, ensuring that technology truly and more effectively
serves the democratic process.

3. Effective inclusion in the public discourse. Address how DT can help in
making e-participation more accessible and engaging for a broader spectrum
of the population, thereby enhancing the democratic discourse.

4. Operationalisation of theoretical knowledge into practical application.
Provide actionable insights and pragmatic solutions to practitioners aiming to
implement e-participation and supporting policies that are both effective and
user-centred.

5. Contribution to Public Sector Innovation. Frame and discuss the broader
implications of adopting DT in public sector innovation, particularly how it can
transform the culture within public organisations towards more openness and
citizen-centricity.

In light of these areas, the book is structured as follows, offering a comprehensive
examination of the evolving landscape of e-participation, DT, and their possible
interplay:

• Chapter 1 “Introduction” sets the stage by introducing the work, its motivations,
and the structure of the book.

• Chapter 2 “The Theoretical Background on E-Participation” delves into the theo-
retical aspects, exploring the roles of citizens and identifying the major issues and
barriers to effective e-participation.

• Chapter 3 “An Overview of E-Participation” provides a foundational under-
standing of e-participation practices through relevant case studies.

• Chapter 4 “The Theoretical Background of Design Thinking for Public Sector
Innovation” discusses the DT principles and practices as applied to public sector
innovation.

• Chapter 5 “Design Thinking Practices for E-Participation” details how DT can
enhance e-participation across five key practices: Meaning Creation and Sense-
Making; Publics Formation; Co-Production; Experimenting and Prototyping; and
Changing Organisational Culture.
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• Chapter 6 “Discussion. Enhancing E-Participation through Design Thinking”
critically reflects on the implications and significance of the findings of this work.

• Chapter 7 “Future Research Directions” explores potential avenues for future
research and summarises the work’s outcomes.

Across its chapters, this book leverages case studies and real-world examples to
bridge the gap between theoretical insights and practical application, demonstrating
howDTcan be effectively operationalizedwithin the context of public administration
and e-participation. This book aims to equip both scholars and practitioners with a
nuanced understanding of how to navigate the complexities of e-participation and
foster a more engaged, inclusive, and responsive public sector.

Funding Some of the reasoning presented in this work derive from knowledge and insights from
the project “AI4GOV, Artificial Intelligence for Public Services”, Action No. 2020-EU-IA-0064,
co-financed by the EU CEF Telecom (No. INEA/CEF/ICT/A2020/2265375) [ai4gov-hub.eu; ai4
gov-master.eu]. The opinions expressed herewith are solely of the authors and do not necessarily
reflect the point of view of any EU institution.

References

Adnan M, Ghazali M, Othman NZS (2022) E-participation within the context of e-government
initiatives: a comprehensive systematic review. Telemat Inform Rep 8:100015. https://doi.org/
10.1016/j.teler.2022.100015

Cross N (2006) Designerly ways of knowing. Springer, London, UK. https://doi.org/10.1007/1-
84628-301-9

Findeli A (1998) A quest for credibility: Doctoral education and research in design at the University
of Montreal. Doctoral Education in Design, 1 Jan 1988

Jonas W (2007) Design research and its meaning to the methodological development of the disci-
pline. In: Michel R (ed) Design research now: Essays and selected projects Birkhäuser Basel,
Basel, pp 187–206. https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-7643-8472-2_11

Koskinen I, Zimmerman J, Binder T, Redstrom J, Wensveen S (2011) Design research through
practice: from the lab, field, and showroom. Elsevier, Burlington, MA

Laurel B (2003) Design research: methods and perspectives. The MIT Press, Cambridge, MA
Oliveira C, Garcia ACB (2019) Citizens’ electronic participation: A systematic review of their

challenges and how to overcome them. Int J Web Based Communities 15(2):123–150. https://
doi.org/10.1504/IJWBC.2019.101042

Quintero-Angulo RAD, Sánchez-Torres JM, Cardona-Román DM (2020) Problem areas in e-
participation: a systematic review. In: Proceedings of the 13th international conference on theory
and practice of electronic governance, USA: Association for computing machinery, New York,
NY, pp 544–550. https://doi.org/10.1145/3428502.3428584

Schön DA (1983) The reflective practitioner: how professionals think in action. Basic Books, New
York, NY

Steinbach M, Sieweke J, Süß S (2019) The diffusion of e-participation in public administrations:
a systematic literature review. J Organ Comput Electron Commer 29(2):61–95. https://doi.org/
10.1080/10919392.2019.1552749

http://ai4gov-hub.eu
http://ai4gov-master.eu
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.teler.2022.100015
https://doi.org/10.1007/1-84628-301-9
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-7643-8472-2_11
https://doi.org/10.1504/IJWBC.2019.101042
https://doi.org/10.1145/3428502.3428584
https://doi.org/10.1080/10919392.2019.1552749


References 9

Open Access This chapter is licensed under the terms of the Creative Commons Attribution 4.0
International License (http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/), which permits use, sharing,
adaptation, distribution and reproduction in any medium or format, as long as you give appropriate
credit to the original author(s) and the source, provide a link to the Creative Commons license and
indicate if changes were made.

The images or other third party material in this chapter are included in the chapter’s Creative
Commons license, unless indicated otherwise in a credit line to the material. If material is not
included in the chapter’s Creative Commons license and your intended use is not permitted by
statutory regulation or exceeds the permitted use, you will need to obtain permission directly from
the copyright holder.

http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/


Chapter 2
The Theoretical Background
on E-Participation

Abstract This chapter explores the theoretical underpinnings of e-participation
within e-governance and the critical role of ICTs in facilitating public engage-
ment across governmental levels. It highlights the transformation of e-participation
from internal functions to inclusive policy-making processes, supported by ICTs
to promote participatory, deliberative, and inclusive democracy. The chapter ulti-
mately goes through the various models and frameworks that describe the spectrum
of e-participation, addressing the specific challenges and opportunities that arise in
e-governance.

Keywords E-participation · E-governance · ICT · Public engagement ·
Policy-making

E-participation, as conceptualised in the field of e-governance, refers to the integra-
tion of ICTs in governmental processes to facilitate public engagement (Macintosh
2004). It concerns technology-mediated interactions of civil society with political
or administrative spheres, impacting diverse domains from internal administrative
functions to policy-making (Medaglia 2012). Particularly relevant for this work is
the definition proposed by the United Nations, which puts citizen engagement at the
core of e-participation, relating it less to internal political and administrative proce-
dures and describing it as the process of “engaging citizens through ICTs in policy,
decision-making, and service design and delivery so as to make it participatory,
inclusive, and deliberative” (United Nations 2018, p. 112). This definition also asso-
ciates e-participation with providing citizens “with more e-information for decision-
making, promoting e-consultation for participation and deliberation processes, and
strengthening e-decision-making by improving citizen input” (United Nations 2018,
p. 112).

The relevance of e-participation originated from the need to answer the diffused
lack of trust in governments caused by the new public management reforms and
some political crises that featured the beginning of the twenty-first century (Royo
et al. 2023). In response, the paradigm of new public governance (Osborne 2006)
emerged, advocating for the active inclusion of citizens, private entities, and varied
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stakeholders in a networked approach to policy development, implementation, and
monitoring (Kann-Rasmussen 2023; Klijn 2008). The effectivemanagement of these
networks, characterised by cooperation and innovative leadership, is as fundamental
as it is challenging (Ansell and Gash 2018; Klijn 2008), suffering from drawbacks
such as instability and complex accountability mechanisms (Ansell et al. 2023). For
instance, the nature of these networks implies that the more participants are involved,
the greater the effort is to ensure that all voices are heard, communications are stream-
lined and knowledge is shared. Here, e-participation proposes adopting ICTs to better
manage these issues and suggestsways to operationalize aspects of e-democracy.Due
to these promises, e-participation has garnered considerable attention in the last two
decades. Worldwide, governments have adopted e-participation to enhance trans-
parency and citizen involvement in governance (Chun and Cho 2012; Kim and Lee
2012; United Nations 2014, 2022) and service provision (Susha andGrönlund 2012),
while scholars and research centres have put forth theories and conceptualisations of
the links between e-government and e-participation. In 2016 the OECD (2016) has
proposed a pathway to digital government with three main stages: (1) digitisation,
where public services are government-centred, and users are passive receivers of
government decisions; (2) e-Government, where public services are citizen-centred
and users actively participate in service delivery; (3) digital government, where
public services are people-driven and users can voice their demands and needs while
contributing to forming political priorities. E-participation, as a particular form of
public participation, is pivotal in the pathway towards digital government (Fung
2015; Garau 2012; Sieber 2006; Skoric et al. 2016) where both the role of citizens
and the channels of interaction with the government are elements in evolution. Under
the umbrella of e-government, e-participation aims to ensure that citizens partake in
the decision-making process, both to co-decide on policy priorities and to co-produce
public services (Panopoulou et al. 2014; Zheng 2017). However, e-participation is
more than just effective adoption of technologies. The UN E-Participation Index
(EPI)1 is a recognised benchmark for global e-participation progress that is exten-
sively used for evaluating government efforts in citizen engagement across political
systems (Åström et al. 2012; Gulati et al. 2014). Despite its popularity and broad
application, the EPI has been recently critiqued for drawing attention on assessing
mainly technological aspects (Kabanov 2022) while neglecting the socio-political
conditions of the context wherein e-participation occurs (Dilip Potnis and Pardo
2011; Grönlund 2011). This critique opens a discourse on the relevance of looking
at e-participation effectiveness beyond its technical achievement, hence making an
assessment that is context-aware (Kubicek and Aichholzer 2016).

The progress of e-participation mirrors technological advancements, with its
evolution marked by three distinctive generations, paired to some main technology
changes that characterised the last two decades. Initially, government-established
official spaces for e-participation were prevalent, primarily serving (i) informational
and consultative purposes (Medaglia 2012; Panopoulou et al. 2014). The advent of
Web 2.0 heralded (ii) a shift towards social media integration, evolving into (iii) the

1 https://publicadministration.un.org/egovkb/en-us/About/Overview/E-Participation-Index.

https://publicadministration.un.org/egovkb/en-us/About/Overview/E-Participation-Index
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current landscape that amalgamates advanced technologies for policy input collection
from citizens (Charalabidis et al. 2014). However, the literature on the topic points
out the predominance of top-down, government-led initiatives of the first kind, facing
criticism for limited efficacy and acceptance (Charalabidis et al. 2014; Chun and Cho
2012; Kubicek and Aichholzer 2016; Quittkat 2011).

The academic exploration of e-participation is predominantly forward-looking
and with a techno-optimistic vision that focuses on the prospective benefits of digital
technology in fostering digital government. Compared with traditional offline partic-
ipation, e-participation has been regarded as a way to broaden public involvement
(Macintosh 2004; Tambouris et al. 2012), enhance trust (Demirdoven et al. 2020;
Scherer andWimmer 2014), legitimise democratic processes (Karlsson 2012; Prosser
2012), and improve policy outcomes (Coelho et al. 2022; Tambouris et al. 2012;Wirtz
et al. 2018). Yet, a shift is observable in recent literature, offering a more critical
assessment of how e-participation impacts democratic engagement. Recent studies
point to the general inefficacy of e-participation initiatives in delivering anticipated
results, engaging active users, and including disengaged societal segments (Chun
and Cho 2012; Epstein et al. 2014; Karlsson 2012; Kubicek and Aichholzer 2016;
Prosser 2012). The challenges in implementing e-participation are often attributed
to social, administrative, and institutional factors rather than purely technical ones
(Chadwick 2011; Zheng and Zheng 2014).

Research in e-participation commonly explores two consistent themes: (i) iden-
tifying barriers and enablers, and (ii) developing strategies for the adoption, imple-
mentation, and institutionalisation of e-participation initiatives with a special focus
on the diverse roles and degrees of power that citizens can acquire along the spec-
trum of participation possibilities (Steinbach et al. 2019). Critical views question
the effectiveness of citizen engagement in public service design and delivery. This
scepticism is attributed to factors such as the perceived lack of citizen knowledge and
expertise (Keen 2007 as in Wijnhoven et al. 2015) and concerns about the reduced
efficiency in decision-making (Pratt 2005 as in Wijnhoven et al. 2015).

In light of these considerations, a critical understanding of e-participation and
its potential enhancement through DT requires a focus on two aspects: first, the
role of citizens across the spectrum of power and influence that they acquire
through participation; and second, the barriers that impede the achievement of effec-
tive e-participation. The forthcoming analysis will delve into these aspects, laying
the foundation for examining how DT can be strategically leveraged to bolster
e-participation.
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2.1 The Role of Citizens in E-participation: Degrees
of Power and Influence

In the field of e-government, a consistent number of scholars have focused on e-
participation, vetting into the role of citizens and describing several types of inter-
actions with the government (Coelho et al. 2022; Rexhepi et al. 2018; Royo et al.
2023; Wijnhoven et al. 2015). These interactions range from citizens as government
customers to citizens as partners or co-creators of the public good (Linders 2012).
In this wide spectrum of participation, citizens can be engaged in different ways and
with different aims. They can be tapped as resources for specific tasks, such as gath-
ering data on particular issues of interest—such as monitoring local traffic patterns
and congestion, or identifying areas in need of attention or gathering environmental
pollution data—through a process akin to participatory sensing (HamandKim2020).
Additionally, citizens can volunteer to participate in public activities, contributing
their insights and proposals as subject matter experts. A relevant case in point is civic
crowdfunding, where citizens not only suggest initiatives for the public benefit but
also potentially finance the most promising ones. When attributed with roles of data
gathering, citizens typically assume a more passive position, whereas in proposing
ideas, they actively contribute to the generation of innovative and more desirable
solutions. By capitalising on these diverse approaches, e-participation opens various
opportunities for the public to aid in understanding, conceptualising, or implementing
proposals that address societal issues, thereby fostering solutions that are both legit-
imate and preferable (Simon and Davies 2013). The underlying assumption is that
engaging citizens directly in the development and delivery of public services—for
instance, in testing and providing feedback on solutions implemented in real-world
contexts through small scale experimentations—presents opportunities to assess and
improve the effectiveness of public services.

In scholarly discussions, various models of government-citizen interaction have
been identified, outlining four established categories (Linders 2012). (i) Citizen
Sourcing, where public input informs government decisions; (ii) Government as
a platform, emphasising the transfer of knowledge from governments to citizens,
aiming at inviting citizens to adopt more sustainable behaviours; (iii) “Do It Your-
self” government, characterised by citizen-led initiatives to develop services inde-
pendently of governmental involvement; and (iv) Collaborative planning and group-
ware, involving structured dialogues in settings like workshops and training sessions
for joint discussion among citizens and government, aimed at facilitating mutual
problem-solving. Recent investigations have also proven the value of citizen engage-
ment in administrative tasks to foster greater trust in governmental institutions
(Schmidthuber et al. 2019).
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Several experimentations have been recently conducted, focusing on moving
society from a passive to a more active role in the public discourse.2 These exper-
imentations nurtured several studies and systematic reviews towards the establish-
ment of a common ground and the understanding of the state of the art of how the
research addresses e-participation, its gaps and promising directions (Adnan et al.
2022; Santamaría-Philco et al. 2019).

The link between government and citizens can be further framed into various
levels of e-participation, considering the varying degrees of power and influence
provided to citizens.

Extensive literature exists in the area of public participation providing models
which use a single dimension and describe the types of participation possible from
lower to higher (Bobbio 2019). Seminal is the ladder of citizen participation of
Arnstein (1969) which provided one of the first guides to analyse the degrees of
power in public participation and decision making. The ladder presents eight ‘rungs’
symbolising progressive levels of citizen agency, control and influence in decision-
making processes, composing three broad degrees of participation: nonparticipa-
tion, where citizens hold no real power; tokenism, offering an illusion of power;
and genuine citizen participation, where citizens exercise tangible and meaningful
power.Another relevantmodel is provided by the InternationalAssociation for Public
Participation (IAP2), consisting of a public participation spectrum composed of five
steps: Inform, Consult, Involve, Collaborate and Empower. The exploration of e-
participation in scholarly literature mirrors the one-dimensional, ladder-like models
initially established in participation studies.Over time, thesemodels have been exten-
sively reviewed and synthesised by scholars, offering insights into the multiple hier-
archies and distinct characteristics of e-participation. This work particularly draws
from the comprehensive reviews by Santamaría-Philco and colleagues (2019) and
Bataineh andAbu-Shanab (2016), who analysed and consolidated various significant
works in the field. Table 2.1 summarises some of the most relevant models (OECD
2001;Macintosh 2004; Ahmed 2006;Wimmer 2007; Tambouris et al. 2007; Gatautis
2010; Medimorec et al. 2010; Fedotova et al. 2012; UNDESA 2010, 2012; Teran
and Drobnjak 2013; Santamaría-Philco et al. 2019), arranging them according to five
levels of participation, as the most used scale in the literature.

While some of the models considered date back to the early 2000s, their founda-
tional contributions to defining levels of e-participation remains pertinent. Although
developed at a time when e-participation projects were in their nascent stages, they
provide a valuable theoretical framework for understanding the spectrum of citizen
engagement in digital governance. It is therefore important to distinguish between
the theoretical construct of participation levels and the empirical conclusions drawn
from early e-participation experiences. While the latter may require reevaluation in

2 Several projects funded by the European Commission have focused on this recently, for instance
Co-VAL is a recent Horizon 2020 project that has aimed at exploring the notion of value created
in public administration via the participation of citizens & civil servants. Other examples include:
UserCentriCities, DECIDO, ACROSS, Gov3.0, Big Policy Canvas, Policy Cloud, AI4PublicPolicy,
DUET, IntelComp, INTERLINK, NetZeroCities, E-Sides, AEGIS, Big Data Ocean, Digitranscope,
and the Open Governance Research Exchange repository by TheGovLab.
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light of advancements in digital technologies and shifts in civic engagement patterns,
the levels of e-.participation continue to offer a robust and relevant lens for exam-
ining the scope and nature of citizen involvement in e-governance, applicable to the
current landscape of e-participation possibilities.

The models under review adopt diverse scales to categorise e-participation levels.
Table 2.1 aligns the steps of each model’s scale with five widely recognised levels
of participation. Subsequently, each level is analysed to assess the balance of power
and influence between civil society and government. The levels cover a spectrum
that begins with fundamental stages of information provision and tokenism (level 1)
and progresses to more sophisticated levels where citizens gain substantial decision-
making authority (level 5):

• Level 1 refers to informing citizens, engaging them in a limited way. This level
cannot be considered participation de facto but a one-wayflowof information from
the top (e.g., the government) to the bottom (e.g., citizens). Citizens are merely
informed about the objectives and operative programs of public institutions.

• Level 2 refers to consultation and introduces a two-way relationship. It allows
the collection of citizens’ opinions and feedback on specific public initiatives.
Governments establish the topics for consultation, formulate the questions, and
oversee the procedure. Still, this level guarantees a limited degree of influence of
participants in decision-making, as citizens are invited to contribute their opinions
on confined topics.

• Level 3 refers to involving and discussing, and recognises a slightly higher level of
influence. It entails community-building activities and engages citizens through
multiple public discussion formats (e.g., townhalls).

• Level 4 refers to collaboration and participation, and introduces a discrete degree
of influence, operatively involving citizens in public initiatives (e.g., in experimen-
tations with living labs) where people can offer innovative ideas and contribute
to shaping public services.

• Level 5 refers to the empowerment of citizens who gain power and influence,
namely the possibility to define the process of collaboration and steer its evolution
in partnership with the government.

In her analysis of public participation dynamics, Nabatchi (2012) articulates a
framework relevant to both traditional and e-participation contexts. She enriches the
participation discourse by introducing the dimension of communication—one-way,
two-way, and deliberative—to the InternationalAssociation for Public Participation’s
Spectrum of Public Participation, and aligns this with corresponding levels of public
engagement. Figure 2.1 presents an adaptation of Nabatchi’s version of the Public
Participation Spectrum (2012),which further streamlines and refine the goal of public
participation and its promise to the public. This framework delineates a progression
from passive participation, characterised by one-way communication in levels 1 and
partly 2, to enhanced citizen empowerment through deliberative formats in level 2
(partly) and beyond. For each level of participation, this spectrum makes evident
the governmental goal behind the participation and the promise to the public about
considering their perspectives in decision-making.
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Fig 2.1. Adaptation of Nabatchi’s version of the Public Participation Spectrum (2012)

2.2 Issues and Barriers to Effective E-participation

Current activities in EU member states confirm the will to continue to support and
enhance e-participation (Directorate for Communication of the European Committee
of theRegions 2019) going beyondmere info-giving and consultations (Recchi 2015)
towards proactive engagement. However, despite the relevance of e-participation,
the literature discusses several shortcomings, including scattered and heterogeneous
knowledge and several common issues and barriers (Quintero-Angulo et al. 2020).
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The analysis of the literature highlights a multitude of issues, which are
summarised in Table 2.2 and analysed below.

Lack of legitimacy of the approach for policymakers (Fung 2015). Whether
throughdigitalmeans or traditionalmethods, consultationswith citizens (e.g. through
opinion polls) are not seen as a scientifically rigorous method of gauging public
opinion, leading to question their credibility and validity in accurately and represen-
tatively reflecting public opinions, hence contributing to limiting the impact of such
processes on shaping institutional policies and politics (Ganapati and Reddick 2014;
Harrison et al. 2011). Although these consultations offer opportunities for diverse
voices to be heard and can provide meaningful insights, they may be biassed or
unrepresentative, depending on their design and communication (Binderkrantz et al.
2021; Røed and Wøien Hansen 2018). Policymakers’ reluctance to rely on these
methods can significantly limit their impact on shaping policies, as decision-makers
may view the inputs as unrepresentative of the broader population or reflecting only

Table 2.2. Main issues to achieving effective e-participation and their references to literature

Issue Description Reference

Lack of legitimacy for
policymakers

Citizens’ consultations are not
seen as rigorous methods for
gauging public opinion, leading
to questions about their impact
on policy

Fung (2015), Ganapati and
Reddick (2014), and Harrison
et al. (2011)

Lack of capacity and need
for specialised expertise

New skill sets are required for
both civil servants and citizens
to effectively implement citizen
participation initiatives

Liu (2021), Choi and Song
(2020), OECD (2004), and
Gupta et al. (2021)

Doubts about
representativeness,
inclusiveness, and equity

Digital platforms may have
biases and struggle to balance
different democratic models and
voices in decision-making

Borge et al. (2022), Kang and
Park (2018), and Ruscio (1996)

Difficulties in
implementing participatory
processes

Late stakeholder consultation
and unclear pathways to policy
outcomes risk making
e-participation perceived as
tokenistic

Wirtz et al. (2018), Parkinson
(2006), OECD (2019), and
Galais et al. (2021)

Appropriateness of
participation in different
policy stages

The impact of e-participation
varies across policy stages, with
significant influence mainly at
initial and final stages

Hennen et al. (2020), Steinbach
et al. (2019), Michels (2012),
and Mintrom and Thomas
(2018)

Limited focus of tools and
methodologies

Tools mainly for interactive
communication suggest a gap in
early-stage information
collection. Varied citizen
attitudes towards e-participation
tools are influenced by tool
design and features

Steinbach et al. (2019),
Kopackova et al. (2022),
Fischer (2006), Font and
Navarro (2013), Sæbø et al.
(2011), Mitozo and Marques
(2019), Tseng (2023), and
Christensen (2021)
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a vocal minority (Fung 2015) depending on how consultations are designed and
communicated.

Lack of capacity and the need for highly specialised expertise (Liu 2021). The
effective implementation of public participation initiatives, such as e-participation,
necessitates the development of new skill sets among both civil servants and citi-
zens. Going beyond their traditional administrative roles, civil servants are required
to become enablers, facilitators, and collaborators in the participatory process; a
condition that implies a change in skills but also a shift in mindset for embracing
more open, collaborative approaches to policy-making (Liu 2021). On the other hand,
citizens are expected to be actively engaged, contributing meaningful insights and
informed discussion. However, a lack of participatory skills can result in lower levels
of participation (Choi and Song 2020). Citizens often require training and resources
to acquire skills to effectively participate in these processes, especially in contexts
where such participation has not been the norm, implying a certain commitment.
Pivotal is also the access to technology and information literacy (OECD 2004), since
not all citizens may be equally prepared or able to engage in digital platforms for
participation (Gupta et al. 2021).

Doubts about representativeness, inclusiveness, equity, and power balance
(Borge et al. 2022; Kang and Park 2018; Ruscio 1996) continue to be significant chal-
lenges in citizen engagement and e-participation. In digital participation platforms, it
concerns the potential for demographic biases skewed towards more technologically
adept groups (Macintosh 2004). One of the inherent weaknesses of citizen engage-
ment is the difficulty in determining the relative importance of different voices and
effectively channelling them into the decision-making process, as well as demon-
strating progress and impact. A specific challenge concerns achieving a balance
between representative and direct democracy, and between aggregative and deliber-
ative decision-making models (Borge et al. 2022) in a way that genuinely enhances
democratic engagement. Furthermore, the lack of diversity and representativeness
in e-participation can be exacerbated when processes are not well-designed or when
mediated by digital technologies that support the involvement of relatively small and
unrepresentative numbers of citizens and focusing on relatively marginal issues.

Difficulties in implementing participatory processes as part of the process of
policy design (Wirtz et al. 2018). Such challenges are often hindered by a lack
of accountability and transparency (Parkinson 2006). Stakeholders are frequently
consulted at a late stage, after a policy draft has been developed, limiting the oppor-
tunity for their input to be meaningfully integrated into the policy and reducing the
overall effectiveness of the participatory process (Chapter 7, OECD 2019). Further,
the effectiveness of e-participation is often linked to clarifying how the output of the
process influences the democratic process, for instance, leading a change in policy
(Galais et al. 2021).3 Without a clear pathway demonstrating how public input leads

3 This statement draws on a study that examined 70 Advisory Councils. While the study primarily
focused on conventional forms of public engagement, its insights about the interdependent relation-
ship between inputs, processes, and outputs, as well as the significance of the concluding evaluation,
can be extended to the domain of e-participation as well.
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to policy outcomes, e-participation risks being perceived as “democracy-washing”.
In this case, the participatory process is seen not as a genuine effort to include public
input into decision-making, but rather as a tokenistic exercise to legitimise prede-
termined decisions by public officials. Demonstrating causal relationships and the
tangible impact on the participants and the policy-making process can significantly
increase the credibility and effectiveness of participatory processes.

Appropriateness of participation in different policy stages. The appropriate-
ness of participation in decision-making varies considerably across different areas
and stages of the policy process. While e-democracy and e-participation have broad-
ened the scope of public engagement, their influence is mostly observed at the initial
and final stages of the policy cycle, with limited impact on the core stages of decision-
making and policy execution. Recent studies, such as that of Hennen and colleagues
(2020) show that more significant achievements pertain to the enhancement of infor-
mation access and exchange, rather than direct influence on institutional politics. This
observation aligns with what emerges from the analysis of the literature (Steinbach
et al. 2019), indicating that current taxonomies of public engagement lack the granu-
larity needed to ascertain the appropriateness of specific types of initiatives (such as
citizen juries or user panels) in various social, cultural, and regulatory contexts. This
observation confirms established knowledge on how embedding democratic innova-
tions that increase and deepen citizen participation can have varied democratic effects
based on their design (Michels 2012). It is then highlighted how the suitability of a
specific design depends on the type of policy issue and that tensions between repre-
sentative and direct democracy are more likely for participatory governance than for
deliberative fora (Michels 2012). In this regard, the study of Mintrom and Thomas
(2018) highlights the neglected connection between DT and the commissioning of
public services. Their study underscores the need for further investigation into how
DT can contribute to more effective and appropriate engagement in policy-making.

Limited focus of applied tools and methodologies to the collection of infor-
mation at the beginning of the policy and service design process (ideation) and to the
collection of citizens’ needs concerning solutions shaped in other contexts (priori-
ties issue). Steinbach and colleagues (2019) highlight the necessity of a broad set of
tools for enabling interactive communications, implicitly confirming the absence of
consolidated tools andmethodologies to support collection of information in the early
stages of the process. This issue is reinforced by citizen’s mixed attitudes towards
existing e-participation tools (Kopackova et al. 2022). While some are motivated to
participate in decision-making processes (Fischer 2006), others show diminishing
engagement over time (Font and Navarro 2013; Sæbø et al. 2011). This declining
participation is further influenced by the design features of the e-participation tools,
which can affect citizens’ willingness to engage and their perception of the tools’
usefulness (Mitozo and Marques 2019; Tseng 2023). These features include, but are
not limited to, the ability to interact with politicians and experts, the availability of
information, and options for anonymity or identity verification (Christensen 2021).

Ultimately, the persisting challenge of e-government solutions not adequately
meeting user expectations (Huang and Benyoucef 2014) continues to hinder e-
participation (Tavares et al. 2020). Citizen engagement remains a practice needing
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reinforcement. In response, scholars have highlighted several strategies to mitigate
or overcome barriers. Among these proposals, the application of co-creation, DT and
co-design methods is emphasised as an approach to include societal contributions
early and more consistently throughout the process, thus developing solutions that
foster a sense of ownership of public services among citizens (Deserti et al. 2020;
European Commission et al. 2020). This work specifically explores ways for inte-
grating DT and co-creation throughout the entire e-participation process. Several
studies further discuss this issue, focusing on the barriers to effective e-participation.
For instance, the comprehensive systematic literature review conducted by Steinbach
and colleagues (2019) thoroughly explores the diffusion of e-participation in public
administrations, focusing on stages like adoption, implementation, and institutional-
isation across the micro (individuals within an organisation, such as employees and
managers), meso (organisation itself, including aspects like its size, culture, and prac-
tices), and macro (broader context surrounding the organisation, including elements
like national culture, regulations, and societal norms) levels.

Particularly relevant for this work, is the systematic review conducted by Oliveira
and Garcia (2019), which identified 15 critical barriers to e-participation, adopting
the lens of citizens rather than public administration. These barriers range fromdigital
illiteracy and accessibility challenges to a lack of trust in politicians and a disconnect
between public concerns and e-participation topics, as shown in Table 2.3.

The 15 critical barriers identified by Oliveira and Garcia (2019) are very compre-
hensive of the limits to e-participation including issues like digital illiteracy, which
highlights a gap in essential digital skills among citizens, and infrastructural chal-
lenges like limited internet access and difficulties due to institutional culture, such
as limited capacity to integrate e-participation into government frameworks. Acces-
sibility issues and a general lack of interest in political matters further hinders citi-
zens’ interaction with the government. Complexities such as a wide range of political
actors and low levels of trust in politicians are also cited as significant hindrances.
The authors also highlight issues like unclear language, misalignment of discussed
topics with citizens’ daily priorities and a general reluctance to contribute feedback.
Privacy concerns, unawareness of participation environments, and a paradoxical lack
of interest in public affairs despite enthusiasm for new technology are also noted.

Finally, the research highlights issues of transparency and lurking behaviour,
where citizens prefer to observe rather than actively participate in e-participation
platforms. This compilation of barriers provides a critical understanding of the chal-
lenges faced in enhancing citizen engagement in e-governance and underscores the
need for targeted strategies to address these multifaceted issues.

The identification of these barriers plays a crucial role in this work, as it lays the
foundation for the analysis on how DT can help mitigate them. Understanding the
specific obstacles that hinder successful e-participation enables a targeted approach
in applying DT principles and practices. This focus on barriers informs the strategic
use of DT methodologies, aiming to create more inclusive, accessible, and engaging
e-participation practices.



2.2 Issues and Barriers to Effective E-participation 23

Table 2.3. Barriers to e-participation joint to degrees of severity (1= easier to solve; 6= harder to
solve) as in Figure 2 and Table 2.2 by Oliveira and Garcia (2019). The column Descriptor is added
for better outlining the nature and implications of each barrier in the context of e-participation

IDs Barriers Authors Descriptor Degree of severity

ID01 Digital illiteracy Jung et al. (2015),
Sanchez-Nielsen and
Lee (2013), Thiel
(2016), Charalabidis
et al. (2010)

A lack of essential
digital skills and
competencies among
citizens, which
hinders their ability
to effectively engage
in online government
platforms

3

ID02 Difficult internet
access or IT
equipment to
participate

Thiel (2016) Limited or no access
to the internet and
necessary technology,
creating a barrier to
participate in
e-governance

2

ID03 Integration of
e-participation into
the actual
government

Sanchez-Nielsen and
Lee (2013),
Charalabidis et al.
(2010)

Challenges in
incorporating
e-participation tools
and processes
effectively within
existing government
structures and
workflows

5

ID04 Lack of accessibility Bicking et al. (2011) Inadequate design
and provision of
e-government
platforms that are not
universally accessible
to all, including those
with disabilities

1

ID05 Lack of interest in
political issues

Thiel (2016),
Sanchez-Nielsen and
Lee (2013),
Charalabidis et al.
(2010), Rexhepi et al.
(2016)

A general apathy or
disinterest among
citizens in political
affairs, reducing
motivation to
participate in
e-governance

5

ID06 Wide and diverse
range of political
actors

Sanchez-Nielsen and
Lee (2013)

The complexity and
variety of political
entities and
stakeholders
involved, which can
complicate and
hinder effective
e-participation

4

(continued)
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Table 2.3. (continued)

IDs Barriers Authors Descriptor Degree of severity

ID07 Low levels of
confidence in
politicians

Thiel (2016),
Sanchez-Nielsen and
Lee (2013), Caetano
et al. (2017)

A general distrust of
politicians and
government officials,
which discourages
active engagement in
e-participation
initiatives

6

ID08 Lack of
understanding of the
content (unclear
language)

Sanchez-Nielsen and
Lee (2013), Farina
et al. (2013a)

The use of complex
or technical language
in e-participation
platforms that is not
easily understood by
the general populace

2

ID09 Lack of alignment
between the topics
being discussed and
the daily issues and
priorities of the
citizen

Charalabidis et al.
(2010)

The disconnect
between the issues
addressed in
e-participation
initiatives and the
actual concerns or
priorities of everyday
citizens

2

ID10 Lack of citizens’
willingness to
produce content,
reviews or
feedbacks

Charalabidis et al.
(2010)

A reluctance or
indifference among
citizens to actively
contribute content,
feedback, or reviews
on e-participation
platforms

5

ID11 Privacy issues Thiel (2016),
Sanchez-Nielsen and
Lee (2013),
Santamaría-Philco
et al. (2016)

Concerns over the
privacy and security
of personal
information shared
on e-government
platforms

4

ID12 Unawareness of
participation
environments

Charalabidis et al.
(2010), Bicking et al.
(2011)

A lack of awareness
or knowledge among
the general public
about the existence of
e-participation
opportunities

3

(continued)
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Table 2.3. (continued)

IDs Barriers Authors Descriptor Degree of severity

ID13 Lack of interest in
public affairs
although enthusiasm
for new technology

Thiel (2016) A paradox where
citizens show
enthusiasm for new
technology but do not
translate this interest
into engagement in
public affairs.

6

ID14 Lack of
transparency

Potra et al. (2015),
Girish et al. (2012),
Chaieb et al. (2018),
Bolívar (2018a,
2018b)

The perception of
insufficient
transparency in
government
operations and
decision-making
processes, leading to
passive online
behaviour.

3

ID15 Lurking behaviour Jung et al. (2015) Citizens’ tendency to
observe rather than
actively participate in
e-participation
initiatives.

4
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gov-master.eu]. The opinions expressed herewith are solely of the authors and do not necessarily
reflect the point of view of any EU institution.
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Chapter 3
An Overview on E-Participation

Abstract This chapter provides an overview of e-participation, tracing its evolu-
tion from early public involvement initiatives to its current integration with digital
technologies. It provides examples of implementations and highlights both the poten-
tial and challenges of e-participation practices and platforms. The cases are used to
discuss the strategic importance of e-participation in enhancing transparency, legit-
imacy, and trust in public governance, pointing out the role of digital technologies
in broadening the scope and depth of public engagement, transforming traditional
models and fostering more direct and meaningful interactions between citizens and
governments. Ultimately, it explores open challenges in need to be addressed.

Keywords Participatory approaches · E-Democracy · ICT · E-Participation
challenges · Public engagement

Since the 1960s, governments have recognised public participation as a key strategy
to enhance legitimacy, trust, and the transparency of decision-making processes
(Lourenço and Costa 2007; Rosenzweigova et al. 2016). This trend intensified in
the early 2000s, particularly in Europe, marked by a significant rise in partici-
patory approaches (Zarei and Nik-Bakht 2021), and reflected a broader initiative
to engage citizens more actively in decision-making, improving the quality, trans-
parency, and efficacy of policies and public services (United Nations 2014; Direc-
torate for Communication of the European Committee of the Regions 2019). EU
Member States have established a robust tradition of dialogue with citizens, thereby
strengthening public engagement in democratic processes. The relevance of public
engagement has been widely addressed through literature and public debates also
considering multiple levels of governance—from the supranational to the national,
regional, and local—with the attempt to bring together civil society and institutions
as equal partners (von der Leyen 2019, p. 19).

The advance of Information and Communication Technologies (ICTs) has broad-
ened the scope for public participation (Boudjelida et al. 2016; Fietkiewicz et al.
2017). In response to an escalating institutional distrust and public dissatisfaction of
citizens with traditional service models, the literature has put increasing emphasis
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on the notion of e-democracy discussing the need to renew democratic processes
using technology to reinforce the public dialogue (Lindner and Aichholzer 2020).
Scholars have discussed the adoption of technology to strengthen public engage-
ment, streamline and enhance the relationship between government and society and
improve accessibility, effectiveness, and accountability of Government (Haro-de-
Rosario et al. 2018; Porumbescu 2016; Wukich 2021). Beyond the digital dissemi-
nation of information, scholars have studied the adoption of technology to simplify
public services, and to depict the mechanisms to empower citizens to participate in
public decision-making, benefiting from increased levels of information, knowledge,
communication and interaction (Spirakis et al. 2010).

In this context, e-participation is understood as the enhancement of participatory
processes through ICTs, and emerges as a key component for operationalising e-
democracy (Adnan et al. 2022; Wirtz et al. 2018). E-participation suggests processes
and mechanisms for putting e-democracy in place (Spirakis et al. 2010), pointing out
the benefits for both government and citizens in using electronic media to partake
in political and governance processes (Macintosh 2008). As such, e-participation
is a foundational component of e-democracy, leveraging ICT to ensure that citi-
zens’ voices are influential (Adnan et al. 2022). Numerous scholars have anal-
ysed the practices through which e-participation can be enacted (Santamaría-Philco
et al. 2019). Examples include online public consultations and policy formulation,
citizen-led initiatives, and digital platforms serving purposes such as participatory
budgeting, crowdsourcing, e-petition, and e-voting. In their comprehensive system-
atic review on e-participation, Adnan (2022), Ghazali (2022), and Othman (2022)
consolidate multiple scholarly contributions, reporting on its being a bridge that links
the objectives of e-government with e-democracy principles.

In large-scale e-participation initiativeswhere participants generate large amounts
of data (textual or otherwise), the sheer volume is often overwhelming and too
copious for manual analysis. In such scenarios, technology is being increasingly
leveraged for efficiently managing, analysing, and deriving insights from this data.
E-participation platforms are progressively experimenting with the integration of AI
components to streamline the handling of these extensive datasets (Borchers et al.
2024). For example, clustering algorithms are used to group similar ideas or sugges-
tions together, helping to identify common themes or prevalent issues within the
discourse. AI-powered summarisation tools can condense lengthy texts into concise
summaries that capture essential points, thus speeding up reviewing processes and
aiding in presenting key outcomes to both decision-makers and participants. Feed-
back generators can provide explanations of complex datasets, explain the reasoning
behind conclusions drawn from a large volume of inputs, or elucidate the transla-
tion of participant inputs into actionable outcomes, maintaining transparency in the
process while enabling stakeholders to understand the foundations of data-driven
decisions and how participant inputs are being translated into actionable outcomes.
Moreover, as participant numbers grow, AI components can enhance scalability and
performance, allowing the management of an increased data load by automating
parts of the analysis, keeping high responsiveness.
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E-participation has been widely adopted in the practice. Public administra-
tions have adopted e-participation to better address challenges of institutional
trust and public service dissatisfaction (Kumar et al. 2017; Porumbescu 2016).
Websites, digital platforms, and social media have become democratic fora (Shirazi
et al. 2010) to link governments, citizens, and diverse societal stakeholders. For
instance, numerous public initiatives have been launched to explore innovative digital
participatory formats (Escobar and Elstub 2017).

The following section presents case studies that present and discuss the application
of e-participation in supporting public sector decision-making and innovation. These
examples delve into the successes and challenges encountered, highlighting both the
positive impacts and the limitations of e-participation in practical settings.

3.1 Better Reykjavik: Iceland’s Constitutional Reform
Process

Iceland’s journey towards constitutional reform has captured global attention as a
revolutionary attempt to crowdsource a constitution, which many have praised as
a pioneering step in deliberative democracy (Oddsdóttir 2014). This process has
been viewed as setting a standard for democratic engagement, although recognising
the specificities of the context being quite unique and progressive in respect of the
rest of Europe, often obscuring representation issues within the society. Indeed, like
its Nordic counterparts, Iceland consistently ranks highly in international indices
measuring rights and inclusion, and is often cited as an exemplar of the Nordic
model’s success in promoting equitable social development (Andersen et al. 2007).

In 2010 Iceland randomly selected 950 citizens to partake in drafting a new consti-
tution (Landemore 2015), representing a statistically valid cross-section of the nation.
Convened for a single day in November 2010, the assembly asserted the need for a
new constitution and proposed several key elements, including equal voting rights
and national ownership of natural resources. The reform process began with a signif-
icant public outreach effort using digital media to inform and engage the Icelandic
population. In partnership with civil society organisations, the government launched
a series of informational campaigns across online platforms, explaining the objectives
of the constitutional reform and the relevance of citizen engagement.

Central to the initiative is the use of an online platform where Icelanders could
submit proposals, discuss and debate constitutional issues, and vote on the proposals
they support. Named Better Reykjavik, this online platform is put in place to support
the process, enabling citizens to co-create solutions for city improvements, from
budget allocation to public service enhancements. Specifically, the platform allows
residents to submit, discuss, and prioritise suggestions, which are then considered
by the city council. This process of co-production not only engages citizens directly
in municipal governance but also fosters a shared responsibility in urban develop-
ment. This platform is designed to be user-friendly, accessible to all citizens, and
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equipped with tools to ensure constructive and moderated discussions. In the process
new technologies are experimented with for moderation and process contribution.
Among others, artificial intelligencewas introduced to select proposals andmoderate
dialogues between citizens.

Throughout the process, social media also played a crucial role in facilitating
broader engagement and discussion. The Constitutional Council uses Twitter, Face-
book, and other social media platforms to post updates, spark discussions, and
encourage more people to participate directly on the main e-participation site.

To further increase transparency and involvement, many sessions of the Consti-
tutional Council were live-streamed, and interactive webinars were held where citi-
zens could ask questions and provide feedback in real-time. This approach helped
to demystify the process of constitutional drafting and ensured that the council’s
deliberations were open and accessible to all. Feedback gathered through the e-
participation platforms further contributed in shaping the draft constitution. Citi-
zens’ proposals and comments were reviewed by the Constitutional Council, and
many suggestions were incorporated into the draft. This iterative process aimed at
making the constitution genuinely reflecting the will of the Icelandic people.

This case illustrates deliberative democracy as central to the process of drafting
a new Constitution, guided by a National Assembly composed of randomly selected
citizens reflecting the nation’s demographics. This assembly’s recommendations
formed the basis of the constitutional draft, which emphasised direct democratic
processes, environmental stewardship, and the equitable use of national resources.
The process itself was open to public input through various media, encouraging
a broad participation that was seen as instrumental in crafting a constitution that
genuinely reflected the people’s will.

Despite the inclusive and innovative approach, the e-participation process faced
several challenges (O’Farrell 2023). There is indeed a concern about the digital divide
potentially excluding less tech-savicious or rural populations (Landemore 2012).
Efforts were made to provide alternative means of participation, but the primary
engagement remained online. While the platform was open to all, ensuring that all
segments of the population were equally represented and that their voices were heard
proved challenging.

The deliberative poll in Iceland was conducted according to the model developed
by Fishkin (2011, p. 127), which defines diversity based on the representation of prin-
cipal public viewpoints among the discussion participants. However, framing diver-
sity as an innate cognitive or psychological characteristic wilfully ignores the social
power dynamics of decision-making processes, political representation and how the
media constructs marginalised communities. An important claim about deliberative
polling is that this method can change people’s opinions towards consensus and
common ground.

The findings from Iceland’s deliberative poll were analysed adopting the frame-
works of intersectionality (Hill Collins 2017) and superdiversity (Vertovec 2007)—
which specifically vets into the increasing complexity within diversity. These
perspectives were consistently integrated, illustrating how intersectional inequalities
result in the systematic exclusion of minority groups from democratic mechanisms
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like deliberative polls (Khazaei 2018). This exclusion undermines the authenticity
and public endorsement of outcomes derived from such processes, questioning their
legitimacy and the validity of their conclusions.

As a consequence, the deliberative poll originally aiming at being a represen-
tative mini-public, showed deficits in diversity, highlighting limitations in how
e-participation processes can inadvertently marginalise certain groups. The most
marginalised residents, particularly migrants and ethnic minorities, remained thus
underrepresented, challenging the legitimacy and the inclusiveness of the constitu-
tional process (Khazaei 2018). Theories of intersectionality and superdiversity high-
light these gaps, suggesting that the lack of inclusivity in the constitutional process
is a product of structural forces that perpetuate exclusion. Despite these challenges,
the constitutional reform process in Iceland is a noteworthy example of direct citizen
engagement in foundational aspects of governance. While not without its flaws, this
crowdsourcing example represents a significant experiment in enhancing democratic
engagement and offers lessons for other nations interested in deepening democratic
processes through greater citizen involvement.

Iceland’s attempt to crowdsource its constitution through e-participation show-
cases both the potential and limitations of using digital tools for constitutional
reforms. While the process is praised for its openness and the extensive use of tech-
nology to engage citizens, critical issues related to inclusivity and representation are
also highlighted, pointing out the need to address them to fully realise the bene-
fits of e-participation in governance. The lessons learned from Iceland’s experience
are already widely recognised and inform strategies and practices for integrating
technology more effectively and inclusively.

3.2 VTaiwan

The vTaiwan initiative (info.vtaiwan.tw) is an open consultation process launched by
the Taiwanese government in 2014. Born during a time of significant social move-
ments and calls for democratic reforms, vTaiwan provides a platform for citizens
to propose solutions and participate in voting, thereby directly influencing poli-
cymaking. This initiative emerged in response to the public’s demand for more
inclusive governance, highlighted during the Sunflower Movement, where trans-
parency in government agreements with China was a central issue (Fell 2017). In this
context, vTaiwan offered a way to resolve standoffs on critical issues through public
consensus. Its strength lies in its participatory rulemaking process, supported by
digital tools thatmove away from the echo chambers typically created by socialmedia
(Boulianne et al. 2020; Justwan et al. 2018), aiming instead for a more constructive
and inclusive formof policy discussion. This is significantly supported by technology,
from the use of collaborative text editors for document sharing to online platforms for
surveying public opinion. In particular, vTaiwan employs digital platforms to foster
inclusive dialogues between citizens and the government, thereby shaping policies
that reflect widespread consensus. The process dynamically allows participants to
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suggest topics, engage in discussions, and help shape national digital legislation, with
transitions between stages determined by consensus within the community (Hsiao
et al. 2018). The agreement behind is that the government would utilise the feed-
back collected during the process to inform legislation on digital economy issues.
Its operation is managed by three main parties: (i) issue sponsors, like government
agencies that propose drafts of laws and regulations; (ii) editors, as individuals from
the Science&TechnologyLaw Institute, a government-sponsored non-governmental
organisation, who reformat the drafts to facilitate discussion; and (iii) administra-
tors, who are vTaiwan task force from g0v movement (an open source, open govern-
ment collaboration in Taiwan), responsible for managing the online platform and
updating its content. Although vTaiwan is funded by the government, its operation
by volunteers lends it a significant degree of legitimacy (GovLab, n.d.).

vTaiwan is structured around a four-stage process: proposal, opinion collection,
reflection, and legislation. The process begins with the proposal stage where issues
are identified and discussed both online and offline using tools like Discourse for
vibrant discussions, sli.do for sharing documents, and Typeform for administering
regular questionnaires. This leads to the opinion stage, where platforms like Pol.is,
which leverage machine intelligence to scale up deliberative processes (Small et al.
2023), are used tomanage and synthesise public opinions,map out areas of consensus
and contention among various groups, meanwhile ensuring that all voices can be
heard and considered in policy formulation. The use of real-time data collection and
analysis tools helps in identifying consensus points among diverse viewpoints, thus
enabling more informed decision-making. The reflection stage follows, featuring
in-person stakeholder meetings that are live streamed to ensure transparency and
broader participation. Finally, the ratification stage sees the formulation of guidelines,
policies, or draft bills, which are then sent to the legislature for approval. The entire
process is documented on a comprehensive webpage, allowing both the public and
government officials to track the progress of issues (GovLab, n.d.).

Over the first five years, the process engaged over 200,000 citizens and led
to the creation of 26 pieces of national legislation, demonstrating a significant
impact on Taiwan’s digital policy landscape. The use of open source tools—like
the aforementioned Pol.is, which is freely available and supported by volunteers—
keeps the cost of this process low, while ensuring flexibility and wide accessibility.
This approach not only fosters a sense of joint ownership between the government
and the public, enhancing trust and legitimacy, but also ensures that even complex
issues like telemedicine and online alcohol sales are addressed effectively, balancing
consensus-building with rapid response when needed.

A key example of vTaiwan’s success occurred in late 2015, when it resolved
a prolonged impasse regarding the legalisation of online alcohol sales. Initially,
discussions between alcoholmerchants, e-commerce platforms, and concerned social
groups had stalled without yielding substantive regulations. In March 2016, roughly
450 participants on the vTaiwan platform proposed and voted on potential solutions.
This process swiftly led to actionable recommendations, including the restriction
of online alcohol sales to specific platforms, mandating credit card payments, and
requiringpickups at convenience stores to prevent underagepurchases (Horton2018).
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These community-generated solutions were crafted into a draft bill and subsequently
presented to the Parliament. vTaiwan’s use of the Pol.is platform was instrumental in
facilitating interactions among diverse viewpoints, allowing to achieve a significant
consensus.

The regulation of Uber showcased another impactful application of vTaiwan’s
participatory platform. Addressing the challenges posed by UberX, vTaiwan facili-
tated a four-week public survey that drew over 4000 participants to crowdsource the
agenda for a significant open consultationmeeting. This process again relied on Pol.is
to capture a wide array of public opinions, forming a coherent body of consensus that
directly influenced the regulatory approach taken. The feedback collected through
this digital deliberation was then integrated in shaping the new regulatory framework
for ride-sharing services. Uber responded positively to the outcomes of this process,
agreeing to adhere to the consensus developed. In turn, the Taiwanese Government
committed to incorporating these items into new regulatory measures. This case
exemplifies how vTaiwan leverages digital tools to enhance public engagement in
policymaking, ensuring that the regulations enacted are reflective of the public’s
needs and contribute to more equitable and effective governance.

More recently, in 2023, vTaiwan started a collaboration with Chatham House and
theAIObjectives Institute as part of theOpenAIDemocratic Inputs toAI project. This
initiative aimed to establish guiding principles for artificial intelligence that respect
human rights across diverse cultural and legal landscapes. A key aspect of this project
is again the use of Pol.is for extensive public deliberation, alongside trials with Large
Language Models (LLMs), such as ChatGPT. The process is structured to ensure
comprehensive stakeholder engagement, starting with the identification of critical
issues and continuing with gathering and synthesising expert knowledge and broad
stakeholder engagement through Pol.is. This was followed by AI-driven analysis of
the consultation results to identify major consensus points and areas of contention.
The subsequent phase involved in-depth, face-to-face consultations to refine these
discussions, addressing more complex or contentious issues. Finally, areas of strong
consensus were integrated into the primary policy documents, while contentious
issues were earmarked for ongoing discussion. This multi-faceted approach aimed to
integrate Taiwan’s perspectives and needs into the global AI governance framework,
ensuring that the development of AI technologies like ChatGPT could benefit from
a wide range of insights.

Since its inception, vTaiwan has facilitated discussions on a variety of national
issues, with over 80%of these discussions resulting in concrete governmental actions
(Hsiao et al. 2018). This success rate underscores the efficacy of open consultation
in bridging the gap between citizens and their government, making policy-making
more reflective of public needs and aspirations.

Nevertheless, despite its successes, vTaiwan is not exempt from common chal-
lenges such as ensuring broad-based participation across diverse demographic groups
and dealing with complex policy issues that require nuanced discussions. The initia-
tive leverages a variety of digital tools to gather and synthesise the opinions of
Taiwan’s citizens on various policy issues. However, the breadth of participation
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remains a crucial concern, with issues related to representation of diverse demo-
graphic groups—not only in terms of age, education, and income but also including
less tech-savvy individuals—essential for the legitimacy and effectiveness of the
process.

A further significant challenge concerns maintaining independence in topic selec-
tion. As a government-funded and institutionalised initiative, vTaiwan often grapples
with constraints imposed by governmental authorities concerning the scope of issues
it can address.When authorities choose not to engage on particularly sensitive topics,
these are excluded from the vTaiwan deliberative process. This limitation restricts the
initiative’s ability to operate as a fully autonomous platform, potentially hindering
its effectiveness in capturing a comprehensive range of public concerns and opinions
on more controversial or critical issues.

Another critical challenge for vTaiwan is the nuanced nature of many policy
discussions, which can be difficult to fully capture and address through online plat-
forms alone. While digital tools facilitate broad engagement and can efficiently
handle large volumes of inputs, the depth and subtlety of some policy debates may
be lost without more direct and detailed deliberation. This issue is compounded
by the institutional inertia within government structures, which are often unpre-
pared or unwilling to adopt the agile and iterative approaches that vTaiwan’s model
requires. Traditional bureaucratic processes can be slow to adapt to such innovative
consultation methods, leading to resistance within the system (Hsiao et al. 2018).

3.3 Decidim Barcelona

Decidim (https://decidim.org) was developed as part of the EU funded D-CENT
project (2013–2016), where the city of Barcelona was a pilot together with Madrid,
Helsinki and Reykjavik. Decidim was introduced by the Barcellona City Council
in 2016 as an online participatory-democracy platform (Aragón et al. 2017) and
an open-source initiative that enables various participative processes such as elec-
tions, budgeting, and policy development, alongside assemblies and consultations for
decision-making and public discourse. The platform has been successfully imple-
mented in Barcelona for several years and has expanded to hundreds of instances
across the European Union, transversally to various institutional contexts—from
municipalities to regional governments and NGOs. The success of Decidim is often
also attributed to its ability to affect institutional culture within local governments
that deploy it. It acts as a conduit for knowledge transfer, enabling cities and organi-
sations to learn from each other’s experiences through a rich community and network
of practice that shares insights, tools, and methodologies.

Nowadays, Decidim has been adopted by over 450 organisations in 30 coun-
tries, evidencing its scalability and adaptability. Such widespread adoption world-
wide highlights the platform’s scalability and effectiveness in encouraging civic
participation.

https://decidim.org
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Decidim, derived from the Catalan phrase meaning “we decide” in Catalan, repre-
sents a transformative approach to civic engagement and participatory democracy
through digital means (Feenstra et al. 2017). Originating from Spain’s vibrant demo-
cratic activism, notably influenced by the 15 M/Indignados movement, Decidim
is deeply rooted in democratic aspirations and technological innovations aimed at
redefining public participation beyond traditional models (Cardullo et al. 2023).
Designed and adopted in response to extensive protests by young people calling for
greater direct democracy, the platform has enabled the city’s inhabitants to actively
engage in the formulation, debate, and execution of policies.

Decidim is notable for its high potential for customisation and experimentation,
being a Free and Open Source Software (FOSS). The platform continually evolves
through incremental innovation and refinement, introducing novelties in controlled
environments that are later scaled up across the platform. This method of piloting
features in niche settings before broader application ensures that each innovation
is thoroughly tested, refined, and validated before going public. The adoption of a
flexible architecture enables developers to tailor or modify the standard function-
alities, developing custom modules. These modules can be crafted by individual
developers or teams and are often developed and sustained by the broader Decidim
community, and if vetted and endorsed by the community, they scale up becoming
official components of the platform. Built on Ruby on Rails web-app, it allows
various entities like local governments, associations, and NGOs to set up partici-
patory processes for strategic planning, elections, and more. Moreover, the same
collaboration between tech activists and local councils, especially in Barcelona and
Madrid, where it first saw significant implementation, significantly shaped its devel-
opment. This democratic aspect is further mirrored in its governance. Decidim is
governed by a “social contract” that ensures the platform and its code remain open-
source (shared on GitHub), transparent, and inclusive (Cardullo et al. 2023). This
contract emphasises privacy, equal opportunity, and democratic integrity, ensuring
that all participation is traceable and data handling is ethical, reflecting the platform’s
commitment to democratic values. This approach is recognised for effectively inte-
grating community input into the municipal decision-making framework, enhancing
the trustworthiness and legitimacy of municipal decisions by promoting extensive
citizen involvement and deliberative processes, significantly bolstering the city’s
governance processes (Peña-López 2017).

The platform not only hosts digital tools for democratic engagement but also inte-
grates physical meetings, enhancing the interaction between traditional and digital
democratic processes. Web technologies are leveraged to enhance transparency
in democratic processes and civic engagement at various administrative levels by
combining threaded discussions with aligned comments and adopting a user-friendly
interface. Its structure comprises various participatory spaces like assemblies, initia-
tives, and referendums, each designed to cater to different forms of civic engage-
ment. The platform’s architecture supports a diverse range of democratic activi-
ties, from local participatory budgeting to strategic planning at national levels. It
includes multiple components such as proposals, meetings, and surveys that interact
within these spaces to facilitate comprehensive participation processes. For instance,
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when used for participatory budgeting purposes, multiple components from public
meetings and surveys to proposal submissions and final voting can be activated
to work synergistically. This feature well represents Decidim’s capability to adapt
dynamically to different participatory needs.

In the specific case of Barcelona, Decidim is recognised as a cornerstone for
engaging citizens directly in the governance process. Here, over a two-month period
the platform has facilitated a comprehensive participatory process where almost 40
thousand citizens have actively contributed both online and through physical meet-
ings to diverse types of public discussions. The process is meticulously structured to
ensure broad-based community involvement around the following phases:

• Context setting. The city council starts by outlining key areas and sectors
for development, posting over 1300 proposals on Decidim.barcelona for public
consideration.

• Public engagement. Citizens are encouraged to support, debate, and amend these
proposals or introduce new ones through the platform. The process is designed
to ensure transparency and inclusivity, allowing for an equitable discussion that
is not dominated by any single group or interest.

• Deliberation and decision-making. Following the public engagement phase, the
city council reviews all contributions, considering factors such as the volume of
support, the content of discussions, and the outcomes of face-to-face deliberations.
Proposals that garner significant community backing are refined and integrated
into the final strategic plan.

Decidim can help bridge online and offline participatory channels, creating a dynamic
feedback loop between the city’s residents and its administrative body. The resulting
strategic plan not only reflected the collective will of Barcelona’s populace but also
set a precedent for other cities aiming to implement similar participatory governance
models.

In Helsinki, Decidim has been used to enhance participatory budgeting initia-
tives, showcasing adaptability across different cultural and administrative contexts.
The approach to participatory budgeting via Decidim allows Helsinki to involve
the entire community in deciding how a portion of the city budget is spent, span-
ning from proposing, to discussing, and voting on projects directly affecting their
neighbourhoods.

The process unfolds in several phases:

• Proposal submission. Residents submit proposals for projects they believe
should receive funding, ranging from small-scale local improvements to larger
infrastructure projects.

• Community discussion and refinement. Proposals are openly discussed on
the Decidim platform, where community members can offer feedback, suggest
amendments, and rally support for different initiatives.

• Voting. After a period of deliberation, residents vote via Decidim the projects
they think should be funded, being ensured by the platform features themselves
that the entire process is accessible and transparent.
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Helsinki’s use of Decidim for participatory budgeting is acknowledged to go beyond
democratising the decision-making process, contributing to fostering a greater sense
of community through the direct engagement of citizens in allocating municipal
resources.

The effectiveness of Decidim is reflected in its widespread adoption and is recog-
nised as highly related to the active, steady involvement of theMetadecidim commu-
nity in its governance (decidim.org) (Barandiaran et al. 2024). This community plays
a crucial role in the platform’s continuous development, ensuring that it remains
responsive to the needs of its users and adheres to the principles of open and trans-
parent governance. The community recognises itself as an interconnected network,
fully embracing the notion of collaborative work (Latour 2005). This network is
dedicated to peer production with multifaceted outcomes, ranging from the Decidim
software, the community itself, and innovative participatory mechanisms such as
new processes and institutions. These outputs manifest the technical, technopolit-
ical, and political dimensions of the project, respectively. The community, which is
actively and constantly engaged, functions as a dynamic force aimed at democratising
and refining the intersections of politics and technology. This network is as varied
and composite as any modern complex system, encompassing a range of elements
like executable code spanning hundreds of thousands of lines, numerous workers
across various institutions, rich digital content including vast numbers of proposals
and discussions, along with educational tools, hacktivists, care-focused initiatives,
feminist scholars, servers, developers, and digital infrastructure like code reposito-
ries (Barandiaran et al. 2024). It also includes practical tools used in collaborative
settings like reconfigurable tables and panels adorned with post-its, and extends to
international communication via Telegram groups, along with essential maintenance
functions like notification management and spam filtering.

However, despite its successes and widespread use, Decidim faces challenges
such as digital literacy, engagement discrepancies, and the integration of diverse
demographic groups. A specific challenge is related to the digital divide, which
can limit participation among less tech-savvy populations (Barandiaran et al. 2024).
However, continuous innovations in platform functionality and governance models
aim to address these issues, enhancing user experience and participatory efficacy.

Looking forward,Decidim is poised to expand its impact by exploring newpartici-
patorymodels and enhancing its technological base. The ongoingdevelopment driven
by global user communities and the Decidim Association aims to keep the platform
at the forefront of digital democracy innovations.

Decidim exemplifies a successful integration of technology and democratic prin-
ciples, offering a scalable model for global adoption. By continuously evolving in
response to user feedback and technological advancements, Decidim is recognised
as a critical tool for shaping participatory democracy.

https://decidim.org/
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3.4 #MyFrance2022 and Make.org

My France 2022 represents one of the largest online citizen consultations undertaken
by a public media in France, engaging one million French individuals in the lead-up
to the presidential elections. This initiative is developed to address the democratic
need to integrate citizen voices into the core of political debates during crucial times
such as the presidential campaign.

The widespread political mistrust and diminishing electoral participation seen
globally prompted the need to explore innovative strategies to engage citizens
comprehensively in the democratic process, while recognising that citizens are eager
to contribute to democratic life by proposing actionable solutions. To address this
challenge, My France 2022 makes use of make.org, a well-known platform within
the European Civic Tech landscape, dedicated to involving the broader public—
including individuals, organisations, businesses, and civil society groups—in soci-
etal enhancement initiatives. This platform supports the conduction of large-scale,
independent, and unbiased consultations, engaging up to millions of people in active
participation in democratic processes. Participants can submit and vote on proposals
in response to open questions, fostering an environmentwhere citizen input is directly
solicited and incorporated into actionable strategies for societal development. The
platform’s design ensures the easy identification of the most popular ideas, facili-
tating the transition from suggestion to possible directions to consider for implemen-
tation. Additionally, make.org is known for prioritising user privacy with transparent
algorithms that safeguard personal information.

In view of the 2022 presidential and legislative elections in France, Make.org
partnered with France Bleu and France 3—public service media with strong local
ties—to help French citizens articulate their priorities for the nation’s future. The
My France 2022 initiative is launched to combat democratic erosion by empowering
citizens ahead of the elections, serving as a platform in which to intervene for influ-
encing their priorities for the country’s future and ensure their concerns are central
in the public debate and the presidential campaign. Throughout France, citizens
were encouraged to articulate their visions for the country’s future, contributing to a
forward-looking dialogue about national priorities. From September 2021 to March
2022, a significant online consultation posed the question: “What are the priori-
ties for our country tomorrow?”, becoming the most extensive online consultation
conducted by civil society, amplified through various media outlets. This extensive
civic engagement resulted in the compilation of a Citizen’s Agenda, highlighting the
top priorities according to the French populace. This agenda is then used as a basis for
dialogue between the candidates and the public, ensuring that election discussions
addressed the real concerns of the electorate. Presidential candidates are then invited
to discuss these priorities, promoting a solid dialogue across media platforms jointly
provided by Make.org, France Bleu, and France 3.

Such a proactive engagement is a demonstration of how participatory democracy
can be embedded within the broader electoral context, setting My France 2022 apart
from other initiatives that often fail to engage beyond a narrow group of active
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citizens. Moreover, by allowing users to propose and vote on solutions, make.org
democratises participation and ensures that the aggregation of public opinion is both
transparent and actionable. This approach not only captures the public’s vision for
future societal developments but also protects user data with stringent algorithmic
transparency.

The collaboration with France Bleu and France 3 is instrumental to extend the
outreach beyond simple proposal submissions to fostering rich dialogues with candi-
dates on radio andTV.This answers a primary challenge that is recognised in ensuring
the legitimacy and representativeness of the consultation process. To address demo-
graphic disparities, targeted campaigns on social networks were employed to balance
participant demographics accurately. The volume of contributions required sophis-
ticated analytical enhancements to effectively categorise and prioritise the public’s
input, ensuring that the most relevant and consensus-driven ideas were highlighted.
This strategy significantly enriched the election coverage, aligning it closely with
the electorate’s priorities. Make.org spearheaded this initiative, collaborating with
prominent public broadcasters to facilitate a broad-based citizen consultation. This
partnership aimed to invert the traditional power dynamics of political campaigns
by empowering citizens to define the agenda and challenge candidates to address
these public priorities. Reflecting on its outreach results, there is strong potential to
scale this model of extensive citizen consultation in other electoral contexts, proving
adaptability and effectiveness at engaging citizens at a massive scale.

3.5 CitizenLab for Kapermolen Park

Kapermolen Park inHasselt, Belgium, represents an exemplary case of urban renewal
facilitated byCitizenLab, nowGoVocal (govocal.com), a digital democracy platform
that leverages the power of citizen participation in city planning and decision-making.
This case study explores the first use of CitizenLab for empowering local citizens to
collaboratively reimagine and reshape their public space, ultimately influencing the
redesign of the park set for reconstruction in 2017 (van Aeken 2017).

CitizenLab is a cloud-based platform that enables city governments to engage
citizens directly in governance processes through crowdsourcing and co-creation
of ideas and feedback, voting for each other’s suggestions and prioritising projects
in a collaborative environment. The platform facilitates diverse forms of commu-
nity engagement through an array of interactive tools, including polls, participatory
budgets, and idea collection mechanisms. Moreover, it allows project managers to
closely monitor project progress and community input, streamlining the decision-
making process. With these tools, administrators can collect and analyse ideas and
feedback, engage in online discussions, and manage voting to measure community
support, all within a single integrated environment.

The city of Hasselt introduces CitizenLab to tackle a challenge common to many
cities: engaging a broad section of the population in urban planning processes effec-
tively, answering lackings of traditional methods like public meetings and surveys

http://govocal.com
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that often do not capture the diverse opinions and creative ideas of the wider commu-
nity. CitizenLab is thus put in place to favour a more dynamic and inclusive approach
to understand and integrate public preferences in the park’s redesign.

In early 2016, the city of Hasselt implemented CitizenLab as a pilot project for
steering Kapermolen Park renovation. The platform is adopted for co-creation and
crowd-governance, inviting citizens to share their visions for the new park. Features
such as polls and analytics tools are adopted to gauge popular opinions and pref-
erences effectively. Moreover, innovative algorithmic models and NLP technology
are employed to make the planning process based on data-driven decision-making
and be reflective of the community’s desires and expectations. Residents can log into
the platform from multiple devices, propose their ideas, and interact with others’
suggestions. This ease of use and multi-media approach helps overcome barriers
to participation, particularly among those who might feel alienated by more formal
civic processes.

The input gathered became instrumental in shaping the final design plans for
Kapermolen Park, leading the city to identify key themes and priorities among the
suggestions, such as the need for more green spaces, child-friendly areas, and sports
facilities. Moreover, the platform’s backend analytics also provides valuable insights
into demographic preferences, helping the city tailor the park to meet the needs
of different user groups effectively. Specifically, the platform allows city officials to
capture and analyse awide range of data submitted by citizens during the engagement
process. This data includes not just the content of the suggestions and feedback but
also demographic information about the participants, such as age, location within
the city, and possibly other factors like occupation or interests, depending on what
data the platform collects and the users agree to share.

With these analytics, the city can see patterns and trends in the types of improve-
ments different groups desire. For example, young families might prioritise play-
grounds and safety features, whereas older residents might prefer more benches
and shaded areas. Sports enthusiasts might advocate for more athletic facilities, and
pet owners might request areas designated for dogs. Instead of a one-size-fits-all
approach, this segmentation of feedback allows city planners to design public spaces
that cater to the nuanced needs of its diverse population, accommodating various
activities and preferences.

The success of the CitizenLab initiative in Hasselt also set a precedent for other
cities considering similar participatory approaches to urban planning. The case of
Kapermolen Park illustrates the potential of digital platforms to democratise the
planning process, making it more transparent, inclusive, and responsive to citizens’
needs. In terms of sharing learning, the platform page features a consistent array
of case studies serving not only as testimonials but also as sources of inspiration,
along with multiple resources for continuous learning. For instance, there is a set of
guides with practical tips and examples to aid the design and execution of community
engagement journeys.

According to Sacramento (Sacramento 2023), since its inception as a Belgian
startup, CitizenLab has experienced remarkable growth, becoming Go Vocal.
Following a successful million-funding round, the company expanded beyond its
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original base in the Netherlands extending to over 20 countries, with more than 500
local governments using the platform to manage over 15,000 projects that engage
over one million community members. CitizenLab was actively present in various
global markets, it primarily focused on six key regions: the United States, the United
Kingdom, Belgium, the Netherlands, France, and Germany, tailoring its strategies
to align with the distinct cultural and economic contexts of these markets. On the
contrary, the current strategy ofGoVocal shows a broader reach and thrive to increase
the network of governments collaborating with them to bridge the gap with their
residents across all policy domains.

3.6 Decide Madrid with Consul

This case examines the implementation and impact of the Decide Madrid initiative
(decide.madrid.es), which leveraged the Consul platform to promote e-participation
in Madrid’s civic processes, facilitating a direct and transparent channel for citizens
to influence municipal governance.

Decide Madrid was inaugurated in 2015 by the Madrid City Council as part of a
broader commitment by the coalition government ofAhoraMadrid to enhance demo-
cratic engagement (Royo et al. 2020), being strategically implemented to address
specific needs in public engagement and decision-making transparency.

The Decide Madrid platform is designed to offer a suite of participatory tools that
cater to diverse citizen needs and preferences, being able to host different activities:

• Debates. Citizens can initiate and participate in public discussions on various
topics via e-forums, fostering a community-oriented approach to public discourse.
Debates can also be created by the city council.

• Proposals. Citizens can submit proposals for new policies or changes to existing
ones, becoming directly involved in the legislative process, so as to make gover-
nance more responsive. They can also request complementary materials and
supporting documents. Proposals with 1% of support can move to polling and
voting.

• Polls/Voting. Polling provides amechanism for gaugingpublic opinion on specific
issues, giving the City Council insights into citizens’ preferences and priorities.
They can be open to all citizens or to specific districts.

• Participatory budgeting. Annually, citizens can decide directly on the alloca-
tion of a portion of the municipal budget, promoting financial transparency and
accountability. Then, the City Council carries out the projects most voted for by
citizens starting the following year.

• Collaborative legislation. Legislative texts can be shared with the public to
receive comments, and are colour-coded according to the sections they address to
ease the identification of areas for improvement.Additionally, preliminary debates
can be organised before drafting the texts, facilitating more informed and refined
legislative development.

http://decide.madrid.es
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• Processes. Organisations are supported in the execution of complex participatory
processes, such as urban planning, complex regulatory reforms, or multi-stage
participation projects.

Each of these functionalities is designed to empower citizens and ensure their voices
are considered in administrative processes. Nevertheless, they are also designed to
assist organisations in implementing e-participationmore effectively, thereby stream-
lining their operations and enhancing public involvement, promoting transparency
in discussions and outcomes, and ultimately facilitating the transition towards
implementation.

The technological backbone of DecideMadrid, is Consul, an e-government and e-
participation digital platform originally developed for the Madrid City government,
which supportsmodifications and adaptations by other citiesworldwide, encouraging
continuous improvement and innovation. The technology’s adaptability ensures that
it can be tailored to meet the specific engagement and regulatory needs of Madrid
and beyond, providing a robust framework for scalable and sustainable civic partic-
ipation. Initially developed for Madrid, the software has significantly broadened
its impact, extending its use to more than 120 organisations across over 20 coun-
tries. This widespread adoption demonstrates the software adaptability and effective-
ness in meeting diverse engagement and regulatory requirements globally. The plat-
form is particularly noted for its user-friendly interface and accessibility, promoting
broad participation across diverse demographic groups. The software declares the
e-participation of 90 millions of citizens (Consul Project, consulproject.nl). More-
over, Consul is designed for easy customisation, allowing cities and organisations its
tailoring to their specific local contexts and governance frameworks. The proven scal-
ability and versatility ofConsul not only enhanceMadrid’s governance but also estab-
lish a global standard for civic technology, demonstrating a model of technological
diffusion that promotes sustainable and inclusive e-participation worldwide.

Since its launch, Decide Madrid has registered significant user engagement, with
hundreds of thousands of registered participants who have collectively proposed
numerous initiatives, many of which have been successfully implemented. The plat-
form has notably enhanced the transparency and accountability of the City Council
bymaking decision-making processes visible and traceable (Royo et al. 2020). Addi-
tionally, the initiative received international recognition, winning the United Nations
Public Service Award in 2018 for promoting democratic and inclusive governance.

Despite its successes, Decide Madrid faces traditional ongoing challenges such
as digital literacy, engagement consistency, and the digital divide, which can limit
participation among certain demographic groups. To address these issues, the City
Council has implemented outreach and education programs, and hasworked to ensure
the platform is accessible via multiple devices to those with disabilities. Specifically,
Decide Madrid has launched various campaigns to educate the public on how to use
the platform effectively, generating awareness of their ability to participate in gover-
nance through the platform. Empowering information sessions and workshops are

http://consulproject.nl
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held in various neighbourhoods to engage community members directly and demon-
strate the functionalities of the platform, explaining how to navigate the platform,
initiate debates, propose changes, and participate in polls and budget allocations.

To further enhance e-participation, the platform adopts a multi-device strategy to
lessen technological constraints, being designed to be responsive and accessible on
various devices, including smartphones, tablets, and desktop computers. In terms of
inclusivity, the platform complies with accessibility standards and includes features
like screen reader compatibility, options for text enlargement, and high-contrast
visual settings, thus being practically usable by people with visual, auditory, or
motor impairments. The future of Decide Madrid likely involves further integration
of artificial intelligence and machine learning to better analyse citizen feedback and
predict future needs, enhancing the responsiveness of the City Council.

Analysis of Decide Madrid reveals several critical success factors, including
strong political support, effective stakeholder engagement, and robust ICT infrastruc-
ture. The platform’s success is partly attributed to its alignment with broader organi-
sational and governmental support, ensuring its integration into the city’s governance
framework (Royo et al. 2020).

The impact of Decide Madrid on governance is multifaceted. The public can see
real-time updates and outcomes of their contributions, fostering trust in the munic-
ipal processes. By engaging with the platform, citizens gain a better understanding of
governmental functions and budgeting processes. The platform has led to the imple-
mentation of citizen-driven initiatives, reflecting a governance structure that is more
responsive to public needs and desires.

3.7 Scottish’s “We Asked, You Said, We Did”

This case explores the “We asked, you said, we did” e-participation initiative imple-
mented by the Scottish Government, as a practice of e-participation for deliber-
ating and shaping policies. This initiative is born in the Scottish Government, which
is known for an approach to policy-making—often referred to as the “Scottish
Approach”—which emphasises inclusivity, cooperation, and continuous engagement
with the public and stakeholders (Cairney et al. 2016). The “We asked, you said, we
did” initiative is integrated into this framework, serving as a bridge between the
government and the public, ensuring that the voices of citizens are not only heard but
also acted upon. This approach aligns with principles advocating for public services
to be built around people and communities (Scottish Government 2011).

The initiative leverages e-consultations on various topics to gather public feed-
back and inform the citizens about the actions taken based on their input, thereby
closing the feedback loop while enhancing transparency. It uses the Citizen Space
platform, which is recognised to make governmental processes transparent and to
track the lifecycle of public feedback from initiation to conclusion. Since its adoption
in 2014, and mandatory use across all government consultations from 2016, the plat-
form has facilitated over a hundred consultations annually (Bellò and Downe 2022).
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The Citizen Space platform is designed to enhance transparency and accountability,
making asking, saying, and doing phases of each public consultation traceable, thus
adhering to commitments of transparency and accountability as outlined in Scot-
land’s National Performance Framework and Open Government Partnership Action
Plan.

The process consists of three steps which give the name to the initiative.

• Consultation publication and feedback collection. The “We asked” is the phase
where the government publishes consultations on the platform and sets the agenda,
inviting stakeholders and citizens to submit their public input on specific policy
areas.

• Public input. The “You said” consists in the collection and publication of all
responses shaped as opinions and suggestions, made publicly available on the
platform. This step ensures transparency, as the public can see not only what
issues are being discussed but also the range of perspectives being expressed.

• Policy formulation and feedback integration. The “We did” phase concerns the
government reviewing all collected feedback and integrating it into the policy-
making process. This phase concerns the translation of public sentiment into
actionable policydecisions, reporting theoutcomeson theplatformwhile detailing
how public input influenced the final policy decisions.

The “We asked, you said, we did” practice has been crucial in embedding a culture
of consultation within the Scottish Government. It has improved how consultations
are conducted by making them more accessible and transparent, thereby increasing
public trust and engagement. The platform is used extensively during various stages
of the policy cycle, primarily during policy implementation but also in earlier stages
like policy analysis and preparation. This wide usage across the policy cycle helps
ensure that public feedback is not only gathered but is also considered during the
crucial decision-making phases. Each consultation is then accompanied by a detailed
report analysing the feedback and the actions taken by policy makers, contributing
to maintaining public trust and government accountability for incorporating citizen
input into its policies. An example is the e-consultation on the content and timing
of the Scottish independence referendum in 2014, which produced a comprehensive
report with key findings which shaped the Scottish Government’s proposals for the
referendum. Another example is the e-consultation on reforming the Gender Recog-
nition Act, which received over 15,000 responses (Bellò and Downe 2022) with
inputs for reforming the Act on areas where it previously had not made decisions.

Despite robust mechanisms in place to incorporate public feedback, several chal-
lenges persist affecting the integration of these inputs into policy decisions. Firstly,
the way consultation questions are framed can significantly influence the nature and
utility of the feedback received; questions that are too narrow or leadingmay limit the
scope of responses and not fully capture public sentiment. Additionally, the commit-
ment of policy teams to genuinely integrate diverse viewpoints into the decision-
making process varies, which can lead to inconsistencies in how feedback is used
across different government departments. Another challenge lies in the government’s
capacity to engagewith complex and sometimes conflicting stakeholder perspectives,
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which requires analysis and negotiation skills in order to balance and synthesise
towards coherent policy. Such challenges draw attention to the need for continuous
training, better question design, and stronger commitment to genuine stakeholder
engagement for increasing the effectiveness of public consultations.

Moreover, the process’s success also depends on the government’s capacity to
engage with and consider complex and sometimes conflicting stakeholder perspec-
tives. This aspect is also related to disparities in digital access and skills across
Scotland, which pose challenges to the inclusivity of the e-consultation process.
Indeed, while digital tools facilitate broader and more convenient access for partici-
pation without the need for physical presence, they also highlight existing inequal-
ities in digital capabilities. These disparities can prevent certain segments of the
population from fully engaging in the consultation process, potentially leading to
skewed feedback and outcomes that do not accurately reflect the views of all citi-
zens, thus impacting truly representativeness and equitability of the outcomes. As a
consequence, possible improvements concerns increasing the platform’s reach and
inclusivity, ensuring that a wider demographic can participate and that their feedback
is not only gathered but is also impactful.

3.8 Open Challenges

Initiatives like Decidim and the platforms adopted in Iceland and Ireland illustrate
the growing trend of digital platforms dedicated to enhancing and amplifying citizen
participation. However, while the literature that highlights the strategic importance
of e-participation is rich (Copus et al. 2017; Directorate for Communication of the
European Committee of the Regions 2019; Goodin and Dryzek 2006; OECD 2004;
Sæbø et al. 2008; United Nations 2022), it is possible to still identify several chal-
lenges and instances inwhich technology has not fully lived up to its initial promise of
providing greater transparency and more informed decision-making. Scholars report
on numerous challenges of e-participation that have not been solved, including the
lack of public trust in government (Kang and Park 2018; Porumbescu 2016; Reddick
and Norris 2013; Royo et al. 2023), the lack of accountability and transparency
(Jaeger and Bertot 2010; Panagiotopoulos et al. 2019; Potra et al. 2015; Reggi and
Dawes 2016; Susha andGrönlund 2012), and the limited capacity to effectively oper-
ationalise e-participation in existing institutional settings (Bekkers et al. 2013; Liu
2021; Quintero-Angulo et al. 2020; Sæbø et al. 2011). Despite the growing adoption
of e-participation, its implementation often remains entrenched in traditional service
delivery models. Predominantly, these models are provider-centric, characterised
by a top-down approach where services are primarily designed and developed by
service providers (i.e., public agencies) with minimal input from service end-users.
Thismodel often results in solutions that inadequately address the culture, habits, and
needs of the public, thus resulting in larger inefficiencies (i.e., a policy programme
failing to meet its objectives) despite the prioritisation of the efficiency goals of the
provider.
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Other streams of research have also studied the consequences of the discon-
nect between service provider’s goals and service user’s needs. In service research
(Solomon et al. 1985; Surprenant and Solomon 1987), scholars have long advocated
for the relevance of customer engagement to make service delivery more effective
(Parida et al. 2019; Trischler and Westman Trischler 2022). Notions of the service
encounter (McCallum and Harrison 1985; Solomon et al. 1985), the service inter-
action (Bitner 1992), the service experience (Forlizzi and Ford 2000; Parker and
Heapy 2006), and the theoretical framework of the Service-Dominant Logic (Lusch
and Vargo 2006; Vargo and Lusch 2004) all report on the centrality of the exchange
of value between service provider and user. Studies on co-creation also advocate for
the relevance of the active involvement of users and stakeholders to reach consensus
and shared results (Bentzen et al. 2020; Jukić et al. 2019).

Rexhepi, Filiposka, and Trajkovik (Rexhepi et al. 2018), propose a multidi-
mensional approach to e-participation, built on four foundational pillars: game-
based learning, citizen co-creation, scenario-based simulation modelling, and design
thinking (DT) principles. This approach offers an interesting perspective to the
present work as it portrays practical ways for engaging users (in this case youth)
in public decision-making (in this case sustainable urban planning). Relevantly, the
study also suggests the centrality of DT as an approach to enhance e-participation and
overcome the disconnect between service provider and service user logics. However,
despite the recognition of DT as a relevant methodology to e-participation, a gap
exists in scholarly literature regarding its specific benefits. Further, principles and
practices that can help public organisations overcome the disconnect between the
promises of e-participation and the difficulties of overcoming institutional barriers
are missing.

3.9 DT and e-participation

Numerous scholars have examined and recognised the relevance ofDTas an approach
to innovation, both in the private and public sectors (Brown 2008; Gheerawo 2018;
Huq and Gilbert 2017; Mahmoud-Jouini et al. 2016; Martin 2009; McGann et al.
2018; Mortati et al. 2023; Rizzo et al. 2017). The approach is recognised for its
capacity to extract meaningful insights from direct engagement with citizens thus
developing products and services that better respond to their needs (Beckman and
Barry 2007). This traitmight positionDT as a valuable approach for e-participation in
practice.However, scant literature has reconnected theories onDTand e-participation
to provide a comprehensive account of their links, report on the specific benefits of
adopting DT in e-participation, and depict principles and practices that can help
e-participation overcome the disconnect between service users’ needs and service
provider organisational logics.

This book aims at contributing to address this gap and explore how DT can assist
the public sector in leveraging e-participation to align citizens’ expectations and
public services delivery, promoting a governance model that is both inclusive and
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responsive. Specifically, this work tackles a few main gaps emerged from the litera-
ture: the shortageof critical and conceptual analysis on the relevanceofDT to improve
citizen-government interactions in the e-participation field (Adnan et al. 2022); the
lack of methods to address user expectations in the development of e-government
solutions that often leads to reduced acceptance (Huang andBenyoucef 2014; Tavares
et al. 2020); and the lack of approaches to introduce citizen-centred public innovation
(Elsbach and Stigliani 2018; Y. Huang and Hands 2022). The work provides a crit-
ical and conceptual analysis on the integration of DT principles and practices (with
particular reference to co-creation and co-design) into e-participation frameworks,
discussing how this integration can significantly enhance public participation.

Funding Some of the reasoning presented in this work derive from knowledge and insights from
the project “AI4GOV, Artificial Intelligence for Public Services”, Action No. 2020-EU-IA-0064,
co-financed by the EU CEF Telecom (No. INEA/CEF/ICT/A2020/2265375) [ai4gov-hub.eu; ai4
gov-master.eu]. The opinions expressed herewith are solely of the authors and do not necessarily
reflect the point of view of any EU institution.
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Chapter 4
The Theoretical Background of Design
Thinking for Public Sector Innovation

Abstract This chapter delves into the theoretical foundations of Design Thinking
(DT) for public sector innovation, highlighting its capacity to impact organisational
culture, strategic innovation, and operational processes. Emphasising a user-centric
approach, the chapter explores how DT principles like abductive reasoning, proto-
typing, and co-design can transform public services by aligning them more closely
with user needs and expectations.

Keywords Design thinking · Public sector innovation · User-centric design ·
Experimentation · Design-driven innovation

DT is a consolidated approach to innovation, recognised for being able to exert
a multi-layered impact on organisational processes and operations (Elsbach and
Stigliani 2018). At an organisational level, DT can influence both the individual
mindset and the organisational culture, fostering a fertile environment conducive to
innovation. At a strategic level, it is well recognised for its role in supporting the
identification of new possibilities and pathways for innovation, aiding organisations
in exploring novel areas (Brown 2008; Liedtka and Ogilvie 2011; Martin 2009).
At the operational level, DT contributes to reshaping how goods and services are
developed, produced, and delivered, focusing on user-centric approaches (Luca and
Ulyannikova 2020). The value of DT extends to supporting organisations in engaging
users in a more effective way while understanding how to leverage on their feedback
and ideas across the innovation process for creating more effective and relevant solu-
tions (Beckman and Barry 2007; Liedtka and Ogilvie 2011; Liedtka 2015; Elsbach
and Stigliani 2018). In this book theDT literature is analysed to outline principles and
practices that are pertinent to e-participation. This exploration aims to bridge the gap
between theoretical DT concepts and their practical application in the realm of digital
civic engagement, underscoring how DT can be strategically leveraged to enrich and
evolve the scientific discourse on e-participation as well as its operationalisation.

© The Author(s) 2025
I. Mariani et al., Design Thinking as a Strategic Approach to E-Participation,
PoliMI SpringerBriefs, https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-031-72160-1_4

57

http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.1007/978-3-031-72160-1_4&domain=pdf
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-031-72160-1_4


58 4 The Theoretical Background of Design Thinking for Public Sector …

4.1 Design Thinking Principles

Several scholars have recognised a few differentiating principles (summarised in
Table 4.1) that set DT apart from other traditional approaches to innovation. A
core principle is abductive reasoning (Martin 2009), which is identified as the main
reasoning pattern used to approach problems, distinguishing DT from more tradi-
tional deductive and inductive logics. Abductive reasoning involves creating new
hypotheses directly related to the problem, being deeply aware of the context in
which the problem is situated, thereby challenging established paradigms through
‘what-if’ scenarios and heuristic techniques (Dorst 2011). Another defining char-
acteristic of DT is its human-centric nature (Brown 2009; Holloway 2009), which
places a strong emphasis on understanding human behaviour and needs, not only as
a starting point but as a continuous focus throughout the innovation process. This
approach is closely tied with the “framing and reframing” method on which DT
largely relies for offering novel perspectives from which an issue can be approached
and addressed (Dorst 2011; Drews 2009). Integral to this is the co-design. By actively
engaging users in the innovation process, DT ensures their insights and experiences
directly shape the development and outcomes of a project (Trischler et al. 2019;
Deserti et al. 2020; Evans and Terrey 2016).

Further, the principle of prototyping and practical experimentation is also key,
forming the bedrock of the learning and innovation process typical of DT (Dorst and
Cross 2001, 2001). In particular, the relevance of early and rapid prototyping should
be emphasised allowing for swift exploration and refinement of ideas (Bogers and
Horst 2014, 2014; Campo Castillo and Rizzo 2020; Dorst and Cross 2001; Rhinow
et al. 2012). Early and rapid prototyping serve as catalysts for runningmultiple cycles
of development and testing with end-users and other stakeholders. DT encourages
that such experimentation occurs in real contexts, where prototypes are used by end-
users to assess their features against expectations and contexts of use (Evans and
Terrey 2016; Trischler et al. 2019). Through the active engagement of end-users,
DT ensures that in the development of solutions there is continuous adaptation and
improvement aimed at better meeting user needs and expectations. The iterative and
non-linear nature of DT is another foundational principle (Rizzo et al. 2018), strictly
bound to development and testing for early and continuous assessment, ensuring
solutions remain consistently relevant and responsive to real-world challenges and
requirements effectively. Together with prototyping and practical experimentation,
this principle fosters an evidence-based approach to problems and innovation. This
approach underscores the importance of engaging in hands-on activities and real-
world testing as a way to gain knowledge across iterative cycles (Dorst and Cross
2001). This concept is linked to the last principle, experiential learning, where
learning-by-doing and learning-through-making are preferred methods for problem
exploration and initiating the innovation process (Deutschmann andBotts 2015;Kolb
1984a, 1984b). This hands-on approach not only deepens understanding but also
promotes creativity and innovation through direct experimentation and engagement
within the problem context.
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Table 4.1 The main DT principles and their references to literature as summarised by Mortati
Mariani and Rizzo (2023)

Principle Description Reference

Abductive reasoning Adoption of abductive reasoning as the
main thought process to tackle challenges.
This is distinguished from deductive and
inductive logics, and is further explained
through the notions of “framing and
reframing”, emphasising the identification
of novel perspectives to tackle issues

(Dorst 2011; Drews
2009)

Human centricity and
co-design

Innovation develops through an in-depth
understanding of the needs of service users
and their direct involvement as experts in
the innovation process

(Brown 2009; Holloway
2009)

Centrality of
prototyping

Experimentation is pivotal to
learn-by-doing in iterative cycles. In DT,
solutions are tested through “quick and
dirty” prototyping, facilitating early
assessment

(Dorst and Cross, 2001)

Experimentation in real
contexts

Prototypes are used and assessed by
end-users in real contexts to assess their
features against expectations and contexts
of use

(Evans and Terrey 2016;
Trischler et al. 2019)

Iterative and non-linear
process

Early and fast prototyping through
iterative development and testing cycles
with end-users and other actors are
fundamental for fast learning and
consequent improvement of solutions

(Rizzo et al. 2018)

Experiential learning Learning-by-doing and
learning-through-making are the preferred
ways to explore problems and kick-start
the innovation process

(Deutschmann and Botts
2015; Kolb 1984b,
1984a)

Initially emerging in the USA as a method to better align business objectives with
customer desires (Brown 2009), DT is currently increasingly valued as an approach
to public sector innovation. As early as 2013, the expert group on public sector
innovation of the European Commission argued for the urgent need to reinforce
innovation within the public sector (2013). This call to action was not just about
unlocking productivity and efficiency but also about discovering alternative ways to
respond to societal challenges through the innovation of processes (with an internal
focus) and services (with an external focus). Since then, the development of citizen-
centred services, including through digital platforms, and the fostering of effective
citizen engagement have become central to public sector innovation (Organisation for
Economic Co-operation and Development 2001; Khan and Krishnan 2021; OECD
2009). This evolution is meant to culminate in a new entrepreneurial culture for
public managers, a change in mindset, and a more personalised response to public
issues. This trajectory has been recently consolidated by the principles set forth in the
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2017 Tallinn Declaration1 (2017), which pointed out the need of user-centricity in
designing better public services and rethinking existing procedures and operational
workflows.

In practical terms, the drive to modernise government processes through DT is
witnessed by the proliferation of Public Sector Innovation (PSI) labs. With more
than 60 labs spread across the EU member states (Fuller and Lochard 2016; Puttick
2014, pp. 6–7), these ‘islands of experimentation’ (Tõnurist et al. 2017, p. 8) have
been pioneering new methods to revolutionise public participation and the design
and delivery of public services (Craft and Howlett 2013). A study of 20 PSI labs
conducted by McGann and colleagues (2018) highlighted that around half of these
labs declared to be design-led, with DT being predominantly adopted in labs within
public administrations and in those funded by governments. In such contexts, co-
design is adopted as an approach to involve users in governmental processes. Addi-
tional knowledge comes from Kimbell’s (Kimbell 2015) examination of Policy Lab
UK, which highlighted the impact of applying DT in the public sector, noting (i) a
shift in focus towards people and their experiences, fostering new approaches and
reorienting public services and policy development based on real-life impacts; (ii) the
temporary flattening of hierarchies through co-design, fostering spaces for collective
exploration and ideation; and (iii) the enabling of people from inside and outside
the government to collaborate on public issues, by establishing a shared language,
equal participation, and constructive acknowledgment of differences. Studies on PSI
labs have demonstrated that their status of experimental environments successfully
fostered the development of new capabilities for subsequent integration into routine
operations, thereby enhancing organisational learning (Kimbell 2015; Bailey and
Lloyd 2016).

Against this backdrop, DT garnered increasing recognition and value among
public organisations, who are actively integrating its core principles into their
processes (Brown and Wyatt 2010; Liedtka 2015; Deserti and Rizzo 2014; Rizzo
and Deserti 2018).

4.2 Design Thinking Practices

The principles of DT can be closely associated with relevant practices in the field.
This association is rooted in the foundational elements of DT. For instance, the
principle of human centricity is fundamental in practices like co-production, where
understanding user needs is crucial. Similarly, the iterative and non-linear nature
of DT is mirrored in the continuous cycles of experimentation and prototyping,
fostering a culture of adaptation and learning. This symbiotic relationship between

1 Themain principles for the successful implementation of digital public services are listed as: digital
by default, citizen-centricity, inclusiveness, trustworthiness, accessibility, openness, transparency
and interoperability.
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DT principles and practices underscores its effectiveness in addressing complex
problems through innovative solutions.

Figure 4.1 connects DT principles with DT practices. Table 4.2 highlights how
each principle underpins DT practices, establishing a logical framework for under-
standing their relationship. In the remainder of this paragraph, each practice is
described.

Meaning creation and sense-making. In the innovation management literature,
meaning creation and sense-making are processes integral to generating value, partic-
ularly by leveraging intangible benefits like symbolic and emotional relationships
with products and services (Dell’Era and Verganti 2007). This involves designers
focusing on redefining innovation problems through direct user research, where qual-
itative data is extracted from observations of daily behaviours. These observations
are transformed into insights that delve into the deeper motivations behind people’s
actions (Dong and MacDonald 2017; Grönroos and Voima 2013). These practices,
informed by an understanding of the hidden dynamics of socio-cultural models, are
instrumental in guiding the development of new products and services, aligning them

Fig. 4.1 Mapping DT principles against DT practices
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more closely with the user’s values and needs (Bogers et al. 2010; Dorst 2011; Drews
2009; Junginger 2014; Kimbell 2015; Lewis et al. 2020). Qualitatively studying and
interpreting people’s needs is critical for design thinkers, providing input and experi-
ences that shape the direction of innovative solutions bearing value for the context in
which they are enacted (Bogers et al. 2010). This process also encourages the reduc-
tion of individual cognitive biases through rigorous, user-focused research (Liedtka
2015). In this context, data visualisation supports decision-making by analysing and
visualising complex information (Al-Kodmany 2001; Alshuwaikhat and Nkwenti
2002; Venturini et al. 2015). Thus, in DT, the process of meaning creation and sense-
making extends from observing and empathising with users to creating meaningful,
value-driven innovations, and it is marked by a deep engagement with the qualitative
aspects of user experience, and framing and reframing of challenges.

Publics formation supporting awareness and plurality. The concept of public
formation is relevant for its generative role in the creationof publics (LeDantec 2016).
Rooted in the idea of infrastructuring, public formation in DT involves identifying
and shaping social and material interdependencies among community members,
thereby forming a cohesive public (Björgvinsson et al. 2012; Dantec and DiSalvo
2013). This process facilitates the identification of needs and framing of problems,
supports the definition of potential future consequences, and encourages the negoti-
ation of multiple perspectives. Data visualisation methods play a supportive role in
this process (Al-Kodmany 2001; Alshuwaikhat and Nkwenti 2002), facilitating clar-
ification and sometimes provoking controversies to stimulate generative discussions
(DiSalvo 2010, 2012;Venturini et al. 2015). The rich literature in design discusses the
social and political implications of designing, while taking into account its uneven
and unequal effects. Examples of these reflections span across areas like democratic
design (Saward 2021), urban innovation and city planning (Chuan et al. 2021), policy-
making (European Commission et al. 2019), and science, technology, and innovation
policy-making (Deserti et al. 2020). In these fields,DT is acknowledged for providing
agency to those affected by incorporating diverse perspectives and stimulating reflec-
tion in the public discourse (Escobar 2018). Practices like design for sustainability are
centred on engaging publics in generating and assessing new designs that promote
ecological sustainability (Egenhoefer 2017), integrating insights from social and
behavioural sciences (Kuijer 2014). In this context, designers act as cultural media-
tors, with DT playing a pivotal role in influencing public discourse (Kimbell 2015;
Kimbell et al. 2022), through the creation of environments, experiences, artefacts,
and communication systems. Service and systems design also focus on public forma-
tion by engaging stakeholder ecosystems for systemic change (Sangiorgi and Pren-
diville 2017). These research areas acknowledge that multi-actor service systems are
influenced by institutional frameworks and other interdependencies, thus requiring
attention on these aspects for lasting change in practice (Vink et al. 2021).

Co-production with citizens. Co-production with citizens describes a transforma-
tive processwhere inputs from individuals external to an organisation are transformed
into valuable goods and services (Ostrom 1996). This concept redefines the relation-
ship between public services’ provider and the beneficiary, repositioning the latter
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not as a passive recipient but as an active co-producer. Co-production can occur
at individual, group, or collective levels, each featuring distinct characteristics and
implications (Grönroos and Voima 2013). Individual co-production indicates situ-
ations in which an individual is in the meanwhile producer and beneficiary (e.g.,
home-schooling services); group co-production describes situations where a specific
group of citizens is both producer and beneficiary (e.g., residents of a neighbour-
hood engaging in watch schemes); collective co-production sees a group of citizens
as providers of a service (e.g., time-banking) but the beneficiaries are the wider
community.

This approach has been discussed in the literature, covering various dimensions of
social innovation and co-creation (Bekkers et al. 2013; Deserti et al. 2020; Jukić et al.
2019; Kaletka et al. 2018; Linders 2012; Osborne et al. 2016). Co-creation and co-
production are seen as a means to encourage and foster public engagement in public
service development and policy design (Blomkamp 2018; Durose and Richardson
2015; Seravalli et al. 2017), and is recognised as integral to processes encouraging
collective participation (Craft and Howlett 2013; Krogh et al. 2015; McGann et al.
2018; Rhinow et al. 2012; Sanders and Stappers 2014; Schmittinger et al. 2020;
Strokosch and Osborne 2020; Tõnurist et al. 2017). Co-production in DT is thus
recognised as a strategy for enhancing public engagement and fostering innovative
solutions in public sector policy-making, service design, and delivery.

Experimenting and prototyping. Experimentation and prototyping are increas-
ingly being adopted by governments as DT methods also to test new methods to
more actively engage citizens in public services delivery. Among these approaches,
prototyping has been gaining significant attention as a means for encouraging public
participation in service development and policy-making (Kimbell and Bailey 2017;
McGann et al. 2018; Villa Alvarez et al. 2020). Described as an iterative process of
development and testing, it regards the creation of tangible representations (proto-
types) that serve as tools for learning, refining ideas, and facilitating communication
within teams and with external stakeholders (Blomkvist 2014; Floyd 1984; Gero
1990). As such, prototypes often function as ‘boundary objects’ (Rhinow et al.
2012) that can facilitate dialogue across domains of expertise and practice, thus
helping to overcome implementation barriers. The use of prototypes in experimental
settings can help to mitigate fear of failure, and allow for the validation of hypotheses
before extensive deployment (Sanders and Stappers 2014; Schmittinger et al. 2020;
Villa Alvarez et al. 2020). As concretisations of an envisioned future, prototypes
can bridge the realm of possibilities with actionable directions for experimenta-
tion (Zimmerman et al. 2007). This approach to prototyping supports collaborative
problem-solving, blending knowledge from different fields and promoting organisa-
tional change towards innovative solutions (Bogers and Horst 2014; Coughlan et al.
2007; Sanders and Stappers 2014; Schmittinger et al. 2020). Moreover, the rise of
public sector innovation labs exemplifies the application of these prototyping tech-
niques in real-world policy contexts, offering a fertile ground for experimenting with
design thinking in policy-making (McGann et al. 2018; Tõnurist et al. 2017).
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Changing organisational culture. Public organisations are increasingly integrating
DT and co-creation methodologies to spur innovation and facilitate transformative
change. DT, in particular, is being recognised for its capacity to foster socio-cultural
and political transformations, enabling deeper citizen engagement within the prac-
tices of public institutions (Kimbell 2015). However, integrating DT into public
sector operations requires significant shifts in organisational culture and mindset.
This change extends beyond top-down leadership, demanding active participation
and contribution from all organisational levels (Deserti and Rizzo 2014; Elsbach
and Stigliani 2018). Such transformations represent a necessary step for embed-
ding innovative and participatory approaches within public organisations and their
processes, aligning them with contemporary demands for collaborative and user-
centred governance. Literature has highlighted the learning processes inherent in
innovation, stressing the role of DT in embedding newways of thinking and working
(Beckman and Barry 2007; Payne et al. 2008). Prototypes can serve as triggers
for supporting this learning while triggering behavioural and organisational change,
demonstrating the practical implications of adopting DT approaches (Coughlan et al.
2007). These studies collectively underscore the pivotal role of DT in driving and
sustaining organisational change, reshaping traditional public sector practices into
more dynamic, inclusive, and innovative operations.

Building on this, the possibility to complement and enhance e-participation
through DT (Junginger 2013) is an opportunity to extend beyond tech-driven or
market-inspired innovation in the public sector. For instance, it can contribute to
mitigating the gap between policies and how they are experienced by citizens as they
interact with public services (Mintrom and Thomas 2018), offering a different way
to make policy tangible (Bason 2014). Nevertheless, public innovation that adopts
a citizen-centred and value-focused model represents a profound shift from tradi-
tional public governance structures. This shift demands substantial transformation,
posing a challenge to the prevailing command-and-control dynamics characteristic
of current hierarchical public institutions.

Funding Some of the reasoning presented in this work derive from knowledge and insights from
the project “AI4GOV, Artificial Intelligence for Public Services”, Action No. 2020-EU-IA-0064,
co-financed by the EU CEF Telecom (No. INEA/CEF/ICT/A2020/2265375) [ai4gov-hub.eu; ai4
gov-master.eu]. The opinions expressed herewith are solely of the authors and do not necessarily
reflect the point of view of any EU institution.
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Chapter 5
Design Thinking Practices
for E-Participation

Abstract This chapter identifies design thinking practices for supporting e-
participation. The chapter presents the five practices of (i) Meaning creation and
sense-making, (ii) Publics formation, (iii) Co-production, (iv) Experimenting and
prototyping, and (v) Changing organisational culture. Each of these practices is
discussed against relevant case studies.

Keywords Design thinking practices · e-participation ·Meaning-creation ·
Co-production · Organisational change · Publics formation · Prototyping

This chapter delves deeper into how DT practices can enhance e-participation,
providing a detailed exploration of how each practice can foster public engagement.
The analysis discusses the DT practices identified through the lens of the case studies
introduced in Chapter 3. This approach not only illustrates the practical implemen-
tation of these practices but also highlights their effectiveness in fostering dynamic
and more inclusive participation to the public discourse and public services.

5.1 Meaning Creation and Sense-Making: Valuing
the Context and Communicating Better

The process ofmeaning creation and sense-making is core inDTand can significantly
bolster e-participation. Since the early stages of the process, DT can aid public
authorities in engaging citizens more effectively by offering methods and practices
for (i) critical analysis of the context of operation (Dong and MacDonald 2017), (ii)
user research to gain an in-depth understandingof local needs (Etches andPhetteplace
2013; Marsh 2018), and (iii) capturing factors that could influence the success or
failure of new initiatives (Junginger 2014;Kimbell 2015; Lewis et al. 2020). Focusing
on the context as an interplay of people, behaviours and environments can enhance
e-participation by further orienting its activities. By rendering public issues (and
their consequences) more tangible and specific, DT can enable people to participate
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as experts of a situation (e.g., the inhabitants of a neighbourhood) or process (e.g.,
school enrolling of children) (Dong and MacDonald 2017; Dorst 2011; Grönroos
and Voima 2013), thereby empowering them to act as local innovators (Bogers et al.
2010).

Beyond meaning creation, DT’s contribution regards supporting sense-making,
such as clarifying public issues for enhancing citizen participation in the public
discourse exploiting data visualisation (Al-Kodmany 2001; Alshuwaikhat and
Nkwenti 2002). These techniques can helpmake sense of vast amounts of information
by turning complex data into more graspable information, especially when designed
to communicate information to citizens with varied levels of data literacy. Striking
a balance between clarity and complexity (Venturini et al. 2015), data visualisation
can support governments in informing about contextual conditions and disseminating
insights to the public through clear and trustworthy representations. The provision of
quality datawhich ismade understandable has an undeniable role in favouring amore
informed participation of citizens to the public discourse (Dimara et al. 2021). These
dual, complementary perspectives concur to more effective information provision,
which is pivotal in ensuring effective e-participation.

In this area, we can therefore say that DT’s key contribution to e-participation
lies in transforming the identification, perception, and framing of problems (Dorst
2011; Drews 2009; Mazé 2014). By putting people at the centre of the process, DT
helps decision-makers mitigate individual cognitive biases (Liedtka 2015), fostering
the development of more desirable services without neglecting governmental
requirements.

5.1.1 #MyFrance2022

The #MyFrance2022 initiative is a relevant example of the transformative potential
of e-participation in shaping the political discourse at national level, which embeds
several DT principles. In terms of improving communication, several actions have
been taken including an extensive digital engagement campaign, developed in collab-
oration with mainstream channels like France Bleu and France 3, and the platform
make.org. This mobilised over one million French citizens in the lead-up to the presi-
dential elections, and was conducive to framing and reframing political engagement.
Rather than merely collecting opinions, the initiative reframed how electoral priori-
ties are set by allowing citizens themselves to define and discuss what matters most
to them. The result is a more granular understanding of local needs, capturing a
broader spectrum of public opinions and nuancing local priorities in consideration
of different demographic segments. This reimagining of the public’s role in political
discourse encouraged the exploration of novel perspectives on national priorities,
directly affecting the framing of electoral debates.

Through the make.org platform, individuals are empowered to submit proposals
and vote on future priorities, as a step ahead to make their voices integral to the
shaping of the electoral agenda. In so doing, the initiative prioritised human-centric
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design by involving citizens not just as participants, but as co-creators of the electoral
agenda. This process is also iterative and non-linear, as it gathers relevant questions
and opinions from citizens, and advances them to be included in the political debate.

The #MyFrance2022 initiative serves as a good example of meaning creation and
sense-making within the context of e-participation. From the outset, the design of the
campaign, characterised by targeted outreach efforts to various demographic groups,
exemplifies the commitment to inclusivity. By reaching out to multiple target groups,
the initiative fostered a participative environment that was adaptable and responsive
to the needs of a broad spectrum of French society. This project effectively leveraged
deliberative platforms to interpret andmake sense of the complex, multi-layered, and
sometimes ambiguous perspectives of a diverse citizenry. By providing a spacewhere
various viewpoints could be expressed, debated, and refined before being voiced, the
initiative facilitated a deeper understanding of the public’s concerns and aspirations.

The make.org platform plays a key role in the collection and synthesis of wide-
ranging ideas and suggestions, favouring the transformation of abstract public senti-
ment into tangible electoral priorities. Thedynamic interaction between the collection
of proposals and subsequent public discussions exemplifies how meaning creation
and sense-making can support unravelling complex public issues and translating
them into actionable insights that form the groundwork of political agendas. It
also enhanced the quality of the discourse ensuring that the final electoral priorities
reflected a genuine consensus on what mattered most to the public.

5.2 Publics Formation: Engaging Publics Supporting
Awareness and Plurality

The engagement of citizens in e-participation relies onmore than their understanding
of the issues at hand; the mere provision of clear information is not sufficient for
effective action. To become experts, citizens need to be empowered to contribute
to the public debate. Here, the practice of publics formation plays a pivotal role,
associated with the generative influence that publics can exert (Le Dantec 2016).
In e-participation, forming publics is key to create an environment conducive to
constructive discourse and exchange, wherein expert publics can emerge as effective
agents of change. Linked to this is also the concept of agonism which emphasises the
inclusion of diversity of viewpoints, referred to as agonistic pluralism (Björgvinsson
et al. 2012; DiSalvo 2010). Publics formation helps lay the groundwork for effective
participation, fostering the creation of settingswhere to challenge the dominant views
and rethink the norm of consensual decision-making processes in favour of tolerant
debates among passionately engaged publics.

As such, DT’s contribution lies in offering tools and methodologies that facili-
tate the formation of diverse publics and settings in which they can express them-
selves, ensuring the inclusion of multiple voices, and their chances to be heard and
respected, thus making e-participation a more inclusive and representative process.



78 5 Design Thinking Practices for E-Participation

DT’s emphasis on understanding different stakeholders’ viewpoints strengthens the
creation of a public that is not only well-informed but also active in shaping public
priorities.

5.2.1 Better Reykjavik

Better Reykjavik is known as an online platform for empowering citizens to co-create
ideas and co-produce solutions for urban improvements. By enabling residents to
submit, discuss, and prioritise suggestions, from budget allocations to enhancements
in public services, it is recognised to involve citizens while cultivating a sense of
shared responsibility and ownership over urban development outcomes.

Despite the positive aspects of this case like the capability of engaging a
statistically representative cross-section of Iceland’s population, Better Reykjavik
has encountered challenges in achieving true inclusiveness and representativeness,
particularly concerning the participation of minority groups. This shortfall highlights
a critical aspect of e-participation: the need for platforms to not only represent diverse
demographics numerically but also to ensure that they are genuinely inclusive of the
diverse makeup of the populace.

From a user-centred perspective, this platform would benefit from redesigning
its interaction processes to better capture and integrate diverse viewpoints effec-
tively, posing the concepts of agonism and pluralism at the core. Agonistic pluralism
acknowledges the importance of incorporating diverse viewpoints, fostering envi-
ronments where such perspectives can challenge dominant narratives and contribute
to the discourse. This should go beyond seeking consensus; it should encourage
debates that respect and value conflicting views as pivotal to democratic discourse.
Adopting the practice of public formation, the initiative might enhance its capacity
to form truly diverse publics, starting from a critical analysis of the context of opera-
tion and better including non- or under-represented groups. This process should start
mapping the multiple stakeholders needed to represent the population and assessing
their needs and expectations, facilitating the creation of settingswhere diverse publics
can emerge as informed and influential participants.

Reconfiguring the interaction and participationmechanisms to promote wider and
more equitable participation would not only result in reflecting a broader spectrum of
societal voices but also in enriching the democratic process, emphasising the creation
of solutions that are more representative and democratically legitimate.

5.2.2 Decidim Barcelona

Decidim has emerged as the flagship project of the Barcelona Digital City plan,
representing a transformative approach to urban governance, digital commons, and
citizens’ rights, being considered a radical experiment in democracy that has gained
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international recognition. Originating from a robust partnership between technology
activists and local councils, it is tailored to foster active civic participation, demon-
strating how a digital platform can engage citizens in forming publics. Matter
of factly, it leverages technology and caters to diverse participation needs while
addressing critical aspects of inclusiveness and representation.

As such, this platform exemplifies a case of e-participation well aligned with DT
principles, as it has an iterative, user-centred approach in the creation and continuous
improvement of participatory processes.

Decidim’s approach to publics formation is deeply rooted in its socio-
technological framework, which is designed to be open and adaptable, dedicated
to continuous improvement and responsiveness to community needs. For instance,
to address challenges such as digital literacy and engagement disparities, Decidim
not only facilitates online democratic engagement but also actively promotes and
supports physical meetings. This hybrid approach mitigates digital divide issues by
enhancing the synergy between digital and conventional democratic processes, repre-
senting a committed response to the need for inclusivity. It ensures that all community
members have the opportunity to participate effectively in the democratic process,
regardless of their familiarity with digital tools.

Decidim provides a common space where individuals and groups can converge,
spurring the formation of cohesive publics actively engaged in negotiating diverse
viewpoints to foster generative discussions. Here, the social and material interdepen-
dencies within communities can be untangled and better understood. This process
lays the groundwork for fostering a well-rounded, deeply informed public discourse,
able tomeetmultiple andmulti-level expectations and needs. The platform serves as a
venue for mapping out interests and shared challenges and resources, thus enhancing
collective problem-setting and subsequent problem-solving.

Finally, its design and operational principles are geared towards instilling and
nurturing systemic change. By embedding authentic democratic engagement deeply
into the operations of city governance, Decidim represents a cultural shift from tradi-
tional power dynamics, making governmental processes more transparent, account-
able, and inclusive. This change goes beyond altering how decisions are made—it
represents a transformation in how political and civic interactions are conceived and
planned, fostering a culture of sustained participation and democratic innovation.

5.3 Co-production: From “Asking the Citizens”
to “Co-producing with Citizens”

The shift from soliciting citizen feedback to actively co-producing with them repre-
sents a significant transformation in the management of public resources and the
delivery of public services. This approach, underpinned by the concept of co-
production, promises to enhance public participation (Durose and Richardson 2015;
Liu 2021). Public sector innovation labs, such as living labs, fab labs, and policy
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labs, are serving as pioneering settings where this approach to co-production is
being explored and refined (Deserti et al. 2022). Despite challenges are still evident
(i.e., tensions due to the fact that citizen-proposed innovations clash with established
public institutional practices), these labs are playing a crucial role in developing
alternative ways to address public issues (Bentzen et al. 2020; Jukić et al. 2019;
Linders 2012; Osborne et al. 2016), especially in addressing the high failure rates
often seen in user experience (Khan and Krishnan 2021).

The engagement models employed by these labs could be highly relevant to e-
participation. They offer a framework to integrate multiple types of knowledge while
transcending traditional interests and representationmechanisms. A further direction
for improvement in this area is the definition of a systematic approach to value
creation that underscores the interaction between e-participation procedures and the
broader societal context (Strokosch and Osborne 2020). In this process, DT can
provide support by temporarily flattening hierarchical structures and fostering an
inclusive environment for exploring ideas and their consequences.

5.3.1 Go Vocal, Former CitizenLab

The use of CitizenLab, now Go Vocal platform, for the redevelopment of Kaper-
molen Park in Hasselt, Belgium, exemplifies a co-creation process infused with
co-production where citizens are enabled to actively and effectively contribute to
urban planning decisions. Beyond allowing co-creation of ideas, the novelty resides
in co-producing solutions to foster a sense of fairness and trust within the commu-
nity. This can also bolster a sense of ownership, strengthening the accountability
and legitimacy of the resulting projects. However, it implies consistent efforts in
rethinking processes and tools to include iterative refinement of initiatives through
community feedback and ongoing dialogue, aiming at ensuring that final outcomes
are closely aligned with community needs.

In the specific case of Hasselt, the e-participation platform supported the city in
collecting and analysing a rich dataset of ideas and feedback, nurturing a design-
driven and data-informed approach that accurately reflected the community’s true
needs and desires. Beyond the democratisation provided by the co-creation approach,
the co-production aspects involved have enhanced the integration of these inputs into
the actual planning of city projects, ensuring that residents felt involved and valued
in the decision-making.

Within e-participation platforms, co-production goes beyond simply gathering
feedback; it means actively involving stakeholders in the design and progressive
implementation of the solution. This engagement ensures that citizens are not merely
passive recipients of services or decisions, but active contributors that can shape them.
This openness also allows citizens to directly deal with issues, thereby enabling them
to provide more pertinent and impactful feedback. Engaging users in co-production
offers valuable insights that span from usability to improvement of service journeys,
sometimes aiding in the design of more intuitive solutions.
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Ultimately, the integration of more tangible activities in a public participation
process can significantly enhance the effectiveness of outcomes. Living labs, fab
labs, and policy labs represent ideal settings for hosting these types of actions, where
multiple stakeholders—including citizens, government officials, and experts—can
collaborate more dynamically. In these labs, stakeholders engage and break down
the usual barriers of more formal settings. Moreover, the physical presence in labs
encourages a more empathetic and connected approach to common understanding
and decision-making, which is often lost in purely digital interactions.

5.4 Experimenting and Prototyping: Bridging the Gap
Between Ideas and Practical Applications

Prototyping in digital public services allows experimentation of new solutions by
engaging citizens in real but controlled environments. This approach enables the
testing of new ideas while minimising innovation risks, as it allows for comparing the
performance of prototypes against expectations. In e-participation, prototyping could
involve piloting new forms of e-consultations, crowd-sourcing initiatives, or online
forums for policy dialogues, helping understand which topics or approaches better
resonate with the public and how they affect participation quality and outcomes.
Experimentation can also include the use of gamification (Agbozo and Chepurov
2018; Hassan and Hamari 2020), scenarios, or storytelling techniques (Couldry
2008; Dzida and Freitag 1998) to make the participation process more engaging
and to gather richer, more nuanced insights and inputs from participants for service
designing, policy-making and possibly improving governance at large.

One significant advantage of experimenting with prototypes is the ability to
encounter and learn from low-impact failures at early stages, while exploiting them
as boundary objects able to trigger organisational learning (Coughlan et al. 2007;
del Olmo and Morelli 2022). Prototypes are not just triggers for learning but also
potent tools for knowledge exchange (Bogers and Horst 2014; Coughlan et al. 2007).
They can facilitate interaction and collaboration between citizens and public officials
on specific challenges, helping to establish a shared understanding and construc-
tively acknowledging differences. In the process of prototyping, the interplay of
multiple actors can lead to the breakdown of functional, hierarchical, and organisa-
tional barriers, leading to improved dialogue and collaboration (Bogers and Horst
2014). This dynamic can make the e-participation process more inclusive and open,
ultimately contributing to the development of solutions that are collectively owned
and better suited for implementation.

DT can thus strengthen e-participation through prototyping incorporating user-
centricity and iterative development. These principles ensure that the prototypes
developed are not only technically sound but also resonate with the actual needs and
preferences of the users. This alignment might increase the likelihood of successful
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adoption and effective implementation of the proposed digital public services,
making the e-participation process more robust, user-friendly, and impactful.

5.4.1 Decide Madrid

Decide Madrid was used in 2020 to launch a comprehensive participatory process
as part of the city’s renaturalization strategy.1 This aimed to gather detailed infor-
mation about the specific needs of the neighbourhoods and districts of Madrid while
channelling citizen initiatives that could be implemented and enabling contact with
individuals who could contribute to the development of the strategy. Decide Madrid
helped conduct a survey to deepen understanding of the public’s perceptions and
concerns related to health, environment, and urban issues. This sparked a partici-
patory process that empowered citizens to actively design urban spaces using a 3D
planning tool (alsomade available throughDecideMadrid), allowing them to propose
and discuss potential uses and activities for these areas. The initiative saw significant
engagement, with 344 plots receiving a total of 623 proposals uploaded by partic-
ipants. Additionally, technical workshops were organised to debate nature-based
solutions for cities. These sessions brought together diverse and complementary
knowledge from experts, scientists, and people to reason onmulti-actor partnerships,
thereby creating a collective project and fostering community learning.

Overall, the process allowed for continuous refinement of proposals through
active citizen participation, embodying a true prototyping process. The iterative feed-
back loops, where proposals are refined based on public and technical input before
final voting, illustrate a dynamic prototyping environment where each stage of the
process serves as a test bed for new ideas and methods, with continuous improve-
ments informed by user interactions and technical assessments. Further, the platform
provides updates as projects are implemented, enhancing transparency and trust. This
approach to public engagement exemplifies a radical experiment in democratic inno-
vation and urban governance, reflecting the need for a significant shift in how cities
interact with their citizens.

5.5 Changing Organisational Culture: Favouring
Knowledge Transfer and Capacity Building

Integrating DT into e-participation requires a focus on learning-by-doing and a
commitment to experimentation and change. This should be complemented with
reflective practices capable of ensuring sustainable transformation, including the
transfer and retention of knowledge within public institutions (Payne et al. 2008).
Through e-participation, citizens can increasingly contribute to public value creation,

1 https://estrategiaurbana.madrid.es/wp-content/uploads/2020/06/Isla-de-Color.pdf.

https://estrategiaurbana.madrid.es/wp-content/uploads/2020/06/Isla-de-Color.pdf
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being engaged on matters related to public service development and delivery, policy-
making, and wider public issues. From an institutional perspective, the learning
that comes from such practices also needs to be retained and enacted, for instance by
raising awareness about the benefits and advantages of novel participatory approaches
that might feed into reflexivity (Beckman and Barry 2007; Geraldi and Söderlund
2016). The same learning can also encourage the revision of existing policies,
practices, and procedures, thus transforming institutional culture to become more
inclusive and responsive to citizens’ needs.

DT can play a key role in transforming how e-participation is conceived and
institutionalised by public administrations, encouraging continuous improvement
and collaboration based on user-centricity principles. Embracing such a mindset
implies overcoming traditional processes towards adopting new ways of thinking
and doing, that are grounded on principles of adaptability, innovation, and openness.

5.5.1 vTaiwan

The consultation process vTaiwan exemplifies how learning-by-doing and a commit-
ment to experimentation and change can be integrated in e-participation processes,
fundamentally transforming organisational culture within public institutions. Orig-
inated as a collaboration between the government and g0v volunteers, vTaiwan
operates as a neutral mediator in Taiwanese politics, being widely recognised for
its legitimacy, effectiveness, and credibility. It actively convenes a diverse array of
stakeholders, utilising a combination of online platforms and offline events to facili-
tate a process aimed at achieving a ‘rough consensus’ among participants on specific
policy issues, often controversial. The initiative recently started making use of the
Pol.is tool to go beyond traditional comment-reply structures, reducing trolling and
creating visual maps of consensus rather than division, in a constructive dialogue
environment.

Nevertheless, the impact of vTaiwan onTaiwan’s institutional democratic capacity
is broader and deeper. In the first instance, the platform facilitates frequent interac-
tions between the government and the public, where rapid responses enhance trans-
parency and accountability and help bridge the gap between public input and policy
outcome. Its dynamic interactions, however, fostermore than responsive governance;
they cultivate a learning-oriented culture within public institutions. For instance, the
push towards uptaking and experimenting with proposals coming from the society
promotes an organisational attitude of continuous improvement and user-centricity,
making the e-participation process more robust and impactful.

Despite its successes, vTaiwan also faces significant challenges that underscore
the importance of maintaining independence and transparency to sustain public trust.
The government’s veto power over discussion topics and the non-binding nature of
vTaiwan’s recommendations could undermine its perceived autonomy and effective-
ness. Furthermore, attracting new users remains a challenge; despite its innovative
approach, the platform has engaged only a fraction of Taiwan’s population. This is
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compounded by the reliance on volunteers for its operation, which poses limitations
on scalability and continuous engagement.

The initiative is particularly relevant in terms of knowledge transfer and capacity
building. It benefits from substantial government buy-in, which was initially fostered
by the minister Tsai Ing-wen who served as the 7th president of Taiwan from 2016
to 2024, showing consistent commitment to hosting offline meetings in government
buildings and ensuring that all government ministries maintain active engagement
on the vTaiwan forum. This setup mandates that any public inquiry regarding laws
or regulations must be addressed by the relevant ministry within seven days on the
forum, facilitating an open and responsive communication channel between citi-
zens and government. Additionally, the robust support of volunteers plays a crucial
role in sustaining the vTaiwan process, which involves multiple, resource-intensive
stages. Volunteers assist not only in moderating online discussions and transcribing
offline meetings but also in performing various administrative tasks. This volunteer
support ensures the smooth operation of the platform and the effective compila-
tion and summarisation of citizen contributions, which deeply support informed
decision-making.

vTaiwan operateswith a high degree of agility and independence,which allows for
a flexible and experimental participatory approach. This is characterised by the use
of open-source software and a toolkit that is continuously updated and improved by
a community of designers and developers. Such an agile operation enables vTaiwan
to adapt swiftly to the evolving demands of public engagement and technological
innovation. Moreover, the collaborative nature of vTaiwan, involving representatives
from multiple or all political parties, increases the likelihood that the outcomes of
the consultation process will be respected and acted upon. This cross-party support
during the consultation phase means that no party typically wants to block the
progress of proposals, leading to a higher rate of legislative success. This dynamic
not only fosters a culture of consensus but also ensures that elected officials take
full responsibility for their decisions, knowing they reflect the popular consensus
and are backed by a comprehensive understanding of public sentiment and factual
underpinnings.

The structured feedback mechanism within vTaiwan, which requires ministries
to respond to public inquiries within a set timeframe, has institutionalised a culture
of responsiveness and accountability. This practice not only streamlines the flow of
information but also builds trust and enhances transparency between the govern-
ment and its citizens. As ministries engage more directly with citizen queries and
concerns, they gain a deeper understanding of public sentiment and of the societal
implications of their policies, which in turn informs and refines their regulatory and
legislative frameworks. From an institutional perspective, the continuous learning
deriving from the initiative keeps enriching the understanding within government
bodies of the practical benefits and strategic advantages of more participatory and
inclusive approaches to governance. Further, this awareness nurtures institutional
reflexivity by encouraging public institutions to continuously assess and adapt their
methods and policies to respond to direct citizen feedback and engagement.
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Overall, thismodel not only empowers citizens to actively participate in the demo-
cratic process but also equips government officials with relevant insights and feed-
back for making more informed and attuned decisions, resulting in better alignment
with public interests. As such, vTaiwan stands as a transformative force in civic
engagement, leveraging a fertile institutional ground to further instil inclusive and
collaborative practices in how policy-making is conceived and executed.

5.5.2 Scottish’s “We Asked, You Said, We Did”

The “We asked, you said, we did” is recognised as instrumental in establishing a
culture of consultation within the Scottish Government. It operates across various
stages of the policy cycle—frompolicy analysis and preparation to implementation—
ensuring that public feedback is not only solicited but meaningfully incorporated
into decision-making. The initiative is rooted in experimentation in real contexts,
with the government engaging directly with real-world public feedbackmechanisms,
compelling it to challenge and adapt its established norms and practices. The compre-
hensive integration of public inputs signifies a high commitment to inclusive gover-
nance and increases the accountability of policymakers. The initiative significantly
impacts the organisation’s practices by requiring it to conclude each consultation
phase with a detailed report that articulates public feedback and the government’s
subsequent actions. By institutionalising such a feedback mechanism, the Scottish
Government demonstrates a systemic shift toward greater transparency and account-
ability. The publication of detailed outcomes helps demystify government actions
for the public, bridging the gap between citizen input and governmental action.
This level of documentation and responsiveness requires effort and resource alloca-
tion, but contributes in maintaining public trust and showing tangible outcomes of
public input. Moreover, this approach signifies a systemic change in how the govern-
ment interacts with its citizens, moving beyond superficial engagement to a robust,
responsive model where public input is visibly integrated into policymaking and
service delivery. The transparency provided by continuous reporting offers citizens
with visible proof that their contributions have a direct impact on policy outcomes,
thereby enhancing their trust in the consultation process.

This approach represents a systemic change in how the government interacts with
its citizens. It moves beyond tokenistic engagement to a more robust, responsive
model where public input is not only solicited but also visibly integrated into policy-
making and service delivery. Additionally, the initiative’s structured feedback and
reporting mechanism embody an iterative and non-linear process. Each phase of
consultation and the subsequent integration of feedback into policy-making are not
seen as final but as steps in an ongoing cycle of refinement and evolution. This adap-
tive process highlights a departure from traditional, linear approaches to policy devel-
opment, fostering a governmental culture that values flexibility, continual learning,
and responsiveness.
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However, the initiative also points out the need for improvements in how consul-
tations are designed and conducted, particularly in addressing challenges such as the
framing of questions and the genuine integration of diverse viewpoints. The inconsis-
tency in how feedback is embodied and operationalised across different government
departments indicates a need for more uniform practices and a deeper commitment
to stakeholder engagement. Addressing these issues may involve targeted training
for policy teams, improving the design of consultation questions, and fostering a
stronger commitment to integrating stakeholder feedback.
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reflect the point of view of any EU institution.
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Chapter 6
Addressing E-Participation Barriers
with Design Thinking

Abstract This chapter examines the application of design thinking in enhancing
e-participation by aligning DT practices with identified barriers to participation. The
chapter discusses practical strategies for leveraging DT to address issues such as
digital illiteracy and lack of engagement, providing a framework for implementing
more effective and inclusive e-participation initiatives.

Keywords Design thinking · E-Participation · Framework · Public engagement ·
Barrier mitigation

6.1 E-Participation Barriers Against DT Practices

In their systematic review (Oliveira and Garcia 2019), explored the factors
contributing to limited citizen participation, categorising these obstacles into tech-
nical and non-technical barriers. Technical barriers pertain to issues that can be
resolved through adjustments or enhancements in information and communication
technology (ICT). Differently, non-technical barriers concern a broader range of
impediments not directly linked to technological solutions. These barriers, while
independent, can interact and potentially exacerbate each other. For instance, a
misalignment between the topics discussed and citizens’ everyday concerns might
lead to a disinterest in political matters. Addressing one barrier might inadvertently
mitigate another, such as fostering political engagement by encouraging participation
in online discussions.

Figure 6.1 elaborates on (Oliveira and Garcia’s 2019) classification of 15 e-
participation barriers according to their severity. Technical barriers are coded in
black and with a circle symbol while non-technical ones are grey and anticipated by
a triangle.At the base of the pyramid are foundational barriers that are relatively easier
to address,while the topof the pyramid features themost complexbarriers that require
significant structural efforts to overcome. This arrangement highlights the varying
degrees of difficulty to face in addressing these issues, from straightforward solutions
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like improving accessibility to e-participation tools, to more challenging tasks such
as integrating e-participation systems within existing governmental frameworks.

Technical barriers often offer clearer pathways for resolution through techno-
logical interventions, such as improving accessibility or enhancing internet and IT
infrastructure. In contrast, non-technical barriers often hinge on changing public
attitudes and behaviours, such as combating digital illiteracy, promoting awareness
of participation opportunities, and ensuring governmental transparency. These chal-
lenges are not easily overcome by government actions alone but require a holistic
approach involving continuous education and updates to government websites to
maintain relevance and ease of access. Complex issues like political disengage-
ment, passive user behaviour, and the need for content creation by a broader user

Fig. 6.1 Barrier’s degree of severity, adapted from (Oliveira and Garcia 2019)
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base involve more profound changes in government strategy and public engagement
practices. Moreover, maintaining data privacy and securing government platforms
against fraud are pivotal, demanding robust protective measures to ensure safe and
trustworthy e-participation environments.

In Fig. 6.2, the 15 e-participation barriers are cross-referenced with DT prac-
tices, thereby framing an analysis of how DT can potentially mitigate issues in
e-participation. Each barrier is matched with one or more DT practices that can
help address it, offering a structured approach to understanding and potentially over-
coming these challenges. The process through which the matching was performed
builds on literature (see Table 4.2) to infer the potential of DT practices to nurture and
transform e-participation. Inferences have been created through iterative discussions
among expert researchers, which tended to couple each barrier with at least one DT
practice. However, it is important to acknowledge that some barriers, such as “Dif-
ficult internet access or IT equipment to participate” (ID02), are mostly infrastruc-
tural. Here, DT practices tend to be mostly “cosmetic” and superficial. Addressing
these types of barriers necessitates a more systemic approach that extends beyond
the scope of DT, involving comprehensive policy and infrastructure development to
ensure equitable access and participation.

The e-participation barriers identified by Oliveira and Garcia are below
summarised following the original grouping into technical and non-technical cate-
gories, pointing out the issues inhibiting citizen engagement and participation in
electronic government platforms.

Technical barriers include digital illiteracy, where a significant portion of the
population, especially the elderly and those generally averse to technology, lack the
necessary skills to utilise ICTs. This limitation often restricts their access to and
engagement with digital platforms. To address this, it is often suggested to adopt
more familiar platforms like X or messaging systems like WhatsApp to increase
engagement. Additionally, access issues persist as some individuals, particularly in
lower-income groups, still lack necessary internet or computing resources despite
high smartphone penetration in many regions. The recommendation here involves
integrating online and offline participation channels. Additionally, e-participation
tools should be accessible to all, spanning from those with disabilities and impair-
ments. Another significant technical barrier is the lack of transparency in govern-
ment e-participation initiatives, which can diminish trust and reduce citizen partic-
ipation. This barrier is characterised by a perceived lack of openness and two-way
communication, and addressing it involves enhancing transparency and maintaining
updated, accessible data. Furthermore, many e-participation initiatives remain at
the pilot stage and are not fully integrated into governmental processes and imple-
mented, limiting their scale and impactwhile reducing reliability of the governmental
institution that organised the initiative. Successful integration requires adapting to
social complexities, political culture, organisational structures, and technological
dependencies.

Non-technical barriers concern a range of social and psychological factors that
deter engagement. A general lack of interest in politics, particularly among young
people and thosewhodonot see direct relevance to their daily lives, poses a significant
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Fig. 6.2 The 15 e-participation barriers cross-referenced with DT practices

challenge. Governments are encouraged to meet citizens where they are, rather than
expecting them to initiate engagement. Political scepticismabout citizens’ capacity to
contribute meaningfully to government decisions is prevalent among politicians who
may view public engagement merely as a formality rather than a substantive contri-
bution to governance. The presence of diverse political actors with differing agendas
can also hinder effective e-participation, as some may view public engagement as an
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imposition rather than a valuable contribution. Privacy concerns, particularly in light
ofwidespreadprivacy issues and scandals,maymake citizens reluctant to engagewith
governmental platforms that require personal information, fearing misuse. More-
over, citizens often struggle with understanding government documents due to their
complexity and technical language, which can discourage participation. If the topics
discussed on e-participation platforms do not align with the everyday concerns of
citizens, their engagement is likely to be minimal, making the relevance of topics
crucial. Many users prefer to consume content rather than create it, presenting a chal-
lenge in generating active participation and feedback on e-participation platforms.
Lack of awareness about e-participation platforms due to insufficient promotion and
the slow pace of dissemination is a significant barrier. Some users may be drawn to
the novelty of technology rather than a genuine interest in public affairs, leading to
shallow engagement. Finally, the phenomenon of lurking, where users benefit from
others’ contributions without actively participating themselves, can undermine the
collective efficacy of e-participation efforts.

The following paragraphs present a comprehensive alignment of DT practices
with such identified barriers, offering insights into how the first can be strategi-
cally adopted to enhance the effectiveness of e-participation platforms and initiatives
(Table 6.1).

DT-1 enhances e-participation by leveraging on deeply understanding user needs
and framing contextual issues effectively. Considering the barriers to effective e-
participation, this approach can help address digital literacy (ID01) by informing
the design of more intuitive interfaces and user journeys, simplifying interactions,
and fostering deeper engagement with content itself. Additionally, DT-1 can also aid
in translating complex policy language and digital interactions into forms that are
more comprehensible to the general public (ID08), thus demystifying content filled
with bureaucratic jargon, empowering people with the possibility of contributing to
the discourse. It can also serve to enhance transparency in e-participation processes,
clarifying why citizens’ opinions are relevant and how outputs are considered by
politicians, in the direction of improved two-way communication between govern-
ments and citizens (ID07 and ID12). As such, DT-1 can help align government initia-
tives with the actual needs and priorities of the society, ensuring that e-participation
initiatives reflect and respond to public concerns more effectively (ID09). Moreover,
online interactions may also introduce significant privacy and data protection risks,
especially as users may unknowingly disclose personal data or reveal sensitive infor-
mation including personal beliefs and political opinions (ID11). These interactions
often occur on platforms that use third-party applications, making these third parties
the data controllers. DT-1 can help grasp a deeper understanding of users’ percep-
tions of data usage in such environments, identifying strategies to answer concerns
and risks associated with the sharing of their data. Such insights can be guided
by design-driven approaches to improve how privacy measures and data protection
policies are communicated, ultimately enhancing transparency and building trust in
e-participation (Table 6.2).
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Table. 6.1 Alignment of “DT-1:Meaning creation and sense-making” with e-participation barriers

DT practice ID Barrier related Needs How DT can support
e-participation

DT-1: Meaning
creation and
sense-making

ID01 Digital illiteracy Simplification of
interfaces; making
technology more
intuitive

Design intuitive
interfaces
Simplify complex
processes
Improve platforms
accessibility

ID07 Low levels of confidence
in politicians

Developing
strategies for
transparency and
effective
communication

Strategies to enhance
transparency
Improve
communication
between politicians/
governments and
citizens

ID08 Lack of understanding of
the content (unclear
language)

Translating
complex content
into understandable
language

Make complex
content more
graspable and
comprehensible

ID09 Lack of alignment
between the topics being
discussed and the daily
issues and priorities of
the citizen

Facilitating better
alignment of
government
initiatives with
citizen needs

Enhance alignment
with what truly
matters to the public
Identify insights as
drivers for
decision-making

ID11 Privacy issues Enhancing
communication of
privacy measures
and data protection
policies

Understand citizens’
concerns
Develop strategies
for better
communicating how
concerns are
addressed
Clarify data usage
and processing

ID12 Unawareness of
participation
environments

Creating
meaningful
awareness
campaigns

Highlight benefits of
e-participation
Show the impact of
e-participation
initiatives on
decision-making
processes
Outline the real value
of e-participation for
citizens
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Table. 6.2 Alignment of “DT-2: Publics formation” with e-participation barriers

DT practice ID Barrier related Needs How DT can support
e-participation

DT-2: Publics
formation

ID05 Lack of interest in
political issues

Making
e-participation more
engaging and
relevant to citizens

Better address citizen’s
interests and
expectations
Make e-participation
relevant for wider
audiences

ID06 Wide and diverse
range of political
actors

Incorporating
diverse political
inputs constructively

Support the inclusion of
diverse political
perspectives
Make e-participation
representative of
multiple viewpoints

ID10 Lack of citizens’
willingness to
produce content,
reviews or feedbacks

Encouraging
collaboration and
inclusiveness in
participation

Design engagement
strategies for more
inclusive e-participation
processes
Share outcomes to show
the relevance of
citizens’ contribution

ID13 Lack of interest in
public affairs
although enthusiasm
for new technology

Leveraging tech
interest and
familiarity to foster
civic engagement

Leverage the potential
of technology as a
trigger for wider
engagement

ID15 Lurking behaviour Motivating passive
users to become
active participants

Design collaborative
environments where
passive users are
motivated to contribute
actively

DT-2 focuses on directly leveraging the diversity of citizen interests, perspectives,
and knowledge. This practice specifically addresses the challenge of political disen-
gagement (ID05) by making e-participation initiatives and platforms more relevant
to a broader audience. It aids more tailored interactions to better meet the varied
interests, expertises, and expectations of citizens. In environments characterised by a
wide range of political actorswith their own interest and power dynamics (ID06), DT-
2 can support designing a strategic inclusion of diverse political perspectives. This
ensures that e-participation initiatives are truly representative of multiple political
perspectives.

Additionally, DT-2 tackles the issue of citizens’ reluctance to produce content,
conduct reviews, or provide feedback (ID10) by encouraging the design of strategies
able to better explain the relevance of their engagement. Strategies can be put in place
to involve people with specific knowledge and know-hows as expert publics. Public
formation would allow them to become effective agents of change, being empow-
ered to challenge the dominant views. These strategies should also invite to more
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consistently share the outcomes of the process, demonstrating the tangible impact
of citizens’ contributions to decision-making. In this sense, DT-2 also addresses the
challenge of lurking behaviour (ID15) by encouraging the design of more collab-
orative environments able to stimulate and inspire passive users to become active
contributors. These environments should not only provide platforms for interaction
but favourable settings which foster a sense of community and shared purpose. DT-2
can significantly contribute to increasing dynamicity and inclusiveness of delibera-
tion, in a fruitful logic of agonistic pluralism that capitalises citizens’ expertise to
improve the public debate.

Finally, from a different perspective, in situations where there is an enthusiasm
for technology but a corresponding lack of interest in public affairs (ID13), DT-
2 leverages this technological interest to foster deeper civic engagement. It uses
technology as a catalyst to attract and involve citizens who might otherwise remain
disengaged from public issues (Table 6.3).

DT-3 contributes to shifting the approach to e-participation by moving beyond
merely soliciting feedback to actively engaging citizens and government officials in
the design and implementation of e-participation initiatives. This practice is meant
to support addressing existing barriers by adopting co-production, hence setting
up environments where government officials and societal actors can interact. This

Table. 6.3 Alignment of “DT-3: Co-production” with e-participation barriers

DT practice ID Barrier related Needs How DT can support
e-participation

DT-3:
Co-production

ID03 Integration of
e-participation
into the actual
government

Involving citizens
and officials in
design for effective
integration

Promote playgrounds and
settings for collaboration
with government officials
Demonstrate the relevance
of e-participation initiatives
to public administrations
and government officials

ID10 Lack of citizens’
willingness to
produce content,
reviews or
feedbacks

Fostering active
citizen involvement
in content creation

Favour co-production
settings and activities to
involve citizens in content
creation
Enhance sense of
ownership

ID14 Lack of
transparency

Promoting
transparency and
active participation
in platform design

Promote a transparent and
participatory environment
Clarify objects, processes,
and outcomes of
e-participation initiatives

ID15 Lurking
behaviour

Encouraging more
active engagement
in e-participation
platforms

Support creation of
collaborative settings for
knowledge exchange
Foster a sense of
community and ownership
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setup, similar to experimental laboratories, not only allows for the direct involve-
ment of citizens in the governance process but engages multiple relevant actors in the
activities. This demonstrates to the different stakeholders, public administrators and
technology providers included, the practical benefits and relevance of encouraging
collaborative activities via e-participation. Additional support can be provided to
tackle the issue of citizens’ reluctance to produce content (ID10), with the establish-
ment of settings that encourage co-creation of content, co-design and co-production
of solutions. This practice helps include multiple perspectives, while cultivating a
sense of ownership and responsibility among participants, emphasising the tangible
impact of their contributions on decision-making processes and the broader public
agenda. This practice is also related to the mitigation of lurking behaviours (ID15).

Lastly, addressing the lack of transparency (ID14), DT-3 promotes environ-
ments that are open, equitable, and participatory, where the processes and outcomes
of e-participation are clearly communicated and made visible to all stakeholders
(Table 6.4).

DT-4 leverages a dynamic, iterative approach to developing e-participation both
in terms of initiatives and platforms. This practice fosters direct collaboration with
multiple stakeholders, including citizens, technology providers, NGOs, associations,

Table. 6.4 Alignment of “DT-4: Experimentation and prototyping” with e-participation barriers

DT practice ID Barrier related Needs How DT can support
e-participation

DT-4:
Experimentation
and prototyping

ID01 Digital
illiteracy

Designing for users
with varying digital
skills; iteratively
testing with users

Favour iterative testing to
create more user-friendly
designs
Inform the e-participation
platforms and journeys with
needs of users with low or
absent digital illiteracy

ID02 Difficult
internet access
or IT
equipment to
participate

Designing accessible
platforms for
low-resource
environments

Develop e-participation
environments accessible for
resource-constrained
environments
Ensure platforms are viable
and effective for all users

ID04 Lack of
accessibility

Creating
user-friendly and
disability-accessible
platforms

Encourage inclusivity by
design
Consider the needs of users
with diverse abilities

ID11 Privacy issues Testing secure and
privacy-compliant
e-participation
platforms

Adopt iterative testing with
the users to experimenting
with privacy controls and
data security measures
Ensure platforms reliability
and accountability to
address privacy concerns
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and public officials, engaged in experimenting with prototypes. Such experimenta-
tion takes place in real but controlled environments that serve as safer spaces for
trialling solutions, thus minimising risks before broader implementations. This prac-
tice becomes particularly relevant in low-resource settings or those with limited tech-
nology, where the trial of novel approaches allows for feasibility and effectiveness
evaluation before scaling.

DT-4 helps address the challenge of digital illiteracy (ID01) by allowing for the
design of platforms that are intuitive and easy to use. Testing with users with varying
levels of digital skills allows designers to refine and adapt the platforms to meet the
diverse needs of the users effectively. As such, DT-4 supports fine-tuning interfaces
and functionalities to ensure they meet the diverse digital skills of users (ID01),
enhancing accessibility for all, including those with disabilities (ID04).

While DT-4 is adept at refining and optimising e-participation platforms for better
user experience, limited support can be given to tackle issues related to userswho face
difficulties in terms of internet access or inadequate IT equipment (ID02). However,
DT-4 can support the design of solutions that adapt across various environments,
also those with low-resource and low-end technology. As such, while DT can help
develop alternative solutions, it alone cannot resolve fundamental challenges related
to access, infrastructure, or IT equipment deficiencies that hinder e-participation.
Finally, for addressing privacy concerns (ID11), this DT practice can encourage
testing e-participation security measures and privacy controls throughout the design
process. Specifically, it can support experimentation of privacy-by-design principles
which prioritise user privacy from the outset, increasing citizen’s trust regarding the
handling and protection of their data. Iterative testing with users helps in identi-
fying and resolving potential security vulnerabilities early in the development phase,
thereby enhancing trustworthy data handling (Table 6.5).

DT-5 concerns the transformative influence of DT in reshaping the institutional
frameworks and processes within public administrations to foster more open, trans-
parent, and citizen-responsive governance models. This practice draws attention to
the role of knowledge transfer and capacity building, ensuring that the insights gained
from various e-participation initiatives and experimentations are retained and put in
place to drive continuous improvement and reflexivity within governmental enti-
ties. By advocating for a culture that values transparency and responsiveness (ID07),
DT-5 can indeed encourage the adoption of more open practices that can build or
strengthen trust among citizens, particularly in contexts with prevalent scepticism
towards e-participation practices. This approach entails a shift towards governance
structures where citizen feedback and engagement are seen as central elements of
the policymaking and decision-making process, ensuring that decisions are visibly
aligned with public interests and needs (ID09).

From a different perspective, DT-5 can contribute to the challenge of integrating
technology into public engagement processes (ID13) by bridging the gap between
enthusiastic interest for technological advances and their practical, meaningful appli-
cation for hearing citizen voices. This practice not only leverages possible desires to
experiment with new or trendy technologies, but also ensures that their inclusion is
beneficial and impactful to both citizens and the public sector.



6.2 A Focus on DT Practices for Public Sector Organisations 99

Table. 6.5 Alignment of “DT-5: Changing organisational culture” with e-participation barriers

DT practice ID Barrier related Needs How DT can support
e-participation

DT-5: Changing
organisational
culture

ID07 Low levels of
confidence in
politicians

Developing a
culture of
transparency and
responsiveness

Engage governmental
officials to make their
practices more
transparent and
responsive to citizens

ID09 Lack of alignment
between the topics
being discussed and the
daily issues and
priorities of the citizen

Shifting focus to
address issues
relevant to
citizens

Advocate for alignment
of e-participation
initiatives with
citizen-centric issues
Strengthen the link
between public concerns
and governmental
governmental decisions

ID13 Lack of interest in
public affairs although
enthusiasm for new
technology

Bridging the gap
between tech
enthusiasm and
civic
engagement

Bridge the gap between
technological enthusiasm
and how technology is
used for effective
engagement
Inform technology
adoption based on
citizens and
organisational needs
Foster an organisational
mindset that favours
effective and focused
public engagement

6.2 A Focus on DT Practices for Public Sector
Organisations

The implications of our findings extend beyond theoretical constructs, offering
practical pathways for public organisations to implement e-participation more
effectively.

Public organisations can benefit by adopting co-design processes (DT-3: Co-
production) that actively engage citizens and officials. Collaborative workshops and
co-creation sessions can be put in place to gather different perspectives, leading to
practical and relevant outcomes. This means bringing together citizens, government
officials, and other stakeholders in structured yet creative environments which favour
interactions among a diverse array of stakeholders. As a result, a wide range of
perspectives can feed into the decision-making process, leading to outcomes that are
more inclusive and practically applicable to varied community needs. By embedding
co-design and co-production practices, public organisations can transform traditional
engagement mechanisms into dynamic, digitally enhanced settings where citizen
input is not only solicited but is foundational to the development process.
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Public organisations can implement strategies tomotivate passive users to become
active contributors in e-participation initiatives (DT-2: Publics formation), fostering
the inclusion of diverse viewpoints and supporting constructive discourse. Publics
formation refers to the process of identifying, engaging, and mobilising diverse
groups of people who are affected by or interested in specific public issues. Within
the e-participation discourse, public formations means to go beyond the engagement
of the most vocal or readily accessible citizens for actively involving in the process
of policy-making, service design, and decision-making a wider variety of citizens.
This concept is rooted in the idea that different communities may have unique needs
and perspectives that should be considered to make governance truly democratic and
effective. Encouraging expert publics to participate actively enhances inclusivity and
relevance, creating a community-driven environment that encourages active partici-
pation and collaboration. By employing targeted approaches that address the barriers
to participation—whether they be technological, cultural, or psychological—DT
helps in fostering an inclusive environment where every citizen feels empowered
to contribute.

By implementing iterative testing and prototyping (DT-4: Experimentation and
prototyping), public sector organisations can collaborate with technical players and
citizens to inform the creation of more user-friendly e-participation platforms based
on real-world usage and feedback. In designing interfaces and processes, public
administrations should pay attention to catering to diverse user groups, including
those with varying levels of digital literacy. Embracing inclusive design principles
guarantees that e-participation platforms are accessible to all citizens, including those
with disabilities. In this sense, public organisations can leverage this aspect of DT to
trial new features or interfaces in limited settings before wider deployment, reducing
the risks associated with full-scale implementation and increasing the likelihood of
acceptance and satisfaction among end-users.

To ensure that e-participation initiatives closely align with what truly matters to
the public, informed by DT practices, public organisations should invest in a deep
understanding of citizens’ needs and priorities (DT-1:Meaning creation and sense-
making). In e-participation practices and platforms, strategies should be put in place
to enhance transparency and communication between politicians/governments and
citizens, prioritising accountability and openness to citizens’ input, while keeping the
public informed about how the outputs of deliberations are going to be considered.
To address citizens’ concerns about privacy, privacy measures and data protection
policies should be clearly communicated. Building trust and confidence among users
requires ensuring transparency in data handling and security.

Encouraging a shift from a technology-driven to a design-driven approach in
e-participation (DT-5: Changing organisational culture) promotes more desir-
able innovation, adaptability, and also user-centricity in decision-making processes.
Strategically investing time and resources in capacity building and knowledge
transfer is key for supporting a culture of continuous improvement that is aware
and responsive to citizens’ needs and evolving expectations. This shift necessitates
not only the adoption of new tools and practices but also a reorientation of values
and goals towards greater inclusivity and responsiveness.
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By adopting such recommendations, public organisations can create a more effec-
tive and transparent e-participation ecosystem able to tackle the needs and expec-
tations of citizens, ultimately leading to better digital public services and gover-
nance mechanisms. However, several issues may prevent public administration from
adopting DT practices. Relevant ones may point at resource constraints, resistance to
change within bureaucratic structures, and the need for extensive capacity building
and training. Integrating DT in e-participation does not simply constitute an oppor-
tunity for improving bottom-up processes but could also be regarded as a risk of
disruption of established procedures. Indeed, it presents several implications for the
traditional top-down approach adopted by governments. This transformation chal-
lenges established cultures, potentially implying a major shift in the organisational
and political culture of public institutions. Another critical point concerns the need
to develop specific skills in facilitation and negotiation for public officials.

When viewed through the lens of organisational culture, governments that are not
accustomed nor prone to experimentation tend to exhibit highest levels of resistance
to embed e-participation into their practices. Such resistance primarily comes from
a lack of understanding of the benefits and strengths, often combined with concerns
about the potential effort involved in its implementation. To facilitate pathways for
citizens to influence decision-making, changing organisational structures and proce-
dures is also key. Failure to address this structural aspect can act as a significant
obstacle, impeding the effective adoption and implementation of e-participation.

Furthermore, experts and decision-makers concur that achieving effectiveness
in e-participation requires going beyond simple information dissemination or basic
consultation approaches, preferring more proactive strategies. However, potential
impediments might come from the side of citizens themselves. They feature varying
levels of knowledge, resources, availability of time, willingness to participate, and
levels of digital literacy. To mitigate potential disparities and inequalities stem-
ming from these diversities, proactive measures should be adopted, ensuring that
e-participation initiatives are inclusive, accessible, and truly representative of the
broader population.
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Chapter 7
Future Research Directions

Abstract This chapter explores areas for future research that extend beyond the
scope of the current investigation, looking at the role of DT as a transformative
approach for enhancing e-participation. Ultimately, it summarises how the work
contributes to the current discourse.

Keywords E-Participation · Design thinking · Operational challenges · Future
research

In light of the discourse so far presented, the implications and significance of our
findings are specifically discussed to explore how DT principles and practices can
address identified barriers to e-participation in digital public services. Thiswork orig-
inated from challenges observed in e-participation literature, pointing out the diffi-
culties in addressing user expectations. These barriers underline the need for targeted
strategies to enhance effective and informed citizen engagement in e-participation,
with DT offering key insights into addressing current issues and supporting public
organisations in overcoming existing barriers.

7.1 Future DT-Related Research Areas

This chapter specifically explores areas for future research that extend beyond the
scope of the current investigation. These span from investigating the long-term effects
of DT implementation in public organisations, exploring additional DT practices that
may strengthen and enhance e-participation, the conduction of case study analysis
to assess the real-world impact of DT, and analysis on how to mitigate selection
and technical biases which may reinforce the presence of echo chambers, further
polarising the discourse and marginalising non-dominant voices.

Such research directions are explored in the following paragraphs.
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7.1.1 Assessing DT Effectiveness and Impact
on e-participation

The analysis conducted throughout this book underscores the relevance of further
studies aimed at establishing a coherent framework to assess the effectiveness and
impact of DT practices in e-participation. This framework should offer validated
theoretical models and practical tools for monitoring and measuring the impact
of DT adoption in various dimensions of e-participation. The importance of such
a framework has been recognised for some time. In 2008, Macintosh and Whyte
(2008) proposed an evaluation framework aimed at understanding e-participation
applications and learning from these experiences. Even then, they noted the poten-
tial benefits of further developing their framework. This need has become increas-
ingly urgent over time due to changes triggered by technological advancements and
participatory habits. The ongoing need to develop a comprehensive set of theoretical
and practical instruments that enable inclusive engagement highlights a significant
gap. There is a clear demand for integrated fieldwork and methodologies that assess
e-participation’s social acceptance, incorporating diverse metrics such as user satis-
faction, engagement levels, and policy impact. This area remains ripe for further
investigation.

This book contributes to the ongoing discourse on assessing e-participation
by introducing additional dimensions that enrich the discourse from a conceptual
perspective. By integrating DT principles, it highlights the need for theoretical and
practical instruments for measuring the efficacy of these practices in real-world
settings. This approach encourages the consideration of integrating quantitative and
qualitative metrics such as the depth of user involvement, the inclusiveness of partic-
ipation processes, and the transformative impact of these initiatives on public trust
and policy development.

7.1.2 Investigating the Impact of DT Implementation
in Public Organisations

The implementation of DT in public organisations entails more than its timely appli-
cation; it requires comprehensive and long-term institutionalisation. This process
embeds DT deeply into both the structural and cultural frameworks of public gover-
nance, transforming it from a sporadic or project-based initiative into a sustained,
routine activitywithin public administration (McGann et al. 2018). Structurally, insti-
tutionalisation involves integrating DT into the formal infrastructure and procedures
of public institutions. However, to transcend imposition and permeate the cognitive
and behavioural layers of the organisation, aligning the values, norms, and behaviours
of public officials with DT principles, a cultural shift is essential (Beckman andBarry
2007). Achieving this cultural acceptance becomes strategic to frame DT as a valued
and deeply ingrained approach that enhances responsiveness and desirability.
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Specific research should focus on the sustained effort and consequences of imple-
menting DT principles and practices in public organisations and its effects on
supporting e-participation integration, over an extended period. A longitudinal anal-
ysis might also shed light on the persistence of improvements in citizen engagement
and the evolution of services and policies due to the adoption of DT practices, and
to what extent such implementation requires the upskilling or even development of
new expertise within organisations running e-participation initiatives.

To bridge this gap between theoretical frameworks and practical outcomes, future
research should focus on empirical case studies and explore public organisations
that have implemented DT principles and practices in their e-participation initiatives.
Such case studies can provide practical insights and concrete evidence on the transfor-
mative potential derived from embedding DT in designing e-participation practices
and their influence on digital public services. In these terms, case studies can help
document the application, challenges, and outcomes of DT-driven e-participation
practices and initiatives, observing and measuring, for instance, tangible results
such as increased citizen engagement and representation of multiple voices, service
quality improvements, and policy efficacy. Additionally, attention should be posed
on exploring the scalability of such initiatives and their adaptability across different
governance contexts.

7.1.3 Tailoring DT Approaches to Context-Specific Barriers
and Regulation Frameworks

Following the discourse on context-specificity, while thiswork has outlined a theoret-
ical framework for leveragingDT principles and practices to enhance e-participation,
the application and operationalization of DT requires to be finely tuned to meet the
unique challenges, needs, and opportunities within specific e-governance contexts.
It follows that DT contribution in enhancing e-participation cannot be assumed to
be universal due to the significant influence of a variety of contextual factors. These
include cultural specificities, regulatory frameworks, technological infrastructure,
and political conditions, each of which can deeply impact how DT methodologies
can be applied and how successful they can be in different settings.

As previously mentioned, a “one size fits all” approach is not only inappropriate
but also undesirable when exploring e-participation, across diverse (e-)governance
contexts. Each setting presents unique cultural dynamics that makes what works in
one cultural setting ineffective in another due to differing social norms, values, and
conditions (Åström et al. 2012; Müller and Skau 2015; Panopoulou et al. 2014).
For instance, participatory techniques encouraging open confrontation and debate
may be well-received in cultures with a tradition of direct and open debate, hence
resonating well with the habits of the loci, but less so in contexts where indirect
communication are more rooted and established. Similarly, regulatory frameworks
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varywidely,with somegovernments offeringmoreflexibility andopenness to innova-
tive citizen engagement methods than others. The technological landscape also plays
a crucial role. Regions with robust digital infrastructures can support more sophis-
ticated and articulated e-participation applications, while those with limited techno-
logical access require adaptations to simpler, more accessible tools. Ultimately, also
political conditions further affect e-participation. In politically stable environments,
there might be more predisposition for long-term planning and experimentation of e-
participation initiatives. In contrast, regions experiencing stronger resistance to new
governance methods might face certain barriers to the adoption and effectiveness of
these innovations.

DTcan act as an agent of changewithin different settings. Inmore rigid or outdated
regulatory frameworks, it can support deriving the needs onwhich to build innovative
approaches through small-scale pilot projects. In such contexts, DT can provide
evidence and trust, and build the case for more substantial reforms. This method of
“change by doing” can gradually shift cultural, political, and regulatory environments
towards more open and flexible governance structures. In more progressive settings
that are open to digital transformation, DT can accelerate and enhance the integration
of new e-participation technologies and methodologies. By facilitating collaboration
between technology experts, government officials, and citizens, DT can be applied to
push the boundaries of what is possible, encouraging the exploration of cutting-edge
technologies and practices. Furthermore, DT’s systemic and inclusive approach can
help avoid that the integration of new technologies exacerbate existing inequalities
or create new divides.

Recognising the role of diverse contextual factors in affecting citizen engagement
and the efficacy of public service delivery, it becomes evident how specific research
should focus on customising and tailoring DT practices to the distinct circumstances
found across different e-governance environments. This involves notmerely applying
DT as a standardised model but adapting its methodologies to align with the local
conditions—be they cultural, technological, or political. Specific research could
explore the provision of actionable insights that significantly enhance the practicality
and impact of citizen engagement initiatives.

Limited research has so far explored how to tailor approaches that help over-
come barriers inherent in diverse administrative and cultural landscapes, facilitating
more effective and sustainable citizen engagement strategies. This direction would
encourage a more granular exploration of how DT can contribute to addressing
specific governance challenges, ultimately leading to more robust and adaptive e-
participation frameworks that are better aligned with the needs and expectations of
various communities.

7.1.4 Exploring Additional DT Methods and Techniques

While the current work identifies specific DT practices that can enhance e-
participation, there might be other DT methods and techniques that may also hold
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significant potential for enriching e-participation but not explored within the scope
of this work. Future research could build on this foundational knowledge by delving
deeper into existing DT toolboxes, exploring a broader array of methods and tech-
niques. This explorationwould uncover additional practices that could further stream-
line and improve e-participation processes. Beyond merely cataloguing a repertoire
of DT tools, the research could systematically explore how each method enhances
facets of e-participation. Such an inquiry would not only validate and possibly extend
the practices already discussed but also identify innovative and more desirable ways
to engage citizens and public officials more effectively. Potential methods could
include advanced prototyping tools, deeper user research methodologies, or novel
ideation techniques that foster more dynamic and inclusive participation. By oper-
ationalising these diverse DT methods, future studies may offer additional insights
into how DT can be integrated into public engagement strategies, ensuring that the
technological solutions align seamlessly with user needs and governance objectives.

7.2 Future Research Areas, Beyond DT

The paragraph above specifically explores DT-related areas for future research that
extend beyond the scope of the current investigation. Next, the discussion shifts
to identify additional future research areas that move beyond the DT confines,
broadening the horizon for further inquiry in the field of e-participation.

7.2.1 Examining Appropriateness of e-participation

The existing literature underscores a noted gap regarding the appropriateness of e-
participation in varying situations. While most studies have focused on the degree of
engagement, they often overlook the critical aspect of how suitable e-participation
is within specific social, cultural, or regulatory frameworks. The effectiveness of
e-participation requires moving beyond mere information dissemination and routine
consultations, towards proactive strategies that involve experts and decision-makers,
tailored to resonate with societal, cultural, and regulatory norms.

Social capital factors like trust in government, community commitment, and
a sense of community ownership significantly influence citizen engagement in e-
participation (Van Dyne and Pierce 2004), far more than technological factors such
as perceived usefulness and ease of use (Choi and Song 2020). Choi and Song’s study
(2020) highlights the direct correlation between higher levels of trust in government
and strong community and the extent to which citizens are more likely to engage in
e-participation. E-participation should, therefore, be designed to resonate with these
social dynamics, potentially by facilitating more transparent interactions between
citizens and government (Alharbi et al. 2016; Lee and Kim 2018). Future studies
could explore the relationship between the effectiveness of e-participation initiatives
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and the social fabric of the community rather than just the technological infrastructure
in explaining citizen’s participation.

It could be valuable to explore how e-participation can be tailored to meet the
unique challenges arising from different communities, ensuring cultural congru-
ence and increased citizen engagement. Current research poses attention to the rele-
vance of localising e-participation efforts to reflect the specific cultural and social
makeup of the community, which can increase participation rates by making initia-
tives more relevant to the everyday lives of citizens (Oni et al. 2017). In light of this,
specific attention could be posed to adopt design-driven and user-centred approaches
to support deeper understanding and integration of the diverse, multi-level needs of a
community, ensuring that the design of e-participation platforms not only addresses
technological aspects but also aligns closelywith the social, cultural, and behavioural
contexts of the users.

Moreover, the relevance of e-participation also hinges on community commitment
and the sense of ownership among citizens. Ideally, this sense of ownership canmoti-
vate citizens to use e-participation tools as a means of contributing to community
development. Future studies should explore how e-participation can be effectively
tailored to meet the unique challenges arising from different communities, ensuring
cultural congruence. This approach requires a nuanced understanding of how various
factors, including local governance structures, societal norms, and technological
access, impact the effectiveness of e-participation initiatives. By focusing on the
contextual suitability of e-participation, research can pave the way for more sophis-
ticated and inclusive digital governance strategies that are directly aligned with the
needs and expectations of diverse populations.

7.2.2 Exploring Generative AI Potential

Generative AI (GenAI) presents untapped potential for enhancing e-participation
supporting both its practices and the platform usage. GenAI’s capability to generate
natural language outputs and visual content from textual descriptions offers novel
ways to facilitate decision-making processes and foster more inclusive, productive
participation in deliberative processes (von Brackel-Schmidt et al. 2024). Although
GenAI has made significant strides, it has yet to be integrated in the e-participation
domain. It holds particular promise for deliberative democracy, as it can help address
barriers to participation that arise when specific skills are needed to effectively
contribute to the process. These barriers often manifest as disparities in participants’
ability to use digital tools, produce relevant texts, or create appropriate visual repre-
sentations of ideas, prototypes, and visions (Tappert et al. 2024). In the domain of
GenAI, models like GPT can produce outputs that closely resemble human responses
to prompts typically presented in natural language interfaces. This capability not
only enriches participant perspectives by offering diverse viewpoints but also aids in
envisioning future scenarios and interpreting data.
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This potential is being currently explored through direct experimentation, such
as the work by von Brackel-Schmidt and colleagues (2024). The researchers present
a case involving 64 participants from multiple backgrounds tasked with collabora-
tively envisioning the future of The Hamburg metropolitan city in 2040. This case
demonstrates that participants, irrespective of their backgrounds, could rapidly visu-
alise their concepts for the city’s future without requiring specific artistic or technical
skills. They designed prompts using ChatGPT, then visualised through DALL-E 2,
showing a practical application of GenAI chaining in urban planning. The acces-
sibility and intuitive nature of GenAI’s natural language interfaces indeed offer a
viable and user-friendly solution to bridging the skill gap among participants, thus
mitigating disparities and promoting more inclusive participation (Jiang et al. 2022).
While the integration of GenAI into e-participation frameworks heralds significant
potential advancements, it concurrently presents challenges that require consider-
ation. The main challenge concerns the capacity to harness the full spectrum of
GenAI’s capabilities while balancing the possible unintended consequences detri-
mental to the integrity of participatory processes (Belanche et al. 2024; Sætra 2023).
For instance, GenAI’s ability to fabricate persuasive yet factually inaccurate content
represents a relevant risk, particularly in the manipulation of deliberative discourse
and possible dissemination of misleading information or fake news. Such risks are
profoundly pertinent to the deliberative context, where the truthfulness, accuracy,
and quality of information are of prime importance.

Ongoing research lines are already exploring GenAI to produce analytics and
reports that support both online and in-person deliberation, or summarise their
outcomes, enhancing real-time moderation and ensuring outputs are inclusive, trans-
parent, and foster trust. However, a critical aspect that requires thorough exploration
is maintaining a “human in the loop” approach. This approach ensures that human
oversight is integrated into the GenAI workflows, providing a check against the
potential biases and errors that AI systems might propagate.

To operationalise this, research should explore the development of systems where
GenAI outputs are not only automatically generated but also reviewed and super-
vised by human moderators, thus refining and validating AI-generated contents
before being used in decision-making processes or disseminated among partici-
pants. Furthermore, implementing feedback mechanisms would nurture continuous
and real-time input from users, enhancing the training of the GenAI models. Models
would largely benefit from such mechanisms, since they would be exposed to a
diverse array of human interactions, new information, or changing dynamics in
deliberative discussions.

7.2.3 Preventing Biases and the Creation of Echo Chambers

In e-participation, biases can emerge in two principal forms: selection bias and tech-
nical bias, each contributing significantly to the creation of echo chambers (Ross
Arguedas et al. 2022) that skew discussions and exacerbate polarisation.
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As previously introduced, selection bias occurs when the demographics partic-
ipating in e-participation platforms are not representative of the wider community,
often due to barriers such as digital literacy, access to technology, or simply varying
levels of interest and motivation to engage. As such, selection bias poses a signif-
icant challenge in public deliberation processes, particularly where participation is
influenced by physical accessibility or the digital divide, thus emerging as a key
issue in need of exploration. As traditional in-person participation often excludes
large segments of the population due to logistical constraints, e-participation also
comes with barriers to participation, prompting the need of exploring how to enhance
scalability and reach while mitigating exclusion means and inadvertent biassed
outcomes. The dilemma is that larger, unfiltered participant groups often do not
equate to balanced representation (Hartz-Karp and Sullivan 2014). Essentially, the
ease of scaling up participation through digital means can attract participants who are
already digitally savvy or particularly motivated by the topic, which may not provide
a balanced view of the wider community’s opinions. Furthermore, disadvantaged
groupsmay prefer traditional representative democracy over deliberative approaches,
which can amplify the voices of privileged segments, reinforcing existing biases in
mini-publics (Talukder and Pilet 2021; Escobar and Elstub 2017). The challenge
lies therefore in avoiding capturing the most vocal or most connected users but truly
representing the diverse spectrum of society. Experimentation could explore strate-
gies to engage diverse population segments, as demonstrated by the #MyFrance2022
initiative, which successfully broadened participation through targeted outreach and
awareness campaigns.

Technical bias, on the other hand, arises from the algorithms, training data,
and data processing techniques employed by digital platforms (Friedman and
Nissenbaum 1996; Mittelstadt et al. 2016). These algorithms, often designed to
enhance user engagement, can inadvertently prioritise and amplify certain types
of interactions and information. For instance, summarisation algorithms can over-
simplify complex discussions, potentially filtering out nuanced or minority opinions
in favour of more dominant voices. Predictive algorithms, intended to anticipate
user preferences and tailor content accordingly, can also contribute to this issue by
creating feedback loops that reinforce users’ existing beliefs. Furthermore, algo-
rithms feeding users content based on past engagement can reinforce existing beliefs
and viewpoints, limiting exposure to differing opinions and fostering environments
where like-minded individuals reinforce each other’s views.

Selection biases in participants and technical biases in developing e-participation
platforms can inadvertently reinforce echo chambers, where similar viewpoints are
amplified (confirmation bias and groupthink), and dissenting voices are marginalised
or excluded. To mitigate these risks, future research should explore strategies for
designing more inclusive algorithms that actively counteract biases by ensuring that
they are trained on diverse data sets. This includes not only demographic diversity
but also diversity in thought and opinion. Moreover, there should be an emphasis
on transparency in how these algorithms operate and how they are applied within e-
participation platforms, allowing users to understand and possibly challenge the way
information is being curated and presented. Such approaches would help to break
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down echo chambers and foster a more genuinely representative and democratic
e-participation environment.

Future research could vet into devising methodologies to effectively counteract
both selection and technical biases from the initial stages of e-participation platform
development, avoiding the formation of echo chambers. To move beyond theoretical
discussions, the experimentation should concern actionable plans for operational-
ising concepts of better inclusion by design, also deriving practical recommendations
for meaningful integration of diverse groups. The direction for future research should
therefore consider better exploring the echo chambers phenomenon in e-participation
and current deliberative processes, with the aim of actively designing strategies for
breaking or preventing these cycles.

7.2.4 Exploring Asynchronous and Hybrid Interactions

This last paragraph transitions into a domain primarily rooted in design exploration
rather than research directions. It examines the need to explore ways for blending
traditional face-to-face deliberation methods with digital tools, thereby preserving
the immediacy and depth of conventional methods. The emphasis here is on the
proactive design and testing of innovative methods and models with the potential to
transform the current landscape of e-participation.

Conventional deliberation typically occurs in face-to-facemeetings, characterised
by a structured agenda and short, frequent interactions among participants. However,
such meetings inherently limit participant numbers, excluding those who cannot
travel or commit to specific times, often across diverse geographical areas. This
limitation restricts participation, especially for those unable to travel or align with
the set schedule. In contrast, online deliberation leverages digital tools to transcend
physical constraints, offering a broader, less resource-intensive participation oppor-
tunity, under the condition of having digital means to access it. Furthermore, digital
settings often provide a longer timeframe for deliberation with a process composed
of multiple phases, which can accommodate participants across different time zones
and personal schedules. This structure is particularly advantageous for managing the
high volume of inputs typical in online forums, ensuring that discussions are compre-
hensive and that more individuals have the opportunity to contribute meaningfully
and at their convenience.

Digital tools integral to online deliberation—such as forums for commenting,
voting mechanisms, and polls—support a range of interactive activities. While these
tools can operate in real-time, digital deliberation predominantly unfolds asyn-
chronously, allowing participants time for thoughtful reflection between contribu-
tions. This extended period can deepen discourse quality, though it may reduce the
immediacy and dynamic interaction of face-to-face discussions. Spacing out inter-
actions and decision-making steps fosters a thorough examination of topics, but
this extended timeline might diminish the spontaneity found in live debates. Thus,
strategic use of digital tools not only expands participation but also promotes a more
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deliberate, reflective engagement, potentially leading to more considered outcomes.
Despite these advantages, e-participation is not seen as fully comparable to on-
site participation by several scholars (Borchers et al. 2024; Maaroufi et al. 2021;
Velhinho and Almeida 2023). Current e-participation management typically organ-
ises synchronous communication across severalweeks, aiming tomitigate interaction
challenges due to delayed responses (Schrammeijer et al. 2022). However, this can
lead to contributions that are often insufficient and vague (Roman and Fellnhofer
2022).

Although digital tools are primarily designed for online deliberation, significant
potential exists to enhance in-person assemblies and discussions, fostering hybrid
forms of participation. Currently, little attention is drawn on integrating digital tools
into traditional in-person deliberation processes. Yet, as the vTaiwan case illus-
trates, in-person interactions remain crucial and can be substantially enriched by
digital enhancements. Organisers of deliberative activities could benefit from exper-
imenting with methodologies that seamlessly blend virtual and in-person delib-
erations, tailoring their integration to different participation phases to maximise
outcomes. A hybrid approach could augment the benefits of face-to-face interac-
tions—such as immediate feedback, nuanced communication, and stronger relational
connections—with the efficiency and reach of digital tools. To support such hybrid
deliberations, digital platforms should be equipped with functionalities that facili-
tate real-time interaction but also robust data analysis, including features like live
summaries, clustering, visualisations, and analytics, providing immediate insights
during meetings and aiding more informed, dynamic discussions.

Building on the insights presented, future research should delve into how the DT
approach to iterative design and experimentation can pioneer new e-participation
models which blend or integrate asynchronous and hybrid interactions. The field is
in need of adaptable e-participation frameworks that not only blend the immediacy
of face-to-face engagement with the broad accessibility of online platforms but also
include by-design the tailoring of integrations to the unique cultural, social, and
technological contexts of different communities. These models should be robust
and versatile enough to address specific local needs while providing generalizable
insights that can inform broader e-participation strategies. Such exploratory research
will be crucial in identifying best practices for designing participation processes that
are both inclusive and effective, paving the way for more dynamic and responsive
democratic engagements. Additional studies should be conducted to vet into the
benefits and mostly the challenges and obstacles hindering such models, being aware
and considerate of the high context-dependency of participatory practices.

This exploration could rely on DT principles and practices, and engage a diverse
array of stakeholders in co-designing alternative methodologies that harness both
the immediacy of in-person activities and the expansive reach of online interactions.
These frameworks should be designed as adaptable templates that organisations can
customise based on specific needs and contexts before implementation.
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7.3 Limits of the Study

While this work offers promising insights for addressing current challenges, it also
acknowledges some limitations. In particular, the scope of the work primarily
focuses on the alignment between e-participation barriers and DT practices. This
focus leaves out of the current scope a closer and contextual investigation of prac-
tical challenges that public organisations may face when operationalizing DT in
e-participation. Exploring such limits more closely can significantly complement
the results presented. Another limit regards the scale and context of this work. It
mainly draws from aWestern context, which may limit the generalisability and scal-
ability of findings to other regions. It is therefore recognised that additional effort
should regard the exploration of the applicability of DT principles in e-participation
within diverse global settings to provide a more comprehensive understanding of
its potential impact. In this regard, the effectiveness of DT principles and practices
in e-participation can be contingent on multiple factors such as the political context,
technological infrastructure, and the level of actual stakeholder engagement.

7.4 Conclusions

Overall, this work has addressed a specific set of challenges and barriers emerged
from the scientific literature on e-participation, focusing predominantly from a
citizen-centred perspective (Oliveira and Garcia 2019). It paves the way for future
research that shifts the emphasis towards public administrations, contributing to
the ongoing discourse on digital governance and public sector innovation. This
study has stressed the meaningfulness of adopting a systemic and adaptive DT
approach, tailored to the unique complexities and specificities that characterise
the contemporary public sector alongside the evolving needs of citizens and
communities.

Efforts have been specifically directed towards bridging the theoretical founda-
tions of how DT can enhance e-participation with its potential practical applications,
informing the development and implementation of novel or revised practices and
tools. The result is a comprehensive hybrid framework for public organisations that
outlines a clear, actionable pathway for integrating DT into public sector strategies
to make e-participation more effective, inclusive, and deliberative. This orientation
is aimed at making the insights and methods discussed not only conceptually robust
but also directly applicable in real-world settings, empowering public organisations
to enact meaningful and sustainable changes in the way they engage with citizens.

Ultimately, a necessary clarification to bemade regards the points of view adopted
so far, which portrays DT and the broader design approach not as a prescriptive
approach. Rather than providing detailed guidelines or procedures on achieving
desired outcomes, this book champions an exploratory and iterative approach that
encourages flexibility and adaptability, allowing solutions to emerge organically from
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the process rather than being imposed from the outset. Thus, this book intends to serve
as a dynamic scaffold, supportingmultiple andmulti-level stakeholders in navigating
themany-sided challenges they face, providing themwith the necessary knowledge to
plan digital stakeholder engagement creatively and effectively, enhancing the overall
quality of digitally-enhanced or boosted democratic participation.

This book provides a structured and comprehensive approach for public admin-
istrations and technology providers, facilitating the development and refinement of
e-participation strategies and tools. For public administrations, it delineates a frame-
work for embeddingDT principles and practices to enhance public sector innovation,
focusing on operative applications to improve the efficacy and inclusiveness of e-
participation. For technology providers, the book serves as a guide to understanding
and embedding the requirements of digital governance, aligning their offerings with
the needs of the public sector, so that technological solutions not only meet technical
demands of public engagement but support the more complex dynamics of digitally-
enhanced democratic participation. Ultimately, this perspective shifts the emphasis
from seeking predetermined solutions to fostering a culture of innovation and exper-
imentation in conducive and participatory environments where multi-stakeholder
engagement is central to nurture effective outcomes.

Funding Some of the reasoning presented in this work derive from knowledge and insights from
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