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processes behind the phase changes in the levels of participation described by Preece and
Schneidermann (2009). There are of course methodological issues to be addressed in
collecting data from those who are not predisposed to participate online, raising questions
around how to access the lurkers and non-participants.

Despite this, we believe that the factors discussed here establish some principles that can
usefully inform ongoing work and future research questions in understanding the uptake of e-
participation systems and possibly online engagement generally.
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Collaborative Behaviours in E-participation
Noella Edelmann, Peter Parycek
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Abstract: E-participation needs technology such as the internet and social media, but there are
other factors which need to be considered too. This paper looks at participation, collaboration and
cooperation in the open government and e-participation context from a psychological point of view.
It provides a brief overview of some online behaviours which are relevant to e-participation and
governments, beginning with individuals hyperlinking, to more complex behaviours involving larger
groups such as online communities and crowdsourcing. Online participation and collaboration, with
all its potential, also has its limitations, not only due to technology, but also individuals’ behaviours,
their motivations and expectations as well as the social relationships which govern the online
environment.

Keywords: Individuals, collaboration, participation, government, e-participation, e-government

affiliation, support and affirmation over the internet (Sproull & Faraj 1997). Availability and

affordability of the internet have led to personal and social changes and, as more human
activities and communication move on to the online environment, personal habits, human culture
and governing are changing. The internet has not only profoundly changed the way people
communicate and behave, but also their expectations regarding society and politics.

T he internet has always let many people fulfill their most important social needs such as

Many institutions are gaining experiences with collaborative and participatory innovations, but
the tensions are visible: both citizens and politicians are disappointed by the promises offered by e-
participation (Chadwick 2006; Coleman & Blumler 2009). E-participation initiatives and research
(e.g. the EU-funded FP6) have until recently mainly focused on the technology and providing
information, but successful e-participation will require a better understanding of human behaviour
in the online environment, as well as activities such as participation, cooperation and collaboration.
The aims of this paper are twofold: to present an overview of those online social and collaborative
behaviours relevant to government and e-participation, and to consider some limitations to
collaborative behaviours which may be due to, for example, technological determinism and the
assumption that technology can change democratic values, information overload and problems
which may arise when people work together in the online environment.

1. Online Participation and Collaboration

Social relationships have always been an important motive for internet use, to find friendship and
romance (Hardie & Buzwell 2006) but also for providing support, information and opportunities for
connection, and conferring social and psychological benefits (Biao-Bin et al. 2006). Individuals
largely define themselves in terms of the social connections they have or don’t have (Barak 2008),
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and the internet has expanded people’s social connections through a variety of tools and with
varying levels of social involvement (Skitka & Sargis 2005). Online participation requires individuals
to devote time and effort, which they are willing to do: “Never have so many communicated so
much, on so many screens, through so many channels, absorbing so many hours of irreplaceable
human attention about communications” (Gitlin 2007, p.4).

People engage in collaborative behaviours which influence their workplaces, communities,
national democracies, and the global economy at large, and at the same time, have social benefits,
such as making governments more transparent and accountable (Coleman & Blumler 2009; Muller
2010; Williamson 2010). Collaboration is based on individuals engaging in loose voluntary
associations, sometimes using technologies to achieve shared outcomes. Collaborative behaviours
harness human skill, ingenuity and intelligence efficiently and effectively. This openness, peering,
sharing and acting globally is increasingly replacing some of the old tenets of business and
governments (Tapscott & Williams 2006). Successful online collaboration can be seen in different
areas (private, public,and non-profit organizations), take on different forms, and using different
online media platforms so as to share content. Examples range from Flickr, Slideshare,, Wikipedia,
MIT OpenCourseWare', Open Source, Peer-to-Patent?, Barak Obama’s presidential campaign,
protest movements® and crowdsourcing activities led by the UK government in 2010 (,Programme
for Government®,,Your Freedom®, and ,Spending Challenge®).

How do people learn how to interact, participate, and collaborate in such online
environments? Netiquette guidelines* have been around for a long time, guides and information
sheets help to understand and use the internet tools®, and public platforms and social networks
often state their expectations as to how users are to interact®. Some scholars (e.g. Jennings &
Zeitner 2003) believe that the characteristics of the internet such as anonymity and reduced
observable social cues encourage discussions and generate interesting arguments, i.e. they are
“conducive for public deliberation by attenuating the effects of the undesirable social-psychological
influences on opinion expression” (Ho & McLeod 2008, p. 191). Others believe that it is the degree
to which participants value the benefits obtained from their group that will also predict the amount
of collaborative, cooperative or community building work (Butler et al. 2002), or that it is related to
the amount of fun users have (Nov 2007).

The internet provides the infrastructure necessary to support and encourage high levels of
altruism such as volunteerism, providing assistance and emotional support (Amichai-Hamburger
2008; Barnes 2008). These behaviours are known as prosocial behaviour (Eisenberg & Miller
1987), and people sometimes behave more kindly to others on the internet, perhaps more so than
they would in similar real-life situations (Amichai-Hamburger 2005). Forms of prosocial behaviour
that occur online are consensus and collective action (Rheingold 2002), reciprocation (Adamic et
al. 2003), contribution of time and effort (Butler et al. 2002).

According to motivation theory, all behaviour is motivated in some way, and people will engage
in a particular behaviour in order to achieve a desired end (Atkinson & Birch 1970). Motivations are
enduring and pan-situational, may lead to different goals, behaviours, and consequences, and
determine how the online resources will be used. Motivations and goals determine how online tools
will be used and the behaviours participants choose to engage in. The participants’ expectations
and motivations brought to the online environments will structure the outcome, enable and

! www.ocw.mit.edu

2\www.peertopatent.org

3 www. unibrennt.at; #unibrennt; #Protest #Gaza; ttp://twitter.com/ProtestWatch/status/14615246031294464
* http://tools.ietf.org/html/rfc1855 or http://www.fags.org/fags/usenet/primer/part1/

® http://www.iriss.ac.uk/publications or http://www.wheremostneeded.org/reference-new-web-tools-f.html

6 http://www.facebook.com/#!/principles.php
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constrain their experiences and payoffs. Social networks themselves and the relationships
between users may motivate and lead to people connecting and taking collective action (Melucci
1996). It is important to understand the role of motivation as it is one of the factors that may lead to
lack of participation and collaboration, but also to disenchantment, a negative attitude to
government or those in power, and low levels of use of government sites (Maier & Reimer 2010).

The “culture of generosity is the backbone of the internet’ (Tapscott & Williams 2006, p. 206),
but it is clear that relationships and contributions should not always be seen simply as due to
altruism and prosocial behaviour. Hars and Ou (2001) suggest that although altruism is a
behaviour found in the online environment, altruistic motivation alone cannot always explain why
people will engage in prosocial behaviour or participate in online groups: in the Open Source
environment, contributors view their participation as an investment from which they expect future
returns. “Wikinomics”, a term coined by Tapscott and Williams (2006) is an idea based on
Wikipedia and is an economic model based on peer-production, where people participate,
contribute and collaborate in the online environment without receiving direct payment but indirect
rewards such as gaining status and the subjective value of information. Benefits that result from
being involved can be personal visibility and in external promotion. The online participatory culture
where people will work for free is extremely important in social and economic terms (Punie et al.
2009; Haythornthwaite & Kendall 2010; Ciciora 2010). Socially, the internet provides a platform for
just about anyone to contribute, and everyone benefits by having many different angles on a news
event or topic; economically, the ease of publishing web pages challenges traditional media and
business (Haythornthwaite & Kendall 2010) but also had benefits such as speeding up processes,
as can be seen with the Peer-to-Patent application in the US.

1.1.  Hyperlinking

There are a number of different ways to collaborate online, from small individual acts such as
posting a hyperlink to participation in online communities. Hyperlinking, which historically began as
a citation mechanism, is now part of a huge network, an industry, which affects the size and shape
of the public sphere by facilitating the wide sharing of information (Halavais 2008). They express
social relationships in the public space for others to see (Adamic 2008), and have shifted the
dynamics of human conversation (Hespos 2008), guiding users (Hargittai 2008) and their attention,
and by letting others know what matters to them and what they believe may matter to others
(Weinberger 2008).

As part of everyday life, hyperlinks are “created and situated in a political-social context” (Turow
& Tsui 2008, p.21) and Castells (1996), who argues that networks are the organising principle of
modern society, suggests that hyperlinks are “becoming the currency and connective tissue of the
networked society” (in Turow & Tsui 2008, p. 48).Hyperlinks can be useful for providing trust and
providing support (evidence), transparency, credibility (Tsui 2008), and they may facilitate political
accountability. Schudson (1998, 2000) uses the concept of hyperlinks to build a new model of
citizenship: the ideal informed citizen who carefully studies political issues and candidate platforms
before casting a vote. This ideal makes most citizens look ill-informed and ineffective, and ignores
the fact that citizenship has expanded and is increasingly complex (Coleman & Blumler 2009).
Whilst there are benefits to the informed citizen, Schudson also states that it is neither realistic nor
necessary; rather he suggests a modified model, the ‘monitorial citizen’, i.e. citizens who are
informed and alert enough to identify danger to their personal good and to the public good. Not all
citizens can or need to be effective monitors, but hyperlinks and social networks (e.g. Facebook
and Twitter) can help spread information more quickly, and help monitorial citizens spot the danger
before it is too late.
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1.2. Communities

People have a need for inclusion and the company of others, and communities provide the
opportunity for feeling included and being with like-minded people (Schutz 1966). Definitions of
community are often based on current interpersonal communication theories on trust, politeness
and cooperation as the central features of communication competences. Putnam (2000) and
Schuler (2009) for example, see the community as supportive social ties, based on civility and
creating trust; communities represent networks of civic engagement, foster reciprocity and
encourage social trust. Adams (2001), on the other hand, believes that intimacy and close social
ties as desirable qualities for a community are neither necessary nor sufficient conditions, and
suggests that a community is also defined by who is not included.

Granovetter (1973) suggests that communities rely on ‘weak ties’ i.e. interpersonal connections
that are not particularly intense, close or emotional, yet have an indispensable function of holding
together groups of people who may not have that much in common and may not share the same
view of the world. Without weak ties, internally homogeneous groups of people would be
completely isolated from others outside their groups and social interaction would only occur
between like-minded people. Weak ties reduce social fragmentation and expose people to cross-
cutting views, allow information to diffuse more widely and ideas to be exchanged between
different groups of people.

"Online community’ is a term is used for many kinds of social interaction, but in broad terms, an
online community describes any collection of people who communicate online, and may share
goals, activities, governance, cooperation, and pleasure. Due to a number of reasons, such a
reduced civic engagement, the increasing urban sprawl, and extensive entertainment available on
TV and online (Prior 2008), people feel detached from their geographic communities, and thus
seek inclusion, attachment, community in the online environment (Putnam 2000). Online
communities are increasingly seen as important for solving individuals’ (Preece 2000) or social
problems (Dourish 2001).

1.3.  Crowds

The debate about whether online communities are ‘real’ communities has centered on whether
these initiatives can support social relationships and lead to commitment to community goals and
values. Some scholars (e.g., Haythornthwaite, 2009) see online communities as suitable
environments for collaboration, knowledge co-construction, and communities of practice. But
Haythornthwaite also urges to consider and differentiate between crowds and communities as two
ends of a spectrum. Whilst crowdsourcing is about harnessing the knowledge and talents of many
(relatively) anonymous individuals through online systems, communities form and define
knowledge through the continued efforts of known participants.

Each community has different patterns of contribution, participation, aggregation and evaluation
in their organizational structures. Haythornthwaite describes this form of organisation, participation
and collaboration as “heavyweight”, emphasising the commitment an individual has to the
collective enterprise, which may include learning about the topic, equipment, methods, and norms
of production around this domain of knowledge.

Crowdsourcing projects on the otherhand are described as “lightweight”, as such forums exist to
draw in contributions, responses and comments, with a limit to the types of input and the visibility
of individual contributors and contributions. Crowdsourcing contributions range from isolated,
minimal, discrete, objective and often anonymous contributions (e.g., the NASA ClickWorkers”) to

7www.clickworkers.arc.nasa.gov (the original site)
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efforts that are more personal and encourage social presence such as tagging others’ content,
commenting, providing data and corrections. Individuals need to adhere to site norms and
practices, but they do not have to engage directly with each other.

There is a tendency to believe that valuable knowledge is held by an expert, or that one person
will be able to take the good decision. Experts’ opinions are believed to be better, yet “under the
right circumstances, groups are remarkably intelligent, and are often smarter than the smartest
people in them” (Surowiecki 2004, p. xiii). Society relies on individuals having access to new
information and ideas for innovation. The internet can help bring together people’s creativity and
thus encourage innovation. Society and government thus need the so-called ‘wisdom of the
crowds’ (Surowiecki 2004), although it is unlikely that the crowd fully understands how their actions
lead to a certain output nor are they necessarily aware of how their action contributes, they “create,
perpetuate, and/or modify structures that direct the attention of others” (Webster 2008, p.28).

Crowdsourcing is collective intelligence, and although it requires encouraging self-interested,
distrustful people to work together, even in situations where narrow self-interest would dictate that
no-one should take part, different groups can take good decisions and solve problems.
Crowdsourcing works well when people cooperate, and requires rules to maintain order and
coherence and members must interact and learn from each other.

2. Collaborative Behaviours and Government

Participation and collaboration can improve public sector governance, enrich democracy and, at a
more local level, can help empower citizens improve their communities (Tapscott et al. 2007).
Collaboration can help modernise government service delivery and interaction with citizens — but
its potential for public sector innovation has barely been tapped. Governments need to restructure
their interactions with citizens, organise, coordinate and control complex policy domains as well as
provide platforms for encouraging communication with and between citizens, institutions and
business.

In Open Government concepts, public value no longer needs to be provided by government
alone, but can be provided by any combination of public agencies, the private sector, community
groups or citizens. The biggest current challenge for many governments is twofold: a lack of money
to deliver services and the need to establish a framework where the government itself defines the
roles of these new institutions of governance which then effectively use the society’s innovative
capacity. The traditional organisational structure of public administration is that of a hierarchical,
closed entity. This closed, hierarchal government is increasingly becoming untenable, but public
administration has not yet found its new role in this virtualized environment. As mentioned in the
previous section, there are examples of peer production in public administration, either triggered by
the administrations themselves or as bottom-up approaches, but the informal, non-hierarchical
nature of mass collaboration, facilitated by electronic communication technology is not yet fully
endorsed by public administrations. Citizens, with the free collaborative tools at hand, thus engage
themselves and create the services they miss from the public administration.

Any collaboration model requires a certain degree of transparency. Participation can be seen as
a traditional form of participating in a joint activity to find common solutions for problems and
challenges that are affecting a number of people or the society as a whole. The Austrian standards
for public participation (“Standards der Offentlichkeitsbeteiligung”, 2008) can provide the necessary
help to solve such problems. On the one hand, new media enables administrations to use new
instruments of mass collaboration to find solutions to pending problems. On the other hand, high
numbers of participants involved in collaborative work does not necessarily mean high quality
results. According to Pisano and Verganti (2008) different models of collaboration depend on the
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governance structures (flat vs. hierarchical) and forms of participation (closed vs. open) to support
innovation. The advantage of open forms of collaboration is that new ideas are brought up by the
community which are well beyond the traditional way of organisational thinking. Innovation malls
and innovation communities are two types of open innovation collaboration models (Pisano &
Verganti 2008) which can either be flat or more governed, and used in administrative and for policy
making processes.

According to Fountain (2001), good networks lead to social capital. Social capital can be seen as
“the contribution of ongoing productive relationships to institutionalise effectiveness, measured by
economic performance and innovation in policy making” (Fountain 2001, p. 73). This recognises
the importance of relationships for sharing knowledge, experiences and resources in new ways.
Networks and collaborative environments need to have ties to agencies, supply chains, sources of
knowledge and platforms which help citizens and agencies work together to achieve mutual
productive gains. The expertise necessary can be provided by governmental and external experts.
By including the public in the administrative processes or policy cycle, the administration or the
government can take efficient decisions by using the external knowledge and innovation capacity.
Governments can use collaborative behaviours and tools to support productive relationships with
citizens. Using external sources increases innovation (Chesbrough & Garman 2009) and weak
links (Granovetter (1973), see below) can offer sources and possibilities not found within the
organisation. Collaborative behaviours encourage transparency and foster participation but also
mean adopting changing values of governance. Collaboration can help legitimate and improve
decision-makers’ actions.

Muller (2010) suggests that digital technologies make collaboration in and with government
simpler. Citizens and the user-generated content they produce have an impact on both political
and production processes, and lead to new organisational forms and ways of thinking.
Governments thus need to develop new strategies which include transparency and many-to-many
communication. Openness will improve government and public administrations’ efficacy, capacity
and legitimacy. In order to achieve this, it is necessary to consider the policy cycle (initiation,
formulation, implementation, evaluation), collaborative tools to be used at differerent stages of the
cycle, and how to manage the relationship between governments, public administrations, citizens
and communities. Some tools are already being used, but not yet to the extent for them to have an
impact on macro-economic indicators.

3. Limits and Tensions
3.1. The Limits of Online Collaborative Behaviours

The internet is a social environment, and for many, it is a normal way of life (Joinson et al. 2007).
Collaborative initiatives, such as the Open Source initiative show that collaboration and peering is
successful when the object of production is information or culture, tasks can be chunked into bite-
sized pieces, and the costs of integrating those pieces is low (Tapscott et al. 2007) .

Van der Laar (2010) lists a number of opportunities and risks associated with using technology
for participation and collaboration. They provide opportunities for citizens to be active: participate in
networks and be involved in dialogues. For governments, participation and collaboration offers the
opportunity to gain access to new ideas and expertise as well as a profounder and deeper
understanding of citizens. But there are risks too, such as the digital divide due to the reliance on
the internet, an overload of initiatives and other opportunities, low levels of commitment and low
levels of interest.

The internet allows for a large number of political initiatives, political networks and political
activities to be possible, but it is important to remember that the internet cannot change democratic
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values. Keen's (2007) criticism is even harsher: the real consequences of openness, participation
and collaboration are less culture, less reliable news, a chaos of useless information, obfuscation
of truth and manipulated public opinion. He fears that the internet and activities such as
crowdsourcing lead to a degeneration of democracy, where democracy is ruled by mob and
rumour, and the topics are no longer politics, economics and foreign affairs, but amateurs
discussing their own favourite topics.

The Momentum Report (Charalabidis et al. 2009) and work by Andersen et al. (2007) clearly
show that e-participation and e-democracy are about the users, communication, interaction and the
tools they choose to adopt, use and implement, often in new ways, yet the technological
assumption still dominates (Punie et al. 2009). Whilst the technology used can be designed, online
collaboration requires leadership, cooperation with citizens, acting either as individuals or
community members to plan and guide policies that provide the framework for social growth,
behaviour and expectations (Preece 2000).

3.2. The Unavoidable Tension between the Individual and the Social: Factors
Impacting Human Behaviour

Adams (2001) believes that there is an unavoidable tension between the individual and the social:
“it is in our nature to be social, yet our individuality often is at odds with our desire to be part of a
group” (p. 37). Reciprocity in online peer-to-peer contexts is not as prevalent as expected (Adar &
Huberman 2000), and both the bystander effect and the diffusion of responsibility occur in the
online environment (Yechiam & Barron 2003). In a wide range of settings, people contribute less
than the optimal amount of public goods and consume more than their fair share of common
resources (Ledyard 1995). According to Nielsen (2006, 2009), user participation follows a “90-9-1
rule”, where 90% of users are lurkers (i.e., read or observe, but don't contribute), 9% of users
contribute from time to time, and 1% of users participate a lot and account for most contributions,
often replying just minutes after a post has been made. Regardless of the changes social media
and networks have brought, and the well-known notion that the internet is about communication
rather than content, the user is often seen as an information gatherer rather than a social being
(Wallace 1999). This means that certain characteristics of human behaviour are sometimes
forgotten or ignored, which can lead to a number of problems when institutions decide to involve
citizens.

Hyperlinks determine how user attention is allocated to content on the web thus playing a central
role in how attention is allocated to material online, in what content becomes popular and what
information is seen (Hargittai 2008). Search engines also determine what society will share as
important and who gets to be heard Google is built on the assumption that “hyperlinks somehow
transmit power or credibility” (Hindman 2008). Using search machines such as Google is not a
democratic activity as the current norms of searching (based on popularity) are not an appropriate
model for civil society (Finkelstein 2008).

Participation and deliberation in online groups may have a number of effects such as opinion
sway, majority and minority group effects. Powerful social and psychological forces work against
the notion of the ‘weak ties’ — people prefer advice from like-minded people, do not like
disagreement, try to avoid the discomfort of unpleasant experiences, and adjust their own attitudes
to avoid cognitive dissonance (Sunstein 2006). Whilst Huckfeldt et al. (2004) believe that citizens
often have weak ties and develop more balanced, ambivalent political opinions, others fear that
encounters with other opinions are becoming rare — media exposure is becoming increasingly
selective, i.e. choice is reducing the diversity of political exposure, (Mutz & Martin 2001). Low
levels of participation may be also due to information overload, that is, being unable to deal with
large amounts of data. Perceiving others and one’s relation to them requires cognitive processing
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capacities — and people only have finite resources for processing. Too much information and social
information has measurable impacts on both individual behaviour and social cohesion, leading to
social arrangements where the value of attention is accentuated and given a price sticker, and
human caring and attentiveness are rationed (Davenport & Beck 2002; Rafaeli et al. 2005).

4. Conclusion

The new technology tools are changing the relationship between citizens and governments by
making it easier for them to collaborate, coordinate, and for citizens to participate and give voice to
their concerns. Technology can also help governments be more open, transparent and foster the
relationship between administrations and citizens as well as increase trust between the
stakeholders. For open government and e-participation to be successful, to harness innovation and
the power and creativity of citizens will require an understanding both of public administrations’
new aims and roles.

Technology is able to support online prosocial behaviour, participation, contribution and
collaboration in a number of situations which have impact on other individuals, political, societal
and economic contexts. Such contexts rely on individuals who are affected both by the possibilities
and limitations of technology, but also who pay more or less attention to the social relations and
group norms, have different motivations (which are not always altruistic), expectations, beliefs and
will act accordingly. Considering the human factors play an important role in determining the
success of e-participation and government initiatives, i.e. whether citizens will participate and
collaborate.
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