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Abstract: Declining electoral turnout and diminishing citizen interest in democracy have resulted in considerable activity in terms of pan-European eParticipation preparedness over the last five years. The European Commission (EC) has co-financed 21 eParticipation pilot projects within the eParticipation Preparatory Action since 2006. To assess and co-ordinate this activity, the EC also initiated a support action, namely ‘MOMENTUM’. The support action was also tasked with determining if projects were successful in achieving their anticipated impact and whether the individual projects contributed to more enhanced European decision making. This paper reports on the findings of MOMENTUM and its project evaluation, synthesizing on programme performance as a component of the individually funded projects. A comparative analysis was conducted that grounds on a systematic method for collecting, analyzing and using information for accurately and continuously monitoring and evaluating the diverse eParticipation projects according to the engagement methods they applied and their impact on citizen participation. 
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1. Motivation for the Action
As they mature and become widespread, Information and Communication Technologies (ICTs) play an important role in helping to address new challenges in involving citizens in decision-making, democratic or legislative processes, while also improving legislation. ICT research on eParticipation and eDemocracy in the European Union has made a significant contribution over the past years through more than 30 major European projects and national initiatives
. These have paved the way for significant advances with benefit realised quickened by the current economic crisis (cf. [23], [22]). In parallel, there is a great technological progress taking place within the European research community and in the rest of the world; we are witnessing the emergence of powerful new ICT applications that will transform the way citizens, businesses and administrations interact and participate. Furthermore, and as social networking technologies are emerging as a powerful way of connecting citizens and businesses, dissemination and exploitation of good practice among the various actors are matters of increasing strategic importance. 

In this context, the European Commission (EC) has launched the eParticipation Preparatory Action that encompasses 20 eParticipation trial projects. On top, the EC funded the MOMENTUM project to monitor the existing and on coming eParticipation projects co-funded by EC, to consolidate their results and provide feedback thereby advancing the high-level political and institutional engagement. 
2. Methods for Citizen Engagement and Impact Assessment
MOMENTUM relies on a process of systematic, iterative monitoring and evaluation of the eParticipation projects towards citizen engagement and participation impact throughout the duration of the programme. In this way it was possible to investigate the policies and practices of the projects as they emerge, sharing lessons from failure and excellence, as well as experiences for the wider benefit.
2.1 Monitoring method

The eParticipation projects monitoring and control process aims at tracking and reviewing the actual projects’ accomplishments and results; providing visibility into progress as the projects proceed as well as identifying common activities among the projects in order to avoid duplicate effort and exploit synergies [18]. 


To support this process, questionnaires were developed with the aim of collecting information on the progress and status of the projects from the projects [19]. More specifically, the monitoring methodology consists of the following main steps [5]: 

a) Identification of the monitored project variables (cf. [18] and [9]) to collect information relevant to the projects’ progress, such as [21] overview of the progress and results against objectives per main activity, dissemination activities performed in the period, problems, deviations and corrective actions per main activity, deliverables and milestones status and critical assessment of delays, schedule attainment, effort spent, and number of collaboration activities with other projects.
b) A list of monitoring indicators was also assigned to these variables in order to measure physical progress (see [6], [21]). 


Email surveys were used to ensure that data collection was maximised from the projects as tools available for web surveys caused too much trouble, e.g. lack of intermediary storage facility and lack of flexible offline/online editing. Email surveys turned out of being more convenient for data collection in comparison to the tools for web surveys at disposal, although the use of an email survey requires some kind of post-processing to transfer results into a database or program for analysis, while a web-based survey can enter data directly into a database. The structured questionnaires were formed with pre-defined tables and controlled lists of values enabling the collection of quantitative, comparable data as well as allowing the automated processing of results, including secondary correlation analysis [6].
2.2 Evaluation method

The evaluation aims at providing best practices and lessons learnt, as well as opportunities for further reuse and adoption of related know-how and experiences (cf. [1]). An emphasis of the evaluation was to measure the degree of citizen engagement over time [3]. The main – and most tangible - results of the eParticipation projects are their pilots, which are the starting point for the evaluation method. Four benchmarks for evaluation are derived from literature review of existing eParticipation evaluation frameworks (e.g. [11], [12], [13], and [17]): a) tools and technologies deployed, b) deliberation processes supported, c) topics discussed, and d) policies tackled. Indicators to establish a framework and define evaluation criteria to evaluate the different benchmarks are mainly derived from desk research in the field of eParticipation and eGovernment. To collect the data, questionnaires were used that followed a twofold approach based on a comparative analysis (cf. [7], [10]) of internal and external assessment. Self-assessment was involved to gather information that could only be provided by the projects themselves (cf. [7]). External assessments (i.e. expert evaluation and peer review [1]) are counterbalancing and crosschecking the self-assessment results. 
2.3 Consolidation method

The methodology uses the results of the monitoring and the evaluation phases as inputs. Pre-defined tables and controlled lists of values (from which a user can pick one or more values, in each relevant question) are the major elements of the structured project information questionnaire. This approach enabled the collection of quantitative and comparable data, automatic processing of results and secondary correlation analysis [6]. The purpose behind using projects information questionnaires at this stage was twofold: a) the direct collection of general information (e.g. pilot sites URLs, start and end dates, stakeholders and partners, contact points, general description and objectives), and b) constructing the various category groups (cf. [15] and [16]), to be populated with the various facts of the monitored projects and used for comparison and consolidation issues. 
2.4 Impact assessment method

The impact assessment drew on a variety of observations from the individual projects, consolidated results and the support action evaluation. Outcomes were related back to the original aims of the respective programme calls
 project objectives and anticipated impact. 


The analysis was comprehensive in that it inspected top level (societal), middle level (objective based) and base level (operational) benefits of individual projects and the wider programme. This method was in line with a recognised analytical framework
 which included a cause analysis and examination of the external factors such as political stability, demographics and the competitive advantage of host countries. Findings were supported by a number of project-by-project Political, Economic, Social, and Technological (PEST) [20] breakdowns based on evidence from the final reports of completed projects.
3. Results from Evaluating Engagement Methods and Citizen Participation
The EC funded eParticipation Preparatory Action consists of three consecutive calls. Hence, projects funded under this programme started at different times. Six trial projects were funded in call 1 that started in January 2007, the seven trial projects of call 2 began in January 2008 and the seven trial projects of call 3 launched in January 2009. Consequently, project results are also staggered. 


The afore mentioned methodology for measuring and evaluating the degree of citizen engagement over time was applied and tested twice using survey data collected from a total of 20 eParticipation projects. The first evaluation involved 13 projects (i.e. the projects from calls 1 and 2) whereas the second evaluation involved 14 projects (i.e. projects from calls 2 and 3). The six trial projects of call 2 took part in both rounds. In this section we distinguish between the three calls as 2006, 2007 and 2008 (i.e. the year in which the call for proposal took place) in order to accurately compare and contrast the analysed results. Different projects within one call are distinguished as 2006a-f, 2007a-g, and 2008a-g.
3.1 Citizen Participation – Evaluation Results
A set of general criteria was used to measure the degree of citizen engagement achieved by the projects. The following four measures
 are applied: 

a) the number of people contacted (N) quantifies the level of awareness
 achieved by the project
b) the percentage of people effectively reached verifies if the projects could at least reach their end users
(R) = (X / N) * 100  
c) the percentage of people contacted who effectively contributed verifies how well the projects succeeded in engaging their end users to contribute
    (CN) = (Y / N) * 100
d) the percentage of people reached who effectively contributed verifies how well the projects succeeded in engaging those end users reached to contribute 

(CR) = (Y / R) * 100


This section represents a small selection of the overall evaluation results in order to underpin our arguments and demonstrate our interpretation of project data. 

Table 1 provides an overview of the overall participation that has been achieved by the projects in call 2 during the second round of evaluation
.
	Projects
	No. of users contacted (N)
	No. of registrations
	No. of visits (X)
	(Y)

	
	
	
	
	No. of posts
	No. of votes

	2007a
	1000
	260
	110
	25
	N/A

	2007b
	1500
	N/A
	N/A
	N/A
	N/A

	2007c
	16000
	835
	35600
	232
	87

	2007e
	2000
	1204
	21909
	2372
	1845

	2007g
	>16000
	N/A
	74681
	273
	2193


Table 1. Overall participation achieved by 2007 projects at second evaluation

It should be noted that data for pilots of 2007d and 2007f projects are not yet available as the pilot execution phase is still active. Instead, these tranches are excluded to this paper. In the following we give an overview of the degree of citizen engagement achieved by the 2007 projects according to the previously introduced set of evaluation criteria. A first criterion is to evaluate the awareness raised by the different 2007 projects. Within this study “contacted” means any action taken and any tool or technology used to alert the target group (see Table 1, column). Based on the very high number of people contacted by the different projects that act in different EU Member States, the eParticipation Preparatory Action raised awareness across the EU Member States (cf. Table 1). Despite significant numbers of people being contacted by projects, few of them were effectively reached, i.e. visiting the respective eParticipation system. As not every project offers the same services to people to contribute at the system, “contributions” can be e.g. posts of arguments recorded or petitions signed. The relative percentage of people, who contributed, (CN) decreases dramatically in comparison to the number of people contacted (N). Contributions can take many forms, e.g. voting for something or signing a petition. As each project has a unique approach, the services offers for people to contribute may differ. The relative percentage of people reached, who effectively contributed, (CR) is much better in comparison to the impression given by the percentage of people contacted who effectively contributed (CN).
Projects used a combination of approaches to contact end users, incorporating a combination of different media. Across all projects, web sites (5/7) and emails (5/7) were the most popular means to establish contact followed by flyers and brochures (4/7) and direct contact (4/7). Print media, public events and social networks were utilised by just under half (3/7) while seminars and workshops were only considered by one project. In order to retain contacts recruited through promotional activities, projects focused on events and horizontal participation in popular social networks such as Facebook, Twitter and LinkedIn. A crucial bridge to effective citizen engagement is the use of appropriate strategies and tools to encourage citizens and officials to interact regularly and increase their knowledge of each other.
3.2 Consolidation Findings

The consolidation phase resulted in facts regarding the current situation of the domain. Apart from the issues revealed in earlier sections that deal with users’ engagement and participation, the next important area of concern was tools and technologies. 

The technologies used in most of the monitored projects are regarded as ‘state of the art’ in relation to recent years, as no real innovation has been reported. The tools used, are neither futuristic, nor legacy applications and as such the majority of projects stuck with existing, well known, mature and popular systems. Those systems are mainly based on Web 2.0 techniques that are able to “open up” a project to a wider audience. However, the lack of an intensive social media strategy was witnessed in almost all cases, not only for dissemination but more fundamentally in projects’ integration of established platforms for opinion mining and bidirectional thoughts exchange. 

In general, the results indicated that most efforts were focused on synthesizing solutions form already established tools (such as maps, information feeds, social networks, etc) and on modifying respective tools and technologies accordingly in order to cover the needs in each case. Most projects relied on hybrid architectures, mixing commercial and open source tools and technologies in an attempt to capitalise on the various products already available in the market place. In these terms, projects seem to have discovered the right formula for building platforms that offer sustainability and low maintenance but should strongly consider incorporating the benefits of social media in their platforms. 

Another important dimension that needs to be examined is accessibility. Accessibility is an important contextual issue for eParticipation [14] as the concept of eDemocracy and modern ICT developments are to satisfy the needs of the population at large. In particular, overcome barriers to participation so that citizens with a disability can utilise ICT tools for active engagement in the community. Most of the pilots were rather accessible, yet not WCAG compliant [4], however our analysis indicates that most of the tools and technologies used were capable of complying with recognised levels and therefore projects were advised to put more effort at aligning their pilots with at least WCAG A-level accessibility.
4. Results of the Impact Assessment
The impact analysis at the present state is premature in that projects have only recently concluded. However, projects universally failed to convert activities into direct policy change. While this is disappointing it is important to realise that this was not a programme aim. So, in a positive sense, policy contributions can be seen as permanent evidence of citizen intent. The adoption gap across the spectrum of actors is apparent and to this extent the programme failed to mobilise significant political support and demonstrate that digital participation can deliver cost advantages over traditional methods. 

That is not to say that it was not worthwhile. For example, it did not qualify the perception that eParticipation is a tool of a ‘new power elite’ or that outcomes could be skewed by so-called ‘astroturfing’. The programme also developed tools that are still active and actively being adapted and re-used. Some of the technology exploration will be useful in deploying future eParticipation solutions such as the European Citizens’ Initiative (ECI). Operational observations were also made. For example, clarity and tone of content is as important as accessibility. Not only do user interfaces need to be intuitive they must also aim at the middle ground in terms of literacy, particularly to accommodate non-native participation. 
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Figure 6: A high-level logic model for the extended anticipated impact of the support action

The programme exposed us to the current limitations in terms of the appeal of eParticipation and blockages of institution. It enforces the theory that eParticipation is best served as a complimentary instrument. To understand the reason behind institutional disconnect we consider the characteristics of early adopters [8]: a) venturesome, desire for the rash, the daring, and the risky, b) control of substantial financial resources to absorb possible loss from an unprofitable innovation, c) the ability to understand and apply complex technical knowledge, and d) the ability to cope with a high degree of uncertainty. These are not typical characteristics of government. In this sense, achieving state of the art is relatively easy for individuals and increasingly harder as institutions become larger. Thus deploying state of the art solutions without culture change in the institutions or actors to which it is applies is difficult and achieving high impact European eParticipation is even harder. The preparatory furthered eParticipation in a variety of ways, key advances by programme phase are listed in the table below:
	2006 projects
	2007 projects
	2008 projects

	Improve the readability of legislative texts
	Low cost solutions for eParticipation
	Different ways of presenting & interpreting data 

	Efficiency (e.g. for legislators)
	
	Key contribution to the European Citizens’ Initiative

	Standardisation & unity
	
	Improved monitoring of digital dialogues / early warning

	Back-office integration, interoperability
	Better participation safeguards
	Improved awareness of European policies at the local level

	Reach in terms of formation & drafting of texts (i.e. better quality)
	
	Stealth eParticipation (e.g. via gaming)

	Solutions to harness the wisdom of crowds
	Recycling, lowered cost of adoption for marketplace
	Evaluation of long-tail discussions

	Improvements to the certainty of laws
	
	New ways to simplify or rationalise complex arguments

	Main Challenges

	Maturity of solutions
	Responsiveness of government
	Shaping

	Competing standards
	Invoking action
	Improving connectors

	Improving concept appeal
	Contributing to change
	

	
	Longevity & stickiness of innovation
	

	
	Marketing of benefits
	

	
	Scaling-up &sustainability
	


Table 2: Main challenges of eParticipation presented by the various call phases

5. Recommendation and Outlook

In this paper we presented only a small overview of the overall findings received from investigating the different eParticipation projects. However, findings from monitoring, evaluating, and consolidating presented in this paper lead to a number of observations concerning the impact of the reviewed eParticipation projects: 

· Rationalisation is required to prevent overlap and subsequent dilution from existing eParticipation tracks – such as those on the formation of the overarching policy objectives of the EU. For example, Debate Europe and the European Citizens’ Consultations.

· Committees and political actors will need to be equally resourced and take ownership of eParticipation tools (e.g. tools for MEPs, budgets for committees). 

· The scope of eParticipation trials need to be widened to include the global interest in decisions made by the European Parliament. For example, expanding on the European Neighbourhood Policy or exploring the role of eParticipation in foreign policy

· Diversification. Outputs need to be adapted to other purposes, such as for local implementation or use in alternative contexts and sectors (e.g. business to business).

The project’s overall findings highlight how ICTs are transforming the political landscape and enhance eParticipation. Findings can be used to stimulate discussions among designated stakeholders on practical achievements and current challenges of eParticipation research. In this context, we recommend including also research results from non-European projects to widen the database. 

Acknowledgement: MOMENTUM (Monitoring, Coordinating and Promoting the European Union eParticipation Projects and Initiatives, eParticipation Workprogramme 2007/1, EP-07-01-004 http://www.ep-momentum.eu/) is a specific support action funded by the EC under the eParticipation Preparatory Action. 
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� X = the number of people visiting the system, Y = the number of people contributing via the system 


� In the context of this study “awareness” refers to alerting the target group that an e-participation project/offer exists and should be approached the way the projects desires. 


� Two projects (i.e. 2007d and 2007f) have not contributed the required data at all, hence, they are not mentioned in � REF _Ref262830102 \h  \* MERGEFORMAT ��Table 1�, � REF _Ref262807081 \h  \* MERGEFORMAT ��Figure 1�, � REF _Ref262823152 \h  \* MERGEFORMAT ��Figure 2�, � REF _Ref262829691 \h  \* MERGEFORMAT ��Figure 3�, and � REF _Ref262829693 \h  \* MERGEFORMAT ��Figure 4�





