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Abstract. Why and how do e-participation policies sometimes flow with poli-
tics as usual and sometimes lead to challenging powerful elites and institutions?  
With the aim of investigating this question, we introduce a framework for com-
parative research that includes not only systemic but also circumstantial factors. 
The approach is tested in a comparative case study of three northern European 
countries--Sweden, Estonia and Iceland--that are all experimenting with e-
participation but which are experiencing rather different levels of crisis. The re-
sults show that innovation and elite challenging aspirations are very much relat-
ed to the type and degree of crisis. It is therefore argued that the interplay be-
tween institutional constraints and circumstantial catalysts needs further schol-
arly attention and elaboration. 
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1 Introduction 

Regardless of all the differences among European democracies, similar challenges 
regarding a gap between citizens and their governments seem to work as a starting 
point for democratic renewal initiatives which show remarkable similarities across 
countries [1]. One intriguing development is the introduction of “democratic innova-
tions”, which refers to institutions that have been specifically designed to increase and 
deepen citizen participation in the political decision-making process, such as different 
forms of e-participation [2]. In the scholarly debate on these innovations, much atten-
tion has been paid on finding successful recipes of design. By following Archon Fung 
[3], many scholars have argued that the success of democratic innovations and their 
consequences for democratic governance depend, to a large extent, on “the details of 
their institutional construction”. Empirical research supports this view by showing 



that the methods by which participants are selected, the timing of consultations within 
the policy cycle, and the mode of communication adopted set a decisive context for 
participant interaction. Even though not all democratic innovations succeed in engag-
ing citizens, some do, and the odds for success and failure differ considerably accord-
ing to aspects of design [4].  

However, democratic innovations, just as any innovation, are more than ideas and 
designs; they are ideas in action. Therefore, as Newton aptly points out [5], they de-
pend on implementation, and “good innovations depend on good ideas and designs 
that can be implemented successfully”. But empirical research on the implementation 
of democratic innovations is still in its infancy, and there is still little knowledge on 
how similar designs are in fact mediated by various local contexts: how they are 
translated locally, why they are implemented differently, and what consequences they 
have on democracy.  

Examples of comparative internet political research are growing in numbers, but 
these have mainly been conducted in the field of electoral politics. Concentrating 
primarily on European and U.S. case studies, this research has criticized the idea that 
American innovations in e-campaigning could simply be replicated elsewhere. By 
accounting for mainly institutional variables such as party structure and funding, elec-
toral regulations, and media systems, research shows how similar instances of e-
campaigning are shaped by national contexts [6, 7]. 

When it comes to e-participation, it is local government that is the laboratory for 
research and experimentation. In most countries, experimentation in e-participation, if 
there is any, takes place primarily at this level [4]. This focus on local-level experi-
mentation offers researchers some specific advantages and challenges. The closeness 
of political actors makes the effects of new processes more readily observable to those 
who govern localities - and to researchers - than to those at higher levels of govern-
ance. Furthermore, the large number of local governments is advantageous when it 
comes to generalizing results [8]. However, local government vary across countries 
on multiple dimensions (i.e., its purpose; its autonomy and relationship to other levels 
of government; its relationship to its residents; its structure, form and setting; and its 
politics and policy), which is challenging [9]. As a consequence of this complexity, 
there is a general lack of systematic comparison on local politics across countries. 
This is not only the case in the field of e-participation. Urbanists in general, Pierre 
[10, p. 446] states, “have been surprisingly slow in using comparison as a research 
strategy”, and according to Wolman [9, p. 88], the main threshold problem is “the 
lack of a common framework to conduct such research, to place results, and build 
upon them”. 

The general aim of this paper is to help remedy this research gap by exploring what 
constitutes the “context” that surrounds and influences the implementation of e-
participation at the local government level. The specific question we set out to explain 
is why and how e-participation policies sometimes flow with politics as usual and 
sometimes lead to challenging powerful elites and institutions. While “elite-
challenging” or “citizen-centric” forms of participation reflect a critical citizenry 
whose members want to put incumbent authorities under pressure to respond to their 



demands [11], and while they tend to have a positive impact on democracy [12], they 
are still rare exceptions [13,14].  

To grasp a better understanding of why, when and how these rare exceptions occur, 
we will start by proposing a new approach to comparative research, based on a wider, 
more flexible understanding of “context” that accounts for the interplay between insti-
tutional constraints and circumstantial catalysts [6]. This framework is subsequently 
used in order to compare e-participation implementation in Sweden, Estonia and Ice-
land, three northern European countries that are all experimenting with e-participation 
but are experiencing rather different levels of crises. While different “systemic ele-
ments” come to the fore in the implementation of e-participation depending on the 
political system, circumstantial factors--or different degrees of crises--transcend 
boundaries and thus provide an interesting starting point for empirical analysis. In-
formation about the three cases is based on a series of personal interviews conducted 
with local politicians and civil servants in Sweden, Estonia and Iceland during the 
spring 2012, as well as a joint workshop with participants from all three countries in 
the autumn 2012. Additionally, we have used evaluations and case-reports from re-
spective countries (our own and others) as well as public data.  

2 What context matters for e-participation? 

Encouraged by Trevisian and Oates [6], this study will thus introduce a broader 
framework that accounts for the interplay between institutional constraints and cir-
cumstantial catalysts in the implementation of e-participation. Following the footsteps 
of previous comparative local government research, we will particularly analyze the 
local government system, or central-local relations, as well as the character of local 
democracy. When it comes to circumstantial factors, we will separate between the 
nature of policy-problems on the one hand and the political climate on the other. In 
combination, these elements are expected to be key factors influencing the degree of 
innovation in the implementation of e-participation. Innovation is usually seen as 
offering an opportunity to change the rules of the game, which is more motivating in 
situations characterized by crises. However, this is seldom recognized in theoretical 
frameworks in comparative digital research. Instead, “context” is usually narrowed 
down to different institutional constraints.  

2.1 Sweden 

Systemic factors. The Swedish political system is first and foremost characterized by 
a strong position of political parties. Every elected politician represents a political 
party, and Swedish elections are centered on parties rather than individual candidates. 
Also, political participation in Sweden has traditionally been channeled through polit-
ical parties and popular mass movements, fostering a collectivist ideal for citizen 
participation and democratic citizenship. In a recent comparative analysis of sixteen 
European countries, investigating the extent to which local democratic institutions and 



political cultures are “party democratic” or “citizen democratic”, Sweden is found to 
be the most “party democratic” political system [15, p. 9]. 

The Swedish system is also based on strong local government with far-reaching au-
tonomy [16, p. 233]. Local governments raise the majority of the income taxes from 
the population and have gained the responsibility for a growing number of welfare 
services (from national as well as county governments) during the last fifty years [16, 
p. 236]. The local government sector is also a large employer that occupies around 
20% of the Swedish workforce. 

Swedish citizens are usually considered relatively informed about politics [17], and 
turnout in elections is comparatively high (approximately 80% of the electorate vote 
in local authority, county council and national elections) [18].  
 
Circumstantial factors. During the last decades, there has been a growing debate 
over the state of democracy in Sweden. As in many other European countries, the 
Swedish public is becoming more dissatisfied with the traditional institutions of rep-
resentative democracy and with conventional forms of participation [19, 20]. A nota-
ble strengthening of the socio-economic status in the country has resulted in a change 
towards individualization among its citizens. In recent comparative studies, Swedes 
are found among the most individualized citizens in the world [12]. As a result of this 
transformation, the strong collectivistic tradition of political engagement in the coun-
try has been questioned. The formerly strong mass popular movements, including the 
political parties, have lost a large share of their members. A widespread decline in 
political trust and party membership as well as party identification has caused some 
scholars to claim that political parties are losing their legitimacy [21,  20]  

However, the contemporary political situation is still one of stability. Sweden has 
not been directly involved in a war since 1809 and is, along with Canada, the only 
state rewriting its constitution despite the absence of a political crisis [22]. The coun-
try has managed through the current economic crises better than most other European 
countries, and the parliamentary situation is still characterized by pragmatism, coali-
tion-building and striving for consensus. While turnout and levels of trust are going 
down, they are still at a relative high from a comparative perspective.  

 
E-participation implementation. In attempts to mend the apparent challenges of 
Swedish representative democracy, a trend of introducing new forms of citizen partic-
ipation (e.g., e-participation initiatives) has nonetheless emerged [23]. In line with the 
Swedish tradition of strong local governments, the vast majority of these participatory 
initiatives have been implemented at the local level, championed by local govern-
ments. However, local e-participation initiatives are still rather few and unevenly 
diffused among Swedish local governments. The local governments that have imple-
mented e-participation initiatives are often characterized by relatively low electoral 
participation as well as relatively weak political trust among citizens. Case studies 
report that local politicians often view e-participation initiatives as a potential remedy 
for these challenges [24]; [25], which indicates a link between circumstantial factors 
and e-participation initiatives. However, it soon becomes evident that the catalyst for 
change is not very strong. First, the initiatives are implemented as potential remedies 



for a declining trust in political parties and institutions, but not as a process for solv-
ing specific policy problems. One illustrative example is the online referendums in the 
municipality of Sigtuna. The local government decided to implement a large number 
of local referendums in order to spire greater political participation and foster political 
trust, but the policy issues for these referendums were chosen at a later stage and were 
not the main focus of the participatory process. Second, the new arenas of engage-
ment have often been detached from the traditional party arena of representative de-
mocracy. Local governments are locked into old structures and ways of working, only 
with islands of participatory practice [cf. 26, 27].  

2.2 Estonia  

Systemic factors. Since the restoration of independence in 1991, Estonia has built 
and developed a democratic structure. Practically starting from scratch after the occu-
pation of the Soviet Union, all the functions and apparatus of a modern state, includ-
ing a legal code, a civil service, and national and sub-national institutions have been 
built up. Today, Estonia is a Parliamentary Republic. The political parties are the 
main instrument of channeling power from the citizens, and the general elections are 
the central mechanisms that give the people influence over policy-making. Another 
important trait of the Estonian political system is central authority. This is partly due 
to the fact that the “cornerstone of Estonian local governance—the municipality—was 
abolished by the Soviet regime” [28, p. 168]. The local authorities are thus formally 
autonomous in acting within the framework on fiscal and normative matters, but the 
framework has “not been conducive to actual autonomy and, hence, the development 
of local democracy” [28, p. 190]. Due to the regulations of tax collection and private 
enterprise in social services, the revenues for local governments are low. Therefore, 
the possibility for local governmental maneuvers is low.   
 
Circumstantial factors. The political parties dominate Estonian political life, yet 
they do not enjoy high public trust, with around 40% of the citizens claiming they 
would not vote for  any of the competing parties in an election [29]. The public dis-
trust was recently manifested in a much-publicized debate article in November 2012, 
in which the Charter 12 was presented. The article was published in connection with 
a political scandal concerning party financing, with the explicit message that “Esto-
nia's democracy is crumbling before our eyes”, and “democratic legitimation [sic] has 
ceased” [30]. The Charter did catch both the public (17,000 supported The Charter in 
an online process) and the President’s interest (who supported the call). The Charter 
then became the platform for an online political process, leading to the creation of the 
site The Peoples Assemble, ‘Rahvakogu’, was ended with a “Deliberation Day” in 
April 2013. The political climate can thus be said to be characterized by instability 
and low trust towards the political establishment. The policy problems facing Estonia 
are, despite the current Charter 12 events, of a resource character. The political par-
ties are currently under pressure and scrutiny and do, in general, receive low trust.  

 



E-participation implementation. With a diffusion of approximately 75% of the pop-
ulation, Estonia is among the top 30 states in the world when it comes to internet ac-
cess. Already early on in the process of democratization, the Estonian government 
turned to ICT solutions to enhance citizen participation. The earliest and most notable 
actions were the introduction of the TOM (Today I Decide) system in 2001, the intro-
duction of e-voting in 2005 and the osale.ee platform in 2007. Due to the national-
level crisis and the creation of the “People's Assembly” platform in 2013, Estonia 
gained its first elite-challenging e-participation process. The process was initiated by 
the President and shaped in co-operation with the civil society. Aimed to invite lay 
citizens to discuss and propose fundamental changes in the party structure, the initia-
tive must be viewed as rather radical.  

On the local level, however, e-participation tools have been developing at a con-
siderably slower pace than those created by the central government or citizen initia-
tives. For example, the VOLIS system is an online decision-making system for local 
councils, and the application aims to integrate e-governance, participatory democracy, 
and records management.  It is in some sense similar to the TOM system, offering 
possibilities for citizens to propose issues to the council for discussion or adoption 
and to collect supporting signatures. However, the system has not been widely adopt-
ed. The basic reason for this is the centralized institutional framework and the addi-
tional costs brought on the municipalities and regions interested in the system. 

2.3 Iceland 

Systemic factors. Despite Iceland’s long tradition of democracy with the first parlia-
ment, the Althing (Alþingi), established as early as 930 CE, the modern democratic 
state took shape after its independence from Denmark in 1944, when Iceland consti-
tuted itself as a semi-presidential republic with parliamentary rule. Iceland is a decen-
tralized state with strong local democratic traditions. Municipalities as a political unit 
date back to the first “free men” that conquered Iceland in 800 CE. Iceland consists of 
75 municipalities, which, with a total population of 320,000 citizens, makes a “great 
number of small, sparsely populated municipalities” [31, p. 21]. 

With its structure as a unitary state, the national government of Iceland rules the 
state, while the local authorities, with restrictions from the national level, rule the 
municipalities. Tax revenue is collected by the municipalities, and thus a huge part of 
the welfare services is provided by the municipality. The municipalities are, therefore, 
under the law, entitled to maneuver within the frames of their budgets.  
 
 
  



Circumstantial factors. The contemporary Icelandic political context can be charac-
terized as being in a stable post-crisis condition, after the economic and political crisis 
that began in the wake of the global financial crisis in 2008. In the aftermath of the 
financial and political crisis, the sitting government was toppled in 2009. A public 
discussion on the fundamentals of the Icelandic political system took form. One of the 
main issues was the drafting of a new constitution. The constitution was drafted 
online in a crowd-sourcing process, which is unique in its kind. 

Iceland has traditionally been considered of good democratic health, with high 
turnout levels in parliamentary elections (e.g., 85.1% in 2009) and relatively high 
turnouts in presidential elections (e.g., 69.3% in 2012). Parallel to this high level of 
participation, Icelanders are dissatisfied with the political establishment, a visible 
trend in that political parties attract fewer members. Some scholars argue that the 
“political parties in Iceland have become almost empty shells” [32].  

The recent developments (i.e., the financial and political crisis), in combination 
with a notion that the political parties resemble “empty shells”, have affected the lev-
els of general trust in politics in Iceland. In a poll conducted in 2011, only one in ten 
Icelanders expressed “great trust” in parliament [33]. The political climate is thus 
characterized by low trust. The policy problems in Iceland concern fundamental polit-
ical issues. The crisis did affect all political and societal institutions, and it must there-
fore be considered of fundamental character.  
 
E-participation implementation. Early on, Iceland’s government was positive to 
ICT solutions. Already in 1996, the prime minister announced, “The chief objective is 
that Iceland shall be in the forefront of the world’s nations in the utilization of infor-
mation technology in the service of improved human existence and increased prosper-
ity” [3]. But despite the infrastructure and governmental rhetoric, the rate of demo-
cratic innovation and e-participation was low in Iceland until 2008, both on local and 
national levels. Only a few examples of e-participation innovations could be found on 
the local level, as, for example, the e-voting referendum in 2001 on whether or not to 
move the national airport located in Reykjavik as well as a deliberative online project 
concerning the “Local Agenda 21” policy in 2004 [35].  

After the crisis in 2008, the rate of e-participatory innovation rose and became ever 
more elite-challenging. The first and most prominent example on the national level 
was the process of drafting the new constitution, while the most prominent example 
on the local level was the launch and implementation of the Better Reykjavik system. 
The process of drafting the new constitution began with the National Forum in 2010 
in which a decision was taken that a citizen assembly, the “Constitutional Council”, 
should be elected by popular vote. The Constitutional Council then chose to put the 
process online, and the drafting of the constitution soon metamorphosed into an 
online process that invited every citizen of Iceland to participate in the writing of the 
new constitution [36]. Social media platforms used were YouTube, Twitter, Facebook 
and Flickr. A first draft of the new constitution was handed over to parliament in July 
2011, and an advisory referendum was held in October 2012. The drafting is thus still 
in progress. On a local level, the Better Reykjavik system was implemented by the 
new local party, the Best Party, in co-operation with the non-profit organization Citi-



zen Foundation. The system allows citizens of Reykjavik to participate by posting, 
discussing and voting upon citizen initiatives. 

3 Comparative analysis 

At first glance, Sweden, Estonia and Iceland share many similarities in relation to e-
participation. All three countries are characterized by strong ICT-infrastructure and 
high levels of ICT-modernization among its populations. However, the e-participation 
initiatives implemented in these countries differ widely in terms of innovation and 
elite challenging aspirations. How can these differences be understood in relation to 
the interplay between circumstantial and systemic factors? 

In the Swedish case, e-participation initiatives are primarily implemented at the lo-
cal level and are seldom initiated to handle specific policy problems. Rather, these 
initiatives are used as a tool among many to foster citizen participation and political 
trust in the light of a declining trend in electoral participation and political trust (alt-
hough from comparably high levels). The degree of pervasiveness and innovation is 
low in comparison to the other cases, which might be understood in relation to sys-
temic (party-centric) as well as circumstantial (stability) factors. In a comparably 
stable political climate, without any imminent policy problems, e-participation initia-
tives have not been implemented so as to challenge the party-centric style of policy 
making. Despite the use of some interesting tools such as e-referendums, online dis-
cussion forums, e-panels and e-petitioning, implementation pretty much speaks in 
favour of “politics as usual”. 

By comparison, the Estonian case is interesting, since the country is beginning to 
move beyond the elites’ comfort zone. While the Estonian local governments do not 
have the capacity for innovative e-participation implementation, the country was early 
in developing a national e-participation platform. The government thus “paved the 
way” for innovation by constructing a physical and cultural infrastructure for e-
participation early on. However, it was not until the emergence of a legitimacy crisis 
that a more elite-challenging practice developed with the creation of the “Rahvakogu” 
and “Deliberation Day”. With its roots in an instable political climate, this crisis was 
also related to a specific policy problem: how to regulate party finance.  

However, the Icelandic case is a sui generis due to the extent of the economic crisis 
as well as the degree of elite-challenging democratic innovations in its wake. The 
financial crisis facing Iceland in 2008 brought with it not only policy problems related 
to financial issues but also a substantial challenge to the political climate in terms of 
governmental and local government institutions lacking legitimacy. These develop-
ments spired innovative and pervasive forms of e-participation processes at the na-
tional level as well as in the city of Reykjavik. In contrast to the elements of crisis 
described in Sweden and Estonia, the situation in Iceland could be described as a 
more fundamental crisis affecting several sectors and functions in society.  
 

   
  



Table 1. Key contexts influencing e-participation implementation 
 Circumstantial factors Systemic factors  

E-participation     
implementation 

 

Policy 
problems 

Political 
climate 

Local govern-
ment 

 

Local democ-
racy 

 

Sw
ed

en
 

Everyday 
 

Slow de-
cline in trust 

 
Stability 

 

Decentralized 
system 

 
High local  
capacity 

 

Strong democratic  
tradition 
 
Party centric 

Local government  
only 

 
Politics as usual 

 

E
st

on
ia

 

Resource 
 

Low trust 
 

 
Instability 
 

Centralized  
system 

 
Low local  
capacity 

Weak democratic  
tradition 
 
Citizen centric 

Central government  
only 

 
Beyond comfort 

zone 
 

Ic
el

an
d 

Funda-
mental 

Low trust 
 
 
Crisis 

Decentralized 
system 

 
High local  
capacity 

Strong democratic  
tradition 
 
Party centric 

Local and central 
government 

 
Innovative and 

Challenging 

 
Table 1 summarizes the main differences and similarities among the cases. As has 

been argued above, both systemic and circumstantial factors seem to influence e-
participation implementation. When it comes to circumstantial factors, which are of 
particular interest in this paper, the results suggest that the lower the trust and the 
deeper the policy problems are, the higher the chances are for an elite-challenging 
implementation. An interesting common feature of the more innovative and elite-
challenging initiatives are their lack of sole management by state bodies from the top-
down. Instead, they have come into being from outside the state, with civil society 
participating in deciding the rules of the game. It would thus seem that crisis makes e-
participation more innovative by making it less government-organised and interpreted 
more in terms of citizen or civil-society concerns, reflecting the tension in democratic 
theory between models of participation promoted by incumbent power-holders and 
autonomous initiatives driven by self-actualizing citizens [37]. 

4 Conclusions 

The crisis of representative democracy may work as a starting point for democratic 
renewal initiatives in many cities around the world, but these initiatives vary consid-
erably in terms of their elite-challenging aspirations. In this article, we have argued 
that circumstantial factors are as important as systemic factors in order to understand 



why. Within this framework, it becomes just as important to distinguish between cri-
ses as to distinguish between institutions. Without both these sets of factors, the re-
sults of the comparative case study would be more difficult to understand, but empiri-
cal work on less-straightforward case studies would help to achieve a more sophisti-
cated understanding between crisis and e-participation. 

Earlier studies of e-participation have focused foremost on the influence of institu-
tional and systemic factors on e-participation implementation while largely ignoring 
or overlooking crisis, a concept that has had a central position in other related fields 
of social scientific research interested in innovations in government and society (i.e., 
organizational studies and economics). The findings of this analysis encourage more 
research on the interplay between crisis and institutions in shaping the e-participation 
processes and on how different kinds, or degrees, of crisis affect e-participation im-
plementation. [38] 
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