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Abstract. While Online Communities (OCs) are increasingly used to involve 
people in organizations and societies, few studies focus on how OC influence 
political decision making within eParticipation initiatives. This issue is explored 
through an interpretive case-study of the Italian Five Star Movement (M5S), a 
mass-size eParticipation political initiative recently founded by private citizens. 
The use of OCs is a common strategy to involve groups of people to easily con-
nect on-line, cooperating on common and shared interests. We here focus on un-
derstanding the internal and external forces influencing on the OCs, to better un-
derstand how to manage such OCs within the eParticipation domain. We do so 
by introducing the concept of tensions, to describe the states that these contrasting 
forces produce on the OCs, addressing the research question: what tensions occur 
in OCs for eParticipation? Our work contributes to a deeper understanding of the 
OCs phenomenon within the eParticipation domain, while also provides avenues 
for further research.  

Keywords. Tensions, Online Communities, eParticipation, eGovernment, Five 
Start Movement 

1 Introduction and motivation 

Information and communication technologies (ICT) are increasingly being adopted to 
involve citizens in decision-making processes [1, 2] to recapture citizens’ declining in-
terest in politics. Research in the eParticipation area focuses on the identification of the 
processes and structures through which ICT supports the relationship between citizens, 
governments and public bodies [3, 4]. A vast majority of eParticipation studies focuses 
on the use of ICT in conjunction with traditional communication channels [5]. Only 
few of these eParticipation initiatives have achieved their intended aims [6], and many 
remain local or small-scale [1]. 

In this landscape, the Italian Five Star Movement’s (M5S) uses an OC to encourage 
direct citizens’ participation in politics, and represents an exceptional example for sev-
eral reasons [7, 8]. First, the daily collective activities and decisions may engage online 
several thousand participants (even up to 40,000). M5S is hence among the largest 
eParticipation projects in Europe. Second, the M5S was initiated from outside of the 



established elite as a protest organizations by initiators not being part of a traditional 
political system. Their online activities are really the core of their acting, not only some-
thing added on top of a traditional party´s activities (like most eParticipation projects 
are). Third, all their decisions at the national level are made through processes per-
formed online, making the OC’s role central and eParticipation real. Finally, their suc-
cess in attracting a large group of members to actively participate online seems to in-
spire similar kind of initiatives, in countries like Spain, Greece and Iceland.  

The use of OC is a common strategy to involve groups of people to easily connect 
on-line, cooperating on common and shared interests [9]. However OCs are not stable 
entities [10]. OCs are under the effect of internal and external forces. The literature uses 
the concept of tension to describe the unstable conditions that these forces produce into 
the OCs [9, 11]. Tensions are inevitable for an OC, being produced and reproduced by 
their very nature [12] through the continuous co-presence of both the individual and the 
communal dimension [13]. Resources flow discontinuously inside communities, and at 
any moment there are alternative and competing possibilities for decisions, objectives, 
aims, and actions in the OC [9, 10]. 

Being inevitable, tensions cannot be resolved permanently, but should be managed 
[9] to allow an OC for eParticipation to achieve its aims. Since few researchers have 
addressed the issue of governing tensions in OC [9, 14], and fewer within the ePartici-
pation domain [8, 15], we identify and discuss in this paper tensions within OCs for 
eParticipation purposes. Our work is motivated by the following research question: 
which tensions occur in OCs for eParticipation? The main contribution from our work 
is a better understanding of the role of tension within OCs in eParticipation project. 
Based on the identification of tensions and the discussion of how they influence an OC 
for eParticipation, we contribute by suggesting implications for practice and avenues 
for further research.  

The rest of the paper is organised as follows: first, we introduce the theoretical prem-
ises for our work: OCs and tensions. Then, before introducing our results, we briefly 
present the research context and approach. We conclude by discussing our findings and 
providing implications for practice and trajectories for future research. 

2 Theoretical Background 

2.1 Online Communities 

Internet and ICT are becoming more and more pervasive, reaching an enlarging share 
of the world population, and continuously providing new opportunities and new chal-
lenges to individuals and organizations. ICT make resources sharing, information dif-
fusion, and cooperation among groups of people who have sporadic physical contacts 
easy [16], giving rise to OCs that affect actions and behaviours of individuals, teams, 
and organizations [10]. 

The relevance of OCs is still under dispute. On the one side, we observe OCs being 
used by individuals, teams and organizations to work and cooperate in a hitherto unseen 
manner, affording for flexibility, increased absorptive capacity, participated knowledge 



generation and circulation, empowered capability to pursue communal objectives to-
gether. On the other side, OCs form detached virtual worlds where people live in a 
bubble based on alternative facts and reality.  

OCs are persistent collections of people who share common interests and goals, and 
who mainly communicate through the Internet [17]. In an OC members cooperate on, 
if, and when, they agree that this is better for them and for the OC itself [18] to solve 
issues they could otherwise not solve individually [19]. OCs are built for a variety of 
purposes, such as managing relations with customers and partners [20, 21] cooperating 
on knowledge generation [9, 10], or sharing information of public interest [22]. The 
communication flows through digital channels used by the OC to enable the collective 
action of members [23]. Structuring and managing the community to stimulate group 
actions and avoid the adverse outcome of independent actions is challenging [24]. In-
side the community there is a coexistence of an individual and a collective rationality 
[12], which poses challenges to the actual realization of a collective action of the com-
munity where the communal objective prevails over individual goals. 

2.2  Tensions in Online Communities 

Few research studied tensions in OCs and how to manage them, as well as the conse-
quences for the survival of the community itself [9, 13, 14, 25]. The concept of tension 
is used by the literature to define difficulties, internal or external to the community, or 
unstable conditions, oscillating between two different and competing states that the 
community should address to ensure community survival over time [9]. The tensions 
in OCs have been studied mainly at the level of community members’ behaviour, pos-
sibly discussing the consequences that individual behaviours produce on the commu-
nity itself. 

Communications flow inside the OCs, and the related tensions that they might de-
velop, are relevant for the community survival. Two different souls live in OCs: that of 
the individual, and that of the group. These two perspectives do not necessarily coin-
cide, as what is good for the individual may not be good for the group. The opposite is 
also true. This produces consequences on individual and community decisions, gener-
ating tensions [12]. One intrinsic consequence to this regard is the tension generated by 
the conflict of communal versus individual orientation of the community. According to 
von Krogh et al. [26], the interaction of individuals and institutions inside OCs produce 
two different kinds of resources: internal and external. Internal resources are property 
of the individual, while external resources are public goods in the community. The pro-
duction of internal and external resources always takes place concurrently, hence the 
tension between the communal versus the individual is unavoidable. 

Given the continuously changing state of OCs, due to ebb and flow of resources [9], 
and to the competition between the communal and the private orientation [12, 26] ten-
sions produce and reproduce continuously in the community. The literature agrees that 
tensions in OCs are not problems to be avoided, but rather enduring conditions that 
reproduce continuously. As a consequence, OCs’ can only manage these tensions, and 
not solve them permanently [9, 27]. Such tension management would require the OC 
to act ambidextrously [14, 28], because not necessarily one aspect of the tension is 



desirable and the other is not desirable. Moreover, further tensions than those discussed 
by the literature, might be present in OCs [9]. When used for eParticipation strategies, 
the openness of OCs frictions with the strictures of institutional participation processes, 
and specific tensions arise also in such cases [7]. 

3 Research Design 

The empirical setting investigated is that of the M5S, an Italian political movement 
born from an OC that uses this OC to involve citizens directly in the action of political 
institutions.  

3.1  Case context 

The M5S is an Italian political movement that sharply distinguishes itself from tradi-
tional Italian parties. One of the main differences is that most activities related to the 
dissemination of political information, consultation, and decision-making processes are 
performed through online tools to promote citizens’ involvement and participation in 
political processes. As an association, the M5S was established in 2009, building upon 
the community born since 2005 around the blog of Beppe Grillo, one of the founders 
and prominent member of the movement [29]. The M5S grew up throughout the years 
connecting an increasing number of people, and at the national elections in 2013 was 
the second most-voted party.  

The OC is formed by people who follow the movement on-line. A subset of them 
also subscribe to the OC. Subscription is a voluntary process performed online, and is 
mandatory to fully participate to the collective action of the OC. Applications are eval-
uated and approved by the M5S staff. Upon approvals, applicants are ‘certified’ and 
have full access to the M5S OC. Applicants who are ‘not yet certified’ have their sub-
scription on a pending status, and have limited access to the community in the form of 
restricted actions they are entitled to perform online. At the time of the data collection, 
the M5S OC connected about 100,000 certified subscribers, with 30,000-40,000 on av-
erage participating to online activities, and with 700,000 more subscriptions on a pend-
ing status. 

The M5S OC is double layered: all members share the same tools and rules at the 
central national level, while at the local level members are organized in groups active 
across Italian territories, where every group chooses its own tools and adopts its own 
rules. People continuously interact with representatives, contributing to their work. 
Representatives are at the same time OC members, and sit it in institutions: since they 
are strictly obliged to follow OC decisions, they are named internally ‘spokespersons’. 

3.2  Data collection and analysis 

The empirical setting was investigated through a qualitative research strategy with 
semi-structured interviews (approximately 13 hours of recorded material) and archival 



data (internal documents, web pages, and observations of online platforms). We con-
ducted nineteen interviews with different members of the OC. We interviewed mem-
bers across two different towns’ local groups, representatives sitting in the national par-
liament and in regional councils. Interviewees were distributed among what we identi-
fied as the three characteristics figures of stakeholders: 
• Nine M5S representatives, among parliamentarians and councillors at regional and 

municipal level (entitled REP in the empirical section); 
• Seven certified subscribers (SUB) of the M5S, from either local group; 
• Three voters (VOT), who being non-subscriber declared to have voted for the M5S 

in the 2013 elections of the national parliament. 
Based on a common interview track slightly adapted to meet each figure’s point of 

view, interviewees were asked to report on difficulties within the M5S OC, and in the 
interplay between such community and the organizational setting of the institutions 
(e.g. councils of municipalities, regional parliament, and national parliament) in which 
representatives of the M5S sit and operate. The interviews were recorded, transcribed 
and analysed individually by the authors, who iteratively discussed the results of their 
individual analyses to compose a mutually agreed-upon interpretation. Archival data 
and observations data were also included and triangulated [30] to strengthen the rele-
vance of the knowledge gleaned from interviews, archival data, and used ICT tools. 

Following a grounded theory approach [31], the research team identified tensions 
letting them emerge from the data without adhering to any a priori constructs. The re-
sulting ideas were later analysed considering current related literature to identify how 
the study added to existing research. 

4 Empirical Evidences 

We will here report findings related to the overall ideas of how tensions work in the 
M5S, before we summarize tensions identified through our analyses.  

The M5S’ main objective is to achieve direct citizen involvement in the decision-
making processes of political institutions, to allow them to contribute to the generation 
of knowledge and decision-making processes. Our interviewees reported difficulties in 
such interplay, ascribed to OC members’ lack of technical expertise in the issues dis-
cussed, and in the difference among values, rules, and routines between the community 
and the organizational setting of the political institution. For example, the M5S uses a 
system designed to collectively engage citizens in the co-production of law texts that 
M5S' representatives should propose in the institutions. The representatives reported 
the difficulties to use direct citizens' input, as the average citizen often lacks contextual 
and procedural knowledge which are instead required by the formal processes of the 
institution: 

‘We have many problems with this kind of approach, which is really impacting; 
it is really creating fights and battles with the traditional system because the 
rules are not built to bring the people in the institutions directly’ (REP1) 

Another consequence concerns the volume of information generated using ICT: the 



produced pieces of information do not have a proper structure or organization, and this 
complicates the life of community members to contribute to the discussions and deci-
sion making. At the same time, the knowledge generation processes are not strictly 
focused to support representatives’ needs, making it difficult to identify the contents 
that are useful for their work. Whereas ICT might facilitate a paradigm shift that will 
make organising collective actions more efficient [32], the example of the M5S illus-
trates the tension arising from the massive amount of content generated: 

‘The time constraint restricts my work. I had the ability to vote, but out of 800 
candidates, I read about 400 CVs. I couldn't actually read all of them.’ (SUB1) 

‘I cannot read 1,000 suggestions every day and understand which is best.’ 
(REP2) 

The M5S OC builds strongly on the potential advantages of reduced transaction costs 
to connect people and fluidity in team organization, leaving, by intention, groups free 
to self-organize in the OC. The M5S adopts a flat structure, with a limited set of rules 
and regulations, allowing members to freely organise in teams. At the same time, this 
makes the coordination of actions of OC’s members more difficult. The structure of the 
OC follows a double-loop design, consisting of a structured core and a flexible periph-
ery. The organic nature of the periphery is showed by the freedom to choose and change 
routines, rules, and coordination technologies, to bypass rules, and to change the mind 
on these aspects several times over time: 

‘The best tool will survive. We leave really to the activists the freedom to develop 
the best tool. It is our philosophy.’ (REP1) 

‘When you set a regulation, you do not have to power off your brain. We have 
this regulation that forces us to rotate regulations but this guy has been working 
for two years in managing Twitter. Rationally, I would say: ok for the regulation, 
ok for the rotation, but he can do this and it would be a stupid thing to change 
this.’ (SUB2) 

The mechanic structure is at the central level, where the mediating technologies are 
more enforcing, improvisation is not possible (the technologies common to all OC are 
designed and deployed by the movement staff, and not by community members), and 
access is regulated by norms established by the movement. 

In the frontier of interaction between the community and the institution, the clash on 
values, rules, and routines produces tensions. The presence of these tensions is wit-
nessed by the mutual attempt of the OC and of the organizational setting of the institu-
tion to impose or extend their values, rules and routines on the other. The working dy-
namics in institutions rely on the delegations to the representatives, and create a divide 
with common practices, based on continue interaction with members and the sharing of 
decision-making of the M5S. They receive pressure from the institution, henceforth 
they try to impose their view on the organizational setting of the institution: 

‘We have many pressures […] and it is not easy to keep our values because we 
have many bad influences. The political systems are trying to change us, I have 
many pressures from other parties to become like others, to change our values, 



to create alliances or collaboration that will change us […] but at the same time 
we are trying to change the system from the outside.’ (REP1) 

The tensions arising between the community and the institutions might be an under-
pinning cause of the decay of the relationship between these two entities. The difficul-
ties in letting the community easily interoperate with other organizations might influ-
ence on the individuals´ motivation to stay within the OC, since members may find it 
difficult to identify how institutions are influenced by their individual contributions 
within the OC. The same might hold true from the other side, where the value of relying 
on the OC to reduce the costs of managing the relationships with stakeholders might be 
lower than the efforts needed to make sense of the contributions from OC.  

5 Analysing evidences 

Based on the analysis of the M5S OC, we identified eight tensions. They are briefly 
introduced in table 1 and further discussed below. 

At any given moment, an OC can be in a state resulting from the tension between 
Inertia and Action. People inside the OC might act to achieve the objectives of the 
community, or they might do nothing, resulting in an OC remaining silent and inactive. 

The activity of the community is subject to the influence of the tension between 
Content vs Garbage. OC are goal-oriented entities. When actions take place, they could 
generate targeted and useful contents in relation to the goal, or a mass of contents (here 
defined as garbage) not useful or not manageable for the aim of the OC. This condition 
is enforced in the case of OCs for eParticipation, where members are called to produce 
content. 

An OC for eParticipation is a collection of people using Internet to achieve OC’s 
aims, then sharing with everybody information and processes. While this is an oppor-
tunity for OC of showing in detail its action, it is also a way to disclose to other subjects 
plans and strategies, which may not be always convenient. There is a potential tension 
in finding the balance between the level of confidentiality in OC actions (Private) and 
the level of openness (Public) in the OC actions. 

Action takes place in an OC for eParticipation and its sub-groups, which operate at 
a different level, being oriented to a specific territory or topic. If sub-groups are present, 
their actions may proceed according to common rules and using the same tools of the 
entire community, or instead the sub-community may adopt its own rules and tools. To 
this regard, OCs are subjects to tension between the internal Groups and the entire com-
munity (Whole). 

Contents production may be open to all, when everyone may contribute to OC’s 
action. In this case, an OC for eParticipation works just like a speaker's corner: whoever 
has something to tell may do so. On the contrary, OC may have rigid rules and standard 
procedures for allowing members to contribute, where members are required to fulfil 
programs and procedures before their contributions are accepted. OCs are hence im-
pacted by a tension we have named Speaker´s Corner vs Conference. 



Table 1. Tensions within the OC  

 Tension Definition 

1 INERTIA vs 
ACTION 

OC can be in the tension between the inertia (when people are not 
acting or doing nothing), and action (where people are taking ac-
tions in the community). 

2 CONTENT vs 
GARBAGE 

Interaction among members in the OC is targeted to achieve a spe-
cific outcome (i.e. a decision, the production of a knowledge asset). 
In any given moment, the community can rely on useful contents 
and then it moves towards this target, or be immersed in loads of 
useless contributes (garbage) and it drifts without a specific route.  

3 PUBLIC vs 
PRIVATE 
ACTION 

The use of internet technologies may lead the OC to reveal infor-
mation to the external environment or not. Hence, there is a poten-
tial tension related to the level of openness (public actions) and the 
level of confidentiality (private actions). 

4 GROUPS vs 
WHOLE 

An OC is not a monolithic entity, but is composed by sub-groups. 
These sub-groups live inside the community sharing the same envi-
ronment, but may also create micro-environments. It arises a ten-
sion when norms, values, processes or tools of the OC clash with 
that of the sub-groups. 

5 SPEAKER'S 
CORNER vs 
CONFERENCE 

The tension is about the possibility to allow anybody to participate 
to the OC, contradicted by the possibility of restricting the partici-
pation based on selection processes.  

6 TRANSPARENT 
vs OBSCURE 

There is a tension between transparency, where information on 
roles, rules and activities are communicated openly and explicitly 
to everyone, and obscurity, where such information may be only 
implicitly, indirectly and vaguely communicated. 

7 LIQUID vs 
SOLID 

The tension here arises by the contrasting needs of keeping the OC 
liquid, by maintaining flexibility to dynamically adapt roles, rules, 
processes, and allowing exceptions from such if needed, and of 
reaching a solid state, where such regulations are stable and recog-
nizable over a long period of time. 

8 US vs THEM When an OC interacts with external institutions (e.g. other commu-
nities, governments, political parties), it either receives or put pres-
sures on the environment, producing a tension, which in the end 
may make the OC re-ensemble the environment. 

 
Information and procedures involving issues like how to join the OC, which roles 

and responsibilities are present, and how to contribute may be transparent and clear to 
all members (and potential members) of the OC. On the contrary, some working dy-
namics and rules existing in the OC might be (deliberately or not) ambiguous and dif-
ficult to identify, making it more demanding for members (and interested persons) who 
do not know exactly what to do and how. OCs may then experience the tension of 
Transparency vs Obscurity. 

Internal processes and routines may be rigid and enforcing, leaving OC members 



with no other alternative than to fulfil them before being able to take actions, then re-
inforcing processes certainty. On the contrasting side, some (or even all) processes and 
routines may stay flexible and liquid, allowing for freedom to bypass or dynamically 
change existing rules, or to create new ones. The OC is therefore under the influence of 
the Liquid vs Solid tension, and it should effectively balance the two states. 

An OC has boundaries and an external environment, and works specifically to dis-
tinguish between what is part of the OC and what is external to it. The OCs for ePartic-
ipation relate to external entities, such as government organisations, political parties 
and other OCs. These relationships involve exchanges through communication and ac-
tions: here, there may be differences in how the OC works in relation to the external 
entities. An OC for eParticipation needs to communicate externally, with the need for 
creating and defending its own identity, and to interact with other institutions, with 
possible great differences in the respective ways of acting. Therefore, an OC is influ-
enced by the tension Us vs Them, with regards to how the OC relates with external 
entities and the environment.  

6 Discussing Tensions 

The M5S case shows that the interplay of large and complex OCs for eParticipation 
creates challenges and tensions. These tensions arise from: (i) the differences among 
values, rules, and routines internal to the community and that of the external environ-
ment that in our case is composed by the political institutions (tension 8); (ii) the dif-
ferent alternatives in terms of organizational arrangements of the interior of the OC 
(tensions 3 to 7); (iii) the different levels of commitment and motivation of OC mem-
bers on the collective action (tension 1); and (iv) an externality of collective action 
(tension 2).  

In the M5S case, the tension between the OC and the external environment is a con-
sequence of a reciprocal effort to put pressure on each other, to let the other become 
more similar. The dynamics of this effort is in nature conflictual, up to the point that 
the isomorphism is seen also as a loss of identity. We assume that this originates in the 
organization of the political institutions, which includes units and groups in competition 
among themselves, so the loss of identity is a negative consequence that signals the 
defeat of the unit succumbing to the other in the competition. It is also important to 
point out that the M5S was born as a protest movement, and strong opposition to the 
political establishment is the glue that keeps the OC together. When internal competi-
tions among organizational units is not in place, it should be investigated whether the 
management of the tensions between the community and the organization will still be 
conflictual or not. 

The internal tensions relate to the different alternatives in terms of organizational 
arrangements of the OC. The literature stresses the need to structure the online commu-
nity to have collective action [33–35]. However, due to the versatility of ICT, this can 
be realized in various ways. The different alternatives in the structuration of the internal 
processes supporting collective action (communication, contribution, decision-making 
models, and repertoire of contestations) give raise to tensions in the community as the 



results of different groups of members aiming for alternative ways of structuring.  
The individual motivation is producing a tension in OC. The individual decision to 

contribute or not generates a fundamental tension in the OC, that of inertia vs action, 
which is a direct manifestation of the so called zero contribution thesis [23]. The M5S 
OC is designed to help citizens influence institutions by collecting ideas that, through 
the spokespersons, influence the political decision making processes. This depends on 
action of community member, while the lack of individual motivation may result in the 
lack of participation, giving rise to tensions among community members. Parties and 
movements rival to the M5S, take advantage of this by attempting to delegitimize action 
of the OC, arguing that this is not expression of the voluntary of a community, but the 
preference of a small number of individuals. 

Finally, a tension relates to the externality of the collective action process. The liter-
ature on OCs is concerned with studying conditions that stimulates participation. These 
contributions praiseworthily aim at stimulating engagement by individuals, hence solv-
ing the inertia vs action tension. However, even in the presence of engagement, the OC 
is still under the tension of garbage vs content. In a mass size community like that of 
the M5S, a high level of engagement is a success indicator of the community. At the 
same time, a high level of engagement often leads to a high volume of useless actions 
and garbage, as members fail and producing a convergent result other than that of show-
ing the presence on-line and declaring their support for the OC. Then, particularly in 
the case of OCs for eParticipation, it arises the need for a citizen-engagement strategy 
aimed at deriving more value from net-savvy citizens [36]. 

7 Conclusion and further work 

The M5S´ use of OC is a particularly interesting case to study for understanding ePar-
ticipation, because it sheds light on how an OC may address a huge number of citizens 
to create more participatory, open and transparent political discourses. Our case pro-
vides several evidences of the tensions that occur in OCs for eParticipation, because of 
their nature, their purposes and their organizational choices. Tensions are almost always 
inevitable for an OC, and often cannot be resolved permanently. Notwithstanding, to 
achieve its aims, an OC for eParticipation should find solutions to mitigate tensions’ 
negative impact. 

From the literature we learned that technologies used on OC have action capabilities 
that allow to achieve desired objectives [9]. An interesting avenue for further research 
is to investigate how mechanisms leveraging on such capabilities influence – reduce or 
increase – tensions within OCs. Issues to explore include how knowledge on tensions 
are broadening what we already know about dynamics of OC. On the same route, it will 
be important to raise implications for practice on how to balance these tensions within 
eParticipation projects. Future studies are needed also to better articulate how tensions 
may influence on OCs operating in the broader eGovernment area. 

Another interesting suggestion for furthering research is the apparent commonality 
of many identified tensions also with OCs pertaining to domains different to ePartici-
pation. Such suggestion asks for more study in various contexts. 
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