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Abstract: Citizen participation is critical to a democratic government as it allows the public to be involved in the decision-making 

process. e-Participation platforms enable the citizens to participate and voice their concerns. However, there is generally a low usage 

of e-Participation platforms by the citizens. This paper examines the factors affecting citizens’ use of e-Participation platforms in 

facilitating citizen participation. The study employed a case study approach using the GovChat platform in Cape Town municipality. 

The study used a qualitative research method and a deductive approach to theory. The Capability Approach theory was used to 

investigate the phenomenon of interest. We used the purposive sampling technique to select the 30 participants in the study. In 

addition, semi-structured interviews were used to collect data from the selected participants. Our results suggest that personal, 

environmental and social factors affect the effective use of the GovChat platform by citizens in Cape Town municipality. 

Keywords: GovChat, Citizen Participation, e-Participation Platforms, Government, Municipality, Capability Approach 

1. Introduction 

Citizen participation is integral to the democratic decision-making process as it allows citizens to influence public 

decisions [1]. The primary goal of citizen participation is to ensure that citizens have a voice in public decisions. Citizen 

participation legitimises government decisions and ensures that the citizens’ interests are reflected in the public choices 
[2]. Consequently, countries worldwide are implementing various measures to encourage citizen participation in critical 

public decisions. Participatory Budgeting (PB) is one of the standard measures of involving citizens in budget allocation 

decision-making. PB is widely considered worldwide as a novel approach to policymaking that permits ordinary citizens 

to have a say in public budgeting. However, citizen participation is still a challenge in developing countries due to a 

lack of awareness among decision-makers and officials on its benefits to community transformation [3].  

South Africa experiences a high number of citizen protests due to poor service delivery by local governments and a lack 

of alignment between the vision and goals of the government and the wants and needs of the citizens [4,5]. Citizens 

complain that their voices are only heard leading up to and during the governmental elections when political parties 

have become notorious for making empty promises [6]. South Africa’s history of apartheid continues to affect the nation. 
Although the country holds regular democratic elections, many citizens still believe that they have no voice [6]. The 

traditional way of participation is through local government structures, i.e., ward councillors. Ward councillors represent 

the public voice and ensure accountability in the government [7]. However, many South Africans do not know their 

respective local ward councillors [8]. 

Currently, South Africa is beginning to reassess its citizen engagement strategy by looking toward current and future 

technological trends to connect with the citizens [9]. In 2018, the government launched the GovChat platform to 
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facilitate citizen participation and improve transparency. Despite the launch of the GovChat,  service delivery protests 

are at an all-time high in South Africa, and citizen participation is still low [10]. The GovChat has limited success, with 

only a fraction of the population adopting the GovChat platform [11]. 

Studies have shown several factors that impede the use of e-participation platforms. These factors relate to citizens’ 
satisfaction with e-participation platforms and government responsiveness towards e-participation. These factors 

include the quality of participation, citizens’ level of education, trust and responsiveness, perceived benefits, and the 
ability to interact with the government [12] actively. In addition, other factors such as citizens’ community commitment, 
subjective norms, and strength of offline social ties influence citizens’ e-participation [12]. 

This exploratory study describes factors affecting e-participation using a case of GovChat in Cape Town municipalities. 

The study provides new insights into the potential uses of GovChat for citizen participation. By asking questions about 

the application of the GovChat platform and assessing the phenomena in a new light. The study intends to achieve its 

primary goal of exploring the possible ways in which GovChat can facilitate citizen participation at a local municipal 

level in the city of Cape Town by answering the following research questions:     

• What factors affect the use of the GovChat platform in Cape Town municipality?  

This study employed the Capability Approach (CA) as the theoretical framework to assess the use of the GovChat 

platform for citizen participation. The study further adopted an interpretivism research paradigm and used semi-

structured interviews as the primary source of data collection. Purposive sampling was employed to select appropriate 

participants, which constituted ordinary citizens and ward councillors. The study will inform government officials on 

improving citizen participation through ICT and developing e-participation platforms that the citizens can adopt. 

2. Literature Review 

2.1  Citizen Participation Process 

Citizen participation is a process that allows individuals to influence public decisions and is an integral component of 

the democratic decision-making process [13]. The terms “citizen participation” and “citizen involvement” are used 
interchangeably to depict the same meaning. However, these terms are different. Citizen ‘involvement’ is likened to the 
top-down approach, while ‘participation’ is prompted by the citizens [14]. The fundamental question in participation 

that needs to be scrutinised is ‘who is entitled to participate?’ [15]. The entitlements to participation are categorised as 

follows: rights (citizens), spatial location (residents), knowledge (experts), share (owners), stake (beneficiaries/victims), 

interests (spokespersons) and status (representatives) [15]. The advantages of citizen participation include avoiding 

conflicts between citizens and government, trust and confidence between the citizens and the agency, and citizens feeling 

part of the community [16]. Despite the positive attributes of citizen participation, it is very costly and time-consuming 

[14]. 

There are distinct levels of citizen participation that can lead to different outcomes, and Arnstein [17] discussed the 

typology of citizen participation into eight rungs on the ladder. The ladder of citizen participation in Table 1 depicts the 

degrees of involvement and power struggle by mare citizens trying to gain control in participation [17]. 

Table 1. Arnstein’s Ladder of Citizen Participation [18,19]  

Ladder of Citizen Participation 

8 Citizen Control Citizen Power 

7 Delegated Power 

6 Partnership 

5 Placation Tokenism 

4 Consultation 

3 Information 

2 Therapy Nonparticipation 

1 Manipulation 

 

Manipulation and therapy are categorised as nonparticipation and are the lowest rank on the ladder to depict ‘no power’ 
[17]. The second category is tokenism which includes informing, consultation, and placation. Informing is distributed 

top-down from the powerholders to citizens, and there is no room for feedback or power negotiations. This information 

is spread using means of media news, posters etc. In the consultation stage, information flow is simultaneous; however, 

the information obtained through consultation is not considered. Lastly, placation citizens can advise, but decision 

making is left to the powerholders. Citizen power is comprised of partnership, delegated authority, and citizen control. 
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There are arrangements in which both citizens and powerholders can make decisions and delegate responsibilities. It 

enables citizens to feel accountable for their choices for the community’s betterment.  

The drawback of the ladder of participation is that it is regarded as ‘goal-oriented’, meaning citizen participation should 
attain the highest rank. If not achieved, it means failure in citizen participation [20]. Secondly, the roles and 

responsibilities change as you move in the ranking. However, this is not always the case because responsibilities might 

shift during the participatory process [17]. In light of citizen participation in most developing countries, citizens cannot 

fully participate in developmental discussions due to the economic, political, and social environment; as a result, many 

fall in the lower rank of the Arnstein ladder of citizen participation [21]. Nevertheless, my scholars have argued that 

citizens need to participate in the country’s decisions [21,22]. 

2.1.1  Benefits and Challenges of citizen participation  

Citizen participation plays a vital role in democracy and creates multiple other benefits for society. Citizen participation 

aids in informing and educating the public. Active citizens are more knowledgeable and have better access to 

government decisions [20]. It further helps build and strengthen democracy at the local level [13]. On top of this, 

government decision-making is maintained as the communities contribute to decision making.  

Citizen participation is often bedevilled by several challenges, such as: 

− Low citizen knowledge, citizen participation is futile if the public cannot make informed decisions;  

− The public belief that their participation is not valued or wanted;  

− Lack of public trust or legitimacy;  

− Citizen apathy, as all citizens have an opinion about decisions concerning their community, but many lack the 

drive to participate actively;  

− Time constraints restrict citizen participation most current avenues of public participation are time-consuming; 

and 

− Fear that self-interest will conflict with the interests of society restricts citizen participation. 

 

2.2  Citizen Participation in Africa 

For democracy to be realised, ordinary citizens need to be involved in the country’s decision-making processes. Many 

African countries are in a transitional phase of democracy, as most countries have had to undergo political 

transformation [23]. However, through technology platforms, many citizens in the African continent are voicing their 

concerns. Despite the myriad opportunities that technology provides for ordinary citizens to engage and discuss the 

decisions in the country, consequences have followed for many citizens [24]. The political landscape for many African 

nations does not provide the platforms where citizens can loudly and freely engage with the governments to harness 

democracy. Therefore, many citizens in the continent are not actively involved in decision-making processes [25,26]. 

However, some countries in the continent are now beginning to realise that for Africa to transform, and citizens need to 

be fully engaged.  

Scholars have also questioned citizen participation, as many follow the “top-down” approach to development [27]. 

These approaches have limited both rural and urban development [27]. In addition, literature has also shown that the 

disadvantaged are usually not included in developmental discussions resulting in poor outcomes that do not serve the 

needs of the people, which has been a growing concern [25]. In addition, it has also resulted in a lack of trust and 

confidence in governance [28]. Entities, for instance, civil society organisations, have been able to participate to some 

extent [19]; however, as already mentioned, these entities’ social and political environment has been a challenge to the 

African continent [29]. 

2.2.1 Citizen Participation in South Africa 

On a national level, the ruling African National Congress (ANC) adopted a centralised technocratic approach to 

decision-making concerning public spending. Experts in specific fields are elected to decide public expenditures on 

behalf of the citizens [1]. Citizen participation, however, is best implemented at a local level as these programs are more 

effective when targeting the grassroots of individual communities [1]. Furthermore, South Africa’s local municipalities 
are autonomous, governing themselves and controlling their affairs, making citizen participation feasible at a local level 

[1]. However, South Africa still lags in its citizen participation programs but has the potential for growth [30]. 

Section 214 of the South African Constitution states that South Africa’s revenue is to be shared among national, 
provincial, and local levels of government in a process called fiscal decentralisation [30]. Accordingly, it is the 

responsibility of these spheres of government to allocate their provisioned cut of the budget to areas and projects they 

deem appropriate. 
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The apartheid era in South Africa resulted in the planning of cities and towns with racially divided business and 

residential areas, with poor areas having far less access to services and far higher population density than affluent areas. 

In addition, the structure of South Africa’s poor areas makes service delivery a challenge, resulting in rural areas being 

underserviced and underdeveloped. As a result, municipalities have adopted an Integrated Development Planning (IDP) 

method at a local level to plan future development in these disadvantaged communities [31]. 

IDP is a citizen participation program that aims to involve citizens within the municipality to find solutions for long-

term development [32]. The municipal IDP Committee has community representatives within these municipalities 

known as wards. Community representation is crucial for the department of provisional and local government in South 

Africa, but the current representation does not reflect the community accurately. For example, representatives in these 

committee meetings are often members of a higher income bracket within the community and do not represent the lower-

income groups [33]. 

Department of Provincial and Local Government [32] developed a 5-phase process to develop the IDP. Firstly, an 

analysis is conducted to collect information on the current conditions in the municipality. Problems faced by people in 

the municipality and the cause of these problems are identified and prioritised as well as identifying the allocated 

resources for solving these problems. Secondly, strategies are developed to find solutions to these problems by 

developing a vision, defining the objectives and identifying the best methods for achieving these objectives. Thirdly, 

municipalities design projects based on the methods obtained from the strategy phase. Finally, targets and Key 

Performance Indicators (KPIs) are established for each project to monitor its success. In the fourth phase, all projects 

and development plans are integrated as these projects cover a broad spectrum of issues from poverty alleviation to 

healthcare. Finally, the IDP needs to be approved by the council for adoption. The council can also publish a draft IDP 

for public comment, but the council does not commit to acting on the public’s comments. 

Although local municipalities have fiscal decentralisation, where different levels of the government have mobility from 

one another, the autonomy and financial freedom of local government are still limited [30]. This is especially true in 

poorer communities, as donors are more interested in investing in affluent areas, and the communities are too poor to 

collect their own revenue through taxes. 

Current participatory processes are facilitated at the mayor’s office, exposing the processes to possible political 
interference. Participatory processes can be structured to exclude certain people from actively engaging [34], and it 

poses a high risk in South Africa, where there are 11 official languages. The participatory processes can exclude people 

by hosting public deliberations in selected languages. Leduka [35] highlighted the risk that contracting companies might 

manipulate participatory processes to favour their business interests and disregard the actual needs of the communities. 

South Africa’s high level of inequality has resulted in many citizens lacking the education necessary to understand how 
they can engage with the government [36]. Access to this information is also limited, preventing the empowerment of 

citizens [30]. In addition to this, most of South Africa’s ward councillors lack the knowledge and means to inform their 
citizens of citizen participation processes. According to ward councillors’ statistics, South Africa has four hundred and 
sixty-seven ward councillors [37]. 

Citizen participation does not end once budgeting decisions have been made; municipal representatives oversee these 

projects or risk not meeting requirements. Unfortunately, municipal representatives often lack accountability and tend 

to disregard the oversight of community projects. Issues are only discovered once these projects have been implemented, 

leading to a waste of limited resources [30]. 

2.3  Challenges of Citizen Participation in South Africa 

South Africa is no exception, and given its economic and political history, it has its challenges regarding citizen 

participation implementation [1]. Although local municipalities have fiscal decentralisation, the financial freedom of 

local governments is still limited. This is especially true in poorer communities, as donors are more interested in 

investing their money into affluent areas, and the communities are too poor to collect their revenue through taxes.  

Current participatory processes are facilitated at the mayor’s office, exposing the processes to possible political 

interference. Participatory processes can be structured to exclude certain people from actively engaging in them [34]. 

This poses a high risk in South Africa, where there are 11 official languages, and participatory processes can exclude a 

group of people by hosting public deliberations in select languages. Leduka [35] highlighted the risk that contracting 

companies might manipulate participatory processes to favour their business interests and disregard the actual needs of 

the communities.  

South Africa’s high level of inequality has resulted in many citizens lacking the education necessary to understand how 
they can engage with the government. Access to this information is also limited, preventing the empowerment of citizens 

[30]. In addition to this, most of South Africa’s ward councillors lack the knowledge and means to inform their citizens 
of citizen participation processes.  
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Citizen participation does not end once budgeting decisions have been made; they require municipal representatives to 

oversee the implementation of these projects, or else they risk not meeting requirements. Unfortunately, municipal 

representatives often lack accountability and tend to disregard the oversight of community projects. As a result, issues 

are only discovered once these projects have been implemented, leading to a waste of limited resources [30]. 

2.4   e-Participation Platforms for Citizen participation 

Digital or e-Platforms for citizen participation are recognised as essential tools that enable citizens to participate in 

decision-making processes [38]. About 51 e-participation platforms were in use in January 2020, and participatory 

budgeting is the most utilised in the e-platform [39]. These platforms allow citizens to have a voice in the service 

delivery and reach a wider audience, providing broader opportunities for engagement and collaboration [40,41]. There 

are distinct types and categories of e-participation platforms, formal and informal. The focus of the study is on the 

platforms developed by the government to engage with the citizens to influence policies at the national and local levels, 

referred to as formal e-participation platforms. Over the years, e-participation platforms have transformed how citizens 

interact with private and public organisations [42]. The GovChat platform is an example of a formal e-participation 

platform, an initiative of the government of South Africa. Although some of the e-participation platforms have been a 

success, others have failed. Some of the reasons for the failure of e-platforms include stakeholders’ dissatisfaction and 

lack of innovation and support [43]. 

e-Participation platforms for citizen participation can serve as both Citizen-to-Government (C2G) and Government-to-

Citizen (G2C). C2G e-platforms aim to provide citizens with a platform to share, collaborate and disseminate 

information [44,45]. A C2G e-platform further allows citizens to engage with public administrators by sending direct 

messages and discussing public initiatives [43]. G2C e-platforms, on the other hand, offer the citizens diversity of 

information and services online and enhance the relationship between government and citizens. These services include 

payments of city utilities and applications for grants and facilities [43]. Table 2 shows some e-participation platforms 

for citizen participation and governance. 

Table 2. List of some of the e-participation platforms, types, and the countries of origin [40,44,46] 

Country e-Participation Platform Platform type 

City of Reykjavík, Iceland Better Reikjavik C2G, G2C 

UK Fix My Street C2G, G2C 

France, Paris Madame la Maire, J´ai un idée C2G, G2C 

USA, Boston New Urban Mechanics  C2G, G2C 

Kenya Ushahidi C2G 

South Africa GovChat C2G, G2C 

Indonesia, Jakarta city Qlue MyCity C2G, G2C 

 

The city of Jakarta, for instance, uses the Olue MyCity to identify issues and problems the city is facing. This mobile 

application allows citizens to report, among other things, clogged drains, waste disposal issues, damaged streetlights 

and roads and floods. The government then responds to the problems reported [40]. City-as-a-Platform (CaaP) is 

considered an emerging form of open governance for urban areas that facilitate collaboration between different actors 

in society [45]. They proposed four main categories of CaaP, 1) Low G2C–low C2G, where the government’s role is 
limited to providing and making information available to the citizen online. 2) Average G2C–average C2G. In this 

category, the platform serves to consult and aid the government in decision-making. There is a high level of interaction 

in this category. 3) Medium G2C–high C2G; these platforms have a high level of interaction and allow for the 

organisation of virtual events such as workshops. 4) High G2C—high C2G allows high-level interaction and software 

applications with Application Programming Interface [45]. 

 

2.5  GovChat Platform 

The GovChat is a Citizen-Government engagement platform to improve governance, transparency, and accountability 

by providing a platform for citizens to assess service levels. The platform was launched in October 2018. The primary 

focus of the GovChat is on local government engagement [47]. The platform empowers South Africans to participate in 

the betterment of the lives of all citizens. The platform allows citizens to rate and report government facilities and 

services [48]. Citizens can also apply for social grants and log a service delivery request using the GovChat, allowing 

responsible ward councillors to get involved quickly. 
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Citizens can use WhatsApp, Messenger, or desktop applications to select services or rate services experienced and 

facilities. The location functionality on the platform allows citizens to choose the address where the issue to be addressed 

is located. However, the platform requires users to have the basic computer knowledge to navigate through. For Citizens 

to use the platform, they need to have access to the internet. Citizens with feature phones can submit service requests 

through an Unstructured Supplementary Service Data (USSD) code. Currently, the GovChat platform offers three 

features for the users: Rating and reporting facilities, submitting service requests, and making donations to the 

community [46]. These features are still relatively limited but appear to be the start of what GovChat has planned for 

the citizens of South Africa [46]. The GovChat has the potential to play a vital intermediary between the municipality 

and the citizens and mitigate challenges to citizen participation. In addition, it has the potential to increase citizens’ 
knowledge of current information in the municipality. Furthermore, it also has the potential to increase public trust 

through the transparency of information. Figure 1 shows a sample of the GovChat application. 

 
Figure 1. The GovChat Platform [46] 

3. Theoretical Framework  

The limited use of e-Participation platforms provides the basis for the study. Subsequently, we employed the Capability 

Approach (CA) to investigate the phenomenon. The CA was developed by an economist Amartya Sen in the 1980s. The 

theory is prominently used in developmental studies, political science, and philosophy and has gained popularity in 

Information Systems and Information and Communication Technology for Development (ICT4D) studies [49,50]. CA 

is a normative framework that is used to conceptualise notions of inequality, poverty, and well-being. The theory focuses 

on what people are capable of (capability) and can be (freedom) based on the resources available [50]. The central 

concept of the framework is its ability to determine what people are effectively able to do and be, taking into account 

the goods and resources they have access to achieve the life they value. According to the approach, having goods or 

resources is not enough to imply well-being; rather, it is how people effectively use the goods and resources to achieve 

the life they value. In our study, the GovChat platform is said to improve citizen participation to enhance their capability 

by engaging with the government authorities to lead the life they value through means of development and improved 

service delivery. The theory allows us to understand the factors that affect the use of the commodity; in this case, we 

imply the commodity as a GovChat platform.  

3.1 Capabilities and Functionings 

Capabilities and functionings are at the center of the CA. Although the two concepts are related, they have different 

meanings. An individual’s capability can be compared to opportunities open to an individual [52]. The Capability set is 

made up of potential functionings and opportunity freedom. Functionings, in contrast, refer to potential or attainment 

[52,53] and are associated with various aspects of lifestyle. Functionings consist of “beings and doings” and can be 
considered a group of interconnected functionings. These can include people’s well-being, happiness, a decent job, self-

respect, safety, and being calm.  

3.2  Well-being and Agency 

Well-being evaluates an individual’s ‘wellness’, which is a persons’ state of being [54]. The achievements of well-being 

are measured in functionings, whiles the well-being of freedom is shown in the person’s capability set. On the other 
hand, an agency is the ability for a person to act on the things they value. Personal values and circumstances play a vital 

role in choosing from their available opportunities. Whether or not an individual can choose from the opportunities 

presented to improve their value is usually tied down to their circumstances and their values. 
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3.3  Conversion Factors 

Goods and resources are referred to as a commodity. In this study, the GovChat is the commodity that enables citizen 

participation to achieve the landscape they desire. Freedom is defined as opportunities that people have to live a life of 

value to them [55,56]. Freedoms are the actual possibilities for citizens who utilise the GovChat to participate in decision 

making. However, conversion factors influence individuals in generating the capabilities of the commodities. The 

conversion factors refer to factors that affect individuals expanding their capability [49]. The conversion factors can be 

categorised as personal, social, and environmental. Personal factors (such as gender and age) can influence whether and 

how an individual utilises the commodity to achieve functionings. For example, the level of education may affect how 

an individual uses a mobile phone to engage with the government. The social factors may include: 

− Social institutions (power relations, public policies, institutions). For instance, social arrangements within 

developing countries of having more citizens in the urban area owning more mobile phones than in rural areas 

create consequences for e-participation in a democratic setting [57]. 

− Social norms (rules, behaviours and values). South Africa has a history of apartheid which may still be 

embedded in their values and norms; for instance, participation in government decisions may not be actively 

participated due to the apartheid era [58,59]. 

Environmental factors such as technical support, infrastructures, electricity, telecommunications, and resources can also 

influence converting commodities into functionings. For instance, network coverage or electricity supply [60] may pose 

a challenge for citizens to use e-participation platforms in developing countries.  

3.4  Operationalising Capability Approach in the study  

Table 3 depicts the Capability Approach concepts and their relationship in the use of GovChat to influence citizen 

participation. 

Table 3. Capability Approach Concepts 

Concept Description 

Commodity GovChat and its relevance to Citizen Participation 

Conversion Factors Personal factors e.g., Information and Communication Technology 

(ICT) literacy and skills affordability  

Environmental factors e.g., Affordability of ICT and ICT infrastructure 

Social factors e.g., social institutions, social norms, and public policies 

Agents Citizens 

Capabilities Citizens’ capabilities to use the GovChat are influenced by their well-
being, such as training and skills, technology, etc. 

 

4. Research Methodology  

This study adopted an interpretivism research philosophy that has integrated human interest in the study [61]. The study 

required user experiences and sought to understand the fundamental meanings that underlie the social world by analysing 

the data obtained through interviews and observations. Interpretivism research philosophy requires data to be collected 

through a naturalistic approach where interviews and observations are the primary sources of data [61]. This has led to 

meanings and themes emerging from the study towards the end of the data analysis process. A qualitative research 

approach was employed for this study because it provides a deeper understanding of the phenomenon. The purpose of 

the study is exploratory in nature, as the aim of this study is to not just describe and portray GovChat’s current role in 
municipal government but rather seek factors affecting the use of the GovChat platform for citizen participation. The 

approach to theory in this study was deductive. 

The study focused on service delivery in the context of Cape Town, South Africa, through citizen participation at the 

local municipal level. The city of Cape Town was selected because it is the first city in South Africa to launch the 

GovChat. For this reason, the target population was Cape Town citizens. There are 30 local councils in the Western 

Cape, including Cape Town. The city of Cape Town constitutes a hundred and sixteen ward councillors [37]. We drew 

a sample of 30 respondents consisting of five ward councillors representing the municipality and 25 ordinary citizens. 

The ordinary citizens were coded as ’Citizen Participant X’ and ’Ward X’, representing ward councillors. The ordinary 

citizens were youth aged 16 to 35. This age group are more inclined to use a mobile device for citizen participation than 

the older generation [62] and mobile applications such as Whatsapp and messenger. The sample was limited to those 

who spoke either English or Afrikaans. The reasons for limiting the selection to English and Afrikaans speaking groups 

is because it is the most spoken language by the selected age group. 
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Furthermore, the researcher also considered the convenience of conducting the interviews since the researcher was fluent 

in these two languages. The citizens selected for the investigation are those currently active and those not active in the 

decision-making processes at Cape Town municipality. The study commenced on March 28, 2019 and ended on 

September 20, 2019. Table 4 summarises the criterion we used to select the participants in the study. 

Table 4. Summary of the criterion used to select the participants 

Criteria Description 

Citizens Ordinary citizens that reside in Cape Town municipality 

Ward Councillors Local councillors in Western Cape 

Age Ordinary citizens aged 16 to 35 

Gender Male and Female 

Language Those fluent in English or Afrikaans 

Digital Skills None required 

 

The case study on the GovChat platform for citizens draws on primary data collected through semi-structured interviews 

and document analysis. We conducted semi-structured interviews with ward councillors and ordinary citizens. A range 

of documents and literature on e-platforms for citizen participation and the GovChat website were reviewed to 

understand the platforms better. The data collected was then analysed using thematic analysis, where themes from the 

data were identified, analysed and documented. We highlighted differences and similarities across the data and gained 

insights into the phenomenon. The first approach was to identify themes. We followed D’Andrade’s technique of 
highlighting repeated words which was achieved by running NVivo’s built-in word frequency query. We also applied 

the constant comparison method, where a line-by-line analysis was conducted to understand each line of the transcribed 

interviews within the context of the study and compare each line to other lines in the data.  

Participation was voluntary, and all participants’ identities were kept confidential. Interviews were voice recorded after 
gaining verbal consent from participants. The recordings are stored in a safe location for transcription purposes. Ethical 

clearance and approval to conduct the study was granted by the University of Cape Town’s Ethics Committee to ensure 
that the research complies with the code of ethics prescribed by the university. 

5. Analysis and Findings  

The citizens were aware of the GovChat platform on its benefits to facilitate citizen participation. However, despite the 

citizens using the GovChat platform, it has contributed to low uptake due to inadequate service delivery. In addition, 

the analysis conducted showed that several factors also contribute to the low usage of the GovChat platform, and these 

factors have been grouped into personal, environmental, and social factors. Despite several factors affecting the use of 

the GovChat platform, the platform also provided capabilities that the citizens could achieve participation, which has 

been categorised in the capabilities and the functionings section. Table 5 summarises the conversation factors affecting 

the use of the GovChat platform and its related capabilities and functionings. 

  

Table 5. Conversion Factors and Capabilities of the GovChat Platform 

Commodity Agent Conversion Factor Capabilities and Functionings 

GovChat Platform Citizens 

 

 

Personal Factors 

- Limited technical skills 

from the citizens. 

 

- Limited to citizens with 

reading and writing skills. 

 

- Social inequalities 

 

- Provides citizens access to 

essential information. 

 

- Allows citizens to access 

social grant services, 

municipality services, 

gender-based violence 

services, corruption services, 

etc. 

 

- Accessible at the citizens’ 
convenience  

Environmental Factors 

- Affordability of ICT e.g., 

Mobile phones, 

connectivity and personal 

computers. 

 

- Electricity supply 

Social Factors 
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- Mobile victimisation when 

using the platform. 

 

- Preference to verbal 

communication. 

 

5.1 Capabilities and Functionings 

Our analysis identified the capabilities and functionings the GovChat platform provided for the citizens. First, the 

GovChat provides essential information to the citizens on services offered by the government, such as social grants, 

municipality, gender-based violence, school and corruption, which would have been far-fetched to access by ordinary 

citizens. The platform was convenient as the citizens would voice their concerns at any place and time using either their 

mobile phones or computers since they do not have to travel long distances to access these services but only had to log 

into the platform and participate. However, connectivity remains expensive for many citizens in Cape Town due to the 

high unemployment rate. The affordability of mobile connectivity in South Africa was 51.72% as of January 2021, 

according to the Digital 2021 report for South Africa. An indication that many South African can hardly afford the 

connectivity devices and services necessary to use the GovChat platform.  

GovChat creates an effortless way for citizens to interact, as you can use it whenever and wherever you want, 

being that it’s on a mobile device. Less effort is required to access the GovChat platform. Therefore, we as 

citizens should be able to contribute to the development of our communities. Before the GovChat platform was 

created, we never felt as though we mattered, but now we feel like part of our community. [Citizen Participant 

7] 

 

The second factor was the potential for the citizens to voice their concerns. This finding is on par with Danielle and 

Masilela [48] as they stated that the platform allowed the government to obtain citizen feedback on problems, 

alternatives, and decisions. Citizens can track their reported requests and rate government facilities. Citizens can log 

requests for municipal services and report corruption activities, gender-based violence and bullying in schools. This 

provides the city of Cape Town with critical information on the needs and services required by the citizens. At the same 

time, the GovChat platform empowers and improves the lives of the citizens of Cape Town [48]. One of the citizens 

also highlighted that they feel their voice is being heard and their grievances attended to.  

This GovChat platform works perfectly. That seems to be the purpose of GovChat; you log a problem, and you 

get your concerns resolved without having to stand in long queues. Now I can even book my medical assessment 

using the GovChat. [Ward 2] 

In as much as the GovChat platform provided citizens with the voice to air out their concerns, 12 out of 25 ordinary 

citizens interviewed highlighted a lack of trust in the information they provided to the platform. They cited that some of 

the information is sensitive and could end up in the wrong hands. For instance, personal data and information on 

corruption activities, e.g., the contact details of the citizen requesting a service, are shared with the municipal 

department. As such, many citizens withheld their concerns. 

It’s great to have a platform where people can ask for assistance, seek services, and vent.  But what happens 

with this information? For instance, if I am to report on corruption in my area, I do not know whether the 

information that I have provided will also implicate me. [Citizen Participant 14] 

In addition, another participant also stated that: 

Since we are voicing our concerns to government officials, some may take it personally, and consequences may 

follow. Therefore, we are constrained on what to share because we are unsure how these officials will react, 

especially when the GovChat gets your details from WhatsApp or Facebook platform when using the tool. 

[Citizen Participant 17] 

5.2 Personal Factors 

Statistics have shown growth in the Mobile uptake in Cape Town and the entire country. It is estimated that 25.5 million 

internet users in South Africa use smartphones. However, this is less than half of the population [63]. Statista [63] 

projected that the number of smartphone users in South Africa will reach 26.3 million by 2023. This means that users 

of the GovChat platform will increase, but at the same time, it will widen the digital divide gap. 

The use of the GovChat requires citizens to have some basic technical skills in software applications. These would allow 

them to download the application on their mobile devices and update it when needed. Also, to be able to navigate and 

actively participate, e.g., logging a service delivery request and completing a report form. However, a portion of the 
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total population of Cape Town that lacks basic computer skills will be unable to utilise the GovChat platform fully. This 

contributes to the digital divide and a lack of inclusivity among those with no technical skills or computer literacy.  

Not everyone has the technical skills to navigate the platform. Especially for the elderly who might have 

problems navigating through the GovChat platform and need assistance in navigating through the platform 

compared to the youths but there is support available [Ward 5] 

While technical skill is essential for citizens to use the GovChat platform, many participants felt that the GovChat 

platform was mainly for those who knew how to read and write English. The majority of the citizens in South Africa 

speaks indigenous languages. isiXhosa, Afrikaans and Setswana are the most spoken languages in the Eastern, Northern 

and Western Cape. In the Western Cape, 49.7% speak Afrikaans, 24.7% isiXhosa, and 20.3% speak English, 

respectively [64]. The developers assumed that all citizens were fluent in English when creating the platform. Therefore, 

it limited the participation of all citizens from all classes of society.  

It was easier for me to navigate the platform and read all the information, but it was challenging for someone 

who did not read and write. They need to create a platform that includes all languages; otherwise, only a few 

of us will participate. [Citizen Participant 22] 

5.3 Environmental Factors 

Like in many developing countries, affordability of ICT such as mobile phones, personal computers and connectivity is 

still a challenge. Many citizens cannot afford to own a mobile phone, personal computer and internet. The finding is on 

par with Bisimwa, Brown and Johnson's [65] study that found that the cost of purchase of mobile phones, airtime, 

internet bandwidth, and repair hindered the use of mobile phones in South Africa.  

An economic barrier would be the fact that you need to have a cellphone to use GovChat and would require 

data to use WhatsApp. The challenge is that not everyone in cape town can afford to buy a mobile phone to use 

the platform. As for me, I can afford to buy a mobile phone, and I also use my personal laptop. The concern is 

that not every citizen in Cape Town municipality has the same economic standing, making it challenging to 

harness the platform. [Ward 3] 

South Africa has been experiencing loadsheddings or power cuts over the past years. The city of Cape Town was no 

exception. This has contributed to the disruption of economic activities, leaving many citizens frustrated. The power 

cuts are attributed to the increasing demand and dilapidated infrastructure which often needs repair. This has negatively 

affected the use of electronic devices and the use of e-participation platforms such as the GovChat due to the frequent 

power outage. 

Loadshedding is a huge concern in Cape Town and the entire South Africa. It has affected how, and when to 

use our gadgets. When there is power outage, we use our mobile phones sparingly and avoid using applications 

that consume a lot of power on our phones. During that time, there is limitation on the activities performed on 

our phone such as sending a request or reporting a problem on the GovChat platform. [Citizen Participant 25] 

5.4 Social Factors 

GovChat platform creates room for victimisation, whereby councillors and colleagues can easily identify and victimise 

citizens that frequently complain about poor service delivery. Additionally, citizens have a negative attitude towards the 

use of GovChat as they feel that their complaints, contributions and requests are often not attended to or taken into 

consideration. Thus, they perceive the platform as of less value to them. 

I have a concern that our requests are not being taken into account. You don’t know where your information 

is going. There is a grey area between making a service request and seeing the results of this request. [Citizen 

Participant 4] 

Most citizens prefer verbal communication as they feel their concerns are being heard rather than communicating on a 

platform where they are unsure whether the officials read their request. In addition, the citizens uphold their cultural 

norms and values as they are accustomed to dialogue. Although the citizens preferred verbal communication, they felt 

that the platform allowed them to speak out without fear of being criticised by the officials.    

Through the lens of Hofstede’s cultural dimensions, South Africa, as a collectivist society, requires a platform and 

instruments to express their opinions, feelings, and concerns using online platforms [66]. Also, to offer them 

opportunities to interact. Therefore, the GovChat lacks interactive functionalities and does not optimally fulfil a 

collectivist society’s needs. 
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6. Conclusion   

More studies are examining how ICTs can facilitate citizen participation to respond to citizens’ demands through e-

participation platforms. Our study contributes to e-Participation platforms’ literature by seeking to understand factors 

affecting the use of e-participation platforms by the citizen. The context of the study is the use of the GovChat platform 

by citizens of Cape Town. Although existing literature discusses the importance of citizen participation, there is paucity 

of literature that focuses on e-Platforms for citizen participation, specifically in developing countries. e-Participation 

platforms lay a significant role in the decision-making process at all levels of the government, national and local. 

Thereby enhancing the living standards of the citizens through better service delivery.  

The study contributes to theory by utilising the Capability Approach framework to understand the factors that affect the 

citizens in using the e-participation platforms. The theory showed that personal, social, and environmental factors affect 

the citizens of Cape Town municipality use of the GovChat platform. Our study demonstrated that personal factors such 

as basic technical skills, language and support negatively affect citizens’ use of the e-participation platforms. 

Availability of support to citizens during the use of the GovChat platforms can help encourage citizens to continue using 

the platform. Additionally, including a functionality that allows users to translate or change to other widely spoken local 

languages promotes inclusivity. 

The study also points to environmental factors such as affordability of ICT devices such as mobile phones and personal 

computers and connectivity. These devices are enablers of e-participation and until most of the citizens can afford them, 

they will not be able to participate in decision-making processes. South Africa is one of the countries with high 

unemployment rates in the world. This means that fewer people can afford communication devices such as mobile 

phones, personal computers and internet to use the GovChat platform. 

On social factors, the study observed that e-participation platforms such as the GovChat may lead to victimisation of 

the users. The GovChat requires the contact number of the user when logging in and the address or location when 

reporting cyberbullying or corruption activities. This information is shared with the municipal department and as such, 

the user can be easily identified which can put the life of the user at risk. The lack of anonymity of the users can adversely 

affect the use of the GovChat platform because of trust and confidentiality issues. Furthermore, although citizens can 

track their reported requests, they do not receive feedback from the municipality. This discourages the use of the 

GovChat platform as citizens feel that their grievances are not attended to. Designing the GovChat in such a way that it 

is interactive would instill users’ confidence.  

This study contributes to practice by understanding how and what affects the use of e-platforms for citizen participation. 

Knowledge and understanding on the use of e-participation platforms would aid developers to develop better e-platforms 

that are inclusive and that encourage citizens participation.  

Lastly, we acknowledged that the study has limitations as the sample was drawn from the population of the city of Cape 

Town which may have influenced the findings. We suggest that future studies be conducted using a sample from another 

city or municipality and compare the findings. 
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