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Chapter 1
Introduction

Georg Aichholzer, Herbert Kubicek and Lourdes Torres

Abstract  This book presents the results of a 3-year international research coopera-
tion on concepts and methods to improve the evaluation of e-participation in the 
area of sustainable development and climate protection.

1.1 � How It Began

In November 2007, the European Science Foundation (ESF) invited scholars from 
all over Europe to a research conference entitled “Electronic Democracy—Achieve-
ments and Challenges” held in a former monastery in Vadstena, Sweden. Under 
the moderation of Herbert Kubicek about 40 researchers, well known seniors and 
young PhD students, tried for 3 days to identify the theoretical and methodologi-
cal challenges for the future research agenda in different subareas of e-democracy, 
for example, e-consultation, e-petitioning, e-movements, e-voting, and more. They 
agreed that the biggest challenge in all of these fields is the evaluation of the deploy-
ment, use, and impact of the new electronic tools in their respective context.1

The biggest barrier to valid assessment is the lack of comparability in existing 
research, which is mostly case oriented, providing a set of highly heterogeneous 
cases. There is a need for international and interdisciplinary comparative empirical 

1  See the conference report by Herbert Kubicek at http://www.ifib.de/publikationsdateien/ESF_e-
democracy_Report_2008.pdf and the press release by the ESF www.esf.org/hosting-experts/scien-
tific-review-groups/social-sciences-soc/news/ext-news-singleview/article/edemocracy-research-
requires-all-inclusive-approach-esf-conference-told-397.html. Accessed July 27, 2015.
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research. As the effects of electronic tools are highly dependent on their context, it 
is necessary to compare similar tools in a similar context in order to detect success 
factors. Success can only be assessed and success factors can only be identified by 
comparing a number of cases with the same kind of participation on the same sub-
ject and by the same target group of participants.

The ESF offers the format of European Cooperation Research Projects (ECRP) 
for this kind of research under a two-step review process and with particular support 
for the cooperation between research teams from at least three different countries. It 
was during the conference that four researchers from Austria, Denmark, Germany, 
and the UK sat down together and started a discussion on what such a research 
cooperation might look like. We agreed that we were most interested in evaluat-
ing government-initiated processes of citizen consultation and collaboration. From 
previous research on this kind of participation, we knew that a salient issue and 
personal concern are the most important success factors for reaching a large number 
of participants. As this discussion coincided with the preparation of the UN Climate 
Change Conference in Copenhagen, we agreed that climate protection is an appro-
priate subject of individual concern and, at the same time, of European significance. 
In addition, the subject of fighting climate change has a methodological advantage 
because it allows the comparison of the impact of participation in a quantitative way 
via the measurement of the CO2 reduction achieved2.

We also felt that the four of us only covered the northwest of Europe and that we 
should get a partner from Southern Europe on board. We invited the research team at 
the University of Saragossa, Spain, to join us and they accepted. The group of six se-
nior researchers, Georg Aichholzer (AT), Jens Hoff (DK), Herbert Kubicek (DE), Ann 
Macintosh (UK), and Lourdes Torres and Vicente Pina (ES) not only represented dif-
ferent countries but also different disciplines, and thereby permitted a comprehensive 
and interdisciplinary concept of evaluation. We met several times in order to elaborate 
a coordinated research plan for an ECRP, which was submitted to the ESF in April 
2008. The official title is “Comparative Assessment of E-Participation in the Context 
of Sustainable Development and Climate Change.” For outside communication we 
chose “e2democracy,” meaning “electronic environmental democracy.”

1.2 � The Set Up

In order to assess the impact of electronic tools a quasi-experimental design seemed 
necessary, in which one group of citizens participated by traditional means (face-
to-face, telephone, and mail) and a second group via the Internet. There should be 
more than only one project of this kind in each participating country. We agreed to 
find three local communities of different sizes in each of the participating countries. 
For the acquisition of cooperating local communities, the signatories of the Aalborg 

2  In this book we use the terms  carbon dioxide (CO2 ) and carbon dioxide equivalents (CO2e ) 
interchangeably.
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Commitments3 were considered to be the most promising, as they had committed 
themselves to having their citizens participate in the efforts of CO2 reduction and 
to providing a regular monitoring. However, several of the signatories did not wel-
come the offer of a free evaluation of their activities and a complementary contribu-
tion to their monitoring, and it took some time for letters of intent to be included in 
an application for funding.

The joint application successfully passed the review process by the ESF, but an 
additional review by the national research funding organizations is necessary for 
the funding of each team. While the Austrian, German, and Spanish agencies; the 
Austrian Science Fund (Der Wissenschaftsfonds—FWF); The Deutsche Forschun-
gsgemeinschaft—DFG; and the Ministry of Science and Innovation (Ministerio de 
Ciencia e Innovación) in Spain approved the funding, the Danish and the British 
agencies did not. Therefore, the remaining three teams had to take over the tasks 
assigned to the two excluded teams.

When the national research teams were established and the local communities 
which had provided letters of intent were informed, some were not willing or able to 
provide the necessary personal support for carrying out the project. In Germany, in 
particular, it turned out that the three cities which had signed the Aalborg Commit-
ments and letters of intent to participate in the project had not conducted any kind 
of citizen participation in their initiatives against climate change, or any systematic 
monitoring including private households. Consequently, they were not able to raise 
the resources for setting up participation processes with their existing budgets or 
were afraid that they would not succeed in recruiting the desired number of 400 
panelists. So, the search for participating communities had to start all over again. In 
Spain, the cities of Saragossa and Pamplona immediately upheld their commitment 
to the project. The third local administration which had signed a letter of intent, the 
Provincial Government of Biscay, was more interested in issues of water supply 
rather than CO2 reduction when planning the details. The research team was willing 
to follow this priority but the results would not have been comparable. In Austria, 
an active involvement materialized for two of the contacts which had signed letters 
of intent to participate in the e2democracy (e2d) project. In the case of Bregenz, the 
definite agreement came about immediately, and in the case of Styria three regions 
had been considered for participation by the Regional Development Agency Styria4 
(southeastern Styria, Schladming, and Mariazeller Land); the decision was finally 
made in favor of the latter within a rather short time span. Negotiations with our 
original third candidate, the city of Vienna, extended over several weeks, starting 
with the Local Agenda 21 Office which finally found it would be more appropriate 
the project be hosted by the city’s Climate Protection Coordination Office. After 
several meetings of scoping the fit with the Coordination Office’s strategies and 
activities it finally became clear that they preferred to pursue alternative formats of 
citizen participation and advice in energy efficiency as opposed to joining the e2d 
project. Initial attempts to continue the search for interested alternative candidate 

3  See http://www.sustainablecities.eu/aalborg-process/commitments. Accessed July, 28, 2015
4  See http://www.landentwicklung-steiermark.at/. Accessed July, 28, 2015


