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fail to take account of concerns and issues that are important to



T ere are a number of pitfalls around manipulation online, such

as the large-scale manipulation of opinion (‘astro-turfng’, where
paid reviewers masquerade as ordinary citizens providing online
‘opinions’), and the steering of people’s behaviour by particular
interest groups. Democratic engagement through digital means will
need to be alert to these possibilities. In the case of e-voting, voting
mechanisms must be demonstrably secure but also transparent to
ordinary citizens, in order to ensure trust in the system.

Accuracy of data and accessibility of content

Tere is an inherent trade-of between access to data and the
accessibility of content — there is a risk that making content
available in a form that is useful and accessible may bias the data
because assumptions are made about what people would fnd

useful when publishing content. T ere are, however, examples from
NGO:s in diferent countries who have managed this successfully;
working with civil society partners may help to develop trustworthy
platforms and tools. e concern is not so much about ensuring

a perfect neutrality of data, but ensuring transparency in how it is
created and provided so that any inadvertent bias is clear.

Furthermore, it is also important to maintain transparency in the
role of data (generated by people’s actions) for digital democracy.
ere is likely to be advantage in increased use of data technologies
and analytics for targeting voter engagement. One example
of this is the Big Data campaigning used in the 2012 Obama
election campaign to create complex profles of localities and of
individual voters’ attitudinal beliefs, core values and concerns.
However, targeting voters in this way without public consultation is
problematic. Focusing data use policies on questions of importance
- where data is from, how data is used and what the ownership of
data constitutes for digital democracy - will help achieve democratic
digital engagements.

Ensuring realistic expectations

If more people use social media to get engaged in politics, there

is a risk of creating unrealistic expectations about what can be
achieved and thus causing frustration. It is important to distinguish
between using digital participation to enable citizens to have a
bigger role in agenda setting from what will necessarily be a limited
role in decision-making. One example of this is a crowd-sourcing
exercise run in Estonia regarding party funding regulations. is
was initially successful, with around 1,000 or more suggestions
posted online and then discussed at meeting of 300 randomly
chosen delegates. However, the Estonian Parliament then dismissed
or watered down the proposals for recommendations. e lack of
action following the national campaign generated public frustration
because of the mismanagement of expectations and the failure

of a decision-maker ‘champion” who could build on the exercise.
Overall, despite a promising start, this was a poor experience in
terms of the number of people engaged.

Exploiting existing digital technologies

Technological developments are happening regardless of what the
House of Commons does and they mean that the environment
where people make political decisions and the way in which
people participate has changed. It is important that democratic
institutions are present in the digital space and engaging in social
and information networks and digital settings. s is likely to be

more efective than creating new digital tools or platforms which
people may not use.

e Commission should recognise that digital democracy
movements (political movement organised in digital settings
and through social media) are already occurring. T e House
of Commons should therefore engage with successful existing
platforms as people will continue to use them. Whilst it is not
necessarily possible to ensure that these are fully democratic, nor
should they be ignored as platforms for engagement. Rather, it is
important to adopt a multi-pronged strategy. However, this should
not simply be a case of ‘piggybacking’ onto other platforms — there
needs to be careful consideration of how engagement might be
conducted, including of how the House of Commons and elected
representatives can respond to (as well as initiate) engagement
through digital means.

Whilst it may be a good thing for MPs to engage more through
digital routes, it shouldn't be mandatory to engage with platforms
such as Twitter and Facebook — these are private companies with
no democratic function. It is important to have transparency over
the rules of engagement on diferent digital platforms. It is also
important to understand the varied purposes of diferent types of
interaction and consider the ability or willingness of democratic
institutions and elected representatives to respond to popular input.

Successful digital tools for engagement

Social media and online activity can create active engagement that
can build into something more deliberative. e current online
petitions platform in the UK (run jointly by the Government and
the House of Commons) has proved to be popular and in some
cases has enabled real engagement that has delivered policy change.
T e data shows that a signifcant proportion of people come to the
petitions platform looking for something to sign, suggesting an
existing commitment to activism. Half of all signatories come from
Facebook to a specifc petition but then go to the homepage to
look for another petition to sign. e US provides another example
of a successful e-petitions platform: once the ‘We the People’ site
has collected a certain number of signatories the Government has
to provide an o cial response. Such a response to a petition for

the US to build a Death Star was the most-viewed item on White
House website and acted as a way to draw people into participation.

Petitions can thus provide advantages in terms of creating positive
expectations — the evidence suggests that people may go on to
engage in other ways. However, it is important to recognise the
limitations of a digital petitions platform — they work well but they
do involve only a binary choice (to sign or not sign). T ey do not
therefore in themselves provide an opportunity for sophisticated

or nuanced engagement or participation. Additionally, decision-
makers are not actively involved at this stage, so their impact can
be limited, although there is scope for decision-makers to become






