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The impact of the Internet on citizen

access to local elected officials

This article examines how elected officials’ interactions with neighborhood groups,
business interests, issue groups, and other stakeholders are shaped by their use of the
Internet and by characteristics of local e-government infrastructure. The study
utilizes data from a nationwide survey of local elected officials and from an analysis
of corresponding local government websites. Results show that Internet use is associ-
ated with a significant increase in contact with stakeholders and with increasingly
diverse types of communication partners, even after controlling for officials’ general
propensity to communicate. Both time spent on official duties and city size moderate
the iqﬂuence cyrlntemet use. However, local government web sites do not appear to
have a substantive influence on citizen’s participation in policy making.

Keywords e-democracy; Internet; civil society
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Scholars have been debating the democratic potential of networked computers
for more than a quarter of a century (Danziger et al. 1982). During this time,
local governments in the United States have invested considerable resources in
electronic government (e-government) initiatives (Klotz 2004; Brown &
Schelin 2005). Most US cities today have some type of e-government presence,
and the range and number of services offered continues to expand (West 2005).
Although specific goals vary, investments are frequently justified as a means of
increasing government transparency and accessibility (Fountain 2003; Thomas
& Streib 2003; Tolbert & Mossberger 2006). These optimistic expectations
have been fueled in part by the belief that networked computer technologies
have the potential to facilitate participation and promote ‘strong democracy’
more generally (Barber 1984; Dahl 1998; Owen 2006; Boulianne 2009).
Despite high hopes for e-government as a participatory platform and rapid
Internet diffusion and adoption, corresponding changes in the levels and forms
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of citizen participation and in political knowledge are modest (Davis 1999;
Margolis & Resnick 2000; Bimber 2003). The question we pose in this article
is whether there is evidence of change in local political processes associated with
the adoption of the Internet.

This research examines the role of the Internet in connecting authorities and
civil society at the local level from the perspective of elected government
officials. Our task is to more systematically establish whether increasing use of
Internet technologies by American municipalities is promoting interaction
between elected officials and stakeholders who have a vested interest in the
local policymaking process. The extant literature tends to focus on a technology’s
attributes to explain its political consequences. In contrast to these technology-
centered approaches, we suggest that it is also useful to look from the perspective
of a changing political system. Elected officials must navigate a communication
environment that is significantly more complex than that of just a decade ago
(Crozier 2007). Although new technologies do not translate into concrete
political outcomes, they supply new resources by which political actors
change the operation of the political system in fundamental ways. The ubiquitous
integration of new modes of communication — from email and text messaging to
blogging — into everyday life and work, contributes to a world in which
Americans conduct increasingly greater portions of their lives online. Likewise,
these technologies facilitate complex communication flows that have the
potential to redefine political communication.

Governance, the Internet, and the role of civil society

Castells (1989) famously declared cities to be a ‘space of flows’ as digital com-
munications technologies were used to create dense real-time networks linking
businesses, governments, organizations and individuals around the globe.
According to Castells (2000, 2009), these information flows profoundly shape
the politics of cities, even as cities shape these flows. This section proposes a fra-
mework for analyzing network-enabled political interactions from the perspec-
tive of locally elected officials. Linear models of governance (e.g. Almond &
Verba 1989[1963]; Svara 1990; deLeon 1999) have come under attack for
being overly simplified and too general. The approach, sometimes called the
“electoral chain of command” model of democracy’ (Denters & Rose 2005) pre-
sumes that policy outputs are democratically tied to citizens to the extent that
policies are determined by elected representatives. Given the low levels of elec-
toral participation in local government, however, issue-specific communication
flows are an important element in the policy process for two reasons. First,
from the perspective of officials inside the political system, these communi-
cations are necessary for good governance as the political system depends on
information flows for effective policy formulation and stakeholder cooperation
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(Crozier 2008). Second, they democratically connect citizens with policy outputs
in a way that extends beyond electoral institutions (Bang & Esmark 2009).

The Internet can play an important role in linking individuals and groups of
stakeholders outside the regime with political authorities, promoting a more com-
munication-centric vision of local governance. While information has always been
important to politics, Castells (2006) notes that today ‘politics is largely depen-
dent on the public space of socialized communication’ (p. 14), and by altering
this space, evolving communication technologies are transforming the political
process. Viewed from inside the political system, local elected officials’ patterns
of communication and information usage are at the heart of networked practices
of governance. If coalitions of actors inside and outside the government are central
to policy promulgation and implementation, then conduits of communication
and the information conveyed are the channels and the currency of exchange.
The Internet facilitates a networked form of governance by vastly increasing
information access and coordination between officials, groups, and individual
members of the political community (Castells 2006).

Scholars have debated at length whether the proliferation of digital
communications networks will open up the political system. Castells (2009)
celebrates the use of digital communication technologies as enabling ‘mass
self-broadcasting’” expanding the role of individuals in the political system.
Technology advocates suggest that this is probable thanks to reductions in infor-
mation and communication costs for new participants (e.g. Rogers et al. 1994;
Carroll et al. 2005). Internet users are often more politically informed, aided
by the ease of access to political information online (Norris 2001), and this in
turn motivates political participation (Tolbert & McNeal 2003). Additional
research has shown that younger cohorts are also more likely to participate
online than their offline counterparts (Muhlberger 2004; Jensen et al. 2007).

Critics contend, however, that new technologies are not likely to bring about
changes that challenge the interests of political elites or established institutions
(Dutton & Guthrie 1991; Davis 1999; Danziger & Anderson 2002; Jensen
et al. 2007). Even to the extent that the Internet facilitates access to political
information, it primarily benefits the politically interested because it makes
inadvertent exposure to political information less likely (Prior 2007). Some
take the argument further, claiming that online communications deepen political
inequalities, favoring those who are already politically privileged (Warschauer
2003; Hindman 2009). As it becomes easier to communicate with high-status
individuals, exchanges with less desirable communication partners may fall off
(for more on this idea, see Rosenblat & Mobius 2004; Van Alstyne & Brynjolfs-
son 2005), implying that the Internet could ultimately serve to concentrate
power among political elites rather than to decentralize decision making. Fur-
thermore, Coleman and Blumler (2009) note that even at the local level policy-
makers tend to be ambivalent about the role of citizens in policymaking — a view
that often perpetuates citizen skepticism and frustration.
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Outside of institutionalized online deliberative forums, however, groups of
individuals are making use of digital communication technologies to organize
public campaigns. Despite his skepticism regarding participatory inclusion at
the individual level, Bruce Bimber finds evidence of a ‘revolution in the
middle’ as there has been an explosion in the use of digital media by stakeholders
and interest groups with increasingly aggressive communications strategies
(Bimber 2003, pp. 229—230). Digital communication technologies facilitate
the emergence of new organizational forms for interest groups and stakeholder
mobilization (Chadwick 2007). While there may not be a democratic revolution
amongst the mass of the political community, the use of digital media could
create new opportunities for politically interested individuals to engage the
policy process.

Expanding policy making engagement via the Internet

Although trends have been modest, the Internet does promote political
communication. Research suggests that Internet use is associated with a small
upswing in political participation among citizens in the United States and
around the globe (Jennings & Zeitner 2003; Weber et al. 2003; Norris 2005;
Shah et al. 2005; Boulianne 2009) and that this change is statistically significant
even after controlling for many other likely explanatory factors (Kenski & Stroud
2006). More limited empirical evidence also suggests that local officials are wit-
nessing the effects of increasing stakeholder participation. For instance, in 2002
nearly four in five (79 percent) elected officials reported that their constituents
had contacted them online, and one quarter (25 percent) received email on a
daily basis (Larsen & Rainie 2002). This number has likely grown in the inter-
vening years since there are now more Americans online than ever before
(Pew Internet & American Life Project 2009). Furthermore, both state and
national-level data suggest that online communication is a significant mode of
citizen-initiated communication with local governments (Thomas & Streib
2003; Jensen et al. 2007). Thus, we predict that (HI) the more elected officials
rely on the Internet in their course of duties, the more extensive their contact with stake-
holders and stakeholder groups will be.

In some cases, however, the Internet simply provides alternative conduits
over which prior relationships between elected officials and stakeholders can
be maintained and, potentially, strengthened (Kraemer & King 2003). For
example, local officials might use new communication technologies to expand
their interactions with political elites, which could displace input from other
constituents thus producing further cyber-balkanization. But given the increas-
ingly large and diverse population of citizens who are politically active online
(Muhlberger 2004; Kenski & Stroud 2006; Jensen et al. 2007), increasing
citizen contact could translate into more diverse stakeholder contact. It is
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unclear which pattern will dominate, so we offer a pair of alternative hypotheses.
Either (H2a) the more elected officials rely on the Internet in their course of duties, the
more diverse their contact with stakeholders and stakeholder groups will be, or (H2b) the
more elected officials rely on the Internet in their course of duties, the less diverse their
contact with stakeholders and stakeholder groups will be.

The assertion that use of the Internet will be associated with greater stake-
holder input in the political process can be fine tuned by examining the influence
of several moderating variables. We consider two variables here: time spent on
official duties and the size of the municipality. First, if we are correct that Inter-
net technologies facilitate stakeholder contact in general, then these technologies
should have the largest impact among officials who spend the most time working
in their elective capacity. Thus, we predict that (H3a) elected officials use of the
Internet will promote more contact with stakeholders and stakeholder groups the more
hours they spend on their official duties. Second, we suggest that the influence of
Internet use will be greater in smaller cities than in large ones. Elected officials
working in large cities often have substantial staff and informational resources
at their disposal, and are embedded within complex bureaucracies. Officials
operating in highly managed environments have fewer opportunities for substan-
tive changes in their communication patterns than those in smaller, less regulated
environments (Yates 1993). For elected officials in smaller municipalities,
however, use of the Internet can be an effective mechanism for independently
gathering information (Hanssen 2007). This leads us to predict that (H3b)
elected officials use of the Internet will promote more contact with stakeholders and
stakeholder groups the smaller the city.

The potential for greater stakeholder participation in local decision making is
promising, but thus far we have focused on a relatively thin form of engagement:
stakeholders contacting officials for the purpose of ultimately influencing
decision making. More frequent contact with elected officials may help individ-
uals feel more connected to their local government (Tolbert & Mossberger
2006), but this contact does not necessarily mean that they have a more substan-
tive role in the political process. There are a variety of reasons that we might
expect elected officials to limit other types of stakeholder contributions to the
decision-making process at the same time that their personal contact with stake-
holders is increasing.

Local elected officials face significant time constraints, often juggling the
demands of their unpaid political work with those of their professional obli-
gations (Svara 2003). As Dahl and Tufte (1973) note in their classic work,
Size and Democracy, engagement with citizens is governed by these constraints.
If the timeframe for making a public policy decision is fixed, then more inputs
translate into increasing time pressures on officials. Even though elected local
government officials often use the Internet to do independent research in
order to reduce information asymmetries with staffers and the administration
more broadly (Hanssen 2007), they are likely to use the same types of resources
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on which they relied in the print world. These mechanisms are at play even when
elected officials have support staff collecting information on their behalf. Staffers
are aware of the pressures officials face, and may therefore be inclined to rely on
more trusted and well established resources. Thus, even if Internet communi-
cations remove constraints on the number of communication inputs from stake-
holders, officials may seck to protect their time by limiting use of citizen-created
resources by themselves and their staff.

Furthermore, individuals typically weigh the potential benefits afforded by
new communication technologies against threats to existing routines. Even
when established routines produce known limitations, people and organizations
are often hesitant to give them up (Weick 1979). Thus, although there are many
opportunities for information acquisition that is more substantive than email
exchanges, notably including the use of stakeholder-created information
resources, there are numerous obstacles to these more sophisticated exchanges,
too. This leads us to predict that (H4) elected officials’ Internet use, both directly and
by their staff, will have less influence on their use of stakeholder-produced resources than it
does on their communication with stakeholders.

If stakeholder contact and stakeholder-created resources emphasize the citi-
zen’s role in the communication equation, then efforts by municipalities to
promote citizen participation represent officials’ contributions. As noted at the
outset of this paper, e-government initiatives have been gaining momentum
over the past 25 years, driven in part by a desire to facilitate citizen participation
in local decision making (West 2005; Tolbert & Mossberger 2006). Particularly
relevant are technologies, termed e-democracy or e-citizenship, that are specifi-
cally geared toward helping citizens have a voice in the political process (Malina
2003; Evans-Cowley & Montoy 2005). If such initiatives successfully draw sta-
keholders into policy discourse, then e-government activity should make
contact between elected officials and stakeholders both more diverse and
more extensive.

However, most local e-government initiatives tend to downplay technologies
that emphasize citizen empowerment and place greater emphasis on service
delivery (Musso et al. 2000; Moon 2002; Needham 2004; Reddick 2004;
West 2004, 2005; Kaylor 2005). Municipal promotion of online participation
in other parts of the world have had relatively little impact on citizen partici-
pation and no impact on elected officials’ communications to citizens (Saglie &
Vabo 2009). Given that we have relatively little data concerning the real-
world implications of these e-democracy initiatives in the United States, our
empirical work is guided by two research questions: (RQI) Will local government
web sites that facilitate citizen participation in the political process lead elected officials to
have more extensive stakeholder contact? And (RQ2) Will local government web sites that

facilitate citizen participation in the political process lead elected officials to have contact
with more diverse types of stakeholders?
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Methods

Primary data for the analyzes were collected via a mail survey of local elected
officials from around the country. This survey was conducted with the assistance
of the National League of Cities (NLC), which aided in the identification and
recruitment of respondents. We selected a random sample of 316 cities stratified
by size (under 25,000, between 25,000 and 100,000, and over 100,000) from
the 872 cities with populations over 10,000 represented in the NLC membership
rolls. Within each sampled city, three elected officials were randomly selected.
In cases where the elected official no longer held office another elected official
was sampled.

The survey was mailed to 950 elected officials (after replacements) in 316
cities. Of these, 348 individuals responded to the survey, resulting in a 36.6
percent response rate. Seventeen respondents were excluded from our analyzes
because they skipped the question series concerning issue-based constituent com-
munication — the topic of this study — yielding an effective sample size of 326.
Of the 316 cities sampled, 228 had at least one respondent, resulting in a 72.5
percent city-level response rate. Comparing respondent and non-respondent
cities in terms of city size and government structure (council manager, commis-
sioner, mayor council, or representative town meeting), we find no statistically
significant differences.

The sample is predominantly male (68 percent), white (79 percent), and
well educated (71 percent hold an undergraduate or graduate degree). Respon-
dents range in age from 29 to 87 (M = 55.7, SD = 11.4). A large majority
(91.0 percent) of respondents are council or board members (i.e. council
members, aldermen, trustees, or commissioners) rather than mayors (7.3
percent). Their experience ranges from less than a year (six respondents) to a
maximum tenure of 36 years in municipal service (M = 6.8, SD = 5.9).
Elected officials exhibit a high level of commitment to their position, having
worked an average of 19.9 hours (SD = 15.1; modal response 20 hours) on
their duties in the prior week. Thirteen respondents worked more than 50
hours in that one week. This is particularly notable in light of the facts that
nearly three-quarters (73.8 percent) of respondents hold another job and that
the modal salary range associated with the elected position is between $1,000
and $10,000. Ideologically, the sample leans to the right slightly. About a
quarter (23.9 percent) of respondents describe themselves as liberals, compared
to the slightly more than one third who identify themselves as moderates (36.7
percent) or as conservatives (37 percent). Although most municipal elections are
non-partisan, about four in five respondents identified themselves as either
Democrat (41.2 percent) or Republican (39.1 percent).

Concurrent with the administration of the survey of elected officials, the
research team also analyzed the content of the web sites of the municipalities
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that the officials represented. The web sites were coded according to the number of
services provided in each of a dozen functional areas. One individual conducted the
bulk (88 percent) of the coding, while a second individual coded the remaining sites
and an additional 7 percent of the sites a second time to ensure the consistency of the
coding process. The inter-rater reliability on a summative index combining scores
across functional areas was high (Kripendorf’s alpha = 0.90).'

Additional city-level data were obtained from other sources, including the
Census Bureau and the ICMA Municipal Year Book 2005. Combining these data
with the survey results yields the following profile of the municipalities in the
sample. The majority (62.7 percent) of cities are council-manager systems, but
fully 85 percent have a separately elected mayor. Most respondents (73.8
percent) have a four-year term, and relatively few (28.0 percent) face terms
limits. Looking at city population, we see a distribution with a very long tail to
the right. The cities range in size from 10,704 to more than 3.8 million, with a
median population of 38,569.5 (M = 110,137, SD = 14,175). The concen-
tration of smaller cities in the sample reflects the national distribution of city sizes.

We asked officials to couch responses about their contact with stakeholders
in the context of a ‘council decision that generated input to you from the largest
number of citizens, community groups, and business interests’ in the preceding six
months. Our dependent variables concern three aspects of the policymaking
process: the diversity of stakeholders from which officials receive communi-
cations, the extent of contact with these stakeholders, and the diversity of
sources that officials consider when making policy decisions. Stakeholders are
taken to be individuals or groups of individuals that actively participate in the
policy process independent of where they are located (Leach et al. 2002,
p- 646; Ansell & Gash 2008, p. 546).

We operationalize stakeholder groups as neighborhood associations, service
clubs, issue groups, business or merchant interests, political parties, and reli-
gious groups. Comparable lists of groups are commonly used to represent the
range of potential inputs from outside formal government structures (Svara
2003). We constructed a measure of contact diversity by counting how many
of these stakeholder groups each elected official communicated with (Range
=0-6, M=3.2, SD = 1.6).2 Next, we constructed a measure of the
extent of contact on a five-point scale with higher values corresponding to
greater contact by averaging the frequency with which elected officials had
contact with members of each group (Range = 1-5, M = 2.4, SD = 0.8).

In order to analyze the role that outside information sources plays in policy
making we also asked officials to indicate how often they consulted resources
created by two categories of stakeholders: (1) citizens and citizen groups and
(2) business interests. Such contact could occur directly, or through an intermedi-
ary, as when it is included in a staff report. Frequency of use was again measured on
a five-point scale with higher values corresponding to more frequent use. The
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extent to which officials rely on stakeholder-produced resources was computed as
the average of these two values (Range = 1-5, M = 2.8, SD = 1.0).

Results

A brief description of the local online political scene sets the stage for the ana-
lyzes that follow. Unsurprisingly, the Internet has become a primary conduit
linking local elected officials to stakeholders. Fully 95 percent of those surveyed
use technologies such as email and the Web in the course of their official activi-
ties. Email in particular is used to communicate about controversial issues in 90
percent of these cases, rivaling the use of the telephone (92 percent), group
meetings (92 percent), and approaching face-to-face interactions levels (97
percent). Email is also the most frequently used interaction medium, with one
in three (32 percent) officials using it daily, compared with only one in five
(20 percent) who meet face-to-face with stakeholders on a daily basis, and
one in six (17 percent) who talk to stakeholders on the phone every day. It is
also interesting to note that although a plurality (46 percent) rely on a mix of
personal and governmental accounts for this access, almost two in five (37
percent) rely exclusively on personal accounts.

Local government web sites are also quite prevalent in the United States,
with fully 97 percent of the cities surveyed maintaining some kind of e-govern-
ment presence online. Facilitating participation in city meetings is the most com-
monly supported form of e-citizenship: all but three government web sites
included one service in this category, and nine in ten (88 percent) offered
more than two such services. Providing contact information and information
about city decisions are also common functional areas, and both are available
on 95 percent of the sites examined. Voter information is somewhat less preva-
lent, but is still available in about four out of five (80 percent) cities. Deliberative
functions are the least common of the e-citizenship services, as only one in six
(17.3 percent) sites supported this type of functionality. This overview provides
context for examining the influence of the Internet on local politics.

Internet promotes stakeholder—representative interaction

Widespread use of the Internet suggests that it could have substantive conse-
quences. Our first hypothesis predicts that Internet use by local elected officials
will promote contact with stakeholders during the policy-making process, and
the data support this prediction. To test the hypothesis, we examined the relation-
ship between stakeholder contact and Internet use, defined as a summative
measure of official’s use of six different Internet-based services including email,
blogs, and news summary services, (& = 0.84, Range = 6-30, M = 18.9,
SD = 6.3).
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In the first analysis, we see that elected officials” use of the Internet is mod-
erately correlated with stakeholder contact (r = 0.29, p < 0.001). Correla-
tional results such as these, however, are limited because they do not account
for differences in individual-level orientations towards the role of an elected
representative. For example, it is possible that officials who are more oriented
toward constituent input might also be more likely to use the Internet as a com-
munication medium for interacting with citizens and groups. It is also conceiva-
ble that officials who regularly work on issues that generate the most stakeholder
input are more likely to use email and the web as a means of managing these
communications. Finally, individual characteristics such as age, education,
gender, or computer skill, and city-level variables such as population or
wealth, could shape both Internet use and levels of engagement with stake-
holders. In order to control for these antecedent variables, we constructed a
hierarchical ordinary least squares (OLS) regression model, presented in four
stages.3 The first stage includes only control variables, while subsequent stages
introduce various Internet-use variables and test whether these additions yield
an improvement in the model’s explanatory power. The results are summarized
in Table 1.

The first stage of this model, which only includes control variables, explains
more than a quarter (29.5 percent) of the variance. Consistent with the findings
of other local government studies, these data show that different policy matters
attract different levels of citizen interest. Budget and tax decisions, and develop-
ment and zoning policies elicit more stakeholder contact than issues concerning
city services or administrative decisions. The amount of time a respondent
spends on his or her work as an elected official is another important control,
and is linked to more extensive stakeholder contact. The most important
control, however, is the frequency of offline communication, which can take
the form of face-to-face interaction, telephone calls, and letters. The standar-
dized coefficient on this variable is more than double that of any other factor,
confirming that non-Internet-mediated communications are a crucial link
between elected official and stakeholders. Interestingly, none of the individual
characteristics (age, gender, education, or political affiliation) were significant,
and so they were dropped from the model.

Internet use, however, is the key theoretical consideration. Introducing
Internet use in the second stage produces a significant improvement in explana-
tory power (change in R’ = 0.03, p < 0.01). Even after controlling for
alternative explanatory factors, frequency of Internet use has a positive and
highly significant influence on stakeholder contact. The magnitude of the
standardized coefficient is a bit less than half that of offline communication,
which is notable considering that this measure represents a single communication
channel, in contrast to the measure of offline communication, which represents
several. Thus, officials’ Internet use clearly promotes contact with stakeholders,
supporting HI.
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Stage 1: Stage 2: Stage 3: Stage 4.

control Internet use interactions e-citizenship

B (SE) B B (SE) B B (SE) B B (SE) B
Intercept 0.81 (0.19)*** 0.51 (0.21)* 0.64 (0.21)** 0.72 (0.23)**

Issue: budget and taxes®

Issue: development and
zoning®

Issue: city ordinance®

Stress of official duties

Time on official duties

City population (2005)

Frequency of non-
Internet-based
communication

Internet-related variables

Frequency of Internet use
for official duties

Internet use X duty time

Internet use X population

Number of e-citizenship
services on local web
site

N

RQ

Change in R?

Fehange (df1, df2)

0.33 (0.14) 0.15*
0.22 (0.11) 0.14*

0.18 (0.13) 0.09
0.02 (0.01) 0.11*
0.01 (0.00) 0.10
0.00 (0.00) 0.08

(0.01)

0.09 (0.01) 0.42**

291
0.295

0.35 (0.14) 0.16*
0.22 (0.11) 0.14*

0.19 (0.13) 0.10
0.02 (0.01) 0.09"
0.00 (0.00) 0.06
0.00 (0.00) 0.08

(0.01)

0.09 (0.01) 0.41%*

0.02 (0.01) 0.17**

291
0.319
0.025

10.213 (1,282)**

0.33(0.13) 0.15*
0.24 (0.11) 0.15*

0.20 (0.13) 0.10
0.02 (0.01) 0.08
0.00 (0.00) 0.06
0.00 (0.00) 0.22**

(0.01)

0.08 (0.01) 0.39***

0.02 (0.01) 0.14*

0.00 (0.00) 0.13*
0.00 (0.00) —0.22**

291
0.342
0.023

4.833 (2,280)**

0.34 (0.13) 0.15*
0.24 (11) 0.15*

0.21(0.13) 0.11
0.02 (0.01) 0.08
0.00 (0.00) 0.11
0.00 (0.00) 0.22**
(0.01)

0.08 (0.01) 0.39***

0.02 (0.01) 0.14**

0.00 (0.00) 0.13*
0.00 (0.00) —0.22**

—0.02 (0.02) —0.05

291
0.344
0.002

0.722 (1,279)

r < 0.1.

*p < 0.05.
**p < 0.01.
** < 0,001,

“Reference category: other issues, including city services and administrative decisions.

Controls for age, gender, education, and computer skills were tested, but were dropped from

the regression because they had no significant influence.

Diversification, not balkanization

Knowing that Internet use promotes contact with stakeholders is only a piece of
the puzzle, though. The democratic potential of this pattern turns on whether
officials are using the technologies to build up contact with some types of stake-
holder at the expense of others, or if they are using them to diversify their
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stakeholder contact. This is the subject of the next pair of alternative hypotheses,
and the results suggest that the latter characterization is more accurate. Table 2
presents a comparison between respondents with above-median Internet use to
those whose use is at or below median levels. These results indicate that, on
average, elected officials who rely more heavily on the Internet in the course of
their official duties interact with significantly more types of stakeholders (r =
3.3, p < 0.01). A regression model (paralleling stage 2 of the first model, but
not shown) confirms that this relationship persists in the presence of multivariate
controls. We therefore conclude that H2a, and not H2b, is correct.

Time and population shape the influence of the Internet

The next set of predictions extend our understanding of the Internet’s influence
by focusing on the moderating role of two factors: time spent on official duties
and city size. The data support the prediction that time spent serving constituents
augments the influence of Internet use on citizen contact (see stage 3 of Table 1).
Internet use was associated with larger increases in stakeholder contact the more
time elected officials spent on their elective duties, as evidenced by the positive,
significant coefficient on the interaction between Internet usage level and duty
time. This relationship is illustrated in Figure 1(a). The slope of the lines corre-
sponds to the influence of Internet use on stakeholder contact for two groups of
officials, and the difference in slopes reflects the interaction. The line represent-
ing officials who spend above-average time on their duties is steeper than the line
representing officials who spend less-than-average time, meaning that Internet
use has a bigger influence on the first group.

The data also support the prediction that officials in smaller cities will realize
more of the stakeholder-contact benefits of the Internet than those in large cities
(see stage 3 of Table 1). That is, the smaller the city, the bigger the increase in
stakeholder contact associated with Internet use. In the regression model, this is
shown by the negative, significant coefficient on the interaction between Internet
usage level and population. Figure 1(b) illustrates this relationship. It is interest-
ing to note that in this example, the influence of Internet use on constituent
contact for smaller-than-average cities is opposite that of larger-than-average

TABLE 2 Diversity of stakeholder contact by Internet use.

Internet use Types of stakeholders
Low 2.92 (159)
High 3.54 (155)

Notes: Entries are mean counts of stakeholder types. Sample sizes are in parentheses. N (list-
wise) = 314. Low and high Internet use groups are based on a median split.
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FIGURE 1 Interaction between Internet use and time on duty, population.

Notes: Internet use, time spent on official duties, and population range from one standard
deviation below mean to one standard deviation above. Other variables set at mean values.
Higher numbers on the vertical axis correspond to more extensive contact with citizen
groups.

cities. In a city with a population one standard deviation below the mean, Inter-
net use is associated with an increase in contact, while in larger cities it is actually
associated with reduced stakeholder contact. Thus, both H3a and H3b are
supported.

Use (yp stakeholder-produced resources unchanged

These data indicate that Internet use promotes more extensive and more diverse
communication with stakeholders in the local decision-making process, but does
this heightened involvement extend to other modes of participation? The fourth
hypothesis is that Internet use by officials or their staff has less influence on
elected officials” use of stakeholder-produced resources than it has on direct sta-
keholder contact. The results of a second hierarchical regression indicate that this
is correct (Table 3). The dependent variable in this model is the index expressing
official’s use of stakeholder-produced resource. In addition to the official’s use of
the Internet, we also examine whether staff members use of the Internet was
influential, as staff members often conduct research on officials’ behalf. The
latter test is based on a summative measure of staff’s use of three different
Internet-based services (@ = 0.84, Range = 3—15, M = 7.5, SD = 4.1).

As with the test of stakeholder contact, the independent variables are
entered in two stages. The first stage includes the same set of controls as the
first regression model, and explains about a fifth (21.2 percent) of the variance
in the dependent variable. There is one striking difference between this model
and the model of stakeholder contact: whereas officials are more likely to
hear from stakeholders about budget issues, they are less likely to consult
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TABLE 3 Predicting frequency of elected officials’ use of stakeholder-produced

resources.
Stage 1: controls Stage 2: Internet factors
B (SE) B B (SE) B
Intercept 1.16 (0.26)*** 1.08 (0.29)
Issue: budget and taxes® —0.37 (0.19) —0.13* —0.38 (0.19) —0.13*
Issue: development and zoning® 0.23 (0.15) 0.1 0.21 (0.15) 0.1
Issue: city ordinance?® 0.18 (0.18) 0.07 0.16 (0.18) 0.06
Stress of official duties 0.01 (0.01) 0.04 0.01 (0.02) 0.03
Time on official duties 0.00 (0.00) —0.03 0.27 (0.17) 0.11
City population (2005) 0.00 (0.00) 0.10 0.00 (0.00) 0.10
Frequency of non-Internet-based 0.11 (0.02) 0.471**=* 0.11 (0.02) 0.40***
communication
Internet-related variables
Frequency official uses Internet for official - 0.00 (0.01) 0.01
duties
Frequency staff uses Internet for official - 0.02 (0.02) 0.06
duties
N 291 291
R? 0.21 0.22
Change in R? 0.004

Fehange (df1, df2)

0.637 (2,281)

p<0.1.

*p < 0.05.

**p < 0.01.

*n < 0.001.

“Reference category: other issues, including city services and administrative decisions.
Controls for age, gender, education, and computer skills were tested, but were dropped from

the regression equations because they had no significant influence.

information resources created by this group. This is understandable — how many
citizens have the skills to produce a cogent budget analysis? — but it also
highlights an important point. Officials often evaluate inputs with respect to
the criteria of efficient governance rather than considerations of democratic
participation and accountability. Paralleling the prior model, however, offline
interactions with stakeholders are associated with significantly greater reliance
on the resources created by these parties.

Introducing the Internet factors, including use of the Internet both by the
elected official and by his or her staff, fails to produce a significant increase in
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the regression model’s explanatory power (change in R’ = 0.00, n.s.). Looking
further into the model, the coefficients on both factors are very small and non-
significant. Although the Internet fosters contact with stakeholders, it does not
promote increased use of outside sources by elected officials. We therefore
conclude that the Internet has a bigger influence on stakeholder contact than
on use of stakeholder-created resources, consistent with H4.

Are e—citjzenship services irﬂuentia]?

We conclude by examining the influence of local government web sites on offi-
cials” stakeholder interactions. Specifically, we ask whether the number of citi-
zenship-supporting services provided on a locality’s e-government presence is
related to the extent of citizen contact or the diversity of this contact. Com-
bining the data describing local web sites’ functionality with the survey
responses, we tested whether a summative index of municipal-website citizen-
ship services (Range = 0—11, M = 6.5, SD = 2.4) influenced stakeholder
contact. We find no evidence of a relationship in these data. The test utilized
is an extension the first regression model. The number of e-citizenship services
offered on a municipality’s web site is added in the last stage in the model of
stakeholder contact (see stage 4 of Table 1), but it does not improve the
model’s explanatory power. One might argue that lack of significance is a
result of an insufficiently large sample; however, the coefficient is also quite
small, suggesting that even if it had achieved statistical significance, the substan-
tive influence of online citizenship services would be small. The test of contact
diversity follows a similar procedure, adding e-citizenship services to the
second regression model (not shown). Again, the variable does not significantly
influence the model. Thus, we find no evidence that e-citizenship services on
local government web sites are producing measurable changes in interactions
between stakeholders and elected officials during the political decision-
making process.

In sum, these data indicate that as elected officials integrate Internet-based
communication into the routine execution of their duties they become more
accessible to individuals who have a stake in the decisions being made, and
that the types of stakeholder with which they interact become more diverse.
The increase in stakeholder contact is moderated by the time officials spend
on their elective duties, with larger increases in contact occurring among Inter-
net users who work the longest hours. The increase is also moderated by city
size: officials in small cities realize greater increases in contact associated with
Internet use than officials in larger cities. These increases in communication
are not, however, accompanied by a greater reliance on the part of elected offi-
cials on materials produced by stakeholders. Finally, we find no evidence that
local government web sites that facilitate citizen participation in the democratic
process — for example providing information about city meetings, upcoming
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decisions, or official voting records — are yielding increases in contact between
elected officials and stakeholders.

Discussion

This study sheds light on a longstanding question regarding the influence of new
information and communication technologies on patterns of interaction between
elected officials and stakeholders who are impacted by their decisions. As elected
officials integrate networked computer technology into the routine execution of
their duties, they are communicating with a more diverse group of constituents,
and they are doing so with increasing frequency. As of today, however, they are
not using the technology to more effectively draw on the expertise found in
citizen-created resources. Citizens appear to be similarly unmoved by the
emergence of online tools intended to facilitate their participation in the political
process. These results are broadly consistent with Bimber’s findings that the
information abundance fueled by Internet-based communications has not trans-
lated into substantially greater influence for individuals in the political system.

These results suggest that the Internet is falling short of both the pluralizing
and exclusionary possibilities that some have attributed to it. Technologies such
as email and the web have brought neither widespread adoption of direct democ-
racy, nor rapid balkanization of the local political environment. But then, the
social consequences of technologies are rarely so easily encapsulated. As
Coleman (2009) notes, ‘It would be glibly deterministic to posit a democratizing
relationship between the internet as a communication technology’ and a political
institution (p. 97). Sociotechnical change is a process of integration, whereby
new capacities, evolving practices, long held attitudes, and existing routines
adapt to accommodate one another (Danziger et al. 1982; Dutton 1999; Kling
2007[1999]). Thus, it is not surprising that the consequences of elected officials’
Internet use are consistent with deep-rooted functional imperatives internal to
the political system.

We should not, however, dismiss the transformative potential of e-govern-
ment initiatives too readily. Citizens and officials alike view new technologies as
opening up the political system, making processes more transparent and elected
representative more accountable (Tolbert & Mossberger 2006). These subtle
shifts in attitude, which are strongly linked to new technologies, could have sig-
nificant implications for the future of local politics. Changing expectations about
the role that stakeholder expertise can play in the democratic process may yet
produce changes in practice (Roberts 2004; Crozier 2008).

We consider these findings to be encouraging. Citizens and other groups are
finding ways to use Internet technologies to make themselves heard in the policy
process, and there is no evidence that political elites are benefiting at the expense
of those with less power. But for proponents of a strong democracy, in which
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citizens can play a more profound role in the execution of governmental power, it
is still too early to tell whether these technologies are a blessing or a curse.

Notes

1 We used Hayes and Krippendorff’s (2007) SPSS macro to compute this
reliability estimate.

2 Detailed information about the construction of all measures is available
from the first author upon request.

3 We treat elected officials as independent throughout our analysis,
using OLS regression instead of multi-level models. We recognize
the problems that this could produce, but find no evidence of differ-
ences in stakeholder interactions between cities when evaluating
random effects using either Wald or likelihood ratio tests (see Hayes
2006). The lack of systemic variation on the outcome variable at
the city level justifies treating the cases as independent.
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