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Theideathat information and commu-
nication technol ogies (ICTs) havethe capacity
to greatly enhance democracy ishardly new.
Aslong ago asthe 1970s, there was interest
inthepotentia of cable networksto facilitate
democratic engagement (see, for example,
Laudon, 1977), while experiments with dif-
ferent formsof electronic voting, onlinedis-
cussionsand so on beganinthe 1980s. Yet it
is only now, half way through the first de-
cade of the 21% century, that real attempts
are being made to harness technology in the
explicit service of democracy.

Outside of government, electronically
mediated formsof participation are common-
place. The best example of this engagement
is the plethora of interactive television
programmes that have merged in recent
years, whereviewers actively decidethefate
of contestants in game shows, contribute to
debates and so on. From a TV producer’s
perspective, the public's appetite for partici-
pationin thenon-palitical world seemsamost
unlimited.

The transfer of these technologies to
the political world, however, has been slow
and cautious. Despite some high profile ex-
periments in e-voting in both the USA and
Europe, most countries still appear to be a
longway from alowing large scale electronic
voting in national elections (cf. Trechsel &
Mendez, 2005; Kersting & Baldersheim,
2004). The putative electronic public sphere

that the I nternet supposedly offered hasfailed
to materialise in many instances, although
there are some examples of healthy debates.
Political partieshave only tentatively experi-
mented with new technologiesand then only
out of competitive fear (see, for example,
Gibson, Nixon & Ward, 2004). Governments
at both nationa and local levels (and, indeed,
at theinternational level) have been keen to
pursue e-government where it has led to ad-
ministrative efficiency but have seen e-de-
mocracy as a lower or secondary priority
(Eiffert & Puschel, 2004).

Itisonly now, therefore, that e-democ-
racy initiatives are starting to appear. For
the first time, governments are taking areal
interest in the potential for e-democracy with
arange of programmesthat are actively seek-
ing to enhance citizen engagement. At the
sametime, citizensthemselves are beginning
to make more effective use of the internet
and associated technologiesto self-organise
and to hold their governments (and other in-
fluential bodiesin someinstances) to account.
In this respect, e-democracy is beginning to
come of age.

This special issue on e-democracy
comes at an important point. As e-democ-
racy begins to become areadl, tangible fea
ture of the political landscape so it isimpor-
tant to begin the process of research. This
journal isdedicated to the publication of lead-
ing research on aspects of e-government.



Until now, one of the problemswith research
into e-demacracy has been that it is almost
entirely speculative, reflecting upon what is
possiblewith thetechnology. Asgovernments
and other bodies start to use the technolo-
gies, researchin‘rea time’ can be conducted,
analysing the process of implementation and
the opportunitiesand constraintsthat are pre-
senting themselves. This'rea time’ research
is the challenge that the academic commu-
nity must face up to if it isto make sense of
e-democracy. It is starting this process of
research that isthe rational e behind this spe-
cial issue.

Thefour articlesthat follow addressthe
challenge in very different ways. We start
with Donald F. Norris' detailed analysisof e-
democracy at the American grass-roots. His
work presents the first evidence of how lo-
cal government inthe USA isusing technolo-
gies to support aspects of demaocracy. As
well providing animportant historical record
of the development of e-demaocracy at one
point in time, he also engages with the wider
debate about how e-demacracy fitswith wider
aspectsof public service. Hisanalysis, there-
fore, helps to define the way in which re-
searchers should conceptualise e-democracy.

Zlatko Kovaci¢’'s contribution is very
different. His article is concerned with the
relationship between e-government and de-
mocracy more generally. He presents a set
of sophisticated modelsthat examine e-gov-
ernment readiness across 191 countries and
concludes that e-government is most likely
to be advanced where democracy is stron-
gest and corruption least likely to be condoned
or accepted. The implication of his conclu-
sionisthat e-government isan important tool
in making governments moretransparent and
itisthisopennessthat isthe essential feature
of e-democracy.

Herbert Kubicek and Hilmar Westholm,
in their article, offer a future driven model

but based upon contemporary attitudes and
perceptions. It offersascenario based frame-
work for reflecting upon how e-democracy
might be developed over aten year period.
Itsvalueisnot only initspredictive qualities
but in what it tells us now about the way
people are thinking about e-democracy and
thetypesof toolsthey aretryingtobuild. As
such, their work hasimmense heuristic value
for the study of e-democracy.

Harald Mahrer’s contribution seeks to
explain some of the phenomenawe outlined
above. He elaborates the concept of the
‘middleman paradox’ which explains why
parliamentarians support administratively fo-
cused e-government initiatives but areresis-
tant to e-demacracy, especialy whereit may
have a direct impact upon their activities.
Using research on al 25 EU countries, heis
able to analyse this paradox in action. His
conclusions offer some sobering thoughtsfor
e-democracy champions.

Finally, serendipity hasafforded [ JEGR
the opportunity to publish asummarized ver-
sion of a report by Stephen Coleman and
Donad F. Norris from aforum on e-democ-
racy that they hosted in Oxford in May of
2004. The observations, perceptions, conclu-
sions and suggestions of the 31 participants
in the forum are sobering, indeed, about the
current state of e-democracy in Europe and
North America.

In presenting these articleswe have not
sought to be comprehensivein our treatment
of e-democracy. It istoo soon in the evolu-
tion of the topic to offer real research that
can cover the full range of issues. Instead,
we offer four pieces that offer particular
methodological and conceptual insights and
which are grounded in real research. These
articles form the start of a research agenda,
not the end. We expect thisjournal to return
regularly to the topic of e-democracy and to
develop fromtheinitial themeswe offer here.
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