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to a better functioning of the public sector, but do they also challenge grown practices and vested 
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Preface 
Under the auspices of the International Federation for Information Processing (IFIP) 
Working Group 8.5 (Information Systems in Public Administration), or IFIP WG 8.5 
for short, the dual IFIP EGOV-ePart conference 2016 presented itself as a high-caliber 
five-track conference and a doctoral colloquium dedicated to research and practice on 
electronic government and electronic participation. 

Scholars from around the world have used this premier academic forum for over 
fifteen years, which has given it a worldwide reputation as one of the top two confer-
ences in the research domains of electronic, open, and smart government, policy, and 
electronic participation. 

This conference of five partially intersecting tracks presents advances in the socio-
technological domain of the public sphere demonstrating cutting-edge concepts, meth-
ods, and styles of investigation by multiple disciplines. 

The Call for Papers attracted over one hundred thirty-five submissions of com-
pleted research papers, work-in-progress papers on ongoing research (including doctor-
al papers), project and case descriptions as well as four workshop and panel proposals. 
Papers in the Joint Proceedings of IFIP EGOV-ePart 2016 comprise accepted submis-
sions of all categories and all tracks with the exception of twenty-four papers from the 
General EGOV track, the Open/Big Data Track, and the Smart Gov Track, which were 
published in Springer LNCS vol. 9820, and fourteen papers from the General ePart 
Track and the Policy Modeling and Policy Informatics Tracks, which were published in 
Springer LNCS vol. 9821. 

As in the previous years and per recommendation of the Paper Awards Committee 
under the lead of the honorable Professor Olivier Glassey of the University of Lau-
sanne, Switzerland, the dual IFIP EGOV-ePart 2016 Conference Organizing Commit-
tee again granted outstanding paper awards in three distinct categories: 

� The most interdisciplinary and innovative research contribution 
� The most compelling critical research reflection 
� The most promising practical concept 

The winners in each category were announced in the award ceremony at the con-
ference dinner, which has always been a highlight of each dual IFIP EGOV-ePart con-
ference. 

The dual IFIP EGOV-ePart 2016 conference was jointly hosted in Guimarªes, Por-
tugal by University of Minho (UMinho) and United Nations University Operating Unit 
on Policy-Driven Electronic Governance (UNU-EGOV). Established in 1973, UMinho 
operates on three campuses, one in Braga, and two in Guimarªes, educating approxi-
mately 19,500 students by an academic staff of 1,300 located in eight schools, three 
institutes and several cultural and specialized units. It is one of the largest public uni-
versities in Portugal and a significant actor in the development of the Minho region in 
the north of Portugal. UNU-EGOV is a newly established UN organization focused on 
research, policy and leadership education in the area of Digital Government, located in 
Guimarªes and hosted by UMinho. The organization of the dual conference was partly 
supported by the project �SmartEGOV: Harnessing EGOV for Smart Governance�, 
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NORTE-01-0145-FEDER-000037, funded by FEDER in the context of Programa 
Operacional Regional do Norte. 

Although ample traces of Celtic and Roman presence and settlements were found 
in the area, Guimarªes became notable as the center of early nation building for Portu-
gal in the late 11th century, when it became the seat of the Count of Portugal. In 1128, 
the Battle of Sªo Mamede was fought near the town, which resulted in the independ-
ence of the Northern Portuguese territories around Coimbra and Guimarªes, which later 
extended further South to form the independent nation of Portugal. Today, Guimarªes 
has a population of about 160,000. While it has developed into an important center of 
textile and shoe industries along with metal mechanics, the city has maintained its 
charming historical center and romantic medieval aura. It was a great pleasure to hold 
the dual IFIP EGOV-ePart 2016 conference at this special place. 

Many people make large events like this conference happen. We thank the over 
one-hundred members of the dual IFIP EGOV-ePart 2016 Program Committee  
and dozens of additional reviewers for their great efforts in reviewing the submitted 
papers. Delfina SÆ Soares of the Department of Information Systems at the UMinho 
and Tomasz Janowski of the UNU-EGOV and their respective teams in Guimarªes, 
Portugal, were major contributors who helped organize the dual conference and man-
age zillions of details locally. We would also like to thank the University of Washington 
organizing team members Kelle M Rose and Daniel R Wilson for their great support 
and administrative management of the review process and the compilation of the pro-
ceedings. 

September 2016, 

The dual IFIP EGOV-ePart 2016 Lead Co-organizers 

Hans Jochen Scholl (2016 Lead organizer) 
Olivier Glassey (Chair, Awards Committee) 
Marijn Janssen (Lead, General E-Government Track) 
Bram Klievink (Lead, Open Government & Open/Big Data Track) 
Ida Lindgren (Lead, PhD Colloquium) 
Peter Parycek (Lead, Smart Governance/Government/Cities Track) 
Efthimios Tambouris (Lead, General eParticipation Track) 
Maria A. Wimmer (Lead, Policy Modeling/Policy Informatics Track) 
Tomasz Janowski (Co-host, UNU-EGOV, Portugal) 
Delfina SÆ Soares (Co-host, University of Minho, Portugal) 

Along with co-chairs Yannis Charalabidis, Mila Gascó, Ramon Gil-Garcia,  
Panos Panagiotopoulos, Theresa Pardo, Øystein Sæbł, and Anneke Zuiderwijk 
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Assessing Mobile Participation: A Case 

Charly BUNARa,1 and Tupokigwe ISAGAHa,1 
a

 University of Koblenz-Landau, Faculty of Computer Science, 
Institute for Information Systems Research, Germany 

Abstract. The ubiquity of mobile devices has led to the provisioning of mobile e-
administration services in many countries and it possesses the potential to 
introduce new practices of e-participation specifically. Applying case study 
methodology, this paper identifies iCitizen, Buycott and USHAHIDI as practical 
examples for m-participation offers and compares them in regards to features, 
influence in the policy cycle, and usability. The lessons learnt highlight that m-
participation should be a part of a wider strategy that includes offline and other 
media channels, that it utilises mobile features such as location-based services and 
Social Media integration to enhance efficacy of participation, and to make the 
offer focused on the user experience rather than a singular topic.  

Keywords. E-participation, m-participation, mobile applications, evaluation 

1.Introduction 

Clark et al. [1] argue that the use of mobile devices in e-participation can increase the 
overall number of participants. The number of mobile phone users worldwide are 
estimated to be at 5.47 billion in the year 2017 (see Statista [2]), making mobile 
devices de facto ubiquitous. The reasons for this vast expansion are decreasing costs of 
purchasing and maintaining a mobile device, and increasing network coverage through 
telecommunications companies. Mobile platforms provide a way of motivating deeper 
citizen participation through its unique technology attributes. Misuraca [3] argues that 
mobile devices improve the chances for success when organising civic campaigns and 
engaging citizens in information sharing and decision-making.  

At the time of writing, research on mobile participation (hereafter referred to as m-
participation) seems to be present yet leaves distinct room for improvement in terms of 
terminology and scope of research. This is due to the field being fairly new and quick-
paced. It is lacking a sound number of practical applications showing what real world 
impact different tools of m-participation could have. The aim of this paper is to identify 
offers of m-participation in practice and to analyse and compare them in regards to 
features, influence in the policy cycle, and usability. Eventually, lessons learnt are 
presented. 
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The remainder of the paper surveys the state of play in the literature and it 
provides a definition for m-participation in section two. It presents the data collection 
process and the applied case study methodology in section three. The comparison of 
three mobile apps is conducted in section four, followed by a concise discussion in 
section five and a research outlook in section six. 

2.Literature review 

2.1. E-participation and m-participation 

Overviews of e-participation research have been collated by Sæbł et al. [4], Medaglia 
[5] and Susha and Grönlund [6] amongst others. Their conclusions were that the field is 
characterised by multiple disciplines describing and analysing what they see in practice 
and that it is marked by quick dynamics in terms of publications and shifts in research 
foci. Political and communication science as well as information systems science are 
the main contributors to this field. Medaglia advises researchers to take into account 
more contextual factors, to put a greater emphasis on the citizen, and to design research 
that is in itself participatory. This paper aims at following this advice by trying to take 
a broader look into the literature and by evaluating the cases presented here with a 
more direct connection to real-world applicability. 

According to Van der Meer et al. [7], scholars have described e-participation 
development as a linear growth model with the stages information, interaction, 
transaction, and participation building on each other. However, they argue that a 
successful implementation of e-participation is independent of e-administration, and 
that transparency, openness and engagement represent increasing levels of 
sophistication within e-participation. In this paper, we put forward that while e-
administration and e-participation are independent from another, e-participation 
provides a foundation for m-participation as it comprises the use of mobile devices and 
technologies for the purposes of e-participation. 

2.2. Mobile applications for participation 

Schröder [8] conducted research on mobile apps for citizen participation to determine 
users of mobile apps and how do they use specific apps. Results show that the number 
of m-participation users depends on the device and channel used. This means that using 
a smart phone or cell phone can make a difference just as complementing an m-
participation offer with other activities such as face-to-face interaction or e-
participation in general, the former of which seems to the most promising approach. 
The study concluded that m-participation should serve the needs of stakeholders 
involved such as public servants and citizens in order to gain popularity. Additional 
features that accommodate the user�s needs are presented by Korn [9] and de Reuver et 
al. [10]. They point out that mobile devices enable situating engagement in the location 
of the participants which is supposed to be reflected through camera and voice 
annotations. In contrast to e-participation, participants of m-participation initiatives do 
not need to indicate their location which can actively be sourced through GPS data 
collection (see Ertiö & Ruoppila [11]). 

The Republic of Korea is an example of the practical development and deployment 
of mobile apps once the institutional and organisational setting has been laid down. 
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Korea is one of the leading nations both in terms of e-government and e-participation 
implementation taking the first rank in both indices (see United Nations [12]). An 
account of the mobile apps provided by national and local governments and 
administration in Korea is given by Eom and Kim [13]. They surveyed all public apps 
which were 405 as of December 2012. Their analysis concluded that while the quantity 
of apps in Korea is high, the quality is rather low in terms app maturity. Three key 
characteristics of apps reported with low maturity are: (1) apps were large in size, i.e. 
displaying a lot of content without enabling further interaction; (2) apps belonged to 
low level administration facilitating only information provisioning to the citizens; and 
(3) apps belonged to administrations that had a large budget. There is a need for 
guidelines on aligning apps and its features to administration�s organisation and its 
processes.  

3. Data collection and methodology 

This paper follows cases study methodology which allows us to focus on a qualitative 
analysis providing greater detail on the empirical observations that we are making and 
thereby contributing to the development of an overarching theory (see Creswell [14]). 

We approached the search for practical examples systematically by reviewing the 
literature for leaders of e-participation as a proxy for m-participation (see United 
Nations [12], OECD/International Telecommunication Union [15]). Based on the E-
Participation Index from the year 2014 published by the United Nations, we looked 
into the top ten countries of the index which were the only ones to reach a score of 90% 
or more in this rating. Of these, we looked at the website of the government for each 
country: Singapore, the United States of America and Australia were the only ones who 
provided a consolidated overview of the mobile offers made available to the public; 
Korea and Japan could only be studied with limitations due to language constraints; the 
remaining countries did not provide a similar accessible overview. 

The respective websites from Singapore2, the USA3 and Australia4 provided a 
large number of mobile offers and apps created for a certain purpose, but they almost 
exclusively focused on providing e-administration services with different degrees of 
technological maturity. E-participation offered in practice such as those around 
participatory budgeting were not complemented with a mobile app, instead these 
websites were frequently linking to Facebook, Twitter, and RSS reader subscription. 

We browsed through the Apple App Store and the Google Play Store, yet the use 
of search terms such as �participation�, �collaboration�, �deliberation�, �vote�, 
�voice�, �movement�, �protest�, �boycott� in the form of nouns or verbs did not yield 
many positive results that would actually meet the demand for a participatory app. The 
apps that were eventually chosen were further investigated by downloading them, 
trying to participate and studying reports on them on different websites and their Social 
Media accounts.  

                                                 
2 https://www.ecitizen.gov.sg/eServices/Pages/default.aspx#tabs-3 
3 https://www.usa.gov/mobile-apps# 
4 http://www.australia.gov.au/news-and-social-media/apps 
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Features include the location it is used in, whether it is a top down or bottom up 
initiative, and a description of user guidance, different actions that can be taken, and on 
which platforms the apps are available. Classification of the influence in the policy 
cycle is based on the analytical framework introduced by Wimmer [16]. It includes the 
categories stakeholders involved, the participation area tackled, the level of 
engagement, and the stage in the policy-making process. As for the level of 
engagement, we are using the scale provided by the United Nations [12] which 
differentiates less granularly between e-information, e-consultation, and e-decision-
making. We found that the less granular view is sufficient for the field of m-
participation as the field itself is still young and less elaborated at the time of writing. 
The usability evaluation is done in a structured and systematic way and leans on the 
approach developed by Bicking and Wimmer [17], taking multiple perspectives into 
account such as the policy domain in question and the tools and technologies 
employed. The evaluation did not involve user reviews of the apps because they may 
focus on aspects that are not relevant to a systematic study of m-participation. Reported 
issues can have root causes that do not stem from the app itself, and based Apple App 
Store and Google Play Store. The three cases iCitizen, Buycott and USHAHIDI that we 
have selected are analysed based on features, influence in the policy cycle, and 
usability in the following section. 

4.Case studies 

4.1. iCitizen 

iCitizen (version 1.5.2) is an app that is provided by the iCitizen Corporation founded 
in 2012. It is a private initiative that aims at strengthening civic engagement and 
political discussion in the USA. The app is available for Android, iOS and Kindle and 
integrated with social media such as twitter. 

The iCitizen app provides a number of features and sub-features. There are four 
main sections: �Home� displays trending issues or issues relevant to the user�s 
preferences. It features stories and an option to vote and make one�s voice heard on a 
particular topic. �Issues� allows the user to select a number of topics of interests which 
feed into the home screen, or to browse through all 21 pre-defined topics. Within each 
issue, the user can deep-dive into the history, current developments in the media and 
the parliament, and participate on any planned bill. �Reps� allows to review all 
representatives on federal or state level and look at their voting record, participation in 
committees, and to make contact with them. �Votes� provide a list of all polls that are 
currently featured on the app. 

iCitizen is the only example we have seen that tries to provide a tool connecting 
both citizens and politicians at the same time. It explicitly targets politicians asking 
them for their buy-in and interest in the people�s opinion made available here. Even 
though political discourse is the nature of the app, there is a threat that the platform can 
be perceived as biased, e.g. when a user sees that his opinion is always deviating from 
the majority or feels that news articles argue for one side only. Therefore, balanced 
content is essential to ensure user retention. Also, there are other apps available such as 
Countable that gives the user a similar feature to voice his opinion. The app providers 
need to make sure that all information published is bipartisan and that it is keeping up 
with trends in terms of usability that its competitors are implementing.  
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4.2. Buycott 

Buycott (version 2.2.0) is an app available for Android and iOS. It was developed by 
Buycott Inc. in 2014 with its mission statement being: Vote with your wallet. Users are 
meant to be educated whether or not products they intend to buy align with their 
convictions. By browsing through a database or scanning the barcode of a product, the 
user is told how a brand or company is doing in light of campaigns such as the demand 
for labelling genetically modified food. The app is a bottom up initiative and can be 
used in any country. The user will need to sign in via Facebook or email to be able to 
join and contribute in a campaign, while the database of companies and campaigns can 
also be viewed when the user is not signed in.  

The app offers four main sections: �Main� lists featured campaigns, trending 
campaigns, and a timeline of one�s own activities. �Search� allows the user to either do 
a text search for a campaign, company or brand, or to browse through a set of 17 
campaign topics. Within these topics, users can create and join a campaign which 
provides information about it, a list of companies that can be supported or should be 
avoided, and a feature to discuss and comment. Within a campaign, the user can share 
his activity via Facebook and Twitter or email and SMS. However, this share only 
contains a default statement that the user is using the Buycott app, and does not link to 
any specific campaigns. 

Currently, it supports English, Arabic, French, Japanese, Russian and Ukrainian; 
hence, promotes large number of users and discussions can be quite dynamic. This 
creates difficulties in structuring of discussions as actions are scattered across the 
world. Eventually, abandonment of the app as users may get involved at some stage but 
are dropping out due to an insufficient community feeling. 

4.3. USHAHIDI 

USHAHIDI is a Swahili word which means �testimony� or �witness�. It was created as 
a website by Ory, Okolloh and other 15-20 developers in the aftermath of Kenya�s 
disputed 2007 presidential election. The main focus was to get information in and out 
immediately to the Kenyans on ongoing political conflicts and violence using local 
sources [18]. The first version of USHAHIDI website allowed the use of mobile phone 
through SMS and web for reporting violence. Messages were approved by staff by 
through calling or emailing the reporter to verify the information before publishing it 
on the site; however the issue of trust was not clearly solved (see Okolloh [18]). After 
using the platform in the Democratic Republic of Congo, several challenges were 
observed and the current USHAHIDI platform was designed. 

Currently, USHAHIDI is a non-profit software company that develops free and 
open source software for information collection, visualisation and interactive mapping. 
Okolloh [18] explains that the tool supports gathering of crisis information by 
displaying data from various sources such as phones, internet and mainstream news on 
one page. It also incorporates administration levels to verify submitted reports. 
USHAHIDI can be downloaded and used in or by any country, region or organisation 
to bring awareness on any issue in the concerned area. The platform has so far been 
used by several countries for different purposes, such as for natural disaster reporting 
and solving (e.g. earthquake in Haiti (see Meier [19]), for monitoring purposes (e.g. 
healthcare treatment in the region of Uttar Pradesh in India in 2012-2014 (see 
McKenzie [20])), and as a group check tool for emergencies (e.g. Kenya mall siege in 
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the year 2014 (see Hersman [21])). Our evaluation found that USHAHIDI is not purely 
an m-participation project since it is rather informative and outside of the formal 
policy-making process.  

Table 1: Comparison of iCitizen, Buycott and USHAHIDI (table by authors) 

  iCitizen Buycott USHAHIDI 

Features 

Polling on topics, issues 
tracker, voting on bills 
and contacting elected 
officials 

Campaigns, database 
w/products and 
companies, and scan 
barcode 

Violence reporter, 
monitoring issues and 
group check tool 

Stakeholders 
involved 

Citizens, politicians, 
political parties, elected 
representatives and 
NGOs 

Citizens, industries, 
companies and NGOs 

Citizen groups, 
government, companies 
and NGOs 

Participation 
area 

Information 
provisioning, lobbying 
and discourse 

Information 
provisioning, 
campaigning and 
protesting 

Information provisioning 
and discourse 

Level of 
engagement 

E-information, e-
consultation and e-
decision making 

E-Information E-Information and e-
consultation 

Stage in 
policy 
making 

Agenda setting, policy 
formulation and 
decision making 

Agenda setting Agenda setting 

Usability of 
tools and 
technology 

Strength: Location-
based services and 
social media integration 

Strength: use of Social 
Media  

Strength: Online 
platform and SMS 

Ease of use Ease of use Ease of use 

Appropriate for this 
kind of participation 
and for discussion of 
topic 

Appropriate for this 
kind of participation 
and for discussion of 
topic 

Appropriate for this kind 
of participation 

Weakness: Location-
based services should 
be mandatory not 
optional 

Weakness: Topics can 
be discussed, but 
threads are 
unstructured/ too 
instantaneous 

Weakness: Feedback 
loop should be more 
transparent to the 
participant 

 

5. Discussion 

A consolidated overview of our analysis is presented in Table 1. There are similarities 
such as citizens (or citizens groups) and NGOs being key stakeholders that are 
addressed and involved; information provisioning being an integral part to enable m-
participation; and a contribution to the agenda setting process in all instances. It also 
highlights that Buycott for instances is active in terms of campaigning and protesting 
yet does not enable policy formulation as a result of it. Similarly, USHAHIDI enables 
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discourse and e-consultation yet also fails in shaping the policy formulation of the topic 
that is being discussed. This disconnect may be because the apps are bottom-up 
initiated that lack leverage or are not a formal part of the political process.  

In areas with limited internet access such as developing countries, the use of SMS 
for participation should be emphasised. This will allow citizens regardless of their 
economic background to become involved. However, even though SMS is a two way 
communication, it is difficult to respond to each participant on sent claims or issues 
discussed instantly. Thus, the community will not immediately profit from individual 
remarks and cannot get exposed to a dynamic discourse. We propose that feedback of 
the discussed topics should not only be given to the organisation running the initiative 
but also to the participants and to a wider audience. Additional media channels like 
newspapers can create an awareness for and attractiveness of the initiative. 
Furthermore, apps need to be available for all mobile operation systems and a part of a 
wider initiative that also involves other media channels and offline representation 

6.Outlook 

M-participation involves the use of mobile technologies such as SMS, mobile internet 
access and mobile apps for e-participation purposes. But the underlying technical 
maturity has turned out to be a substantial differentiator. USHAHIDI is an example of 
how SMS can be used especially in societies where mobile phones may be more likely 
used to communication rather than computers. The limited dynamic discourse and lack 
of transparency indicates, however, that this kind of participation primarily seems to 
lead to information and opinion mining rather than promoting dialogue through 
participation. In contrast, mobile internet and mobile apps allow for a greater degree of 
interaction and participation from and among users. More systematic analysis on 
technical maturity is required to answer to what extent technical limitations 
automatically limit m-participation and what organisational infrastructure is required to 
translate popular input into formal processes. 

Social Media integration stands out as a general trend for providers to disseminate 
their message and for users to interact using existing accounts. Mobile apps become a 
sort of portal that in turn make themselves superfluous as they re-direct a topic-based 
communication to Social Media. The question then is: what is the app for? It seems 
implausible that installing an app for each policy will create communities that are 
forcefully advocating for change. Research is required to investigate the dynamic 
between the length of participation through an app and migration of users from an app 
to Social Media, and what that means for the development of the topic that is discussed 
in either of these two channels. 

In regards to top down initiatives, the fact that different developers are in charge of 
developing and deploying apps for specific purposes within one country or ministry or 
administration leads us to believe that the required level of political leadership (see 
Zheng et al. [22]) is lacking. This lack of established relationships or integration into 
existing political processes may explain why none of the apps manages to have any 
influence on policy implementation or policy evaluation. 

USHAHIDI projects have shown that a level of trust in participation is necessary 
for both participation to occur and for submitted content to be trustworthy. Future 
evaluation approaches should involve trust models to assess the level of trust on 
existing e-participation and m-participation projects. 
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Prototype e-Participation Platform as a 
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Abstract. This study describes how we used a prototype e-participation platform as a digi-
tal cultural probe to investigate youth motivation and engagement strategies. This is a novel 
way of considering digital cultural probes which can contribute to the better creation of e-
participation platforms. This probe has been conducted as part of the research project STEP 
which aims at creating an e-participation platform to engage young European Citizens in 
environmental decision making. Our probe technique has given an insight into the envi-
ronmental issues concerning young people across Europe as well as possible strategies for 
encouraging participation.  How the e-participation platform can be utilised to support 
youth engagement through opportunities for social interaction and leadership is discussed. 
This study leads to a better understanding of how young people can co-operate with each 
other to provide collective intelligence and how this knowledge could contribute to effec-
tive e-participation of young people.  

Keywords: e-Participation, Youth Engagement, Environmental Policy, Digital Cultural 
Probe. 

1.  Introduction 

With dwindling participation (especially by young people) then the democratic process 
becomes less democratic and more dependent on the voices of the few rather than the 
many.  This study aims to better understand what motivates young people to participate 
in environmental discussions and the policy making process. We describe how we used 
a prototype e-Participation platform as a Digital Cultural Probe to investigate youth 
motivation and engagement strategies with environmental policy making. The core 
contribution of this paper to e-Participation is discussing an exploratory approach to 
pinpoint engagement of young people with a specific social issue (the environment) 
along with their engagement with the e-Participation platform created to support and 
facilitate a wider (EU level) participation with that issue. This study is part of  STEP - 
Societal and political engagement of young people in environmental issues - 
(http://www.step4youth.eu ) an Horizon 2020 project whose goal is to increase and 
support participation of young European citizens (aged 18-29) in decision making for 
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environmental issues. STEP aims to design and release an e-Participation web & mo-
bile platform which will facilitate interaction between policy makers and young people, 
allowing policy makers to quickly and easily open-up to young people�s input for their 
policy ideas. STEP aims at: providing young people with personalised information on 
decisions under consultation; giving them the opportunity to express their opinion; 
informing them on what other people are saying and giving them the opportunity to 
bring their own issues to the attention of policy makers. European young citizens and 
policy makers from 5 Pilot cities/regional authorities, in 4 countries (Italy, Spain, 
Greece & Turkey) are involved in the project.  During the project�s life time, STEP 
pilots are expected to involve 8,200 young users and 85 policy makers. In addition, 65 
environmental decision making procedures are expected to be tested. One aspect which 
is paramount for the success of the project is to scope out the level of engagement of 
young people with environmental issues and to translate this into strategic ideas for the 
e-Participation platform. In other words: how to pinpoint and relate young people�s 
engagement with the environment to a lasting and meaningful engagement with the e-
Participation platform? For investigating this problem we have conducted a digital 
cultural probe using an early prototype of the STEP platform itself.   

Probes  have been described by Wallace et al [1] as �directed craft objects 
used in empathic engagements with individuals around issues centered on self-identity 
and personal significance�.  This definition fits with the remit for their use in our work, 
with our aim being to better understand how young people engage with environmental 
issues that are significant to them. The cultural probe is a qualitative and inspirational 
research technique originally devised by Gaver et al. [2] which includes open-ended 
and evocative activities for participants to pursue in their own time to help narrate their 
lives to technology designers. A Cultural Probe is usually based on a �toolkit� contain-
ing material to aid and inspire this self-reporting, such as a disposable camera, maps 
and/or a diary. Probes are used for exploring new opportunities � both in term of design 
and strategic actions � rather than for solving functional problems [3]. An extensive 
study on the use of cultural probes was carried out by Boehner et al. [4], and they argue 
that cultural probes are not simply �another technique� for getting data, but frame an 
alternative account of knowledge production. While the original technique was based 
on a physical kit, the research community has started to use the probe technique with 
the support of new technologies, such as mobile phones [5] or known social digital 
media, such as Instagram [6].  While these �digital� probes lose in part the physical and 
creative aspects, they offer advantages in terms of distribution and collection of the 
material as well as opportunities for social interactions among participants. For our 
research we created and conducted a digital cultural probe using an early prototype of 
the STEP e-Participation platform. By conducting this probe via the prototype we have 
been able to investigate simultaneously � in an inspirational and design oriented fash-
ion � both engagement with environmental issues and engagement with the e-
participation platform itself. For this study we involved fourteen participants from the 
pilot partners� areas, as well as a number of young citizens in other European countries 
( UK and  Czech Republic).  

In what follows we discuss our core findings which, in line with the probe tech-
niques, relate to engaging young people with environmental decision making and with 
an e-participation platform. Key aspects emerging from our probe are: the type of envi-
ronmental issues which may be more relevant for young people; the concept of �the 
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future� in which young people have higher stakes than current adults; and the role of 
youth leadership in supporting wider engagement. These aspects can be translated into 
recommendations for the design and development of the e-Participation platform. The 
piloting phase can nurture these aspects for facilitating the wider participation of young 
people, for example by piloting environmental policy discussion around the topics that 
are more relevant to them. In line with this, in the discussion the paper highlights a 
number of strategic recommendations for actions. 

2. E-Participation, Young People and the Environment  

The STEP project is situated within the European context where there is recognition 
that Europe�s future depends on promoting youth participation. Citizen engagement 
with public policy and decision making is not a new concept, but recently there has 
been an increase in the number of initiatives to include the general public in policy 
making. This is also taking place within a context in which there is ample recognition 
of a wider decline in public participation and social capital [7]. This applies to young 
people too where, for example, according to recent findings in Europe [8] traditional 
channels of representative democracy, such as voting at elections only partially stimu-
late young people�s interest in active participation. There is nowadays recognition that 
citizen engagement and participation can enhance citizen trust in government [9], im-
proves governmental responsiveness [10] governmental legitimacy [11] and policy 
making [12]. Digital and web platforms have been studied [12][13] and trialed for this 
scope � in particular, consultation in policy making - with examples such as Liquid 
Feedback being widely known and discussed [14] as well as the use of established so-
cial media platforms in a more bottom-up fashion [15]. There is also recognition that 
stakeholders should be engaged with crowdsourced actions - at the very start of the 
policy cycle when agendas are being designed [16]. There is however discussion on 
whether the use of ICTs really facilitates wider participation in decision making and if 
the people participating are representative of the population as a whole [17]. Further-
more, as one would expect, there is also a very specific discussion around the use of 
tailored platforms for supporting young people�s participation [18]. There are other 
European Projects such as EUth2 or CATCH-EyoU3 supporting youth e-participation. 
Discussion around tailored platforms for young people clearly presents the same issues 
as the general one: consideration of the possibilities offered by e-Participation for 
young people [19] but also the need to acknowledge difficulties [20]. 
Engagement with environmental issues can be seen as a sub-area of the wider move-
ment toward facilitating citizens� engagement with decision and policy making 
[21][22]. However environmental decision making is of particular importance for gain-
ing the participation of young people as decisions taken now will have long-term con-
sequences that will affect future generations. Hence young people, are said, to have 
higher stakes in the future of the environment [23] than the current adult generations 
and can provide an invaluable force to shape future positive change [24]. However, 
data from a recent Eurobarometer [25] shows that young EU citizens (aged 15-24) have 

                                                           
2 http://www.euth.net/ 
3 http://www.catcheyou.net/ 
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far less engagement than older people with issues such as protecting the environment. It 
is also widely accepted in literature that there is the gap between a positive environ-
mental attitude and the actual action for the environment, ie. a positive attitude does not 
necessarily translate into action [8]. Literature also emphasizes the importance of peer 
participation and youth leadership and the opportunity for young people to have dedi-
cated spaces where they can share ideas [24]. Hence as for the general perspective of 
platforms for the wider engagement in policy making, there could be an expectation of 
having examples of platforms dedicated to young people�s engagement with environ-
mental decision making. However here the state-of-the-art presents initial weaknesses 
as � from internal analysis conducted for the STEP project � there does not seem to be 
a relevant presence of e-Participation platforms dedicated to this. Nonetheless, from 
both a research and innovation perspective the problems identified in this paragraph 
would still apply: (1) e-Participation needs to be facilitated and not taken for granted 
because tools are available; (2) there is a gap to be filled between positive attitude to-
ward a policy issues (e.g. the environment) and wider public engagement with decision 
making and (3) there needs to be an acknowledgment of the unique contribution that 
young people can bring to decision making. The importance of a well-designed plat-
form to encourage this is vital, as in most areas of life, if something is poorly designed 
and we don�t have to use it, then the chances are that we won�t [17]. 
 

3.   STEP and the Digital Cultural Probe Methodology 

In an effort to pinpoint young people�s engagement with environmental issues to fac-
tors that could facilitate e-Participation we conducted a digital cultural probe directly 
within a prototype of the STEP platform. In this way we were able to use the platform 
as a probe to explore new opportunities and the experiential perspective of young peo-
ple toward the environment. By staging the probe within the STEP prototype we also 
explored how young people could interact within the e-Participation platform when 
they present and discuss their ideas about the environment. The STEP technology of-
fers the ability to transform existing communication methods and enhance citizen en-
gagement with environmental policy making. The prototype is based on co:tunity4 and 
we used it in a similar way to a closed Facebook group, features allowed : 

� Setting up a specific �challenge� which engages users in high and low level chal-
lenges/tasks. In our case the high level challenge was a 3 week long cultural probe 
about the perspective that young European citizens have about environmental issues, 
whereas low level challenges were the specific self-reporting tasks (see later). 

� Easy upload of images and posting of textual descriptions. allowing self-reporting 
of their experiences (equivalent to a camera and diary in a traditional probe).  

� A user profile, where participants upload their photo, coupled with a leaderboard 
where the profiles of those making the most contributions appear.  

� Ability to comment on and �like� the content posted by other participants, foster-
ing social collaboration and social engagement with the content. 

                                                           
4 The platform Co:tunity is developed by project partner Kairos, see http://www.cotunity.com 
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� Promote a Collective mentality based on the idea �Together we can make a differ-
ence�, where the narrative of the probe was one of young people joining forces to 
make their voice heard and hence capture the energy and enthusiasm of Youth. 

Sixteen participants were invited to the Challenge in the expectations that at least 
half would participate.  For enrolment we relied on pilots and project partners, the 
number of acceptances was 13 (6 males and 7 females). The probe was launched in 
mid-November 2015. The STEP Digital Cultural Probe was organized with specific 
challenges released at weekly time intervals: Week one was a gentle introduction to the 
platform, allowing the participants to log-in and upload their photo; they were asked 
(Via the platform with an additional email prompt) to make 3 posts to give us an idea 
about:  the environmental issues that concerned them; what they would like to improve 
and what inspires them when it comes to the environment. Week two asked how they 
usually travel, and about an action that they made for the environment. We also wanted 
to get a feel for where locally they felt was important / somewhere they liked to visit 
and also to discuss what areas of their life they felt they could do better with. The chal-
lenge about action was included because, as noted in the literature review, there is often 
a gap between people having a positive attitude toward the environment and actually 
doing something about it. We wanted our participants to self-reflect on these issues and 
report on their experiences. The issue of youth leadership � again relevant in literature 
� was introduced in week two; we wanted participants to self-report on their ideas to 
improve the environment in their local area if they had the power to change things as 
the mayor of their town. Week three further developed the leadership theme on a larg-
er scale, i.e. at the country level what would they do if they were the prime minister. 
This theme continued by asking them about where decisions are currently made in their 
region and by whom. We also wanted to know how they thought others could be moti-
vated to be involved in environmental issues, asking them what the best way would be 
to do this. This was asked with the intent of making participants reflect on possible 
strategies for facilitating participation of young people.  Participants could also com-
ment on other posts and offer further perspective on what was happing in other areas. 
Finally participants were asked to contribute to an analytical phase, and give greater 
accuracy for what topics they deemed �relevant�. The STEP platform allows posts to be 
tagged with themes and also to assign relevance scores (1-10). One of us tagged posts 
at regular intervals and from this certain themes emerged. The platform allows co-
analyst participants to plot a �graph for the themes to chart impact and predictability of 
the trend. 

4.   Results of the STEP probe 

Initial observations of the participants� interaction with the probe showed that not all 
the participants had the same level of engagement. About a third of the participants 
were extremely engaged with the platform, contributing on a regular and ongoing basis 
and also with more content than what they had been asked to produce. This group of 
�very enthusiastic� participants also interacted with others on the platform regularly. 
This indicated a bottom-up process of youth leadership emerging, where young people 
in an entirely independent manner were displaying skills and capacity to show how to 
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conduct our challenge. Another third carried out all the tasks and made rich contribu-
tions, but did not show the same level of enthusiasm. This second group were posting 
and commenting on a more irregular basis. The remaining third made some valuable 
contributions, but did not complete all the tasks. This of course may also be for issues 
which are independent from the probe itself (e.g. having exams at University). Overall, 
the cultural probe challenge generated 143 original posts.   
 

      
Fig. 1.  Example of Posts with comments and likes from other participants 

Alessio (Spain), Federico (Italy), Elena (Greece) and Monica5 (Czech Republic) made 
the greatest number of contributions and topped the leaderboard. A few participants 
were curious to know what criteria the platform used to allocate the leaderboard points, 
which shows that they were looking at those emerging as leaders. It was interesting to 
see examples of the participants asking questions of the others and stimulating discus-
sion, with Transport, Recycling and Pollution most frequently discussed. 

4.1 Taking Action  

Two of the questions asked the participants to reflect on something they could improve; 
the first was a more personal reflection on what they themselves could change. Posts 
reflected on personal actions such as walking or cycling more, buying products with 
less packaging, and reducing their energy/water consumption. The second was a more 
general question and evoked responses such as improving local recycling facilities, 
having better control over energy and better access to sustainable transport. Other posts 
gave examples such as converting vegetable oil into Biodiesel. The question asking 
about an action they had done for the environment evoked posts on issues such as recy-
cling, upcycling, and saving energy or water. A post on upcycling prompted several 

                                                           
5 All names changed for anonymity 
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comments, then a flurry of other posts on creative ways to make use of material that 
would otherwise be thrown away. Posts for encouraging others to act mentioned:  inspi-
ration, education, setting good examples and promoting small changes. 
 The wording of the questions was important; we framed them in the first per-
son � asking specifically what they themselves would do, rather than asking, for exam-
ple, about what the mayor of their town should do. This type of question promotes 
greater self-reflection and is likely to increase engagement, not requiring thoughts on 
existing politicians whom they may have negative feelings towards. The responses 
were thoughtful insights as to what could be achieved at a local and national level, 
topics covered improving sustainable methods of transport, cleaning up suburban side-
walks to increase walking/cycling and improving the local areas. Regional actions in-
cluded rewarding towns for using cleaner methods of transport, giving tax incentives 
for renewable/alternative energy and for reducing food waste. Others mentioned repeal-
ing laws allowing the suns energy to be taxed by the government; setting a good exam-
ple as a leader and rewarding pro-environmental behaviours.  
 

Trend Average Significance No. of Posts 
Sustainable Transport 8.3 33 
Recycling 8.1 37 
Reducing Waste 8.0 40 
Energy Saving 8.0 13 
Local Environment 7.8 44 
Pollution 7.7 35 
Natural Habitats 7.7 23 
Climate Change 7.6 23 
Making Decisions 7.4 25 
Saving Water 7.1 9 
Sustainable Agriculture 7.0 18 
Redevelopment Urban Land 6.9 5 

Table 1. Trends identified from the posts and their average significance 

 
Table 1 shows the number of posts made on the topics that emerged from the Chal-
lenge. Participants were encouraged to tag posts and give a �relevance score� via the 
platform interface, which the �highly motivated� group did.  The average significance 
score comes from these combined scores.  Posts could be tagged with more than one 
theme: ie. a post on traffic congestion could be tagged with �sustainable transport� and 
�pollution�. 
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Fig. 2.   Examples of Trend Analysis on the STEP (Images of Participants covered) 

4.2 Spontaneous Posting  and Co-Analysis of Posts by Participants 

As the Challenge progressed the highly engaged participants began posting spontane-
ously on issues that we were not asking them about, this emerged during the second 
and third weeks and the topics were varied.  The 2015 United Nations Climate Change 
Conference, was held in Paris, from 30 November to 12 December 2015 which coin-
cided with the duration of the probe. Some posts were about this event, such as a link to 
an article about the fake adverts by artists being posted across Paris6  protesting against 
corporate takeover of the Climate talks.  A list of 30 actions to combat Climate Change 
was also posted, showing that the platform was used to raise awareness of issues. The 
participant listed how many of the actions she made and asked others how many they 
themselves made � encouraging interaction and reflection. The same participant also 
posted a link to a documentary about the �throw away culture�7. Another person was 
very interested in Sustainable agriculture and posted a link to a video on Sustainable 
Seed production8 and a detailed post showing how local neighbourhoods could produce 
organic food from small urban spaces. The fact that spontaneous posts were being 
made suggests that participants were highly engaged with the platform and with the 
topics they were posting about.  

Once the participants had been given co-analyst rights in week 3 then they 
were also able to tag posts and carry out theme analysis using the platform functionali-

                                                           
6 http://www.thisiscolossal.com/2015/11/brandalism-fake-ads-paris/  
7 https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=mUaCLzbDgm0 
8 https://vimeo.com/126110309 
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