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Abstract 
While the advent of Internet-based communications have had radical 
impacts on the way work processes are undertaken globally, the 
implementation of computer-mediated-communications within 
government has been the source of criticism from proponents of 
“electronic democracy”.  Based on a new typology of electronic 
democracy initiatives and feasibility, this paper explores the adaptive 
responses of Australia’s Elected Representatives to the possibilities of 
democratic communication and consultation through online media.  From 
a survey of over twelve hundred elected office holders, the paper 
examines uptake and interest in online communication and points 
towards adaptive trends for future electronic democracy initiatives from 
within Australian Parliaments and Councils. 
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Introduction 
There are numerous other means whereby government and citizens can communicate 
directly with each other.  All that is required is a change of mentality.  If McDonald’s 
can guarantee service within a minute, why can’t government guarantee a reply to a 
letter within a fortnight?  If major corporations run successful suggestions box and 

feedback systems, why not government? 
- Lindsay Tanner MP, Open Australia (1999:204) 

 
The advent of Internet-based technologies (new media) has had a radical impact on 
the way work processes are undertaken in many large organizations in Australia.  A 
combination of swift communication and digitisation of information allows for new 
forms co-ordination, management, and knowledge sharing that has assisted in the 
development of new work practices, alteration to traditional management and 
administrative processes, and the facilitation of intra- and inter-organisational 
consultation (Castells, 2000:255-8).  These forces have had implications for the 
private sector, with resultant impacts on cost-effectiveness, organisational structures, 
and competitiveness.  While the results of implementing online technologies into their 
work has been mixed, most large organisations have adopted, or accepted the need to 
use information technology and Internet services, to maximise their efficiency and 
shareholder value as a positive program of organisational change and reform 
(Wriston, 1992:29). 
 
Within the public sector, many governments in Australia have begun to adopt Internet 
technology to facilitate public administration, and the delivery of services 
(informational, regulatory, and physical) to their stakeholders (Government of New 
South Wales, 1997; National Office of the Information Economy, 2001; Multimedia 
Victoria, 2002).  Capitalising on the selectivity of new forms of information exchange 
to match the ideals of managerialism and the enterprise state (Considine, 2001:1-5), 
these developments have the capacity to provide equivalent levels of service to online 
citizens at reduced overall cost to the taxpayer.  At the political level, the last seven 
years have seen increased use of new media technologies for political campaigning, 
with online media now firmly part of the overall marketing strategies of both major 
and minor Australian parties.  While this reflects the continuing historical trend for all 
media technologies to be rapidly adopted for political purposes, doubts exist to the 
degree that technological developments have impacted on the work of the elected 
representatives who make executive decisions about the administration of public 
monies and law (Thornton, 1996).  At present, little research has been undertaken in 
Australia as to the level of use by Australian elected representatives of these new 
communication and collaboration technologies, and the impact of this technological 
and social phenomena on the work of Australian politicians. 
 
To overcome this gap, the research project aimed to determine the current use, interest 
in, and importance of new media technologies (online services) by Australia's elected 
representatives using a population survey of all currently-serving elected 
representatives in Australia, including: 

�� Commonwealth, 
�� State and Territory,  
�� Local governments, and 
�� The Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Commission (ATSIC). 
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The research was conducted in first half of 2002, supported by funding provided by 
the Australian Computer Society, the peak body for Information Technology 
professionals in Australia2.  The survey received a strong response from the target 
population, with just under twenty-percent of the 6767 elected representatives 
responding to the written or online survey. 
 
From this data and a review of existing literature, this paper argues that current 
academic thinking on electronic democracy fluctuates between normative 
“aspriational” statements about the potential benefits of electronic democracy and 
micro-level case analysis of pilot or small-sale examples of the use of new media to 
facilitate democratic activities.  While these perspectives have added to our 
understanding of new media’s potential to provide enhanced democratic outcomes for 
segments of the community and practical understanding of some of the complexities 
surrounding the implementation and management of online democracy, 
comprehensive analysis of democratic activity using new media tends to focus on 
institutional efforts at stimulating public engagement with the processes of 
governance.  While the latter research is valuable for understanding how 
organizations like government departments and political parties have responded to the 
communication and interaction opportunities presented by new media, there remains a 
large gap in the study of how elected representatives, as individuals, have responded 
to the arrival of new media as a relatively accessible consumer product that can be 
utilised for democratic purposes. 
 
To understand innovation and adaption of new media technology, three different 
forms of governmental use of the technology are developed: electronic and online 
service delivery, institutional electronic democracy, and individual electronic 
democracy.  From this basis, three paradigms for understanding innovation are 
presented to conceptualise the different diffusion patterns of the technologies.  
Through the classification of elected representatives as “entrepreneurs” and atomised 
technology adopters, Rogers’s theoretical basis for understanding innovation diffusion 
is used for the purposes of interpreting the primary data.  Thus, while surface-level 
adoption of new media technologies by elected representatives has been strong, and 
substantially higher than the use of new media technologies by the total Australian 
adult population (eighty-six percent of elected representatives verus sixty-four percent 
for the total population3), the adaptation of this precursor technology for use as a 
democratic tool has remained limited.  Four innovation adoption curves are identified 
to explain differences in the rate of innovation diffusion seen from the baseline data 
set.  These adoption curves are based on an understanding of the perceived utility of 
potential electronic democracy innovations, resource restrictions, and limitations on 
the spread of information within the social network of elected representatives.  
Finally, an assessment of preferences for further innovation in the field of electronic 
democracy is presented, allowing the development of postulates as to the likelihood 
and rapidity of future adoption in Australia of new electronic democracy innovations 
by elected representatives. 
 

                                                
2 No intellectual limitations were placed on the research as part of the funding agreement. 
3 The total population usage rate is provided by the National Office for the Information Economy 
(2002:23) based on syndicated statistics provided by Nielsen//NetRaitings market research and pertains 
to users over the age of sixteen. 
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Unpacking the Terrain: Electronic Service Delivery, and 
Organisational and Individual Electronic Democracy 
The character and institutions of the policy-making processes in modern democracies 
are shaped by available communications technology (Roslaniec, 1998) and the 
practical realities of approximating sufficient consensus from the population to ensure 
political legitimacy for decisions reached and governmental programs of action.  As 
the development of parliamentary systems stemmed from the ability for 
representatives to marshal together local interests and communicate directly with 
other’s representatives, the complexity of modern governance and policy debates have 
invariably drawn new communications technology into the decision making process.  
These adoptions have served to distribute information, manage communication with 
constituents and stakeholders, influence public opinion and political agendas, and 
deliver government services.  Because of the applicability of new media technologies 
to interest articulation, socialisation and aggregation, some commentators have 
advocate vastly new forms of online government free from traditional structures of 
sovereignty (such as Barlow’s “civilization of the Mind in Cyberspace”, 1996).  
Alternatively, electronic enhancements to existing practices have been proposed to 
restore ailing democratic institutions “with the objective of rebalancing the elite-
people see-saw” (Moore, 1999:57) and providing a “democratic dividend” to citizens-
as-consumers by improving existing governance processes (Geiselhart, 20004).  
Historically, however, the political response to new communications technologies, 
such as the development of radio or television, have been pragmatic attempts to 
control the political impact of these media (Tiffen, 1989:7), utilise the technologies in 
the democratic process (Graber, 1984:2; Williams, 1979:124), or adapt technologies 
for the purposes of public administration and service delivery (Seneviratne, 1999:41-
2). 
 
In considering this debate it is important to note that the concept of electronic 
democracy remains ill-defined in academic literature, as illustrated by the 
proliferation of terms (“electronic democracy”, “electronic governance”, “digital 
democracy”, “teledemocracy”, etc.) used to describe the practice or phenomena.  
Hagen provides a useful definition that situates the role of new media technologies in 
the overall policy making process, drawing in deliberative democracy, consultative 
processes, agenda determination, and decision making.  He defines electronic 
democracy as (1997): 

[A]ny democratic political system in which computers and computer networks 
are used to carry out crucial functions of the democratic process – such as 
information and communications, interest articulation and aggregation, and 
decision making. 

In addition to this definition and drawing in what policy research has learned about 
the importance of implementation in shaping policy outputs and outcomes, the 
Commonwealth Centre for Electronic Governance (2001) propose that “e-governance 
is really about choice.  It is about providing citizens with the ability to choose the 
manner in which they wish to interact with their governments”.  Overall, the main 
thrust of this view stems from concerns about political apathy (for democratic 
application of new media; Williams 1998), or as a response to problems associated 

                                                
4 In this article Geiselhart also explicitly links electronic democracy and electronic commerce together 
– a useful theoretical tool used within this analysis. 
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with governmental overload and the fiscal crisis of the state (Accenture, 2002:6; 
Charters-Wood, 2000:66). 
 
From these two perspectives some boundaries need to be drawn around Electronic 
Democracy, to separate the concept from the wider view of Electronic Government 
(or “e-governance” or “e-gov”).  First, development of network-based 
communications have facilitated a range of new forms of service delivery within 
government and between the public sector and the citizens, innovations which remain 
largely outside of the e-democracy conception of democratic activities.  In Australia, 
for example, the Federal Government introduced a policy to “deliver all appropriate 
Government services online via the Internet by the end of 2001” (NOIE, 2001), which 
has seen most federal agencies introduce new online methods of accessing 
government services, lodging relevant application forms, and engaging in commercial 
activities with government departments.  Similarly, internal markets have been 
developed within the public sector, and inter-departmental transactions increasingly 
automated and facilitated using Internet-based technologies.  While these 
developments are important, and reflect the democratic administration of the nation, 
they fall outside the boundaries of electronic democracy as defined by Hagen.  
Second, while the use of online services for consultation and decision making is 
commonly identified as electronic democracy, these functions can only be justified as 
“democratic” were the citizenry has equal access to the process.  This meets Mayo’s 
principle of political equality (1960:62), and requires that, where access to new media 
technologies is not universal, no implementation of online government can exist 
without a parallel offline equivalent.  Thus, while these developments have had both 
adaptive and revolutionary characteristics, often the ability to direct technological 
change towards improved democratic outcomes is limited (Nugent, 2001:222), with 
initial utopian views5 about the benefits of new communication for enhanced 
democratic processes and outcomes often unrealised as political institutions and 
processes incorporate technological developments into existing machine politics and 
recognise limitations in achieving universal access to these technologies. 
 
Even within pragmatic assessments of the development of electronic democracy and 
electronic service delivery we can see underlying expressions of idealism from both 
academics who see these developments as inevitable (Solop, 20016) or fundamental to 
improving basic democratic conditions (Geiselhart and Colman, 1999:37), and 
industry-based writing on the subject of electronic democracy (Petre and Harrington, 
1996:90-1) calling for greater use of the technology as a normative value for good 
government.  From a pragmatic perspective, however, these forms of “asperational” 
perspectives need to be tempered by a realistic assessment of the value and 
application of these technologies in the democratic decision making process8.  
Electronic democracy developments have been described as providing for “stronger, 
more open, more inclusive democracies” (Becker, 2001:39), however, what should be 
taken into consideration is attention needs to be applied to the adaptive character of 
technological adjustment by democratic institutions (formal and informal) and 
individuals.  As Castells (2000:391-2) points out, the introduction of technologies like 
                                                
5 And dystopian (Dutton, 1990:173). 
6 Solop examined the 2000 Arizona Democratic Party Primary Elections. 
7 Geiselhart and Coleman examined two examples of online political discussion fora in the Australian 
Capital Territory. 
8 Such as Gibson and Ward’s assessment of virtual campaigning in Australia (2002). 
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the Internet not only have impacts on the electoral process, but on political 
organization, decision making, and the entire governance process as a whole.  What 
this means, therefore, is that any study of the impact of networked communications 
technologies on the political process should not only examine the application of these 
technologies in the formal process of political power sharing, but also the work-life of 
democratic representatives and their staff, and civil society organizations that support 
democratic activity in post-modern nations.  Thus, while benefit can be gained from 
an examination of aspirational applications that enrich current policy making 
processes, we need to be cautious when assuming that political institutions remain 
static in the face of technological change, and that new forms of democratic 
engagement can only be developed external to the policy making process, with 
“cyberspace” forcing democracy on our existing political institutions.  As Richard 
(1999:73) observes, “… a technical utopia cannot be reached without the 
establishment of proper response mechanisms within government”. 
 
Overall, the literature on electronic democracy, while highly formative and 
fragmented, has instinctively internalised the view of policy making as located within 
self-organising policy networks (Rhodes, 1997), although this connection is generally 
not explicitly recognised within the current literature9.  While this does show that 
recognition of the network basis of political decision making has been independently 
recognised by disciplines outside of public policy – a confirming view of the policy 
process that network researchers should take comfort in – the intellectual leap to the 
network view of the policy-making process has tended to overlook the structural, 
functional, and motivational differences of the variety of groups and organizations 
that utilise new media technology for democratic purposes.  This leap explains the 
range of differences found within the literature, especially those based on practical 
case examples, where political actors or institutions are not identified as having 
substantive differences between them in a functional sense, but in the way they 
internalise new media for democratic and public administrative functions (through 
dichotomies like “innovative” or “closed”, “participatory” or “elite”).  As Gronlund 
(2001) points out, discussion about electronic democracy tends to revolve around 
what type of electronic democracy we should have, rather than our structural or 
intuitional capacity to sustain it.  Thus while Reinermann (2001) identifies the 
complexities of the range of institutional structures engaged in electronic democracy 
and service delivery, his identification of barriers to information flow (“built-in 
‘cracks’”) is seen purely as a limitation of “old economy” structures, rather than a 
fundamental necessity for the separation of powers.  Toregas, on the other hand, 
points out that study of electronic government should identify that the impacts of new 
media should be viewed on the basis of engagement: the connection of the citizen to 
the governance process – be that in terms of democratic expression or service delivery 
– to identify the variety of input demands (and barriers) and process change 
requirements to implement electronic government. 
 
With Toregas’s view in mind, therefore, table 1 delineates between the three key areas 
of change that are discussed within literature surrounding the “electronic government” 
and “electronic democracy” concepts.  This table shows each of the three key forms – 
electronic and online service delivery, institutional electronic democracy (parties, 

                                                
9 With the exception of Warren and Weschler (1999:199) who situate the changing mode of production 
(from industrial to information) within the context of networks of governance. 
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departments, governments), and individual electronic democracy (elected 
representatives use of new media – proactive or reactive) – can be divided on three 
levels: the relevant unit of analysis for research, the focus of activity (process 
change), and the target audience.  Therefore, this analysis points out that each type of 
electronic government change has significantly different units of analysis, their 
motivation and applications are somewhat distinct, and there are differences between 
the target audiences for these forms of engagement.  
 

Table 1: Electronic Service Delivery and Democracy – Analytical Variations 
Electronic Democracy  Electronic and Online 

Service Delivery Insti tut ional  Individual 

Unit of analysis 
Institutions: departments 
or whole-of-government 
portals (business units) 

Parties (federal / state), 
“governments” 

(Ministerial), pressure 
groups 

Elected representatives, 
political candidates, and 

policy activists 

Focus of activity 
(motivation and application) 

New public management: 
customer service and 
satisfaction / resource 

control  

Election campaigning, 
agenda setting, 

community consultation, 
and lobbying 

Election campaigning, 
community consultation, 
complaints, and agenda 

setting 
Target Audience General or functional General or functional Territorial or functional 

Examples 
Online bill payment / 
presentment, book-a-

service 

Party election websites, 
“have your say” citizen 

feedback 

Discussion lists, online 
chats, issue polling, online 

consultation 
 
Developments in electronic government and democracy are both supply and demand 
in origin, with existing political institutions and individuals adopting new 
technologies to facilitate existing processes and procedures, and civil society 
institutions utilising technology in ways that directly impact on the political process.  
The combination of these developments creates critical mass, where innovations and 
revolutionary processes cross boundaries between the state and civil society, leading 
to increased citizen expectation of institutions, new forms of democratic activity by 
elected representatives and their agents, and adoption of efficient practices by 
mediating institutions.  Overall, the compound effects of the magnitude of change and 
variations from current practice limit or encourage the adoption of electronic 
democracy technologies and techniques in the policy making process within the three 
forms of new media use by government.  However, the review of existing literature 
shows that the conceptualisation of these changes as part of one overriding process of 
cultural change may limit our ability to understand the specific dynamics within each 
type of governance process and, while study of the impact of new media on 
governance remains a formative area of research, it may be important to found 
research and analysis around the analytical variations featured in figure 1, before 
attempting the task of attempting to draw research findings into a coherent general 
theory. 
 

Representatives and New Media: Innovation and Diffusion  
When thinking about electronic democracy, and with specific reference to individual 
electronic democratic activities by elected representatives, understanding of the 
processes that drive uptake of new media and its application to democracy need to be 
identified.  Sundbo’s (1998:52-102) has explored the concept of innovation, mainly at 
the level of firms, identifying three different paradigms for the consideration of the 
diffusion of innovation.  These paradigms can be applied across the spectrum of 



Who’s in the Joined-Up Government? 

Peter Chen Page 8 of 26 

governmental use of new media technologies: Schumpeter’s theory of entrepreneurs, 
technological determinism, and strategic management. 
 
Schumpeter, writing in the early twentieth-century, proposed that innovation is a 
function of technological development and changes in production.  For Schumpeter, 
innovation is not a function of technical skill, but the creative adaption of external 
technological and process changes by entrepreneurs, working as individuals, who 
attempt to introduce new changes to improve or expedite the production and work 
process.  Thus entrepreneurs are not managers, in a command-and-control sense, but 
people who can work within existing structures (like the structure of government, in 
this paper), with the autonomy to run risks and attempt to introduce new forms of 
activity.  In a sense, while profit could be the result of this innovative effort, 
Schumpeter’s view of the innovator, the entrepreneur, is that their motivation is both 
psychological (rewards of new creation) and social (creation of a social network of 
innovative individuals connected to the legacy of the initial innovative development). 
 
Sundbo’s second paradigm for understanding innovation revolves around the concept 
of technological determinism, the inevitable adoption of new technology.  This view 
is less individualistic than that presented by Schumpeter’s early work, as inevitable 
technological innovation and adoption is focused on macro-level trends, rather than 
the individualist diffusion model of individual entrepreneurs whose success is 
replicated, either through the inherent value of the initial innovation, or via increased 
profits at the firm level.  Pioneered by Ogburn in the mid-twentieth century, the 
analysis of technology impacts on social practice argues that technological change is 
the fundamental type of development, which determines the social scope of human 
activity.  Because of this, innovation (the adoption and use of technological 
developments, following a time-lag) is driven by the “invention stratum” 
(technologists) who develop technology, and applied by early and later adopters 
(initial practical application and then adoption based on the success of the work of 
initial adopters).  Innovation and adoption, in this case, is largely driven by 
technologists before diffusion into the general population. 
 
The third innovation paradigm presented by Sundbo is that of strategic management, 
or the planned approach to technological adoption by organizations.  This approach is 
markedly different to that of entrepreneurial or technological determinism in that the 
driving focus is planning, new forms of management (non-traditional, highly 
competitive, marketing based management), post-fordist, post-hierarchical, and aimed 
at process change, as well as changing organisational culture (Fletcher, 1999:83-5).  
Overall, this paradigm shifts from a focus on innovation in terms of physical 
production (the improvement of work practices) to recognise services and service 
delivery as a key element in organisational outcomes.  By nature, this paradigm is 
particularly relevant to the public sector, especially following the introduction of the 
rubric of New Public Management (Hughes, 1994:168): strategic, managerial 
implementation of new processes and practices, based on a marketing and consumer 
orientation to achieve medium-term goals and objectives based in corporate plans.  In 
essence, therefore, the innovation process in this paradigm – especially with reference 
to the public sector – becomes a managerial function, based on technological 
development10, but end-directed (Trebilcock, 1995:2), rather than the hit-or-miss 

                                                
10 Either material, process, or managerial. 
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adoption of entrepreneurialism (the risky innovative process) or focused on the 
technology itself (inherent in the technological determinist view). 
 
Taking these paradigms, we can delineate between our three forms of governmental 
use of new media technologies in terms of Sundbo’s two main influences on 
innovation: the determinant of innovation (the factors encouraging change), and the 
agent of innovation (who introduces change).  Thus, drawing from the characteristics 
presented in table 1, table 2 identifies that, while the managerialist focus of electronic 
and online service delivery conceptualises change and innovation through the market 
principles of service delivery and consumer satisfaction (leading to innovation driven 
at the strategic management level), institutional electronic democracy has been, to 
date, largely driven by initial application of technology by technicians, either 
information management technicians or, as Gibson and Ward (2002) point out, 
political tacticians within party organisations.  For government departments, this view 
is supported by the experiences of Mr Tom Worthington, a former senior technical 
advisor to the Australian Department of Defence.  In establishing the first static 
websites for the Department, Worthington recalled11: 

A group of self appointed Internet enthusiasts took it upon themselves to 
implement a system for the government.  This was easier to do at the Defence 
Department, as the military have a tradition of encouraging independent 
innovation by junior staff, provided it works and is later formalised with rules 
and regulations.  I recall handing over the draft of the Defence web page for 
approval and being told: “I am not sure quite what this is or why we need it, 
but it is approved”.  

A technically-driven implementation of basic electronic democracy (information 
dissemination to the public), later incorporated into formalised planning and strategic 
management process through the success of initial technicians enthusiasm. 
 

Table 2: Electronic Service Delivery and Democracy – Innovation Variations 
Electronic Democracy  Electronic and Online 

Service Delivery Insti tut ional  Individual 
Determinant of 

Innovation Market-oriented strategy Technological 
development Entrepreneurship 

Agent of Initial 
Innovation The professional manager The technician 

(or tactician) 
The Gründer� 

(amateur or solo effort) 
� Literally, in German “incorporator” or “founder”. 
 
Adoption of electronic democracy innovation, from the perspective of elected 
representatives, adoption must be seen as an individual effort, and one that can not be 
easily mandated (in terms of strategic management) nor introduced by default 
(through technical introduction and post hoc approval).  This individualism is a 
feature of the relative independence of elected representatives in how they undertake 
their formal duties.  In reply to a query regarding resourcing information technology 
use, one local government administrator illustrates this point: 

                                                
11 Personal correspondence, 27th May 2002. 
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The uptake of [information technology] by Councillors ranges from good to 
non-existent.  It has been very difficult to pressure the Councillors into using 
IT services and the main use is the provision of electronic business papers for 
Council meetings.  [Councillors’]  use of e-mail via the Council network is 
low. 

Thus, in general terms, the uptake of electronic democracy innovations at the 
individual level is likely to be the result of personal innovation, individuals making 
decisions to adopt this technological approach based on their own entrepreneurial skill 
and technological interest.   
 
Generalisation is the meat of typological classification, and as such, can lead to over-
simplification and error.  In identifying the foundational drivers for technological 
adoption across our three forms of governmental use of new media technologies, we 
need to recognise that there is the possibility of significant departure from the initial 
innovation drivers characterised in figure 2, and subsequent adoption.  As such the 
work of Rogers (1995) can be valuable in our analysis of elected representatives use 
of new media technologies. 
 
Rogers’s interest in innovation takes two forms: interest in the origin of innovations 
(determinant and agents of), as well as the way in which initial innovations are 
diffused throughout social networks.  While the source of governmental use of new 
media technologies is illuminated by Sundbo’s work, the entrepreneurial paradigm of 
individual electronic democracy innovation does not provide an understanding of how 
new approaches become diffused through this community.  Looking at this issue, 
Rogers (252-280) identifies a means of connecting the initial point of innovation, with 
subsequent diffusion of the development through networks.  In attempting to advance 
the social network diffusion concept, Rogers first identifies a range of adopter 
categories, that follow the time continuum of adoption.  These ideal types follow the 
speed of adoption to identify the characteristics of adopters (as represented in table 3) 
based on their personal willingness to adopt new innovations, and resources and 
constraints upon doing so.  Overall, Rogers sees that the ease of adoption, value of the 
innovative practice, communication channels (formal or informal) for spreading 
information about the innovation, the nature of the social network, and the presence or 
absence of opinion leaders as change agents affects the speed to which adoption 
moves through the five adopter categories12.  Because of these factors, Rogers 
proposes, the cumulative diffusion of innovation will tend to follow a classic 
sigmoidal curve (S-curve): slow initial growth, followed by mass adoption, tapering 
as the number of non-adopters reduces.  Overall, this approach can be applied to our 
analysis of new media adoption by elected representatives. 
 

                                                
12 With respect to the diffusion of information technology innovations, the application of Rogers theory 
could be seen to include the inherent assumption encapsulated in the “full integration hypothesis” – that 
is, “that information technology has, or will become, an indispensable component of modern daily life” 
(Vitalari, 1990:97).  While diffusion theory does measure adoption rates in terms of total population 
adoption (time for complete diffusion), application of this theory does not necessarily require the 
acceptance of inevitable technological adoption.  For the purposes of this paper, importance measures – 
indicative of the inherent utility of new media to the sampled group – is used as a means of determining 
the current upper limit of possible adoption based on the perceived importance / interest variable. 
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Table 3: Adopter Categories 
Category Title Percentage of total Characteristics 

Innovators 2.5% 

“Venturesome” 
�� Cosmopolite social relationships 
�� Wide communication channels 
�� Resources 

Early 
Adopters 13.5% 

2 standard 
deviations from 

average 
“Respected Social Network Members” 

�� Opinion leaders 

Early Majority 34% “Deliberative Decision Makers” 
�� Neither first nor last to adopt 

Late Majority 34% 

1 standard 
deviation from 

average “Skeptics” 
�� Pressure driven to change (social, economic) 

Laggards 16% 
2 standard 

deviations from 
average 

“Traditional” 
�� Suspicious of innovations 
�� Low awareness-knowledge 

 

Charting the Extent of Adoption and Adaption: A Typology for 
Electronic Democracy 
If adaptation and adjustment serve as the primary drivers for the introduction and 
distribution of electronic democracy developments – as we have seen with the 
introduction of electronic service delivery (electronic commerce) in public 
administration – then the magnitude / variation dimension13 can be used to categorise 
current developments in the introduction of electronic democracy initiatives in 
Australia.  This view reflects Rogers’s view of the ease of adoption, one of the key 
determinates in diffusion rate.  Table 3, below, takes the adaptive/entrepreneurial 
model, and applies it to a range of foreseeable electronic democracy initiatives that 
can be applied to both institutional and individual adaptations of democratic activities, 
and places them on a continuum from minor or incremental changes to the democratic 
process, to more significant and fundamental (in a mixed-scanning view; Etzioni, 
1967:389) changes to the default democratic practices that exist within Australia.  
What table 3 allows, therefore, is the ability to classify elected representatives’ 
democratic adaptations through new media into facilitative, transformative, novel, and 
revolutionary change.  Each of these classifications represent an increased level of 
change to the basic democratic system, with each “step” in the innovation process 
brining increased levels of complexity and difficulty in implementation and 
diffusion14.  This typology partially explains the current extent of adoption and 
adaptation within the research cohort, as well as hypothesising that, the further along 
the electronic democracy change continuum, the longer (slower) the sigmoidal curve 
for adoption. 
 

                                                
13 This recognises Rogers (204) point that, while the personal characteristics of adopters has been 
recognised to understand the diffusion process for innovations, attention also needs to be paid to how 
the properties of innovations affect their rate of adoption.  In this section, therefore, special attention is 
paid to the complexity of innovations as affecting the rate of adoption. 
14 Difficulty, in this context, refers to both technical and cost, but also legal and cultural resistance to 
change. 
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Table 4: A Typology of Electronic Democracy Developments� 
 Change Type Democratic Activity Example 

Constituents 
consultation 

Electronic mail 
SMS messaging 

“Town meetings” Internet relay chat 
Newsgroups 

Information 
distribution 

Websites (“brochureware”) 
Streaming video / audio 

Direct email 

Facilitative:  
The use of new media simply 
expedites, cheapens, or speeds 
an existing political process 

Voting Electronic Voting Booths 

Consultation with 
interests 

Online conferencing 
Newsgroups 

Email list participation 
Voting Internet-based voting 

Public Polling Internet-based polling 

Transformative:  
The use of new media 
expedites an existing political 
process, which is altered in an 
essential characteristic because 
of the impact of the technology Working parties / 

committees 

Virtual workspaces 
“Groupware” 

Online conferencing 
Environmental 

scanning 
Comprehensive, organised 

electronic mailing list “lurking” 
Novel:  
The use of new media 
specifically to replace an 
existing political process with a 
new one 

Voting Internet-based citizen initiated 
referenda 

Autonomy Self-regulating, non-geographic 
communities of interest 
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Revolutionary:  
The use of new media 
technology causes the 
development or invention of a 
new political process 

Environmental 
scanning 

Political information agents15 – 
Artificial Intelligence in 

political activism 
� Note that the many of these examples are speculative/formative only. 
 

Work Life Diffusion of New Media 
Before any examination of the democratic use of new media technologies, it must be 
noted that basic workplace/work life use of new media is a precursor to any attempts, 
by representatives, as entrepreneurs, to adapt new media technologies for electronic 
democracy.  Based on the survey data, figures 1 and 2 illustrate the use and frequency 
of use of two key media technologies: the World Wide Web (web “browsing” or 
“surfing”) and electronic mail.  These figures are delineated between Parliamentarians 
(Commonwealth, States, and Territories) and Local / Regional Councillors (regional, 
indicating councillors of the Aboriginal and Torres Straight Islander Commission).  
Figures 1 and 2 show that overall use of these new media forms is quite high, with 
only approximately ten percent (averaged across the two groups) of elected 
representatives not using these technologies.  Overall, both web browsing and the use 
of electronic mail is frequent, with the tendency for elected representatives to use the 
technologies on a weekly or daily basis. 
 

                                                
15 Based on Sau’s (1999:137-55) view of intelligent agents as co-operatives, autonomous, learning 
programs. 
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Figure 1: Elected Representatives use of the World Wide Web 
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Figure 2: Elected Representatives use of the Electronic Mail 
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The high usage rate for these technologies is reflected in representatives’ expressed 
view of the importance of these technologies as part of their work life as elected 
officials.  Figure 3 demonstrates, with reference to the value of adoption of 
innovations as a driver for rapid diffusion, that over eighty-five percent of elected 
representatives (when averaged across the two categories) see these technologies as 
somewhat important, important, or highly important. 
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Figure 3: Importance of New Media in Work Life 
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While interest in, and the utility of, new media for elected representatives is high, 
figure 4 illustrates the self-reported information technology skill level of survey 
respondents.  The average elected representative tends towards basic or confident use 
of these technologies, with ten percent of respondents identifying no computer skills 
at all.  Thus, while this has a direct impact on the use of new media, the lower levels 
of computer skills do not appear to directly correlate with either the frequency of use 
of new media or importance of the technology, indicating limited barriers to 
utilisaiton of the technology at a foundational level, once initial technological 
ignorance has been overcome. 
 

Figure 4: Elected Representatives Information Technology Skill Levels 
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Overall, therefore, it is possible to explain some of differences seen in figures 1 
through 4 between parliamentary members and local/regional councillors by the 
different levels of resources available to Australian elected representatives for the 
uptake and use of new media.  In tables 5 and 6, the information technology resources 
for elected representatives are listed (based on a subsample only) for parliamentarians 
and some local councils.  These tables show that, while parliamentarians have the 
highest and most frequent use of new media, their support services for these activities 
are well developed, while in local government, the support provided is highly 
variable: from very comprehensive access to hardware, software, training, and 
troubleshooting, to council administrations who provide no assistance in the adoption 
of new media technology.  This comparison indicates that there is a clear difference in 
use of new media based on the parliamentary / local government division – reflecting 
both the slightly differential skill level between these levels of government, as well as 
variable access to information technology resources and support.   
 
This variation encapsulates Rogers “innovativeness-needs paradox”, in that, those 
who have the most need for the benefits of new media technology (to overcome the 
resource constraints of local government in political information gathering and 
distribution) are least able to access these benefits.  This is pertinent to the local 
government arena, that operates without the wide range of support services available 
to parliamentarians (in terms of staffing and intelligence gathering).  In addition, this 
can be seen also to reflect the limited resources available to local government 
members to engage in electoral activities.  In a 1997 survey, the model amount of 
money spent on election campaigning for South Australian councillors was between 
one and two thousand dollars (Local Government Association of South Australia, 
1998). 
 

Table 5: IT Resources Available to Australian Parliamentarians 
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Commonwealth16 � � � �  � � � � �  �   
ACT � � � �  � �    � � � � 
VIC � � � �  � �   �  �   
SA � �  �  � � � � � � �   

TAS � �  � � � � � � �  �   
NT � � � � � � � � � �  �   

QLD � �  �  � � �  �  �   
WA � � � � � � � � � � � �   

� Yes � On Request � With Limitations � Laptop used instead of dedicated desktop 

                                                
16 IT and online serves support are undertaken jointly by the Senate and House of Representatives 
Departments (IT support services), the Technical Services Group of the Parliament (networking), and 
the Department of Finance and Administration (hardware and software provision). 
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Table 6: IT Resources Available to Australian Local Government Councillors17 
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Albury City-NSW   � �  � �   �  �   
Bauhinia-QLD          �     

Baw Baw Shire-VIC   �  �  �   �  �   
Bega Valley-NSW   � �   � �  �  �   
Boroondara-VIC �  � �  �  � �   �   
Campaspe-VIC  �  �   �     �   

Gannawarra-VIC               
George Town-TAS            �   
Geraldton City-WA � �  �  � �   �  �   

Clarence-TAS  �  �   �   �  �   
East Gippsland-VIC � �  �  � �     �   

City of Norwood, 
Payneham, and St 

Peters-SA 
     *         

Peppermint Grove-
WA               
� Yes  � On Request  � With Limitations  * Provided to Mayor only 

 

Facilitative Adoption of Electronic Democracy 
Based on the identification of the relatively wide-spread diffusion of precursor 
technologies to electronic democracy, the survey findings also allow us to identify the 
diffusion of two of the most easily introduced facilitative electronic democracy 
innovations: personal political websites and online consultation. 
 
With respect to personal political websites (sites established outside of the 
administration and control of parliament or council administrations or political 
parties) there is a large differential between parliamentarians and local/regional 
councillors, with just over 11 percent of councillors maintaining these sites, and 
almost 53 percent of parliamentarians doing so.  Here a large variation in behaviour 
emerges, again reflecting the different level of information technology support and 
skill level between these groups, but at a higher level than would be anticipated given 
the overall level of use of precursor technology.  This indicates that – within the total 
cohort (elected representatives) attention needs to be paid to the different political 
realities of the two groups (large electorates or state representation versus smaller 
local ridings or wards) and the variable characteristics of elements of new media 
(websites as a mass media – with the tendency, especially given the resources of 
individuals – for static content) versus electronic mail and mailing lists that tend 
towards a select media model (e.g. direct mail).  This view is upheld by analysis of 

                                                
17 Based on a random sample of councils only. 
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total media preferences for elected representatives18, as indicated in table 7, as 
parliamentarians were more likely, on average, than local government and ATSIC 
councillors to value mass media (such as television and radio) more highly than select 
media.  However, both cohorts expressed a strong primary preference for personal 
contact with constituents. 
 

Table 7: Media Preferences for Elected Representatives: Highest to Lowest 
Parliamentary Local/Regional 

Media Form Average Preference Media Form Average Preference 
Personal Contacts 2.775758 Personal Contacts 1.98916 

Newspapers 3.097561 Newspapers 2.893897 
Direct Mail 3.713415 Direct Mail 3.443609 
Television 4.5875 Radio 5.198189 

Radio 4.670807 Electronic Mail 5.748988 
Electronic Mail 5.3875 Television 6.131687 

Internet Websites 5.95 Internet Websites 6.311861 
Magazines 6.865385 Magazines 6.434197 

Outdoor Advertising 7.019231 Outdoor Advertising 6.50774 
 
Because of this finding, Rogers’s theory of innovation diffusion needs re-
consideration.  Through the use of classification assumptions of inherent barriers and 
enablers in technological change, Rogers’s cumulative view of diffusion must be 
questioned in the way that it aggregates adoptive processes into populations as a 
whole.  While this view has been quite valuable in the analysis of work life adoption 
of new media (and will be seen to remain relevant for online consultation, because the 
divergence between interest – if not activity – in online consultation is not high), with 
regards to the adoption of personal political websites by parliamentarians and 
councillors, the level of divergence necessitates, at the sociotechnological level, a 
separation of these cohorts into two groups for the purpose of analysis19.  However, it 
must be recognised that this division is somewhat arbitrary – a post hoc classification 
– but necessary for the purposes of accurate analysis in the context of existing theory.  
Overall, the existing data set does not contain the level of granularity required to 
determine the sociotechnological differences between the two cohorts, and therefore 
further research would be required to formulate a theoretical basis upon which 
variations within the population could be examined in detail20. 
 
Moving from mass media towards more personal democratic communication, figure 5 
shows the current level of adoption of online consultation.  In this example, the use of 
new media for democratic consultation (interest articulation and aggregation) remains 
                                                
18 Based on a ranking scale where elected representatives were asked to rank nine media forms in terms 
of importance: television, radio, newspapers, magazines, direct mail, outdoor advertising, personal 
contacts, electronic mail, and internet websites.  Lower scores represent higher preference for the 
media form. 
19 In that, not only is there differences in resources which impact on the ability of councillors to 
implement these systems, but also that the perception of the innovation (its value, effectiveness, and 
relevance) differs in a way outside of the scope of the adopter classifications to explain. 
20 It would not be possible, however, to retrospectively gather matching data to formulate this further 
theoretical refinement because of the fast pace of change within information technology and new media 
adoption, and concerns about instrument contamination from the initial survey.  A methodological 
approach, based on respondents’ specification of utility of electronic democracy innovations would be 
the most useful approach to overcoming this problem in future research. 
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the dominant preserve of parliamentarians – over sixty percent compared with over 
thirty percent for local and regional councillors – however the difference in the use of 
this more select media channel is not as marked as with the mass medium of Internet 
websites and is clearly reflective of the expressed importance of this facilitative 
adoption of new media by representatives, as indicated in figure 6.  Overall, however, 
while the importance of this innovation is not as high as that of work life use of new 
media, there exists majority support (approximately sixty-five percent) for the 
proposition that this form of democratic activity is important or highly important for 
serving representatives. 
 

Figure 5: Elected Representatives Use of Online Consultation 
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Figure 6: Importance of New Media for Consultation with Constituents 
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When comparing the rates of adoption of new media technology for work life 
purposes (at 86% of the total population of elected representatives) to the uptake of 
this technology for the establishment of personal political websites and online 
consultation, we can place these innovation diffusions onto the idealised sigmoidal 
adoption curve of Rogers.  Thus, given the identified need to delineate between the 
two cohorts (parliamentarians and councillors) for personal political websites, figure 7 
illustrates the relative position of the uptake of new media, establishment of personal 
political websites, and online consultation.  These four sigmoidal curves illustrate that 
each are at very different parts of their adoption curve, reflecting ease of adoption, 
support for innovation, and interest (utility) of the new technology.  Therefore, while 
use of new media for work life purposes has almost completely diffused through the 
later majority, personal political website adoption by parliamentarians has only just 
begun to reach the more cautious adopter group.  For online consultation (overall) and 
councillors’ use of personal political websites, these innovations remain at the lower 
level of diffusion, with consultation now being embraced by the early majority group, 
while websites for local and ATSIC councillors still in the initial phases of adoption.  
As basic online consultation (say use of email to contact and poll individuals) and 
website technology is no older than the precursor Internet technology, this shows that 
the sigmoidal curve for online consultation and both types of personal political 
website adoption is longer and flatter than that of new media, illustrating the 
difficulties associated with adaption of these facilitative electronic democracy 
activities, such as limitations in accessing electronic mailing lists for constituents, 
skills and knowledge limitations, and the credibility gap between the possibility of 
electronic democracy and practical outcomes for potential adopters. 
 
Figure 7: Adoption Rates Based Assumed Normal Sigmoidal Curve Adoption View21 
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21 Figure based on Rogers idealised adoption model (1995:258). 
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Through correspondence with elected representatives who reported themselves as 
non- or low users of Internet services, some of the barriers to adoption of the 
technology can be identified.  Clearly, as indicated in figure 4 and table 6, skills and 
resources play a large role in limiting the use of the technology, and a number of 
respondents indicated that these served as the largest barriers to further use22.  
Alternatively, the lack of practical application and need for the technology was 
highlighted by respondents favouring personal contracts or the use of more 
established communications methods23, especially in electorates that have poor 
quality telecommunications infrastructure or where the socio-economic characteristics 
mitigate against high Internet uptake.  In addition to problems associated with lack of 
skills, the ability to apply existing IT skills to online consultation are identified by 
some respondents as a key barrier to mode advanced use of online services.  One 
councillor responded that “lack of knowledge of how to get the best out of the 
technology that is available and the confidence to use what knowledge I have”24 was 
the largest barrier to further online consultation.  Thus, figure 8 illustrates the limited 
knowledge sharing and idea diffusion associated with online consultation among 
elected representatives.  In this figure (based on a question asking elected 
representatives to indicate their awareness of online consultation activities), while 
approximately ten percent of elected representatives identify the receipt of constituent 
electronic mail as an example of online consultation, practical peer sharing of 
information (specific examples of other representatives use of online consultation 
cited by respondents) shows very limited diffusion of the innovation (as an example 
or idea) throughout the social network25.  What this means is that the current take up 
of online consultation cannot be explained by a direct peer-to-peer information 
sharing and change agent function, but reflects entrepreneurial individual (amateur) 
innovation and the receipt of information about possible creative uses for new media 
from non-peer sources (such as the adaptation of online market research techniques 
for democratic consultation). 
 

                                                
22 Electronic mail correspondence with Catherine Peck and Junette Jeffery; Facsimile correspondence 
with Valerie Heath (20th May 2002).  
23 Facsimile correspondence with Margaret Van Belsen and Aileen Stanton JP (3rd June 2002 and 20th 
May 2002). 
24 Frank Elliott, electronic mail correspondence: 20th May 2002. 
25 While knowledge of institutional examples of online consultation (such as the Brisbane City 
Council’s “Your City, Your Say” feedback mechanism) are cited by representatives, the transferability 
of these examples from the intuitional level to the individual level may also be discouraging the uptake 
of online consultation by elected representatives. 
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Figure 8: Communication of Online Consultation Innovation Within Elected 
Representatives Social Network 
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Preferences for Novel Innovation: Online Voting  
Overall, the research findings to date indicate that democratic innovation through the 
use of new media has been limited to facilitative electronic democracy adaptions to 
date within the Australian population of elected representatives.  However, the survey 
instrument also attempted to ascertain respondents preferences for more complex and 
difficult innovation processes.  Using the practical example on online voting26, 
respondents were asked to express their preferences for the use of this technology, for 
either: 

�� All elections and citizen initiated referenda (innovation that substantially alters 
the existing equivalent offline process); 

�� All elections monitored by the Australian Electoral Commission (facilitative 
innovation); 

�� For indicative polling (facilitative innovation); 
�� Unsure of support for innovation; or 
�� Opposed to innovation. 

 
From these preferences, figure 9 represents to responses of elected representatives to 
this proposal.  Overall, while the largest response was opposition for the introduction 
of the innovation, total support for some form of online voting activity was forty 
percent of the total population.  Clearly the change magnitude of this innovation 
reduces its level of support when compared with that for online consultation, but 
within the supporting group, the more cautious application of this approach is not as 
strongly supported as either a direct facilitative innovation, or support for a novel 
innovation – in the form of extending voting online to include referenda.  Overall, 
                                                
26 Online voting has been undertaken in Australia within the union and corporate environments, but to 
date has not been trailed for political elections.  The Australian Capital Territory has trailed electronic 
voting (using computer booths at polling stations) in a pilot capacity and therefore the potential of 
expanding this approach into the online environment appears to be a possible novel innovation. 
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however, while introduction of personal political websites or online consultation can 
be achieved through personal innovation, resources, and technical understanding, 
introduction of online voting would require mutual partisan agreement and the 
support of institutions, such as the Australian Electoral Commission to move this 
innovation forward. 
 

Figure 9: Elected Representatives Online Voting Preferences 
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Conclusion 
Based on primary data collected during the first half of 2002, the uptake of online 
technologies by Australian elected representatives has been determined to be quite 
high, with some variations between the Federal / State / Territory level and local 
government and the Aboriginal and Torres Straight Islander Commission.  Generally 
elected representatives report strong support for the importance of new media as part 
of their working lives, however to date the use of these technologies for electronic 
democracy on an individual level remains limited.  In analysing these findings using 
models of innovation, diffusion, and a typology of electronic democracy innovation, 
however, it is possible to identify that initial moves to use new media for interactive 
democratic purposes – such as online consultation – appear to have passed the point 
of critical mass required to see further rapid diffusion of this innovation throughout 
the research population. 
 
Overall, while further diffusion of innovations, such as online voting appear to have 
potential support among elected representatives, differences in the use and utility of 
certain electronic democracy innovations, such as personal political websites, present 
theoretical and conceptual difficulties when attempting to analyse them using standard 
diffusion theory and idealised sigmoidal curves, with some limitations in generalising 
about the perceived value of some electronic democracy innovations to the population 
as a whole.  Overall, therefore, in contrast with the aspirational nature of much of the 
existing literature on electronic democracy and its potential in nations like Australia, 
this “baseline” research has concluded that these innovations are likely to be adopted 
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slowly by elected representatives, and that adoption of individual electronic 
democracy initiatives will continue to be limited due to resource scarcity and the 
limited nature of peer-to-peer information sharing about these developments within 
the social network of elected representatives in Australia.  As facilitative innovations 
take hold and prove (or disprove) their utility, further innovations may emerge from 
this sector. Given the increasing complexity / difficulty of the introduction of 
transformative, novel, or revolutionary electronic democracy innovations, however, 
the entrepreneurial model of initial innovation the results from the structural 
independence of elected representatives is likely to restrict rapid introduction and 
diffusion of more complex new media innovations. 
 

Appendix: Research Methodology  
The aim of the data collection process was to assess Australia's Elected 
Representatives: 

�� Levels of use; 
�� Democratic utilisation; and 
�� Perceived importance  

of new media technologies (Internet and online services) in democratic activity. 
 
To assess these three areas of interest, a seventeen question, largely multiple-choice 
survey was developed.  The survey was developed in two formats: hardcopy for those 
respondents without an email address and an online survey for those contactable via 
email.  Learning from a previous, unpublished online survey, the online survey URL 
issued to respondents incorporated a check digit that allowed respondents to be 
automatically verified and allowed for automatic capture of some basic statistical 
information (tier of government, state or territory of electorate/council, and initial 
method of contact)27. 
 

Sample 
The identified population for the survey was every serving elected political 
representative in Australia.  A sampling frame was constructed to provide email and 
mailing addresses for 6,767 of elected representatives from available public sources.  
From the sampling frame approximately 29% of representatives had identifiable email 
addresses, the remaining 4,792 were contacted via postal addresses.  The survey, in 
electronic and hardcopy formats, was personalised before being dispatched. 
 

                                                
27 This initial research utilised a CGI script using Perl language to capture data to a comma delineated 
text file (CSV).  The research instrument in this research developed this technique, using PHP scripting 
to allow for verification imbedded in the unique URL issued to each respondent, this limited the 
amount of input required from participants and provided additional security to the data capture 
instrument.  The survey was enhanced slightly with basic java scripting to prevent text entry violation 
of the designated field separation character.  In addition, the use of PHP allowed browser types and 
domain origins to be automatically logged for analysis.  Overall, the PHP script had a number of 
distinct advantages over the original Perl CGI bin method and would be recommended for future online 
research of this type. 
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Response Rate 
As indicated in table 8, the overall response rate to the survey was just under twenty 
percent.  This compares quite favourably to a similar research project conducted in 
Europe in 1999 (Caldow, 1999:7), which received a ten percent response rate based 
on email requests only28. 
 

Table 8: Response Rate by Instrument Type 
 

Issued 
Returned to 

Sender 
Responded 

Online 
Responded by 

Post 
Email 1,965 (29.03%) 51 427 19 
Mail 4,792 (70.97%) 18 106 769 
Total: 6,767 69 533 (40.34%) 788 (59.66%) 

 Total Sample: 6,698 Total Response: 1,321 (19.72%) 

 

Limitations 
Two basic research limitations are apparent.  First, the sampling method is not perfect.  
While attempting to sample the entire target population, a number of elected 
representatives at the local government level could not be contacted because of 
inability to locate names and addresses and the inevitable shortfall between published 
information and governments that may have been going through elections.  Second, 
some limitations result from the data capture method utilised.  While email invitations 
were used for representatives with email addresses (allowing respondents to directly 
"click through" to the online survey) and paper invitations issued to those without, 
this approach may have some limitations, namely: 

�� The presence of an email address does not guarantee the representative used it 
(emails may have gone unread); and 

�� As the survey was concerned with ascertaining the use and interest in the 
medium, the email invitations may have biased responses back towards those 
representatives with a higher degree of computer literacy and/or interest in the 
medium.  While this may have been moderated by the use of paper-based 
surveys, Yun and Trumbo (2000) have observed that in general comparison of 
post, email and web surveys, the use of multiple collection methods attracted a 
disproportionate response from those using online response methods. 
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