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Consumers’ Telecommunication Network Discussion Paper:

Online (Web 2.0) Consultation Mechanisms

About CTN
The Consumers' Telecommunications Network (CTN) is a national, peak body representing residential consumers in the development of telecommunications policy.  We advocate policies for better access, quality, and affordability of telecommunications facilities for all residential consumers.  CTN's members include national and state organisations representing those from non-English speaking backgrounds, the deaf, Indigenous people, low income consumers, people with disabilities, young people, pensioners and superannuants, rural and remote consumers, women and consumers in general. 
Summary

This paper covers government use of online (Web 2.0) consultation mechanisms, which include blogs, social networking sites, wikis, and video sharing sites.  The era of e-Government has arrived, with governments around the world providing information and services online, and increasingly, interactive consultation spaces. In Australia, online consultation mechanisms are beginning to be used across all levels of government, as the Australian Government recently launched its first blog, with more to follow.  Local government is perhaps being more active in using these new technologies, even using privately hosted services to run online consultations.

The paper identifies a number of benefits to online consultation mechanisms, including new pathways and relationships with governments, responsiveness to public norms, efficiency and effectiveness of Government, and community building.  There are a number of issues to be considered and worked through, though, including undeveloped practice,   unknown effectiveness of participation, questionable representation, lack of consensus on control and content, demands on government resources and culture, and broader issues around public participation in the ‘Digital Economy’.

The paper recommends online consultation should be strictly complementary in the short to medium term, and that CTN should participate smartly in trials, encourage e-Government development, advocate for policy development across a range of areas,  continue to advocate for fair participation in a digital economy, and adopt appropriate Web 2.0 technologies for its own use.  References in the text, as well as other useful material on the topic can be found in the Bibliography.

What is Web 2.0 and Online Consultation?

“Web 2.0” is a loose term generally referring to the second generation of the Internet.  It refers to a collection of developments and designs that has facilitated online collaboration, online communities, online information sharing, and interoperability.  Social networking sites (e.g. Facebook, Twitter), video sharing sites (e.g. You Tube), wikis (e.g. Wikipedia), blogs (e.g. Blogger) and web-hosted applications (e.g. Google Calendar) are all generally considered to be part of the Web 2.0 generation.  Web 2.0 or online consultation mechanisms, then, refer to the trend of people, organisations and governments connecting and interacting using evolving Internet-based technologies.

It is worth noting, however, that there is no universally accepted definition of Web 2.0, and some have, “questioned whether one can use the term in any meaningful way, since many of the technological components of Web 2.0 have existed since the early days of the Web” (Wikipedia Web 2.0).  As the Internet continues to develop, it seems likely the term Web 2.0 will be replaced by other descriptive terms.  It might be more appropriate, therefore, to use the term ‘online consultation mechanisms’ to describe the process of people, organisations, and government connecting and interacting using evolving Internet technologies.

International context

The era of “e-Government” has arrived, as governments all over the world are increasingly using the Internet to connect with citizens:

“Over the last 10 to 15 years, e-government has become the tool for supporting governments’ functions and interaction with citizens and businesses and the backbone for communication and service delivery in the public sector.” 

(Organization for Economic Cooperation and Development [OECD], 2008 Shaping Polices for the Future of the Internet Economy 9)

Under the e-Government umbrella, Singapore, the United States, Sweden, the United Kingdom, Japan, Korea, Canada, Taiwan, Finland, Italy and Germany are seen as leaders across categories such as network preparedness, applications, management optimization and promotion (see the 2009 Waseda University International e-Government Rankings in which Australia was ranked 13th).

E-Government, though, has included not only information provision and service delivery, but also increasing interactivity:

“There is a gradual change in the way governments interact with their citizens: from merely providing services, governments have established virtual-spaces for citizen to have their voice. In this way, citizens have been given the opportunity to participate in policy making by using ICT.”  (2009 Waseda University International e-Government Rankings)
Indeed, the OECD’s 2008 Seoul Declaration for the Future of the Internet Economy, to which the Australian Government was a leading contributor, eludes to online consultation as a major goal of the development of the Internet:

“Enabling new forms of civic engagement and participation that promote diversity of opinions and enhance transparency, accountability, privacy and trust.” (OECD 9)
The Australian Government’s 2006 Principles of ICT Enabled Citizen Engagement, refers to a 3-stage e-Government model:

“Stage 1: Information stage: A simple one-way relationship in which government delivers information to citizens – Government » Citizen

Stage 2: Consultation stage: A two-way relationship in which citizens provide feedback on issues defined by government – Government »« Citizen  

Stage 3: Active participation stage: A collaboration in which citizens actively shape policy options, but where government retains the responsibility for final decisions – Government « » Citizen” 
(Australian Government Department of Finance and Regulation)

Information is just emerging on how governments are employing online consultation mechanisms, especially since the definition of online consultation is dynamic.  However, if using the above model as a reference, based on a preliminary review it would seem that the world is somewhere between Stages 1 and 2, with governments mainly focusing on information and service provision, but now also experimenting with defined and informal consultations.

The wiki Government 2.0 – Best Practices (http://government20bestpractices.pbwiki.com/) provides a useful collection of government Web 2.0 projects.  The United States, Canada, the United Kingdom, Israel, New Zealand, and other countries are using a variety of blogs, wikis, social networking sites (Twitter, Facebook, MySpace, in-house applications), media sharing (podcasts, YouTube), online gaming (Second Life presence), interactive data applications, and e-policy discussions (discussion forums). 

At this stage, it seems that informal methods of interactivity, specifically the use of social networking technology, is more prevalent than formal policy discussion forums.  It also seems that local governments have taken to interactive online tools more readily and openly than higher levels of government.  Finally, especially on a national level, online consultation tools are being used as much internally (say, between departments) as externally (with citizens).  As more experimenting occurs internationally, more data will become available about the methods and effectiveness of online consultation projects.

In Australia
Online consultation mechanisms are starting to be used across all levels of government in Australia.  On a national level, the Government has flagged both the arrival and potential of online consultation mechanisms:

“As people embrace the interactive internet they expect to be able to interact with the Australian Government using these new technologies. The increasing use of information and communication technology (ICT) to enhance government service delivery provides opportunities for agencies to engage and involve citizens and communities in new ways.” (Consulting with Government – Online 2)
“We have many examples of successful online projects built on collaborative principles. It is plain that wikis, blogs and social networks can be powerful tools for aggregating policy debate and deliberation.” (Minister Lindsay Tanner - Keynote to 2008 CeBIT Conference)
In December of 2008 the Department of Broadband, Communications and the Digital Economy (DBCDE) launched the Digital Economy Future Directions Blog, the first official Government blog.  An online supplement to a draft policy consultation paper, the blog ran for 2 weeks and attracted over 1500 comments.  Ministers Lindsay Tanner (Department of Finance and Deregulation) and Stephen Conroy (DBCDE) both participated, with the latter providing blog posts in response to user comments – most of which were on the topic of the Government’s proposed Internet filtering scheme:

“We realise we're not trail blazers here...But instead of simply copying overseas models we are keen to gather as much evidence as we possibly can about how Australians want to engage online…If you are saying to yourself 'how hard can it be for government to set up a blog?', remember that in public service terms online consultation is still pretty new, and not without its risks. We'd prefer to get it right incrementally than oversee a flash in the pan (although it's notable that some (such as, The Office of the President-Elect Obama) seem to be moving faster than others!).” (Minister Tanner – Digital Economy Future Direction Blog)
The Digital Economy Future Directions Blog is part of a larger trial program of online  consultation, managed by the Department of Finance and Deregulation (specifically the Australian Government Information Management Office), which is responsible for government management of information and communication technologies:

“Each of the online consultations has a different citizen focus and the trials are intended to test issues around registration, participation, levels of engagement, the use of blogs and ideas forums and different levels of moderation.” 
(Rudd Government trial for e-democracy future)
The trial program was developed from pieces of work the Government has completed on the topic of online consultation and e-Government, which include the 2008 Consulting with Government – Online report (covering the 2007 Public Consultation Australian Government Consultation Blog and accompanying Public Submissions to Public Consultation Australian Government Consultation Blog).

The Consulting with Government – Online report, which included a small amount of online surveying and in-person focus groups, attempted to gauge public reaction to the concept of online consultation, including interest in participation and expectations.  The report suggested that there was overwhelming support for a Government consultation blog, though public participation was considered a more complex matter.  It recommended that the Government should, “consider establishing an Australian Government online consultation forum, to complement existing forms of community consultation” (Page 4).  The forum would be established through www.australia.gov and:
 “include the ability for users to suggest topics for discussion; be easy to find and use and be comparable, in functionality, to existing online forums; include mechanisms that acknowledge contributions; allow users to rate other  comments and provide email alerts of upcoming consultations; include policies for acceptable use, registration, participation, privacy and moderation guidelines; and include a feedback and evaluation section for users, both the community and     government, to allow users to shape the site and for the continued improvement of the consultation forum.” (Consulting with Government – Online 4)

There are also two relevant policy documents with implications for consumer advocacy.  The 2006 Principles of ICT Enables Citizen Engagement, though not often referred to in recent Government discussion, aims to assist in developing a consistent citizen experience engaging with government. The principles is lists include: commitment; community focus; community capability and inclusiveness; mutual respect, confidence and trust; interactivity and flexibility; responsibility and accountability; security and privacy; evaluation and efficiency.  The 2004 (updated in January 2008) Better Practice Checklist - 12. Online Policy Consultation document lists practical steps Government agencies should undertake in considering and implementing online policy consultation.  They include:

“Before you start:  Identify the business case for undertaking online policy consultation; 

 Identify and consider the needs of the target group to be consulted online;

Planning:  Determine the degree of interactivity required for the consultation to be effective;  Consider the mechanisms that can be used for the online consultation; Determine how online consultation mechanisms will complement any concurrent offline consultation; Identify timeframes; Consider data management and analysis issues;  Consider human-resourcing issues; Determine how feedback will be provided to people consulted online;Ensure that users have confidence in the online consultation process; 

 Address security issues;  Address privacy issues; Test consultation mechanisms

Deployment and after: Promote online consultation methods;  Evaluate the effectiveness of the online consultation process and its impacts”

On a state level, the Queensland Government’s Online: Get Involved website (http://www.getinvolved.qld.gov.au/participate/gi-in-gov/online/online.html) allows users to comment on key government issues, start or sign an e-petition, and comment on regulation.  It appears to be the most involved use of online consultation mechanisms among state governments.

 Local government appears to be the site of most active online consultation:

“Early in 2008 Port Stephens Council contracted Bang the Table, a Newcastle based company specialising in online consultations, to gain feedback on its Foreshore Management Plan. Newspapers and direct mail were used to make residents aware of a specially set up internet forum where they could get information on the Foreshore plan and provide feedback. The three month consultation drew 680 unique visitors and helped Port Stephens identity local concerns which were then factored into revised management arrangements. Recently Brisbane City Council, Broken Hill City Council, Clarence Valley Council, Willoughby City Council and Wollondilly Shire Council have also been using online consultations to get resident input on their plans. With so many municipalities connected, perhaps social media is the next digital divide for councils to cross.” 
(Local Government Focus)

As discussed in the above quote, some local councils have used private, non-government services to administer their online consultations.  Bang the Table (www.bangthetable.com), an Australian company, is one of these and describes itself as:
“…an independently moderated space for discussing public policy. We host discussions for organisations that recognise the value of community input to their decisions. Each of the projects on the site is here because someone in a decision making capacity wants to hear your views. The rules of the site are set out in our community contract, please take the time to read them, then sign up and take a seat at the table to join the discussion. “ 
(Bang the Table - Home)

Finally there are non-government resources that, although not online consultation mechanisms, can supplement and provide comment on the topic.  One of the former is www.OpenAustralia.org, “a non-partisan website run by a group of volunteers which aims to make it easy for people to keep tabs on their representatives in Parliament.”  The site tracks official proceedings of Parliament searchable by locations, representatives, and keywords.  Providing comment is the private blog eGov AU (http://egovau.blogspot.com/).
Benefits 
It is clear that online consultation mechanisms can provide a number of significant benefits to the general public and to individuals and organisations working in advocacy and policy development roles.  
· New pathways and relationships with governments: The suite of online consultation mechanisms discussed open new avenues for participants to connect to government.  This creates potential for more inclusiveness.  Increased access to information and government officials also creates greater potential for one’s message to be seen and considered.  As practices develop, it may be the case that citizens and organisations’ relationships with government will become more collaborative:

 “The blog has allowed us to become much more transparent and even those who would rather see TSA fail have commended us for allowing a forum for them to vent.” (Interview with Blogger Bob – blogger on the USA Transportation Security Administration website)

· Responsiveness to the public:  As information and communication technologies and Web 2.0 generation technologies become part of daily life for more Australians, governments must be able to communicate to the public using the channels the public is using.  Internet-based, real-time, 24 hours/day, interactive, mobile services are becoming the norm in a ‘digital life’:

“…people are increasingly time poor; and busy people simply don't have the time or inclination to get involved in time hungry and inconvenient consultation exercises. We expect to be consulted at our convenience. The era of the Town Hall meeting at 7 o'clock on a Tuesday evening is long gone. Today's community is used to instant access and instant feedback.” (Bang the Table - About Us)

· Efficiency and effectiveness of governments:  CTN has been advocating for more open and responsive consultative processes from government and these technologies have the potential to allow government to give more timely feedback and real-time dialogue.  It can also allow more efficient and collaborative consultation work as participants can gain benefit from reading and responding in shorter timeframes.   It appears as though online consultation mechanisms are challenging public service culture and perhaps the ‘the face’ of government:

E-government contributes to reform by offering the means to transform the public sector as part of an ongoing, continuous process. It can drive innovation and change by forcing governments to rethink organisational structures, division of responsibilities and public sector business processes.” (OECD Shaping 9)

· Community building: The interactive web has shown that it can facilitate the development of relationships.  Governments, organisations and individuals can develop working relationships with other groups with interests in particular policy areas.  There is great possibility for improvements in membership and engagement with consumer advocacy work through online consultation mechanisms, which allow for more targeted promotion and updating of ongoing consultation work:

“That's the power of the online channel. To allow individuals to share their experiences in a one-to-one fashion, establishing a level of trust that is hard for an institution to match. Once this trust is established it can be referred or inferred from the individual back to an institution, allowing institutions to build their level of trust with individuals.”  (eGov 2009 – Practical benefits of online media for government)
Issues

· Undeveloped practice:  It’s early days in the development of online consultation methods and it’s not exactly clear what the tools to be used are, what the clear purposes are, and what the policy around them are.   Participants should expect hic-ups, and consultations may tend to focus more on the mechanism rather than the content of the consultation.

“Interesting issues that we have grappled with in bringing the blog to you were ‘what is a blog?’ and ‘what defines a blog?’ and ‘how should the Government blog?’ The way we have gone about this blogging trial apparently triggered these thoughts in many of your minds as well…Sam’s lessons and other comments have noted that bloggers are individuals, not a team. This raises interesting issues for government in general and the role of the public service in particular. As a general rule, departmental officers do not speak as individuals—they represent the government. This blog therefore is not an individual’s blog—it is the Department’s.”  (Digital Economy Futures Blog)
· Unknown effectiveness for participants:  A spin-off of undeveloped practice is that it is unclear how effective participation in online consultation mechanisms is.  How much is Government reading, watching, or listening?  Is submitting in an online forum more effective than a written letter or in-person meeting?  It will be essential that participants have a good idea how government will be using information gathered in online consultations.

· Questionable representation: Something that has not yet been effectively addressed is the absence of mechanisms to determine how representative online consultation is.  Demographic information is not required, and ‘Web 2.0 lobbying’ in the form of  paid posts, and monopolised discussion are a reality of current systems.   As important, it is unclear just how interested and willing the public is to actively participate in online consultation:

“However, when it came to actually participating in a Government forum, there was evidence to suggest that people who are not already engaged in online and political discussions would not actually participate. A notable difference was highlighted with participants of regional focus groups. While most participants considered the consultation blog a good idea in theory, few thought they would personally contribute to it in practice. It was perceived, especially by the 45+ year old group, to appeal to a small core of political activists. This finding is comparable to other research2 that indicates only a small minority (10%) of people involved in online communities will actually participate in them.” (Consulting with Government  - Online 10)

· No consensus on control and content: Moderation was the top issue of contention in interviews conducted for the Consulting with Government – Online report, and it is unclear how the Government will proceed on this issue, as moderation that creates delays in posting might jeopardize participation:

“Some people have also expressed frustration at the delay that occurs before they see their comments online. We are working as fast as we can to deal with the constant stream of comments to get them online and get your voice heard in the debate.” (Digital Economy Future Direction Blog)
Additionally, the relevance or quality of content posted by governments is a possible issue, with the ‘recycling’ of press releases and discussion paper text, confidentiality of government information, and the possibility of using consultation mechanisms as a pubic relations channel all concerns that have been raised:

“Transparency is a tricky thing when you’re working for the government. There are just certain things you can’t talk about. And when we tell our readers we can’t talk about something, it’s kind of like telling an angry person to relax. They just get angrier. But that’s the reality when you’re blogging for the Govt.” (An interview with Blogger Bob)
· Demands on government resources and culture:  Online consultation mechanisms require a significant amount of managerial control and expertise.  Does government currently have the resources and expertise to effectively run these projects?

“If governments are to deliver individualised and coherent e-government services, they need to have the necessary front- and back-office mechanisms and to identify user demands and needs with the help of their citizens.” (OECD Shaping Policy for the Future of the Internet Economy 9)

Internal government processes and culture will need to adjust, which will take time:

“The challenge in this area is this: how do we adapt the static and process driven world of the bureaucracy to the more dynamic and innovative world of the collaborative web? This is a huge challenge in terms of cultural change, which can’t be solved through technical solutions alone. The prospect of greater online engagement also raises difficult questions around the openness, confidentiality, accountability and responsiveness of government policymaking.” (Minister Tanner Keynote to CeBIT 2008)

· Demands on community resources and culture:  Just as government resources, processes and culture will be challenged with increased online consultation, not-for-profit organisations will also need to assess how to deploy their resources around online consultation. Great amounts of time can be spent reviewing, participating and surfing blogs and social networking sites.  Likewise, how community groups should dvelop and deliver submissions to consultations will need to be reviewed and evolved.

· Public participation in the ‘Digital Economy’: Last but certainly not least, while online consultation mechanisms have the potential to increase the ability for the community to interact with government, this will only be the case if a range of issues about public participation in the ‘digital economy’ are worked through.  Access to next generation networks, affordability of services, accessibility of services and issues such as digital and media literacy education, privacy and security all greatly affect how we benefit (or lose) from interaction online.  Please see CTN’s Position Paper on the Digital Economy for further discussion of this broad topic.

Recommendations

· Online consultation should be strictly complementary in the short to medium term: With many unknowns around online consultation mechanisms, including practice, policy, effectiveness, representation, resourcing, and broader community inclusion in a ‘digital economy’ CTN should advocate that it must remain a purely complementary avenue of consultation in the short and medium term.

· Participate smartly in trials and encourage e-Government development: Though there are many issues to be worked through around online consultation mechanisms, the potential benefits, including new pathways to government, responsiveness to public demand, reform to government processes, and community building are worth the effort of participating in trial and informal initiatives.  Furthermore, support should be given to development of other interactive e-Government tools that can produce better provision of information and expert government advice, complaint and compliment feedback, access to local councilors and representatives, and local community organisation because of the benefits they can provide to consumers and advocacy organisations.   However, resources devoted to participation in online consultation mechanisms should be carefully measured against organisational priorities.

· Advocate for policy development: There are a number of policy areas which need attention as online consultation mechanisms are developed.

· Clear goals and principles: Online consultation mechanisms must deliver benefit to the public, must be inclusive for all parts of the community, and must meet basic rights.  There should be further development of a set of engagement principles and best practice, with reference to a broader set of ‘communications rights’ collaboratively developed by government, consumers and industry.  Of critical importance will be a clear indication from government about how seriously it intends to take feedback received from online consultation mechanisms, and clear policy on how it will provide feedback to participants of a consultation, using the same tools to explain what the government decided and why.
· Commitment of resources and necessary culture change: Initial indications are that implementation and management of online consultation mechanisms requires significant resources with new types of expertise in software development, moderation, public relations and legal council. Likewise, it also appears that online consultation mechanisms are impacting public service culture, and these changes should be acknowledged and dealt with.  

“The public sector can play a valuable role in adding expert advice to support discussions online as long as it respects the context of the discussion.  This is a culture shift for people who work in public services and for civil servants in particular… The Taskforce makes recommendations to help this culture shift and make more transparent the public sector’s attempts to engage online, which we think public servants should do as a matter of course.” (Power of Information Taskforce Report (UK))
· Clarity and content on the technology platform(s): With interactive Internet technologies developing at a fast rate, deciding on a platform through which to develop online consultation is tricky.  Blogs, media sharing, social networking and wikis all offer different dynamics for participants to master.  In order for participation to be maximized, including proper promotion, Government must ensure that it is clear which platform(s) they are using and be clear about all the functionality of that/those platform(s) provide.  Content must be indexed, searchable, open format, meet W3C standards and must provide additional value to documents such as press releases.

· Process and boundaries of participation: There are many uncertainties and varying opinions on registration, identity verification and moderation to be worked through.  
· Continue to advocate for fair participation in a ‘Digital Economy’:  Intimately intertwined in the discussion of online consultation mechanisms is the broader discussion of participation in the ‘digital economy’ or ‘information society’.  Simply put, unless issues of access, affordability, quality of service, security, and digital and media literacy are addressed, online consultation will not realise its potential.  CTN should continue to focus its energies on these important areas.

· Research and adopt evolving Internet technologies for CTN’s own use: Community organisations like CTN should be devoting significant resources to researching interactive Internet technologies and developing strategies for how to harness them for their organisational goals.  Community building, more efficient consultation and promotion, and meeting public demand are only three of many potential benefits these technologies can provide.  The culture change being experienced in government is no different than the culture change that will be necessary for community organisations.

This discussion paper was prepared by Ryan Sengara in consultation with Teresa Corbin, CTN Chief Executive Officer, and the CTN Board.
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