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ABSTRACT

Based on a case study from the Green Party Germany, we
discuss the expectations and potential effects of the introduction
of new online participation opportunities. These methods are
often used in hopes of drawing in a wider group of participants,
but existing literature on digital inequality suggests that this is
unlikely to happen. Applying a mixed methods approach, we
investigate how likely the expectations related to these new
opportunities are to be met. We used semi-structure interviews
to draw out what effects party members think online
participation will have. We then conducted a survey asking
members about their plans to change their behaviour.
Comparing expectations to prospective behavioural changes, we
find that the high hopes of both party members and leaders - to
draw in those members who currently do not engage - are likely
to be disappointed. Members who are better off, better educated,
and already more active, will likely benefit more than those the
party hopes to engage. We argue that this is linked to the
prevailing digital divide, and that those who are targeted for
more participation need to be more actively addressed to achieve
broader participation.
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1 INTRODUCTION

Online Participation in politics is a widely researched field,
but most of that research focuses on citizen participation at
various levels, from local to regional to states or nation states
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[1]-[4]. We are interested in how members of political parties
participate in party-internal decision-making processes. The
processes that parties employ to develop positions and
manifestos are important, because — given sufficient success in
elections — these positions may eventually lead to new
legislation that governs society. Engagement in political parties
is one important route for citizens to not only influence the
politics of their country or place of residence, but also to learn
about the democratic process, take part in public discourse [5],
and improve their own efficacy [6].

Using digital technology like the internet in participation
processes has raised high hopes for a broadening of democratic
engagement, particularly to groups that are historically not
engaged [7], [8]. Although some positive effects have been
identified, particularly for young people and soft forms of
engagement [4], [9], [10], there is plenty of evidence against a
broadening of participation, and for continued influence of
social and socio-economic inequalities on the internet [11]-[13].

This paper investigates how likely it is that the expectations
related to the introduction of new online participation tools
within a political party will be met. After an overview of the
digital divide literature and the theory discussed in this paper
(Section 2), we introduce the organisation we are studying
(Section 3), and explain the reasons for and details of our mixed
methods approach (Section 4). Based on interview and survey
data, we discuss whether the expectations of individuals for
online participation are likely to be met (Section 5). We find that
they are not, and that the expectations held by party members
and leaders — that online participation will benefit others — are
in practice still overshadowed by the digital divide (Section 6).

2 RELATED WORK

In this section we discuss the theoretical foundations of the
digital divide (Section 2.1), and give an overview of mobilisation
and reinforcement theory, which will be used to discuss the
effect of online participation methods on practical participation
levels (Section 2.2).

2.1 Digital Divide

Access to the internet today is largely treated as a matter of
course in most post-industrial societies, including Germany.
Although there are some structurally weak areas, for example in
Eastern Germany or Lower Bavaria, where access is limited, 92%
of the population of Germany are now connected to broadband
[14], and access is no longer the key division. However, while



access seems to become less important, other aspects have
become more important. Even if people are online, the benefits
they derive from using the internet differ with socio-
demographic factors such as gender, age, income and education
[15]. A further consideration is the skills necessary to use the
technology and derive benefit from it [16]. Inequalities that exist
offline have been shown to be perpetuated in the use of the
internet [17]. Thus, those who are already disadvantaged offline
may stay disadvantaged when they use the internet.

With regards to political participation online in Germany, the
strongest explanatory factor for differences in online use is habit
[12]: Only those who are already used to using the internet for a
variety of activities will also adopt it for political participation.
Age is important in this context, as habits form with age, and
those who were older when the internet was widely adopted will
be less likely to change already existing habits — though they do
adopt it for some activities [18]. Benefits for those who use the
internet for political participation are mostly in the area of
political information and discussion, and the group that benefits
most, dubbed ‘digital citizens’, are males in their mid-twenties,
with university education, no children and low income [12]. In
terms of gender as well as education, this is not surprising, as it
reflects the typical party member in Germany [19], as well as the
overall lower participation and representation of women in
politics [20]. Age however is distinctly different: Among party
members, people under 35 are underrepresented [19].

These differences are highly problematic for democratic
processes: Democratic ideals generally assume some form of
equal opportunity to participate. Dahl describes democracy as
the “process of making collective and binding decisions” [21, p.
5], which are based on equality: If all members of a group are
equal, then they all ought to have the same influence on
decisions that affect them. This applies to democratic republics
as well as to democratic parties and their internal processes. As
it stands, participation is not equal regardless of whether it is
conducted offline or online, and the question is not whether
democratic participation can be achieved online or offline, but
whether adding online elements to existing offline processes can
improve democratic participation.

2.2 Mobilisation & Reinforcement

Mobilization and reinforcement theories can be used to
describe potential effects of online participation. On the one
hand, mobilization theory [7] argues that with new online
participation methods, more people can be drawn in, leading to
broader participation. Reinforcement theory [22], [23] on the
other hand states that new online participation methods will be
picked up by those who are already active, thus increasing — or
reinforcing — the influence they already have. We would like to
add two further dimensions to this discussion: Replacement [24],
[25] and Non-Use [26].

Online participation may simply replace existing offline
methods, without effect on who participates, or with which
intensity: Things that were previously done offline are now done
online, by the same people. This effect has been described in
some variations and with different terms (such as
‘normalisation’ [11]), but we consider ‘replacement’ to be the

most accurate description, as we refer specifically to one type of
media replacing another, without other side-effects.

Lastly, there is a risk, especially for large organisations, that
online participation methods are introduced, and not used at all.
Non-use has been considered with regards to internet access
[26], [27], but with regards to political participation it is a new
and still underdeveloped topic [11], [28]. We did find in
literature as well as our own preliminary results that non-use —
members not using tools that have been implemented — can be a
problem because these tools cost considerable amounts of
resources to implement. Whether new tools are adopted by party
members appears to be related to the way new platforms are
introduced. This was demonstrated during the introduction of
the Green Parties’ internal knowledge management platform
‘Wurzelwerk’ in 2009, which was perceived as so unintuitive by
users [29], [30], that even an eventual relaunch could not save
its reputation — an experience the party is not keen to repeat.

3 CASESTUDY: GREEN PARTY GERMANY

Parties in Germany are governed by legislation, such as the
Basic Law, which stipulates that they ‘shall participate in the
formation of the political will of the people’ [31, Para. 21.1] and
must follow democratic procedures; and the Political Parties Act
[32], which stipulates that they must have a certain structure,
with a general or delegate assembly at national level as the
highest decision-making body, and equal voting rights for all
members. This requirement to make decisions democratically
and with equal rights is implemented differently in different
parties [33].

In this section we will introduce the Green Party Germany as
the case study we are focussing on, argue why they are a
particularly good example of an organisation that attempts to
introduce online participation, and give an outline of the
problem the party is trying to address.

3.1 History

The Green Party Germany was founded in 1980, and has
roots in the women’s, peace, and environmental social
movements [34]. It has been represented in the German
Bundestag since 1981. The party has had a strong grass-roots
orientation from the very beginning, with processes designed to
limit the power of spokespeople and MPs. After the German
reunification, the Western Green Party merged with the Eastern
‘Biindnis 90°, an alliance with similar roots and intentions, which
already formed a parliamentary group with the Eastern German
Green Party. After the party failed to be elected into the national
parliament in 1990, they softened some of the old rules that were
supposed to maintain strong grass-roots [34], and formally
developed wings for different ideologies. These are the ‘Realos’
(now Reformer), who favour pragmatism and government
responsibility, and the ‘Fundis’, (now Linke), who favour close
adherence to the parties ideals [35]. The party re-entered the
German Bundestag in 1994, and formed part of the government
coalition between 1998 and 2005.

Despite all of these developments, the party remains focussed
on grass-roots participation. There are still regulations that
prevent members from holding mandates and executive board



positions at the same time, and a ban on members of government
simultaneously holding positions in the party above the local
level [36]. Members of the Green Party continue to have a
stronger position in the parties’ decision-making processes than
in other major German parties [37]. They are typically highly
educated, with 58% holding university degrees, and 37% working
as public servants — both the highest proportion in all major
German parties, and well above average in the population [38].

In contrast to other parties, decisions in the Green Party are
largely made bottom-up, with quotas to ensure equal
participation of women, as this is a founding ideal. The party
leadership has a strong interest in allowing and encouraging
participation in decision-making processes by the whole
member base. This ideal includes allowing members to
participate online, and consequently, tackling the digital divide
for their internal processes. If as many members as possible
should participate, they need to be enabled to do this, and none
should be excluded based on gender, skills, or resources [39].

For all this, the Green Party is a ‘most likely case’ [40]: Given
their commitment to participation and equality, if online
participation can work in any political party, it should work
here. If it fails here, this can give important indications to
challenges that need to be addressed, wherever online
participation is introduced.

3.2 Problem Description

Given the persistent digital divide in Germany, using the
internet in party-internal processes poses a challenge: If these
processes are not perceived to be as inclusive and accessible as
all the other (offline) processes the party uses, that might reduce
the legitimacy of their outcomes.

The party leadership wants to actively use the internet in
order to draw more members into participation. A special task
force [41] has developed a set of new online participation
processes that the party voted to introduce at the national
delegate assembly in November 2016: The ‘Mitgliederbefragung’
(Befragung), an online survey, which is sent to all members at
least annually, and aims to bring their opinions into discussion
processes in the parties bodies and task forces; and a
‘Mitgliederbegehren’ (Begehren), a new process similar to a
petition, by which 250 members can collectively ‘demand’
something from the executive board. This could be a specific
action, or the discussion of a topic. The Befragung has been used
since 2016, and the Begehren is due to launch in 2018. Both
processes are web-based, with alternative offline routes. For
example, members can request a paper copy to fill in the
Befragung, or send a signed fax to the parties’ headquarters to
support a Begehren.

The Green Party wants to achieve mobilisation and prevent
reinforcement; they want to include the excluded. As discussed
above, the literature on the digital divide suggests that
mobilisation is unlikely to happen without specific measures to
motivate currently inactive members. The inherent inequalities
both in political participation, and use of the internet, as well as
in benefits derived from that use, are at odds with the democratic
ideal of equality in the Green Party. However, the potential

1 All data collection and analysis was done by the first author

benefits of internet use — speed, ease of use, low cost, and the
potential to reach members that were previously not involved -
make its use worthwhile. The party wants to actively tackle the
deterministic ‘it cannot work’, and find a way to overcome these
inherent inequalities, so they can use the internet in a way that
does not contravene their ideals.

4 METHODOLOGY!

To identify how members perceive online participation, and
what potential it has to mobilize more members to participate, a
mixed methods approach is taken, consisting of interviews,
observations, and a survey. We will show, based on qualitative,
semi-structured interviews and participant observations, what
effects party members think online participation will have, and
who they believe will benefit. We will then compare these
assumptions to a dataset of survey responses among the whole
member base, which gives an indication as to how members plan
to change their own behaviour with these new online
participation methods.

4.1 Observations & Interviews

Observations were conducted during the general delegate
assembly of the Green Party in Minster in November 2016,
where the above described key decisions about the future of
online participation were made. We focused on the debates
about these decisions at the assembly, as well as following the
discussion on the parties’ online platform for proposals, where
members exchanged arguments for and against them.

Table 1: Interview Participants

.. Place of .
Age Gender Position Residence Wing
18-25 m 1 City R
26-35 f 2 City R
26-35 | f 2 Suburb -
26-35 | m 2 City -
36-45 f 3 City -
36-45 | m 3 Rural L
46-55 | m 2 Suburb L
46-55 f 1 City L
56-65 | m 2 Rural -
56-65 m 1 City L
56-65 f 3 City -

N = 11; Position: 1=Local Level, 2= State Level 3=Above
State Level; Wing: R=Reformer, L=Left

Semi-structured  interviews were conducted with
participants of these debates, both online and during the
assembly. Questions revolved around how they perceived
democracy and participation within the party, they current
participation, and whether, how and why the party should or
should not use online participation methods. A total of 11
interviews were conducted. A brief overview of participants is
shown in Table 1.



The observations and interviews were recorded, transcribed,
and used in a qualitative content analysis [42], [43]. The data
was coded inductively, to generate a set of criteria that were
relevant to the participants.

4.2 Survey

The Green Party regularly conducts online surveys among
their member base — the Befragung they introduced at the
assembly in Minster formalised this practice. We were given the
opportunity to add some questions about participation to one of
these surveys in April 2017. All party members were invited to
participate in the survey. Emails were sent to everyone who had
an email address registered in the party’s members’ database
(about 84%), and letters to those who did not. The latter were
invited to respond to the survey online, rather than the survey
being posted directly. All members could request a paper copy
of the survey — an option which was not used at all in this
instance. The survey returned just under 3500 responses, which
equals a response rate of about 6%.

The parties’ survey focussed on the upcoming election
campaign, with our questions, based on findings from the
interviews and observations, circling around the current and
potential future use of online participation methods. While the
qualitative data focussed on general expectations and
assumptions around online participation, the survey asked
explicitly how members plan to change their own behaviour
through these tools.

The majority of questions focussed on how members already
participate (Channel), what type of activity they engage in
(Activity), and how they plan to use the newly introduced online
methods. We further asked them to order a set of statements
about their democratic preferences, which consisted of two pairs
of statements:

e All members can participate in votes
All members can participate in discussions
e All members can participate equally

All members can participate as much as possible

These were turned into binary variables for the preferred
participation Type (votes/discussions) and Intensity (equally/as
much as). Alongside demographic information, we also asked
about their position in the party, as well as their position on the
political spectrum.?

The survey data was analysed in two stages: First an
exploratory factor analysis was conducted, then binary logistic
regression models were generated.

4.2.1 Factor Analysis

Factor Analysis is used to reduce the amount of variables in
the analysis, and to identify underlying factors that the data did
not include explicitly [44]. The factor analysis was conducted in
SPSS using principal axis factoring. Only one factor was
generated (Cronbach Alpha: 0.861). It included both Activities
and Channels for participation that members use, as well as their
Position within the party. We use this factor as an indicator for
participants’ level of ‘Institutional Activity’. The higher the
factor score, the more members are engaged in institutional

activities within the party. The individual factor loadings are
shown in Table 2.

Table 2: Factor Loadings for Institutional Activity

Variable Loading
Activity: Discussed proposals 0.791
Activity: Supported proposals 0.745
Activity: Attended assembly as delegate 0.724
Activity: Worked in party bodies 0.692
Channel: Supra-local Meetings 0.673
Position 0.651
Activity: Discussed relevant topics 0.624
Activity: Wrote proposals 0.566
Channel: Local Meetings 0.455
Channel: Non-localised Meetings 0.411
Channel: Social Media 0.356

A second factor, indicating the ‘Propensity to Participate
Online’, based mainly on Age and Internet Use, was discarded as
too unreliable for use, with a Cronbach’s Alpha value of just
0.381.

Due to the purpose of factor analysis — generating a new
variable that summarises existing data — we consider this
analysis to be part of the method, and do not provide detailed
analysis of the results. More detail is given in the interpretation
of the logistic regression models which use the factor (Section
5.2.2).

4.2.2 Logistic Regression Models

Binary logistic regression is the a suitable analysis for our
survey data, since it allows prediction of non-linear dependent
variables [44].

Two models were generated to identify what variables best
predict members’ behaviour. The dependent variables are based
on participants’ response “I will participate more” to the survey
question "How do you think [the new participation methods]
will affect your own participation?” We turned these into binary
responses: ‘1 will participate more through Befragung’: Yes/No
and T will participate more through Begehren’: Yes/No. The
models, summarised in Table 3: identify which variables are
significant for predictions of an anticipated increase in
participation through either tool.

5 FINDINGS & DISCUSSION

Based on the above described data, we found that what
members expect to happen and how they expect to act
personally is very different, and that the expected benefits of
online participation do not appear to be likely to materialise. We
will now in turn discuss the results of the qualitative data — what
members expect — and the survey data — what members expect
to do.

5.1 What members expect to happen

Participants of the assembly and interviews generally had a
very positive attitude towards online participation, having
experienced it as enabling themselves as well as others. They

22 The full survey questions and response options can be found online at https://zenodo.org/record/1171109




generally assume that online participation methods are
currently both enabling and inhibiting for different groups. The
plans that members were aware of were perceived as
improvements, and the expectations were that the new
processes would be more enabling than constraining. However,
most participants did neither consider these processes as
particularly useful for themselves, nor did they see them as
hindering their own participation - although all of them were
already actively using online platforms, such as mailing lists or
social media, to participate. They were enthusiastic on behalf of
others, but indifferent for themselves.

We found many assumptions about what online participation
already does within the party, with regards to tools or processes
that are already in use, such as email or Wurzelwerk. These were
neither perceived as enabling nor inhibiting the participants
themselves, though they assumed considerable effects in both
directions for other members. For example, a member living in
the suburb of a large industrial metropolis believed that online
participation would help those in rural areas:

“With emails, it is a lot easier to find fifty or sixty
people to support a proposal, than it was to find twenty
in the past. And that is also the case for rural areas, as
most of them should have internet by now.”

However, a member who lived in a rural area made the
experience that processes are more of a barrier in the
countryside, regardless of whether they are online or offline,
simply because there are fewer members, and with a smaller
network, support is harder to find. Even if it were easier to
recruit supporters online, because their local network is limited,
so is their opportunity to reach out to others. This shows how
offline inequalities are perpetuated online [17].

Experience of members sometimes confirmed (or led to)
expectations for other members. For example, a member of the
parties’ youth organisation ‘Young Greens’ described how the
Befragung was accessible, and thus user friendly for older
members:

I think the surveys were very accessible, so that
everyone, including old people, could participate. It
stated clearly to ,now click this link in the next line.””

This is also reflected in the view of a state executive board
member, who described how online participation can make it
easier for older members to participate:

“Online participation is one way to improve
inclusion. For example, we have older people who are
less mobile who could participate through this route.”

It is important to note that none of these persons considered
themselves ‘old’, ‘digitally illiterate’ or ‘immobile’ - they
described what they thought members who were in these
categories would experience. This is a theme that is visible
through all interviews and observations: There are many
expectations of what online participation will do to enable or
inhibit ‘others” participation — groups that the members who
made these comments do not belong to themselves. Some of
these groups are likely to not have strong online habits, such as
the elderly, women, parents, or persons with disabilities [12],

[18]. It seems unlikely that their habits would change simply
because new tools are available.

This effect is particularly interesting where it happens in
opposing directions. This is the case for example between the
party leadership and grass-roots: A grass-roots member was
convinced that online methods would be beneficial for the party
leadership:

“There are networks where you can communicate
in line with the statutes, where the executive board can
network with the state boards, where only selectively,
people have access based on their roles within the
party.”

On the other hand, the executive board is very interested in
introducing new and more online participation methods because
of the conviction that it will make it easier for grass-roots
members to participate:

“We want to develop more tools so that everyone
can discuss online and offline, all members can
participate who currently cannot get involved through
the classic party structure.” [Comment of an executive
board member at the assembly in Miinster]

The same effect applies to factors like age, where older
members think that online participation methods are
particularly relevant to the next generation:

"I am not a person with a deficit in participation.
(-..) There’s others, in the local branches, for example
teenagers, or especially teenagers (...) There’s a
requirement. I don’t have that requirement.”

Participants without care responsibilities also expect that
online participation will help those who have these
responsibilities:

,Our assemblies always happen at children’s’
bedtime. It sounds trivial, but highly specifically
excludes parents. For polls, discussions and so on,
online participation would be really great.”

And lastly, participants with plenty of time expect that online
methods will help others who have limited availability due to
their jobs:

“[Online Participation] is really good because it
allows easy access independent of people’s life and
circumstances. For example, shift workers who work at
night and can then go online and participate when
they have the time.”

These differences are particularly important, because they
show how everyone thinks that online participation will be great
— for somebody else. Although all participants were already
actively using online platforms, these were taken for granted
and not considered in any detail, while the expectations for
future benefits for those who are not in this situation were very
high indeed. While participants also saw the risk of potential
exclusion through online processes, the expected benefits
outweighed the possible constraint, which was also considered
to be dealt with by offering alternative routes (such as sending
letters instead of emails).
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5.2 What members expect to do

The statistical analysis of our survey data suggests that the
likelihood for members to increase their own participation
through the new online methods varies, following at least some of
the expected lines of the digital divide — age, education, gender
[15], [45] - and not the expectations of the ‘others’ discussed
above. Both models share a set of significant predictors, with some
other predictors being significant for only one of the models.

521 Demographics.

Participants Age and Education were only significant
predictors for anticipated increased participation through the
Befragung. The younger members are, the more likely they are to
state that they will increase their participation, with members
between 18 and 29 being more than three times as likely to state
this than members above 70. Members between 40 and 59 years
are still twice as likely to say they will participate more. This is in
line with the digital divide literature, which suggests that online
participation methods are primarily used by the younger
generations [45].

This age difference also shows in education, where members
who are still at school are 1.8 times as likely to say they will
participate more than members with PhDs. There is a clear
direction in the type of degree members have: the higher the
degree, the more likely they are to state that they will participate
more online, with (among members who have completed school)
those with PhDs being the most likely to say they will increase
their participation. Members with lower qualifications (Secondary
School / GCSE / lower university degrees) are between 0.4 and 0.7
times as likely to say they will participate more as those with
PhDs. This is again in line with the digital divide, as higher
education indicates both more activity and benefit online, as well
as more political engagement [15], [16].

Members who use the internet every day are more than twice
as likely to say they will increase their participation through the
Begehren as those who only use it on a weekly basis. However,
there are very few participants who use the internet that rarely.
While this is in line with current internet usage rates in broader
society [46], the sample might be biased towards members who
are already active online, e.g. those who use the internet less are
also less likely to have participated in the survey. In addition to
members already using the internet to participate in party
processes, this can nevertheless be seen as further evidence that
those who are already familiar with the internet are more likely
to use it to their own advantage, and as such supports the
reinforcement theory [12], [23].

Women are only 0.8 times as likely to say they will participate
more with the Befragung as men. This corresponds to the digital
divide literature, where women are still less likely to use the
internet and engage in political activity online [45], as well as
women’s overall lower participation and representation in politics
[20]. Moreover, it also corresponds to participation in the actual
survey — which was part of a Befragung — where only 30% of
respondents were women.

While there are certainly other factors that would justify
distinction (e.g. race, class), gender is particularly important in the
Green Party, as gender equality is one of their founding principles.
Given these roots, and members’ high expectations for gender

equality, this result is both surprising and disturbing. The party
has solid processes to ensure equal participation offline — such as
quotas for all elections, or speaker lists that prioritise women —
but no such process for online participation methods. Women are
not specifically encouraged to engage online, which makes it little
surprising that the gender divide that still prevails in society at
large [45] is reflected in their internal participation. However,
literature suggests that their participation might increase over
time [13] - this will again be monitored in future surveys.

=
o

o N B~ O

Effect on increased activity

-4
2 1 0 1 2 3 4

Institutional Activity

e \|g]@ e Female

Figure 1: Interaction between Institutional Activity and
Gender

There is however an interaction effect between institutional
activity and gender on anticipated increased activity through the
Begehren: Less active women are less likely to say they will
increase their participation than comparably active men, while
more active women are more likely to say they will increase their
participation than comparably active men. Potentially being
active increases women’s confidence to participate more in other
areas as well; or those who are already more confident become
more active, to the same effect. Which of these is the cause does
not matter as much as the effect in itself: Once women are active,
they do participate, and they intend to do more.

The place of residence, whether members live in West or East
Germany, and particularly whether they live in cities or the
countryside, had no significant influence on their participation
intention with either of the tools. This points to either a bias in
the sample (those who would not participate more might not have
participated in the survey), or there simply is no difference
between residence areas, which would be unexpected given the
digital divide literature [12]. Whether one or the other is the case
might be explored in a future survey which includes a group of
members who are not communicating with the party online. For
now we can say that among this sample, where members live does
not make a difference to whether they are planning to participate
more online or not.



522 Current Participation

Whether members already participate through online channels
is a positive predictor for anticipated increased participation
through both tools, with members who are already using online
tools being 1.4 times as likely to anticipate an increase in
participation through the Befragung as those who do not, and 1.3
times through the Begehren. This is little surprising in itself. After
all, why would members who are already online not participate?
However, this does point to the risk the party is taking by
assuming that online participation will mobilise currently inactive
members: If those who are already engaging with the party online
are more likely to increase their participation than those who are
not, then these groups’ opinions will likely be reinforced [23].

Institutional Activity — the factor score described above - is a
negative predictor for both the Befragung and Begehren: Members
who are more active in the parties’ established institutions are 0.6
times as likely to say they will increase their participation through
the Befragung and 0.8 times as likely to do so through the Begehren
as less active members. This is likely due to the fact that with them
already being very active, there simply is not much room for them
for an increase in activity, while for less active members, the new
methods allow them to do more with a low threshold. The results
for the Begehren in particular are consistent with the interviews:
Those who already have positions have more direct connections
with the executive board and thus have less need for the Begehren
- they can simply ask the board directly, and expect a response.
This points to a likely mobilisation effect, with new members
being drawn into active participation [7].

523 Political Orientation

Political orientation measured on a 1-11 scale of political
orientation (Left (1) to Right (11)) is commonly used by German
political research institute Infratest dimap. This is loosely
associated with the party wings [35], with the Linke positioning
left of the Reformer, but neither being expected on the right (>6)
of the spectrum [47]. We used members’ own position, and the
difference between where members positioned themselves and
the party on the same spectrum.

Members who position themselves further right on the
political spectrum are 0.9 times as likely to say they will increase
their own participation through the Befragung as those further to
the left. However, if they position themselves right of where they
see the party, this effect reverses, and they are instead 1.1 times
as likely to say they will participate more. This is different for the
Begehren: Members who position themselves further right than
the party are 0.9 times as likely to say they will increase their
participation through as those who position themselves the other
way around. This change of direction is the only distinct
difference between the two models, and there does not appear to
be a substantial reason for that. The link between political
orientation and online activity will be a focus in future analysis.

5.24 Participation Preferences

The preferred participation ‘Type’ and ‘Intensity’ are about
equally strong predictors for both models, with members
preferring participation through votes being 1.4 times as likely to
say they would increase their participation through either tool as
members who prefer discussions.

This is also a theme that arose during the interviews: The
Befragung is seen as a good way for the party leadership to gather

large scale feedback from the grass-roots, but some members see
a danger that there will not be sufficient discussion before these
surveys take place. Members who prefer votes plan to add their
voice to the type of engagement that bears most similarity to a
vote, while those preferring discussions do not.

Members who favour equal over most possible participation on
the other hand are only 0.8 times as likely to say they will increase
their participation through the new online tools as those with the
opposite preference. Members who think everyone should
participate as much as possible are more likely to say they will
increase their participation through both methods. This is also
consistent with the qualitative data: Where members were
sceptical about online systems, this largely referred to the
systems’ performance against the parties’ ideal of equality.

5.25 Anticipated participation through Befragung

The strongest predictor for an anticipated increase in
participation through the Begehren is whether members intend to
participate more through the Befragung. Those who do are 11.3
times as likely to say they will participate more through the
Begehren, too. This can likely be ascribed to a general willingness
to engage with online participation methods. Since both tools are
new and have no equivalent (offline) processes, it seems sensible
that members assume they will either use both or none.

This might however point to a lack of understanding of the
purpose of the tools: The Befragung will be conducted by the
executive board, and as such the process (though not the result)
very much functions top-down: the board decides about the topic,
the questions, the timeline, and all members need to do is respond
when they get an email invitation. The federal executive board has
an obligation, embedded in the initial decision to introduce the
Befragung, to hold them regularly. This looks very different for
the Begehren, which is very much a bottom-up process. It will not
become active unless the grass-roots make it happen. Begehren
can be started or supported by all members, with the expectation
that it will be a tool for the grass-roots to bring topics onto the
agenda of the executive board. However, if there are no members
willing to start the process and collect supporters, there is no
automatism by which members can engage in this way.

5.2.6 Differences between Befragung and Begehren

The model for increased participation through the Begehren
looks very different compared to the one for the Befragung. The
digital divide does not show here: Neither age nor gender or
education were significant predictors for an anticipated increase
in participation. Instead, those who are online more regularly, and
already participate through online channels, are more likely to say
they will participate more in the Begehren. These results are likely
due to the fact that members - neither at grass roots nor at
leadership level — know how the Begehren can or will be used. It
does not relate to any process they are familiar with, and therefore
they are unsure what to expect.

6 CONCLUSIONS

The new online participation tools that the Green Party
introduces raise hopes of including more members in
participation processes. Party members of all ranks believe that
with the introduction of new online participation methods there
should be more people willing to engage, more things to do, a



broader group of members involved, and those who are currently
not engaging will have another opportunity to become involved.
At the same time, existing participation online appears to be so
seamless that current advantages are hardly recognised.

Both hopes and expectations are that the new online tools will
have a mobilising effects. Our results indicate that this is unlikely.
Even though members expect all kinds of benefits, especially for
their less-privileged peers, the Befragung appears to be unable to
overcome the social and digital divide: Members who are better
off, better educated, and already more active, will benefit more
than those the party hopes to engage. Reinforcement is a more
likely result of the introduction of the Befragung than
mobilisation.

This is different for the Begehren, which does not reflect the
digital or participation divide - neither gender nor age or
education are significant predictors for an anticipated increase in
participation. This offers cause for hope, as the Begehren might
indeed be a tool that overcomes existing divides, both digital and
participation, and even between the party ‘elite’ and grass-roots.
The fact that active women intend to become even more active
online with the Begehren is particularly promising, because this
also means that if the party can manage to encourage women to
participate either online or offline, they are likely to be mobilised
further.

The literature on participation and the digital divide tells us
that there are still clear distinctions in terms of who participates,
and to which effect: Social class, available resources and time,
gender and education all play a role in determining how likely a
person is to be active, both politically and on the internet. All of
this is likely to occur with the Befragung in the Green Party. This
is problematic for the party, as — though the goal of increasing
participation may be met — the goal of holding participation equal
will likely not be. Even if more participation happens, it will be
‘more of the same*.

In practical terms, there might be room to re-think some of the
processes in order to change this, for example by introducing
quotas or such for a balance in gender, or by specifically
addressing and supporting those members that are currently
underrepresented. For example, the party could develop methods
to increase women’s participation online that correspond to the
processes they use offline. They could also offer explicit training
across their member base, to increase their skills and thus
confidence to participate.

7 FUTURE WORK

The major limitation of this paper is that the data, and the
predicted variables — an anticipated increase in participation
through different new online participation methods - is only
based on what members say they will do. This will not necessarily
happen. The next step will therefore be to actually measure the
change in participation across the introduction of these new
online participation tools, and see whether what members say
they will do will actually come to pass.
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