
 

 

 

University of Southampton 

Faculty of Social Sciences 

School of Sociology, Social Policy and Criminology 

The Effect of the Introduction of Online 

Participation Processes  

in the Green Party Germany 

by 

Gefion Thuermer 

ORCID 0000-0001-7345-0000 

 

Thesis for the degree of Doctor of Philosophy in Web Science  

 

March 2019 

 





 

 

University of Southampton 

Abstract 

Faculty of Social Sciences 

School of Sociology, Social Policy and Criminology 

Thesis for the degree of 

Doctor of Philosophy 

The effect of the introduction of online participation 

processes in the Green Party Germany 

by Gefion Thuermer 

This thesis explores the anticipated and actual effects that the introduction of online participation 

processes in the Green Party Germany had on the participation of party members. It is informed by 

Actor-Network Theory. It investigates whether and how introduction of online participation tools 

changed members’ participation behaviour. In line with the digital divide literature, I analyse the 

role of four potential effects (mobilisation, reinforcement, replacement, and non-use) as a result of 

tool introductions, and integrate these effects in the ‘differentiated online participation effects-

model’. I also explore to which degree participation preferences play a role in the adoption or non-

adoption of specific online tools. 

The Green Party Germany has a strong commitment to grass-roots participation and gender 

equality, which is one of the drivers behind the party’s push for online participation tools. This 

makes this party an ideal case to investigate the adoption of online participation processes by party 

members, and the role of (in-)equality in these online processes. If the adoption of online 

participation widens participation and includes Green Party members that have previously not 

participated, then it may act as a role model for other parties. If online participation failed to widen 

participation, or resulted in inequalities, this would give indications for potential barriers that may 

be amplified in contexts which are less favourable to participation.  

I apply a mixed methods approach, encompassing observations, interviews and focus groups, as 

well as a set of surveys, including a panel survey. I identify participation preferences, issues, and 

strategies applied to achieve the party‘s goals based on qualitative data. Quantitative evidence is 

used to measure the scale and effects of the new tools on participation by different groups. The 

panel survey specifically is used to compare participation rates over time, and identify mobilisation 

or reinforcement effects. In combination, the data allows conclusions about how online 

participation tools are expected to change the participation of party members, and what effect 

they actually have.  
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Chapter 1 Introduction 

This project explores the anticipated and actual effects that the introduction of online 

participation processes in the Green Party Germany has had on the participation of party 

members. In line with the digital divide literature, I aim to identify mobilisation and reinforcement 

processes as a result of these tool introductions, and introduce the ‘Differentiated Online 

Participation Effects-model’ (DOPE-model), which integrates four possible effects of online 

participation: mobilisation, reinforcement, replacement, and non-use. I also explore to which 

degree participation preferences play a role in the introduction process, and the use or non-use of 

specific online tools. 

Participation in itself is a politicised term; anyone using it will have their own view of what 

constitutes participation, and these views can differ widely. It is interpreted differently by activists 

and academics, and may be found in everyday activities as much as in targeted campaigns (Roth, 

2016), and is mediated by political ideologies (Carpentier, 2015). Consequently, there are 

different definitions of participation. I understand participation as the involvement in political 

processes of any kind – be that voting, or discussions, or likes on political Facebook posts. Where 

a specific type of participation is discussed, I will make this clear.  

Once hailed as a force for democratisation, research into digital inequality has shown that 

disadvantaged groups stay disadvantaged online, as the same factors that contribute to exclusion 

offline also affect exclusion online (Gil de Zúñiga et al., 2010; Halford et al., 2010). Therefore, 

using the internet for participatory processes is problematic. Inequalities exist – and persist – with 

regards to social, cultural, and financial capital (Bourdieu, 1986), and gender, but also internet 

access and use, as well as benefits derived from that use (Lenk, 1999; Hargittai, 2008; Halford and 

Savage, 2010; Martínez-Cantos, 2017).  

The core of web science is the goal to understand how people and the web co-constitute one-

another (Halford et al., 2010). This process of co-constitution has been a theme in Science and 

Technology studies (STS), which investigates the relationship between science and technology. 

STS navigates between the extremes of social determinism (society determines what technology 

is and the effects it has) and technological determinism (technology has a prescribed use 

independent of society), arguing that there is a middle ground where society and technology 

mutually shape one-another. In this view, technology develops within social contexts, and neither 

technological affordances nor social circumstances alone are sufficient to explain its development 

and use (Halford et al., 2010). I am applying this principle to online participation. The theoretical 

framework and the DOPE-model is based on the core assumption of Actor-Network Theory 
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(Latour, 2005) that the introduction of non-human, technological actors into participation 

processes changes the network of actors, and affects how participation is both perceived and 

conducted. How do online participation tools and the people involved in their development and 

use co-constitute both the tools and processes around them, and how does this shape actual 

participation? I will investigate these processes through an analysis of the introduction of online 

participation tools in the Green Party Germany. 

1.1. Case Study 

Participation is, and always has been, at the core of the identity of the Green Party Germany 

(Frankland, 2008; Heinrich and Spitz, 2014), which is based in social movements for equality. The 

party understands participation as any form of involvement of party members in the activities and 

decisions of their party. In contrast to other German parties, decisions in the Green Party are 

largely made bottom-up, with quotas to ensure equal participation of women, which is one of 

their founding ideals. The party leadership has a strong interest in enabling and encouraging 

participation by the whole member base. The ideal of grass-roots participation, translated to the 

modern world of technology, includes allowing members to participate online. If the goal is for as 

many members as possible to participate, they need to be enabled to do so, and the internet is 

one route to do that. To achieve the goal to enable more participation, the party needs to tackle 

the digital divide for their internal processes, as no members should be excluded based on lack of 

skills or resources (Kellner, 2015a). The party has decided to adapt one existing process, and 

introduce two entirely new tools to this end.  

The party does not want to exclude members who do not have access to the necessary 

technology, resources or skills, or are otherwise digitally excluded (Wyatt, 2003). To prevent the 

digital divide from affecting participation in the party, and still reap the benefits of online 

participation methods – scale, efficiency, cost savings – the development and implementation of 

online participation processes requires awareness of the organisational values and culture as well 

as sources of inequality (Gibson et al., 2004; Kersting, 2014). I want to clarify that the focus of this 

thesis is only on the participation of party members in party-internal decision-making processes, 

as opposed to the general public, which has been researched extensively. The focus on party-

internal participation is an original contribution of this thesis.  

Ideology and preferences as indicators for online participation have only recently entered the 

digital divide discourse (Chang, 2017; Oser and Hooghe, 2018). Given the role both ideology and 

participation preferences play in political parties in general, and in the Green Party specifically, 

with the ideal of equal opportunities to participate being one of their founding principles, 
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members’ participation values should have an effect on the type of online participation tools and 

processes they expect, and how they adopt them.  

My earlier research (Thuermer, 2015) has investigated the obstacles the Green Party Germany 

faces when considering online processes. The internet can enable more participatory and efficient 

processes, but as of 2018, these possibilities are not used. Until as recently as 2014, the party’s 

use of the internet was limited to distributing information, for fear of excluding members who are 

not online, amongst other reasons. 

Participation in the Green Party is a means to prevent oligarchisation – the process by which the 

party elite distances and subsequently protects their interests from members to perpetuate their 

power, as I will discuss below. If online tools change participation processes, there may be a 

danger that the protection against oligarchisation built into the current set-up of the party 

changes with them. For example, the existing controls of the party elite, such as limitations to 

their influence through the positions they can hold simultaneously, or the openness to input from 

grass-roots members, may not be applicable to online processes where, at least in theory, the 

influence of any one individual is uncapped. The party therefore needs to tackle the digital divide, 

to achieve the desired effect of enabling more, and more diverse, participation. 

The party experimented with online tools since at least the year 2000, where they were the first 

party to test a ‘virtual assembly’ in one of their state branches. What makes the adoption of new 

online processes a problem specific to the Green Party, is that their existing online platform 

Wurzelwerk (‘root works’) is quite universally hated. It was introduced in 2009 as a party-internal 

social network, and is now mainly used as a knowledge management system where members can 

find resources for various occasions.  

For all these reasons – the value of broad participation and equal opportunity, the organisational 

setup that enables participation and prevents oligarchisation, and the determination to use the 

internet to increase participation – the Green Party is a ‘crucial case’ (Eckstein, 2000; Flyvbjerg, 

2006): given the party’s commitment to participation and equality, if online participation can be 

successfully implemented in any political party, it should work here. If it fails here, this will 

indicate fundamental challenges that will need to be addressed, wherever online participation is 

introduced in political or other organisations. 

The party is adding three different online processes to their portfolio: first, an online verification 

process, to amend the existing process for proposal submissions; second, a Mitgliederbefragung 

(Befragung), a regular online survey about key policy questions, and third, a Mitgliederbegehren 

(Begehren), a petition system by which members can collectively make a demand of the executive 

board. To differentiate between the surveys I conducted as part of my method, and the surveys 
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conducted by the Green Party, and prevent continuous lengthy descriptions, I use the German 

terms for the tools throughout this thesis. 

1.2. Theoretical Model 

The theoretical model that I develop throughout this thesis integrates four possible effects when 

technology and participation are combined: mobilisation, reinforcement, replacement, and non-

use. Mobilisation and reinforcement are often discussed as polar opposites, with little or no room 

in-between (Norris, 2001). Mobilisation theory (Jensen, 2013) argues that as more opportunities 

for participation become available, a higher number of previously inactive potential participants 

will begin to participate, or new participants are recruited. Participation is widened. In a party 

context, this means either engaging inactive members, or recruiting new members. According to 

reinforcement theory on the other hand, as more opportunities to participate become available, 

the same individuals that are already active will use these additional routes for their existing 

participation, thus expanding their existing advantages (Lusoli et al., 2002). Participation becomes 

deeper, but no new or inactive members are drawn into the process (Norris, 2001). Replacement 

theory argues that changes to the process do not change the status quo. Activities which 

previously happened through other routes are replaced with the new participation option. 

Participation becomes neither broader (more members) nor deeper (more participation) (Jensen, 

2013). Only the medium through which participation is conducted changes. Lastly, there is a risk, 

especially for large organisations such as parties, that online participation methods are 

introduced, and not used at all. Non-use has been considered with regards to internet access 

(Wyatt, 2003; Reisdorf and Groselj, 2017), and to some degree for political participation (Lutz and 

Hoffmann, 2017; Gerl et al., 2018), but not for online political participation. It is a risk in several 

ways: if specific groups do not adopt tools it may lead to inequalities; or if developed processes 

and tools fail to gain users, it may lead to loss of legitimacy or resources. My model will integrate 

these existing concepts in one coherent framework, and apply it to the participation of members 

within political parties. Both are innovative and original contributions. 

I use the body of literature around these four effects to identify the possible, anticipated and 

actual effects of the introduction of technology in the Green Party. In that process, I argue that 

these four concepts need to be integrated in a new, expansive model, the DOPE-model, 

encompassing mobilisation, reinforcement, replacement and non-use, to be able to investigate 

the whole breadth of effects. I contextualise these ideas with the way online participation is 

embedded into existing processes, using the concept of actor-networks: the network of human 

and non-human actors that enacts the participation, and thereby co-constructs the binding nature 

and possible influence of the participation processes. 
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My project requires a mixed methods approach: the four effects and the factors that may or may 

not influence tool adoption can be assessed statistically, but the context in which the tools 

operate cannot. To grasp these effects in their entirety, qualitative data is necessary to 

contextualise the processes in the environment where they are implemented. Neither purely 

qualitative nor purely quantitative methods could deliver both. An intervention in the form of the 

introduction of several new online participation methods allowed me to observe changes in 

behaviour. I argue that both the participation and digital divide play a role in tool adoption, and 

that there are different preferences and goals for the party elite and members, which influence 

how processes are implemented, and how satisfactory and participatory these processes are in 

practice.  

By combining the mode of participation (how it happens), its influence (the effect it can have) and 

the underlying inequalities (the reasons for non-/participation), a clearer and more realistic 

picture of the true effects can emerge. 

1.3. Research Questions 

Combining the context and theoretical framework, this project aims to understand whether and 

how party members (expect to) change their behaviour in reaction to the introduction of new 

online participation processes and tools; how party members’ preferences influence the adoption 

of online participation processes, and whether there are differences in views and tool adoption 

between party base and elite. These research interests, in combination with the specific situation 

of the Green Party and current state of research into participation and the digital divide, result in 

the following research questions: 

1. What are the participation preferences in the party, and do they differ between groups? 

2. How are participation preferences translated into processes?  

3. How are inequalities identified and addressed? 

4. To which degree are preferences realised in processes, and are expectations of party 

members and leadership met? If not, why? 

5. Is there evidence for mobilisation, reinforcement, replacement, or non-use? Are these effects 

mutually exclusive or do they occur simultaneously? 

6. What characteristics of participants correlate with each of these effects? 

The next chapters will contextualise these questions, and then focus on each of the aspects in 

turn.  

Chapter 2 discusses the context of participation, in political parties generally, and in Germany 

specifically, both online and offline, and provides an overview of current research on each of 
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these areas. It explains the importance of equality in participation and the legitimacy of decisions, 

and shows how participation is indeed not equal, either online or offline. The chapter concludes 

with an introduction to the theoretical framework of the DOPE-model, which integrates four 

possible effects of online participation: mobilisation, reinforcement, replacement and non-use.  

Chapter 3 explains the mixed method approach taken to address the research questions. It 

positions the choice of the case study and access to the field, as well as my own role in the field. It 

further describes the data collection, spanning observations, interviews, focus groups, and several 

surveys, and gives a brief introduction to the samples. The data was analysed using both 

qualitative (thematic analysis) and quantitative (chi-square tests, factor analysis, linear and 

logistic regression models) methods, which are explained, and then applied to the research 

questions. The chapter concludes with thoughts on the ethical implications of the chosen 

methods. 

Chapter 4 provides background on the Green Party Germany. It discusses the Green Party’s 

history and organisational structure, the role of members and their participation, and their use of 

technology to date. I explain the specific issues the party is trying to solve, which forms the basis 

of the following analysis. 

Chapter 5 discusses the views on participation, and draws out the ideal of participation in the 

party. Based on observation and interview data collected between November 2016 and summer 

2017, I describe the status quo of the party’s participation processes around the time when the 

formal decision to introduce new online participation tools was made. Different perceptions and 

preferences, especially around the transparency of these processes, played a significant role in 

the discussion about online participation. These participation preferences are important, because 

democratic values and ideology have been shown to influence political participation (Lorenzini 

and Bassoli, 2015; Oser and Hooghe, 2018), but their influence on the adoption of online 

participation has not yet been investigated. I operationalise the preferences into two variables for 

use in surveys, to be able to test them on a larger sample. I briefly test this application on the first 

survey, conducted in April 2017, with limited success, and proceed to measure their effect on the 

adoption (or not) of online participation processes in Chapter 7. The chapter concludes with an 

answer to research question one: there are indeed different participation preferences, both with 

regards to the mode of participation and the role of discourse, as well as the intensity in which 

members want to engage. They do differ by groups within the party, broadly aligned with the 

political leaning, and positions held in the party. However, these groups are not as clear-cut as 

anticipated.  
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Chapter 6 begins by setting out the results of the pre-study of participation preferences, and 

explains how this shaped the analysis. It then explores the views about the potential benefits of 

and issues with the new online processes, and their anticipated effects, based on qualitative data 

from interviews, observations, and focus groups, and quantitative data from two surveys. The 

anticipated effects are translated into requirements in the implementation, both based on implicit 

assumptions and explicit demands by participants: what needs to happen to realise benefits while 

avoiding potential problems. I further explain how these requirements are addressed to varying 

degrees in the implementation process. All of this is contextualised using the DOPE-model. I 

conclude by answering research questions two through four. The participation preferences are 

translated into processes, but they are neither the only nor the most important influences on tool 

development. While inequalities are considered in all stages, there are few actual solutions; 

instead, participants assumed that the online participation tools would somehow overcome 

existing inequalities more or less on their own. This stance of technological determinism changed 

during the data collection, partially as a result of it, leading to a deeper consideration of the 

potential effects especially regarding the equal participation of women.  

Chapter 7 discusses the use, anticipated and actual effects of the different online participation 

processes on the participation of party members, and statistically tests the assumptions of the 

DOPE-model. It combines Actor-Networks derived from analysis of the qualitative data, 

identifying the influence the tools can have, with the results of a two-wave panel survey, allowing 

to measure changes in participation. I discuss the three online participation tools, showing 

different effects for each. The chapter concludes with answers to research questions five and six: 

there is indeed evidence of all four effects, which can be distinguished using the DOPE-model. 

While some of the expected influences of the digital divide are visible, such as different 

participation by gender and age, the direction of some of these effects contradicts the existing 

literature, especially with regards to the influence of education: higher education, rather than 

leading to higher participation, has a contrary effect for two out of the three tools. Surveys are 

the only online participation method that mobilises party members with university degrees.  

Chapter 8 summarises the key findings and concludes with implications and an outlook on future 

work. It draws out the contributions to research in the context of online participation in political 

parties, and positions the findings in the wider research area. The analysis revealed that even in 

the equality-focussed environment of the Green Party Germany, online participation is affected 

by the digital divide. However, this is not the case for all analysed factors. The chapter describes 

the DOPE-model, and offers a clear definition of the four effects (mobilisation, reinforcement, 

replacement, non-use) which will enable future studies in this area to be holistic and comparable.  





Role and Effects of Political Participation 

 

9 

Chapter 2 Role and Effects of Political Participation 

To approach the questions framed in 1.3, it is necessary to understand the context of political 

participation. There are existing divides to be considered that affect participation, both in general 

and online. This chapter provides background to these areas. To start with, I give an overview of 

democratic participation, ‘legitimate’ decisions, and the role of equality in participation (2.1), 

Following the discussion of the participation divide, I consider what happens when participation 

processes are conducted on the internet (2.2), and the role of participation in political parties in 

Germany (2.3). Finally, I describe the theoretical framework I developed to assess the potential 

effects of online technology on participation: the mobilisation of participants, the reinforcement 

of existing advantages, the replacement of techniques, and non-use of online tools, which form 

the ‘Differentiated online participation effects-model’ (DOPE-model, 2.4). 

2.1. The Importance of Equality for Participation 

Democratic participation and equality are intrinsically linked. Dahl describes democracy as the 

“process of making collective and binding decisions” (1989, p. 5), which is 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. Democratic decisions ensure the legitimacy of results through processes. Equality 

among participants is a key requirement, as only decisions that everyone has had the same 

influence on will be perceived as legitimate, and thus accepted by those they affect (Wilhelm, 

1999). Consequently, inequalities between participants may weaken the legitimacy of decisions. 

However, equality should be understood as equality of opportunity, not of circumstances, as the 

latter would be impossible to achieve in practice due to existing inequalities in society.  

2.1.1. Forms of Participation 

There is an inherent value to democratic participation, as it is believed to have an educative effect 

on those who do participate: They learn about the democratic process by engaging with it (Mill, 

1965; Rousseau, 1968; Pateman, 1970). Participation requires extensive knowledge and skill of 

those who participate. They must not only understand the process by which decisions are made, 

but ideally also the context and implications of the issues they are deciding about (Laird, 1993). 

But it also has an effect on those who participate: It helps educate them, and increases both the 

understanding for the process itself, and of the outcome. Those participating in decisions are 

more likely to accept the results, even if they may not agree with the outcome of the process 

(Pateman, 1970; Laird, 1993; Michels and De Graaf, 2010).  
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There are diverse ways in which democratic participation can be conducted: through deliberation, 

with the aim of achieving consensus amongst all participants, or through votes, with specified 

majority rules; participants can either be involved directly, or through representatives. 

The role model for consensus decision making is Habermas’ ‘ideal speech situation’: members of 

the public sphere achieve consensus about issues through a process of structured discourse, 

which he lays out in his theory on discourse ethics and the development of the public sphere 

(Habermas, 1973, 1990). Ideal deliberation is free, meaning participants respect results because 

they believe in their legitimacy; it is reasoned, as reason is the only thing that is criticised in the 

process; it is equal, in that every participant has the same status, and rules do not give preference 

to any of them; and it is consensual, in that all participants have to agree to the final decision 

(Cohen, 2003). Overall, deliberative decision making means that the more people talk, the more 

they can agree on things, and the more democratic a decision will be perceived as legitimate 

(Cohen, 2003). Cohen also argues that parties are the best place for deliberation to happen, 

because they provide arenas and can mediate inequalities in the process - but only if they are 

publically funded (i.e. financially independent and thus free in their decisions). Public funding is 

the default situation for most parties in Germany, as I will explain in more detail in Chapter 4. 

However, deliberative decision-making can also be ineffective. It may not be best suited to deal 

with the scale of complex problems (Smith, 2001). Where power imbalances between participants 

exist, these cannot typically be overcome through deliberation (Brent Edwards, 2010). Equally, 

existing benefits may not be recognised as such by participants who perceive themselves as 

disadvantaged (O’Hara, 2011). Levine et al. (2005) suggest that dialogue or 'cultural 

accommodation' as a pre-deliberation phase enables participants to better understand each 

other’s views and values. By getting participants to know one another, they create a mutual 

understanding, which makes them more willing to find consensus. Rothschild-Whitt (1979) 

describes how in collectivist organisations, the time taken for decisions is directly correlated to 

the democratic control of the members: the more they insist on making decisions with the entire 

group, the longer it takes to make these decisions, to the degree that there may be no time left to 

do any other work. This is one of the issues that the Green Party faces, where so many proposals 

are submitted at their assemblies that it becomes impossible to discuss them all (see Chapter 5).  

Organisations need to find a balance between their wish for participation and the necessity of 

efficiency in reaching decisions. That is why, according to Dahl (1989), systems of representation 

become inevitable. Representatives can make it easier to cope with the scale of polities. Since it is 

impossible in practice for everyone to participate in every decision (unless at very small scales), 

representation happens naturally, when those who participate represent those who do not. If 

there is a system to select the few people who do participate, they can represent the whole, thus 
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maintaining equality while increasing efficiency. A system by which representatives are selected 

and accountable to their constituents is considered more democratic than self-selection of those 

who have the time, skill, or resources to participate (Dahl, 1989).  

Contrary to decisions by deliberation, voting implies that different views are either irreconcilable, 

or that the time and effort required for creating a consensus is not worthwhile (Smith, 2009). This 

is often the case in large democracies such as nation states, where debates in parliament – or 

society – are concluded by a vote. The main distinguishing factor then is who gets to vote, how 

voting is conducted, and how results are counted and measured, e.g. with a first-past-the-post 

system or proportional representation, or the kind of majority that must be achieved for certain 

decisions, such as two thirds of votes being required to change statutes or constitutions. Voting 

solves the main issues of deliberation, but has other shortcomings, especially in combination with 

direct participation: For example, minorities can be outvoted, leading to majority domination. This 

can in turn reinforce existing power structures and make it hard for suppressed minorities to 

make their voices heard (Smith, 2009; Michels and De Graaf, 2010). Especially referendums are 

susceptible to populist manipulation, because the public can easily be influenced by events of the 

day, leading to wide-ranging ad-hoc decisions, rather than considerations of long-term effects 

(Smith, 2005). Voting may also effectively prevent deliberations and compromises, making 

decisions more confrontational (Katz and Mair, 1995).  

Social movements – out of which the Green Party evolved – use different techniques of decision-

making. Often their ideals are deliberative, such as in the Occupy movement which decided about 

all issues in general assemblies. These contexts are not always perceived as ‘democratic’, as not 

all members have equal opportunity to participate, either in the event itself, or the discussions 

that happen there (Smith and Glidden, 2012). Each of these types of decision making comes with 

advantages and disadvantages, and ultimately organisations need to decide about their own 

terms and rules, based on their internal culture and ideology (Korte, 2012; Thuermer et al., 2016).  

2.1.2. Factors in the Participation Divide 

Although equal participation is an ideal in democratic theory, it is difficult in practice. The theory 

of capital is often used to describe differences between groups in society, and is particularly 

useful to understand sources of inequality in both the participation and digital divide context 

(Ignatow and Robinson, 2017). I will use the model described by Pierre Bourdieu, who 

distinguished between social, economic, and cultural capital. In this view, capitals are assets an 

individual has access to, such as persons they know (social capital), education or skills they have 

(cultural capital) and financial means (economic capital). The forms of capital are independent, 

but can be converted into one another, for example when higher education leads to higher 
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income, or affluent individuals move among more exclusive social circles. The acquisition of either 

form of capital is easier with sufficient economic capital backing it, but neither can be bought with 

money alone: acquisition of social and cultural capital always requires labour-time (Bourdieu, 

1986).  

In combination, the different types of capital lead to a specific habitus – the behaviour and world 

view associated with social class. However, the habitus a person holds is not only based on their 

capital, but also on their gender: Meßmer & Banaszczuk (2013) argue that women network 

different than men, and as a result may struggle to acquire social capital in political parties, 

leading to their habitual exclusion.  

Social capital is defined through membership in groups of society, mutual acquaintance and the 

possible transferability of these relationships into other forms of value. These groups must by 

definition be exclusive, i.e. control who becomes a member, because the closed network of the 

group constitutes its value, which would lessen with a growing number of (potentially 

inappropriate) members that do not contribute to this value. ‘Political capital’, as a sub-form of 

social capital, refers to the network a person has within a political context, and the network-

building skills of that person. Political capital is volatile, it deteriorates if the network is not 

constantly maintained (Meßmer and Banaszczuk, 2013). There is also a Matthew-effect, whereby 

those who already have a larger network can more easily expand it than those with less access to 

capital (Abbas and Mesch, 2018). This implies that social, but especially political capital, reinforces 

itself: it is produced and maintained through closed networks, and the more a person has, the 

easier it is to acquire even more. The maintenance of a larger network will also require more 

effort, which may be problematic for party members who do have limited time to spend on such 

activities. 

Unequal distribution of capital is fundamental to unequal participation, leading to the 

‘participation divide’. Influence on political decisions is “systematically biased in favour of more 

privileged citizens – those with higher incomes, greater wealth, and better education” (Lijphart, 

1997), and grows more pronounced the more time and resources are required to participate. 

Disadvantages in any socio-demographic factors – lower education, income, class, less available 

time – are linked to lower political participation and influence (Brady et al., 1995). One of the 

most influential factors for effective participation is gender: women participate less in formal 

political processes, and are often underrepresented (Krook and Norris, 2014; Lorenzini and 

Bassoli, 2015). Party members who have care responsibilities, less disposable time or financial 

resources, were found to be less likely to engage in party activities (Koschmieder and Datts, 

2015). Those with more financial resources and better education are in turn more likely to engage 
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(Lijphart, 1997), while women and members of lower social classes (or with a lower class habitus) 

are less likely to participate (Meßmer and Banaszczuk, 2013).  

Even though participation processes are supposedly gender-neutral, they are often underpinned 

by assumptions based on men, or male bodies, leading to practical exclusion of women, as what 

inhibits their participation is simply disregarded (Acker, 1990). Although women tend to be less 

active in formal types of participation (Jensen, 2013; Kersting, 2014), some studies (Brock et al., 

2010; Gil de Zúñiga et al., 2010) found that women participate online, at least in terms of 

expressions of opinions, indicating the potential of technology to overcome these inequalities.  

Beyond socio-demographic factors, democratic values and participation preferences influence 

who participates: a positive attitude towards democratic values makes potential participants 

more likely to engage (Chang, 2017). This positive attitude is in turn positively influenced by 

internet use: more active users are more likely to have a positive attitude, and are therefore more 

likely to engage. In France, Gibson et al. (2017) found that online participants were more critical 

of democratic processes than average citizens. Attitudes and values also play a role with regards 

to gender: A traditional gender ideology makes women less likely to engage politically offline 

(Krook and Norris, 2014; Lorenzini and Bassoli, 2015). Participants rights’ preference (Marshall, 

1950) moderates their level of activity: Those who favour political rights, related to the 

democratic process, participate more overall, while those who favour social rights, related to 

social justice, are more active in non-institutionalised contexts (Oser and Hooghe, 2018). The 

effect of attitudes is contradicted by Galais & Anduiza (2016), who found that efficacy or political 

interest had no measurable effect on participation.  

Preferences for democratic principles have been shown to influence not only participation, but 

also preferences in tool design, as different democratic values lead to different interpretations of 

challenges with online participation, and different preferred solutions to these challenges. Where 

technological systems are required for democratic processes, the developers of these systems can 

have strong influence on the process (Bieber, 2014), as their values and preferences are reflected 

in their design (Bozdag and van den Hoven, 2015). Beyond these baseline findings, the degree to 

which democratic values and perceptions influence participation, specifically online participation, 

as well as how these preferences can be measured and implemented in online participation tools 

and processes, is not yet well researched. 

2.2. Online Participation and the Digital Divide 

Online participation solutions have been developed for all of the above discussed participation 

contexts. Deliberation is enabled through tools such as online forums (Wright and Street, 2007) or 
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argument mapping (Spada et al., 2014), and voting through a multitude of different applications 

(e.g. Agre, 2002; Blum and Zuber, 2015), all of which can be used by either all members of the 

polity (e.g. all party members can respond to a survey), or by representatives (e.g. the virtual 

assembly held by the Green Party (Westermayer, 2003)). Kolleck (2014) argues that there are 

trade-offs of inequalities when using online participation in municipalities, such as discussing 

complex topics with few specialised, or open questions with more less informed participants. It is 

also not necessarily efficient: An analysis of the UK e-petitions system showed that 99% of e-

petitions never reach any significant amount of signatures (Margetts et al., 2014).  

2.2.1. Development of Digital Divide Research 

A major problem for inclusive participation online is the exclusivity of the technology. Democratic 

processes should be accessible for everyone, to enable equal participation opportunities. The 

concept of the digital divide suggests that this is not the case online. The access divide – whether 

or not people have access to the internet at all – is the oldest, and first level of the digital divide, 

where binary access or non-access to the internet is seen as the key differentiator. Sylvester & 

McGlynn (2010) found that people who access the internet more frequently from their home 

were far more likely to conduct complex political participation (e.g. contacting government 

officials), both on- and offline. The second level of the digital divide concerns the actual use of the 

internet, which differs depending on skills (van Deursen et al., 2011). These are, in turn, mediated 

by existing – offline – inequalities. The third level of the digital divide, now referred to as digital 

inequality, concerns the benefits derived from internet use: It is more beneficial for those already 

better off, as they have better skills, access to technology or more disposable time to learn 

(Hargittai, 2008; van Deursen and Helsper, 2015). 

Along all these lines, online participation can be exclusive: Existing inequalities mediate internet 

access, use, and benefits gained from that use. The concept of capitals can be used to explain 

these differences. The different types of capital – social, cultural, or financial – can be used to gain 

maximum benefits from internet use. Naturally, the more capital there is to use, the more 

interest it pays in terms of benefits. Since disadvantaged groups do not have access to large 

amounts of either forms of capital, they stay disadvantaged when they use the internet. This is 

how Halford et al. (2010) argue social inequalities are reproduced in the use of the web: not 

everyone has access, and those who do, derive unequal benefits from it. It increases power for 

some, for example global media corporations, or talented ‘geeks’, but reproduces existing 

inequalities of those with less cultural or economic capital.  

Zhang (2010) argues that technical capital, as a subset of cultural capital, is needed for 

participation online. It is linked to social and financial capital, and as with the other forms of 
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capital, they can be converted into technical capital (e.g. learning from friends or paying for 

training). Brock et al. (2010) argue that the definition of technical capital itself can be exclusive, 

when it is measured based on the 'norm' of white male users. They found that minorities can also 

successfully use technical capital to construct their shared identity online and thus promote 

diversity. 

Unequal distribution of capital leads to unequal participation, both online and offline. Internet use 

can increase social capital, as well as political participation, but the effect is stronger for those 

with more proficient skills (Gibson et al., 2000). Jensen (2013) argues that participation online 

requires higher education than participation offline, since more skills are required. At the same 

time, a higher level of education increases the motivation for individuals to participate online. 

However, less educated persons have been found to be more likely to express themselves 

politically online, by either email or signing petitions, because this form of participation requires 

less capital (Gil de Zúñiga et al., 2010).  

There are two other things to consider with regards to online participation: security and 

accountability (Lachenmayer et al., 2012). The performance of analogue forms of participation 

does not require any tools beyond pen and paper. The voting process is observable, because 

members of the polis can witness the count of votes and are thus able to retrace how a decision 

has been made, and determine whether it has been tempered with. In electronic participation, 

this changes, since a certain amount of understanding of the technology is required in order to 

retrace how decisions came about. Members of the polis with technical knowledge are therefore 

privileged, and those without these skills have to trust those who have them. This can make abuse 

easier, and thus delegitimize the process.  

The legal basis for as well as moral expectations around voter accountability are very particular in 

Germany. Anonymous votes are paramount, and any form of link between voters and votes is 

considered unacceptable. Where in the UK accountability is ensured through numbered poll 

cards, so that votes cast can be traced back to the individual voter if required – rare as that 

occurrence may be – in Germany, the anonymity of voters is deemed more important, and a 

retrospective identification of voters is not accepted under any circumstances (Jarass and Pieroth, 

2009, Art. 38, nn 10 & 16). Therefore, online voting is even more complicated in Germany than in 

the UK, where some parties, such as the Pirate Party UK, are already using online votes on a 

regular basis. 

To date, despite all the possibilities proclaimed, and some advances in social movements 

(Margetts et al., 2015), institutional politics have not changed through the internet (Van Dijk, 

2013), and its primary use in democratic context is still the distribution of information, especially 
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through Social Media (Gibson and Ward, 1998; Lusoli et al., 2002; Hohmann and Faas, 2014; 

Marchetti, 2014). However, more and more parties in Germany are attempting to use the internet 

for participation, not least motivated by the success of the Pirate Party around 2010 (Bieber, 

2014; Hanel and Marschall, 2014; Thuermer et al., 2016). This exacerbates the need to 

understand the effects these online processes can have. 

2.2.2. Factors in the Digital Divide 

The digital divide in Germany has been documented by a panel study spanning internet adoption 

in the years 2001 to 2009 (Emmer et al., 2011). It showed that a ‘silent majority’ (roughly 50% of 

the population) do not engage politically online, and only a small group (about 15%) dubbed 

‘digital citizens’ communicate politically exclusively online. The largest explanatory factor for 

online communication was found to be habit: Every change to behaviour requires effort, 

therefore individuals stick to what they are used to, unless there is a good reason to change. Such 

reasons are unlikely to exist in areas that do not have a high priority – and political 

communication is not that relevant for most people (Vowe, 2014). 

The most common, albeit on its own also too simplistic division in terms of socio-demographic 

factors is seen in age, famously differentiating between ‘digital natives’, as persons who grew up 

using the internet, and ‘digital immigrants’, who learned to use it at an older age (Prensky, 2001). 

This view is supported, for example by Powell et al. (2012), who found that seniors are less 

trusting, both in technology as well as the ease of acquiring the skills to use it, than young adults. 

Jensen (2013) found that younger persons are more active through the internet, and thus easier 

to recruit online than offline. However, retired persons do use the internet, for example through 

incentives to communicate with their family. They create their own use-cases, adopting online 

practices to add to, supplement, or replace their previous practices based on personal 

preferences (Quan-Haase et al., 2016). They use it differently than ‘typical’ users, but they do use 

it. This may be seen as a disadvantage by younger generations, but it is not necessarily so – this 

assumption might just be a normative view of how the internet should be used, making deviation 

from this ideal appear insufficient (Lutz and Hoffmann, 2017). Kania-Lundholm and Torres (2015) 

highlighted that age may also be an advantage, as older ICT users are more experienced in the use 

of technology and have more life experience to inform how they engage. 

There is a growing body of evidence that age alone does not determine digital exclusion. While it 

is often linked to skills, there are also other factors at play. Yates et al. (2015) argue that class 

contributes to the digital divide independent of age: Those who are disadvantaged with regards to 

any form of capital remain disadvantaged regardless of age. This is supported by Olsson et al. 

(2019), who find that available resources fluctuate, and decrease with age. Both conclude that 
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overcoming the digital divide will not be achieved by waiting for the current young to become the 

future old users. Olsson et al. (2019) raise the issue of hardware maintenance in this context: if 

modern devices are not frequently updated or even replaced, they will become unusable, leading 

to exclusion of those who lack the financial or cultural capital to stay up-to-date. If resources 

decrease with old age, so will IT skill and use. This is further supported by Van Deursen et al. 

(2011), who argue that, just like hardware, skills need to be constantly updated. The acquisition of 

these skills is linked to educational attainment, meaning that those who have lower education are 

less likely to stay up-to-date with their IT skills, even if they have higher skills at some point in 

their life. Consequently, the digital divide is unlikely to disappear by itself, because people grow 

less literate over time.  

The notion of digital ‘natives’ and ‘immigrants’ (Prensky, 2001) as the main difference in internet 

use has been challenged, suggesting that ‘digital residents’ and ‘visitors’ were a better 

comparison, as it is more important whether people use the internet frequently or occasionally, 

rather than at which age they learned it (White and Le Cornu, 2011). A preferable view is to open 

this division up, not only focussing on age, or use, but on a wider set of skills under the umbrella 

of ‘digital literacy’ (Eshet-Alkalai, 2004). One particular set of skills required for digital literacy are 

IT skills. These can be taught, but are mainly acquired through self-learning, and once individuals 

have gained an initial understanding of the technology, learning more becomes progressively 

easier. However, this first acquisition of basic skills requires either initial interest or a necessity to 

learn (Ferro et al., 2007). People who never had this necessity or interest are thus less likely to 

participate online. On the other hand, acquiring these skills also requires opportunities to do so, 

which are again unequal based on available capitals: Even among adolescents, IT skills were found 

to differ, as those with limited resources had less opportunity to learn either by themselves or 

from others (Eynon and Geniets, 2016).  

Exactly how the skills required for successful use of ICT are defined is still being investigated. Self-

reported skills, often used in surveys, do not necessarily reflect actual skill level, as they are prone 

to reflect the Dunning-Kruger effect: Those with lower skills may not be aware of their lack, while 

those with more skills are unaware of their advantage (Kruger and Dunning, 1999). Self-reported 

skills are also biased based on participants’ gender, with women regularly underestimating their 

own abilities (Helsper and Eynon, 2013; Martínez-Cantos, 2017).  

The use of social media makes the differences in online participation visible. There are diverse 

views on what constitutes ‘political participation’ online, but that posting or discussing political 

content on social media is one way of participation seems to be a consensus (Loader and Mercea, 

2011; Hohmann and Faas, 2014; Vissers and Stolle, 2014; Choi and Shin, 2016). Social media has 

large potential for democratic deliberation, but this potential is realised mostly by "white, wealthy 
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males to the exclusion of other identities" (Loader and Mercea, 2011, p. 758). Rather than 

opening the political sphere up to new groups, people who are already politically engaged use 

social media to improve on work they already do, leading to a reinforcement effect.  

In their analysis of internet adoption in Germany, Vowe (2014) found that ‘digital citizens’ are 

primarily men in their mid-twenties, with university education, no children and low income. They 

argue that age is especially relevant for internet use, because habits form with age, and the 

younger people are when they start using the internet, the more likely they are to form their 

habits around it. Internet use alone does not suggest use for political participation though. What 

points towards that is the correlation of high levels of education with political interest, which 

would not only make digital citizens more likely to use the internet, but also more likely to use it 

for political communication. Especially important for the context of democratic participation, this 

group values freedom over equality. This could mean that the stance towards equality in 

participation of this ‘new elite’ leaves a mark on online participation, potentially making it less 

equal. 

On the other hand, online spaces have also been widely used by feminists and women’s 

movements to mobilise, form communities, and participate in public discourse, e.g. through blogs 

(Keller, 2012), but also to mobilise offline activism (Knappe and Lang, 2014). The web has 

contributed significantly to contemporary feminisms, which have used it to enable activism both 

online and offline (Chamberlain, 2017). Feminist online activities however are also subject to the 

digital divide and suffer from lack of resources and skills (Fotopoulou, 2016). 

Another factor for online participation are networks, which is closely linked to participants’ place 

of residence. At its baseline, this looks like an issue of access: Rural areas have lower broadband 

connectivity in comparison to urban areas, and therefore overall lower internet speeds, according 

to the German ministry for infrastructure (BMVI, 2016). Riddlesden & Singleton (2014) also found 

evidence for a rural / urban divide, where rural areas, albeit having more consistent broadband 

speeds, deal with overall slower connections. Socially deprived urban areas on the other hand had 

the highest connection rates – the authors argue this is due to the population density, requiring 

more access points, thereby making overall access faster. Philip et al. (2017) further argue that 

people living in rural areas are very much aware of just how excluded they are, and that although 

they would like to do things online, the available infrastructure is not sufficient to enable them to 

participate. 

Reflecting Jennings et al. (2017) findings of local divisions in the UK, Blank et al. (2018) found that 

location differences could be fully explained through demographic differences: Age, education 

and occupation were better predictors of internet use than location. However, there is a question 
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of cause and effect: Correa and Pavez (2016) found that rural areas are influenced by young 

people moving out, which means that they cannot act locally as “agents of change”, to foster 

internet adoption. Further, the type of job dominant in an area drives adoption – manual workers 

use the internet less than people working in start-ups or tourism. Lower internet speeds in rural 

areas in turn lead to less companies settling there, meaning less available jobs (BMVI, 2016). 

Consequently, the lower internet connectivity in rural areas could be one of the causes of young 

and better educated people leaving those areas.  

This is problematic for participation on multiple levels. At its baseline, it will be hard to use online 

participation tools which may assume a faster internet speed for their functionality. It is harder 

for the ‘left-behind’ lower-skilled members to find help with these tools if the younger, and more 

skilled, members are moving to the urban centres. More crucial though, personal networks 

remain important online. Especially in instances of intense participation, as personal affiliations 

are used to filter the flow of information – e.g. emails are only read if the sender is known 

(Nielsen, 2009). Davidson & Poor (2018) have shown that smaller local networks, such as in rural 

areas, also lead to less support on online platforms, because the locally acquired social capital 

directly influences the social capital that can be drawn upon online. Thus, local networks influence 

not only the potential learning, but also the effect online participation can have.  

2.3. Participation in Political Parties  

Parties fill a variety of functions in society, such as participation (through citizens, members, 

candidates), transmission (aggregate and communicate positions), selection (of leadership / 

candidates), integration (of different interests in society), socialisation (teaching democracy 

through practice), and legitimacy (of the democratic system through process) (Koch et al., 2014). 

Parties are arenas in which their members can deliberate and decide on preferences, in a closed, 

but otherwise unrestricted forum (Cohen, 2003). They do not only aggregate views of their 

members, but actively process this information, and help to create consensus in the portion of 

society that is their member or voter base. As such, parties are a crucial part of the democratic 

process, an important intermediary that cannot be replaced by technology (Agre, 2002). Research 

around political parties has investigated how they function, make decisions and interact with their 

members, how much power members have, and how they both influence and are influenced by 

the polity (Pedersen, 1982; Katz and Mair, 1995; Lucardie, 2007; Korte, 2012; Decker and Neu, 

2013; Meßmer and Banaszczuk, 2013; Niedermayer, 2015).  

Parties can be categorised by their form of organisation, their policies, or their behavioural norms, 

as well as their clientele and decision-making processes. Gunther & Diamond (2003) use their 

organisational form as a primary identifier to determine the genus of a party, and differentiate 
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five types of parties, which evolved in chronologic order: elite-based, mass-bases, ethnicity-based, 

electoralist, and movement parties. Each genus has a set of species, which are determined by the 

other criteria: policies, behavioural norms, clientele and processes.  

Elite-based parties are formed around a local elite or elite-network, and aim to create benefits for 

their clientele. Mass-based parties are defined by a large, active member base and affiliations 

with many different organisations, such as trade unions. Movement parties are the youngest 

species, and seen as a hybrid between a movement and a party. They are based on grassroots-

principles, and do not have strong formal structures or hierarchies. They often remain 

ideologically and organisationally connected to the movement they evolved from. The activist 

background of their members influences the structure of the party, which maximises the 

influence of active party members. In practice, this leads to these parties using imperative 

mandates, rotation, and separation of office and mandate. Strong leaders and professionalization 

are opposed, as they would weaken the hold of the activists over the party (Gunther and 

Diamond, 2003).  

Gunther & Diamond see the time during which the party was founded as partly determining the 

species of the party. Its founding context influences the effectiveness and features of the party, 

because it  

“comes into existence within a specific social and technological context that may evolve 
over time, and this ‘founding context’ can leave a lasting imprint on the basic nature of 
the party’s organization for decades to come.” (2003, p. 173) 

The definition of a movement party clearly applies to the Green Party, as Rihoux & Frankland 

(2008) have demonstrated. However, they also argue that as it evolved due to internal 

circumstances, the party has moved away from the ideal type, and is seen in-between the 

movement and elite party type today. 

While parties act as intermediaries between different groups in society, party members are 

intermediaries between voters and representatives, and thus add legitimacy to the democratic 

system (Cohen, 2003; Decker, 2013). By selecting candidates, and standing for elections with 

manifestos proposing selected policies, parties enable the democratic system: they are open to 

members, who vote for candidates, who stand at elections, and are accountable to their party 

and voters. This reduces transaction costs and enables collective action in a democracy (Müller, 

2000). Parties further reduce transaction costs for citizens, by proactively approaching them to 

discuss politics when they canvass for elections. This engages citizens with very little effort for 

themselves, and has been shown to not only increase voter turnout, but political engagement 

overall (McClurg, 2003; Wielhouwer and Lockerbie, 2007). 
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Party membership has declined consistently since the 1980s, potentially as a result of the 

individualisation in society at large (Mair and van Biezen, 2001). Grasso (2014) argues, that 

political participation and the repertoires of actions used by any one generation primarily 

depends on the way in which they were politically socialised – and since there was less political 

turmoil in the 80s than in the 60s, there was simply less reason for younger generations to take 

political action. This would explain both the ageing membership of political parties as well as their 

overall decline in numbers. While party membership declines, informal associations with parties 

become more frequent, and supporters campaign for their party without taking out formal 

membership (Bale and Webb, 2015). 

Participation processes are largely responsible for stabilising democracy (Fishkin, 1997). Reliable 

procedures yield legitimacy: only when a process has been followed and its outcome cannot be 

challenged, can the results be accepted as binding (Wilhelm, 1999). The process itself has to be 

accepted as fair and legitimate as well – indeed more so than the actual decision. Even unpopular 

decisions can be accepted if the process by which they were made is perceived as legitimate 

(Leggewie, 2011). On the other hand, if a process is not perceived to be democratic, for example 

because it requires voting through delegates instead of members, in a group that highly values 

direct participation, or requires the use of a technology that not all members have access to, the 

process will in itself not be perceived as legitimate (Rothschild-Whitt, 1979). This is especially true 

for the adoption of online processes. They can only be successful if party members can accept the 

process itself as legitimate and in line with their democratic ideals. When new participatory 

processes are crated, these participation preferences need to be considered in the process design, 

to achieve or maintain legitimacy of their results (Thuermer et al., 2016). 

Party members should have a role that differs from the general public, as otherwise the value of 

membership is undermined (Bolleyer et al., 2015). Cantijoch et al. (2015) found that members 

who are involved in a party context are less likely to participate in other non-institutionalised 

ways (e.g. signing online petitions). Online platforms also offer new forms of engagement with 

parties that do not even require membership, as political messages can be supported from the 

outside (Gibson et al., 2017). This increases the need for parties to develop online participation 

processes, to provide members with the kind of participation opportunities that they expect 

internally.  

Parties that do not use a representative system were found to discriminate certain groups in their 

decision-making process. In the Pirate Party Germany, which prides itself in their use of general 

members’ rather than delegate assemblies, single parents were underrepresented, while 

members who lived closer to events or had a higher income and more time were more likely to 

participate and better prepared, and thus had more influence on the decisions made 
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(Koschmieder and Datts, 2015). However, representative systems are not a perfect ideal either. 

Lijphart (1997) argues that there is a negative correlation between voter turnout and participation 

of disadvantaged constituents: The lower the turnout, the more influence better-off individuals 

have. Social movements have developed some techniques to overcome these issues of inequality 

for their assemblies, such as the ‘progressive stack’, a way to order speakers’ lists to support 

typically underrepresented speakers (Roth et al., 2014).  

The role of delegates may be either that of a representative, who forms their own view and acts 

in their constituents’ best interest (even if constituents disagree), or that of a proxy, whose role it 

is to aggregate the views of their constituents and vote as they would (Burke, 1975). Thus, 

delegates can, depending on the system, be closer to direct than representative decision-making. 

The Green Party Germany uses a delegate system on national level, where representatives are 

elected at the local level to attend assemblies of the higher party branches. Although they discuss 

the proposals with their local branch members, they are free to use their own judgment for 

decisions at the assembly. 

Institutional politics fosters professionalization, leading to elites. Following Michels' (1911) ‘iron 

law of oligarchisation’, the party elite has a tendency to distance itself from the party, and 

prioritise the protection of their own power over the achievement of the party’s goals. Such elites 

are one reason for young people not to engage in traditional (party) politics, and lead to ‘two 

worlds’ of participation, where alternative political activities draw in younger groups, which have 

less efficacy than formal organisations and parties (Busse et al., 2015). Parties adopt a variety of 

online tools to support their administrative and participatory processes. Internet technology 

makes it easier for them to reach a younger audience (Gibson et al., 2004), and to make their 

administrative processes, such as data collection through online forms, more efficient (Heimrich, 

2013). Participatory processes include online discussions, collaborative development of 

manifestos, or opinion polls. Although this variety suggests a major shift in opportunities for 

political participation, Jackson & Lilleker (2009) found that parties seek to maintain control over 

what happens on their internet platforms, and use the internet to inform supporters, rather than 

interact with them.  

Parties in Germany have no obligation to be accessible to everyone – they are focussed on their 

members, whom they can select as they wish (Political Parties Act, 2004, s. 10), and potential 

constituents. Their goals are to win elections, to fill public offices, or to enact their political 

manifestos (Müller and Strøm, 1999). These goals can be partially at odds with one-another. 

Lilleker (2005) found that parties in the UK adopt marketing strategies to target specific voters. As 

they do this, their policy decisions are increasingly influenced (if not dictated) by necessities of 

this ‘voter market’, which leads to more centralised decision-making, disempowers members, and 
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alienates both supporters and members. Similar developments have been observed in Germany 

(Schweitzer, 2008). 

The processes by which party members in Germany can influence decisions are very well 

documented – and they have to be, because having statues that lay out how decisions are made 

and how members can participate is required by law (Political Parties Act, 2004). The Political 

Parties Act further stipulates that members’ assemblies are the highest decision-making body, 

from which all powers are derived. However, apart from this stipulation, the law is not specific in 

how exactly decisions need to be made, only that they need to be made “democratically”. The 

processes parties use are decided by their national assembly, and depend on their history, 

internal culture, and capabilities (Korte, 2012). 

Some decisions, such as changes to the manifesto, merging with other parties, or the dissolution 

of the party, must be taken by specific bodies, such as the members’ or delegates’ assembly, or a 

general members’ vote. For all other decisions, parties have to define who is involved in which 

decision, and how they exercise this power (Political Parties Act, 2004, s. 9). Smith describes two 

stages in citizen participation processes: “initial agenda-setting and final decision-making – i.e. 

who is able to exercise power to influence the subject or scope of participation and who has 

decision-making power?” (Smith, 2005, p. 17). This separation can also be applied to political 

parties, with the members at large being involved in generating proposals for manifesto changes 

and electing their delegates, who then attend the respective assembly to make the actual 

decision. Most parties hardly make a difference between how they communicate and interact 

with supporters or voters, and members (Jackson and Lilleker, 2009; Heimrich, 2013).  

As Freeman (1970) points out, for equal participation opportunities to be possible, rules need to 

be formalised. The formalisation of processes is achieved through the parties’ (branch) statutes. 

Parties are typically structured hierarchically; the German law requires them to have an executive 

board, which is elected for each branch of the party. Branches usually follow the borders of states 

and constituencies, and each branch gives itself statutes and a manifesto. Aside from the 

regulated structure, the formalisation of the decision-making processes differs strongly between 

parties, not only in terms of voting rules, but also in terms of proposal development, consensus-

finding, attendance to and running order of assemblies, and the use of technology.  

German parties receive financial support, regulated through Part IV of the Political Parties Act. All 

parties who achieve more than 1% of the votes in either state or national elections receive funds 

for their campaigns. The amount they receive is proportional to the votes they gained, and 

capped at their own income through donations and fees: A party can only gain as many funds 

from the government subsidies as they have raised themselves. Saalfeld (2007) describes that 
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parties therefore have no financial hierarchy whereby resources are controlled from the top and 

distributed to the lower ranks, making them less prone to oligarchic control. Simultaneously, the 

strong role of parliamentary groups prevents an over boarding influence from internal 

bureaucracy. However, Rahat et al. (2008) found that participation, competition and 

representation are competing values in parties’ selection processes, and that not all of them can 

be maximised simultaneously: more democratic participation does not lead to more 

representative candidates.  

How participation is perceived depends on the understanding of participation held by party 

members (Korte, 2012), which are then embedded in decision-making processes (Thuermer, 

2015). The way in which parties make decisions is thus imprinted by their history and culture. 

Changing this culture is no easy feat, as the factors that lead to successful participation are the 

same that lead to success in the party as a whole: money, time, and networks (or social, economic 

and cultural capital) (Meßmer and Banaszczuk, 2013). An imbalance is thus inherent to the 

system. 

2.4. Effects of Online Participation 

There are three commonly referenced effects of the introduction of new technology in 

participation processes: Mobilisation, reinforcement, and replacement. Mobilisation theory 

argues that as more participation opportunities become available, more people will participate 

(Norris, 2001). Participation becomes broader or more diverse as new participants are drawn into 

the process. For a political party, this can either mean activating previously passive members, or 

recruiting new members altogether. Reinforcement theory on the other hand argues that, as new 

online participation methods become available, these are picked up by those who are already 

active, thus reinforcing their existing advantage (Margolis et al., 1997; Lusoli et al., 2002). A third, 

not as frequently discussed option is replacement, which is also referred to as normalisation 

(Ward et al., 2003; Jensen, 2013). This poses that as new online participation methods become 

available, those who are already active change their behaviour, and do things online that they 

would previously have done offline. I argue that one more possible effect should be considered: 

Non-use, for instances where members simply don’t adopt new participation technologies at all. 

These are underpinned by Actor-Network Theory (ANT). I will discuss and define ANT and each of 

these effects in turn, and then describe how I combine them in the Differentiated Online 

Participation Effects-model (DOPE-model) I developed. 
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2.4.1. Actor-Network Theory 

Actor-Network Theory is an approach developed by Law, Latour and Callon from sociology of 

science (Latour, 1987; Law and Callon, 1992). Varieties of science and technology studies include 

the Social Construction of Technology (SCOT) (Pinch and Bijker, 1984), which argues that the way 

technology is adopted depends on a mixture of involved social groups and closure mechanisms, or 

ANT, which considers both humans and technology as actors that constitute one-another in a 

network of actions.  

ANT does not try to explain why social effects occur, but how they come about. At the heart of 

ANT are heterogeneous networks, composed of human and non-human actors. They are agency 

networks, meaning that they only exist while they are enacted. Effects of these networks arise 

through interaction between human and material actors. Every actor can in turn be seen as a 

network of all the things that influence or enable their actions. Being in action changes the way a 

network looks. Consequently, there may be different networks to describe the same thing or 

effect from different points of view. Punctualisation or black boxing of parts of action-networks is 

used to reduce their complexity (e.g. 'the government' rather than all the parts that make it up). 

The application of the theory to empirical observations – the process by which actors of different 

types are drawn together into one network, building an ontology of all actors that are involved in 

interactions – is called translation (Law 1992; Law 2009). Law and Callon (1992) have 

demonstrated the approach in a case study, showing how different networks can exist 

simultaneously and overlap one-another. Local networks are needed for the use of resources, a 

global network for the supply of resources, and an ‘obligatory point of passage’ to enable control 

over these networks.  

A concept developed by Star & Griesemer (1989), supplements the ‘classic’ ANT design by Law, 

Latour and Callon, and allows to view a situation from multiple angles at once (rather than 

building one network for each viewpoint), and adds ‘boundary objects’ at the intersections 

between these viewpoints. “Boundary objects are both adaptable to different viewpoints and 

robust enough to maintain identity across them” (1989, p. 1). They exist in multiple worlds, or 

networks, simultaneously, and mean different things to different people, while their definitions 

overlap sufficiently to stabilise the relation between the fields that they bind together. 

The core assumption of ANT – that both human and non-human actors contribute to the complex 

interactions that make up social processes – is crucial to the DOPE-model that I am introducing. If 

online tools themselves are considered to be actors, then their addition to an existing 

environment will change the composition of this environment, and influence the actions of and 

interactions between the other – human – actors involved. The performativity of Actor-Networks 
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– they exist through and are perpetuated only by actions – makes ANT an ideal lens through 

which to observe the performance and effects of participation. Like Actor-Networks, participation 

only exists through action. Non-action generally means non-participation, although non-

participation may in some instances be an action in itself (see 2.4.5 below).  

ANT is an ideal lens through which to observe the network that is involved in participation within 

the Green Party. Because ANT allows to look at all levels of this network simultaneously, it 

enables me to make explicit who or what the relevant actors in these networks are: Party 

members, party leaders, technicians, and the tools they use (nor not). It can show how both with 

human and nun-human actors interact and co-construct the participation processes, what their 

‘preferences’ are and how they influence one-another. It enables me to find out how things work, 

and how this changes while processes are enacted. I use Actor-Networks to identify how the 

introduction of online participation tools shifts existing processes and relationships, and visualise 

how the new participation processes change participation itself. This allows me to identify which 

actors are involved, what their roles are at each stage, and how actors and roles change over time 

as new participation processes are rolled out. 

I do not, however, use the full extent of ANT: I use it to be able to treat technology as actors.  I 

observe the actor-network from a top-down perspective, gradually uncovering layers through the 

party hierarchy and relevance of tools and processes. I blackbox the actors at a level of detail that 

is sufficient to compare the different processes. In that, I apply ANT merely to understand the 

actors on a basic level, rather than drilling down into the detail of every single interaction as more 

classical ANT studies would. While a more granular analysis of the exact actors and actions would 

be extremely interesting, and may yield even very interesting insights indeed, it is not feasible to 

do this for three processes simultaneously. 

2.4.2. Mobilisation 

Mobilisation is understood as the attraction of new members, or, more relevant for the context of 

this work, the generation of more activity from existing, but inactive members. Organisations may 

attempt to mobilise their member base in general, or target specific underrepresented groups. 

Lusoli et al. (2002) described this as an ‘equalisation’-effect, equalising the powers of members 

and groups within political organisations, and point out that the use of the internet may make 

“challenging the power of the dominant political players” (p. 93) easier, due to the lack of 

gatekeepers online. Ward et al. (2002) described this effect as “widening participation”, and saw a 

specific opportunity to involve “the house-bound, such as the elderly, single parents and the 

disabled” (p. 202). They predicted a deepening of participation based on the opportunities in the 

late ‘90s, which were limited to emails, websites and intranets. Party members could use these 
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routes to communicate their views to the party elite, which could in turn help to bridge the gap 

between grass-roots and elites, and enable smaller groups to increase their political capital by 

reaching larger audiences.  

Kerr & Waddington (2014) asked in their study about the introduction of online branches in a 

workers union, whether these new “e-forms of activity [would] attract new groups to participate 

or merely add a further medium of participation for already active members?” They found that by 

motivating inactive members to become active, organisations can increase diversity in their 

decision-making, especially where under-represented groups are concerned – women’s 

participation increased, though this process was very slow. However, this online process was very 

resource-intensive, as all forms of participation offered (newsletters, websites, and fora) were 

only used consistently if they were well maintained.  

For the German population, Emmer et al. (2011, p.161) found that political participation slightly 

increased with the rise of the internet, but there was no significant mobilisation of previously 

politically inactive citizens. Some online activities may be more mobilising than others, as was 

shown by Cantijoch et al. (2015), who found in the UK that online news consumption lead to a 

'step-wise' increase in other participation categories: those who read political news online were 

more likely to discuss politics with friends and family online - and only online. However, online 

news consumption was the only activity that had an effect on political activity. Vissers et al. 

(2012) came to a similar conclusion in a study of Belgian university students’ online use: while 

online activities mobilised further online behaviour, offline activities mobilised offline behaviour, 

with little to no effects across mediums. This is contradicted by findings from Galais & Anduiza 

(2016), who found in their longitudinal study of Spanish citizens with internet access that there is 

an effect between online and offline activities: more institutionalised online forms of 

participation, such as signing petitions, also increased engagement in offline participation 

methods. 

Another aspect of mobilisation might be seen in its potential disadvantages: Many things that are 

criticised in direct participation are also true for mobilisation: If new members are drawn into 

participatory processes, they may be less experienced, and therefore more prone to populistic 

influence (Smith, 2005). Furthermore, online deliberation in comments on news magazine 

websites has been shown to decrease respect for others and increase hate speech (Kersting, 

2012). 

I argue that it is more likely for a mobilisation effect to be visible within a party than within the 

wider population, since party members have already demonstrated a stronger interest in political 

activity, as otherwise they would not be members in the first place. 
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2.4.3. Reinforcement 

When an organisation offers new forms of participation, even if it happens with a goal to mobilise 

new or inactive members, these participation opportunities will also be picked up by existing 

active members. When already active members use these new participation opportunities to 

enhance their participation, their activity can intensify. This can not only lead to (further) over-

representation of this highly active group, but also shift power relations between these groups, if 

one of them adopts the new participation forms to a greater extent than another. This can lead to 

an intensification of existing divides, following the introduction of new participation 

opportunities, which is described as reinforcement.  

The term ‘reinforcement’ has been used in varying contexts and with different definitions. 

Margolis et al. (1997) seem to have used it first, to refer to the replication of power structures 

when parties adopt internet technology. However, their focus was very much on information 

sources and gatekeepers, rather than direct participation for members. They concluded that 

drastic changes to the political system through the internet are possible but unlikely, because 

those with most funds will dominate this new space, thus replicating the existing power balance. 

Agre (2002) criticizes that reinforcement theory is based on a normative view of participation, and 

applies whenever a new technology does not make participation broader.  

Norris (2001) further developed the theory, and while investigating the claim that new online 

participation opportunities could either reinforce or mobilise citizens’ participation, found only 

evidence for reinforcement, as only those who were already politically active also used the 

internet for political participation. The same effect was described by Lusoli et al. (2002), as a 

result of the digital divide, and differences in resources between organisations or groups, which 

lead to a Matthew-effect (‘The one who has will be given more’). For example, an online election 

in Germany held in 2001, in parallel to the state election in Mecklenburg-Vorpommern, showed 

that those voting online were more likely to be male, higher educated, and younger than those 

voting offline (Kersting, 2014). Similarly, Spada et al. (2015) found that the introduction of online 

voting in participatory budgeting processes in Brazil significantly increased the voting turn-out, 

and included 8% of voters that would not have voted without the online process. However, those 

who were mobilised belonged to an already advantaged part of the society (male internet users 

with above average education and income), suggesting a reinforcement for that group, even 

though technically mobilising new participants. For political parties specifically, Gibson et al. 

(2017) found that, although online forms of participation can achieve more engagement, it did 

not engage a group that was more diverse than existing members. The same was found in the 

Green Party Germany, where Gerl et al. (2016) found that only already active members adopted a 

new online platform in North Rhine-Westphalia.  
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Following the mechanisms of the digital divide discussed above, if benefits and use of the internet 

are unequally distributed, and related to social, cultural and financial capital, then it appears likely 

that benefits and use of online participation tools will be more pronounced for groups who have 

more of these resources. Therefore, reinforcement seems to be a likely result of the introduction 

of online participation tool. 

2.4.4. Replacement 

New opportunities to participate do not necessarily lead to change at all. It is perfectly possible 

for the new process to simply replace similar (e.g. offline) activities, that are still conducted by the 

same people and groups. This effect, which I will refer to as replacement (Jensen, 2013) is 

described with different terms and in different ways. Ward et al. (2002, 2003) found the effect in 

the way already predisposed new members joined the Liberal Democrats through the internet, 

rather than signing up with a party office, and concluded that the internet would not have any 

dramatic influence on the “socio-political order but rather will actually be absorbed and 

reproduce the existing biases” (Ward et al., 2003, p. 1). Gibson & Cantijoch found that “offline 

types of political engagement are re-emerging online” (2013, p. 714). Kerr & Waddington in their 

analysis of the introduction of online branches in UNISON found that these only replicated offline 

activity (2014).  

Replacement could easily be confused with a form of reinforcement. In the example of the Green 

Party Germany, where Gerl et al. (2016, 2018) found that an online tool implemented at state 

level was only adopted by members who had already been active, they did note that this had no 

effect on the internal power structure. Members did not gain more influence, they simply 

changed their mode of participation, which in and of itself does not change the outcome. 

Replacement can not only occur with regards to the medium, but also the mode of participation, 

for example when party members engage in internal rather than external activities (Cantijoch et 

al., 2015). The same happens for parties, who replicate their communication and campaigning 

efforts online, rather than generating new formats (Schweitzer, 2008). 

2.4.5. Non-Use 

I argue that a fourth potential effect needs to be considered: Although non-use has been 

considered with regards to the internet in general, it has been neglected with respect to online 

political participation. For the internet in general, multiple reasons for non-use have been 

identified. Notably, Wyatt (2003) highlighted lack of access or necessity. Helsper & Reisdorf (2013) 

identified lack of skills or resources as the main obstacles to internet adoption, and distinguished 
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between external (e.g. access) and internal (e.g. interest) factors for non-use, or forced and 

voluntary digital exclusion. While forced exclusion was mainly due to lack of financial capital, 

voluntary exclusion seemed to be more related to cultural capital. Reisdorf & Groselj (2017) 

identified a positive attitude towards online technology as a key driver for adoption: Attitudes 

have a significant impact on adoption of online tools, with those who are positive about 

technology in general, and the internet as a tool in particular, being more likely to use it, while if 

attitude was negative, they were even stronger predictors of non-use than socio-demographic 

factors (Reisdorf and Groselj, 2017).  

Gerl et al. (2018) identified several potential reasons for non-use of an online platform in one of 

the state branches of the Green Party Germany, with the most prevalent being neither technical 

nor design issues with the platform itself, but rather personal reasons such as lack of time. In that, 

non-use of online participation tools acts similar to non-participation in general. 

Lutz & Hoffman (2017) argue that online participation in itself should not be seen as a normative 

value: neither is all participation necessarily positive, nor all non-participation negative. Some 

people may simply not want to engage online, while others do engage in a destructive manner. 

Their model is based on three factors: activity (does a person participate or not), agency (do they 

participate consciously / willingly or not), and social valence (is their (non-)participation a positive 

or negative contribution to the goal), leading to a set of participation profiles. This is shown in 

their framework for types of online participation, summarised in Table 1. In the case of the Green 

Party, the goal would be to encourage people in group D1 (those who could participate but 

choose not to) and enable those in group D2 (who cannot currently participate).  
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Table 1: Typology of online (non-)participation 

# Name Example 

A
ctivity 

A
gen

cy 

V
alen

ce
 
A1 Positive active participation Ideal + + + 

A2 Negative active participation  Trolls + + - 

B1 Positive passive participation Being invited + - + 

B2 Negative passive participation Being tagged + - - 

C1 Positive active non-participation Boycotts - + + 

C2 Negative active non-participation Self-censoring - + - 

D1 Positive passive non-participation Lurking - - + 

D2 Negative passive non-participation Exclusion - - - 

Overview created from Lutz & Hoffman (2017) 

With regards to use of online tools within political parties, members not using tools that have 

been implemented can be a problem because these tools cost considerable amounts of resources. 

Whether new tools are adopted by party members appears to be related to how they are 

introduced. This was demonstrated during the implementation of the Green Party’s internal 

knowledge management platform Wurzelwerk, which was not adopted due to its perceived 

unintuitive interface (Heinrich and Spitz, 2014). This has had lasting effects on online participation 

in the party at large, which I will demonstrate in Chapter 4. 

All of these aspects of and potential reasons for non-use should be considered and pre-empted 

when tools are developed, to enable and increase their adoption. The reasons for non-use can 

help to explain the other behaviours. Therefore, the DOPE-model considers non-use as one of 

several possible effects of the introduction of online participation processes, alongside 

mobilisation, reinforcement, and replacement.  

2.4.6. Introducing the ‘Differentiated online participation effects-model’ (DOPE-

model) 

Mobilisation and reinforcement are typically seen as opposites: a dichotomy, where the effect of 

a tool is either one or the other. However, Vissers & Stolle (2014) argue that these effects are not 

mutually exclusive, but can be observed simultaneously for different groups. In their study of 

online political participation of students in Canada, they found that internet use reinforced 
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existing advantages (those already politically active did more online), while also drawing a 

previously disengaged group into political conversations on social media. The mobilisation-

reinforcement-spectrum still applies, but it is now applied by group, rather than generically. 

The same effect has been observed by Kerr & Waddington (2014), in UNISON where online 

participation methods were introduced to replace some of the previous offline methods, and 

increase activity of under-represented groups, such as "women, ethnic minorities and those 

working on non-standard contracts" (p. 661). Both of these goals were achieved, but not as 

expected: Already active members quickly transferred some of their activity to the new 

participation platform, indicating a process of replacement, and the overall proportion of active 

members, and their respective activities, increased very slowly, indicating a low level of 

mobilisation over time. Ward et al. also found counterintuitive results in this area, stating that 

“the interactive and networking possibilities of the new media, which have excited the most 

attention, seem to be of least interest to members” (2002, p. 214). Rather than changing the 

intensity of their participation, participants may simply change its mode: Doing things online 

instead of offline, while not doing anything more or less than would have been done otherwise. 

Thus, replacement needs to be considered as a potential effect alongside mobilisation and 

reinforcement, especially where online processes directly replicate existing offline processes. If 

there is no different outcome, adoption alone cannot be seen as either mobilisation or 

reinforcement. 

Similar effects could be expected in political parties, where, for example, previously inactive but 

highly-skilled members might be mobilised through the introduction of online participation, while 

previously active members might transfer some of their offline activity to the new platform, and 

younger active members use the new platform to intensify their participation and increase their 

influence on party decisions in the process. This would mean simultaneous mobilisation (of 

previously inactive members), reinforcement (of young members) and replacement (for active 

members).  

If an organisation aims to introduce online participation opportunities for their members, in order 

to activate some of the inactive members, and ideally recruit new members as well, there is a 

danger that this step can backfire and already powerful groups instead intensify their advantage. 

This would be especially problematic in a case such as the Green Party Germany, with a strong 

commitment to grass-roots participation and equality, where a reinforcement effect may 

undermine the legitimacy of decisions. This is especially so when the new participation 

opportunities favour certain groups over others; for example, when members who are already 

active online gain larger benefits than those who just started to engage in the party. 



Role and Effects of Political Participation 

 

33 

There is a gap in current research surrounding the definition and combination of these four 

effects: Whether those who use online participation opportunities add these on top of everything 

else that they do, either from no previous participation, thus being mobilised, or from existing 

participation, thus reinforcing their benefits; or replace what they did before with an online 

opportunity; or indeed do nothing at all.  

Mobilisation and reinforcement are similar in that they both raise activity levels, but one does so 

from a point of ‘no participation’ while the other does it from ‘existing participation’. Mobilisation 

can only be positive, if the intention is that currently inactive or underrepresented members start 

to participate. If those who are mobilised are ‘more of the same’ who are already heavily 

engaged, mobilisation equals reinforcement. Replacement on the other hand means that one 

type is replaced by another. I argue that if the underlying power structures do not change, and 

thus neither the intensity nor the outcome of participation changes, this effect needs to be clearly 

distinguished from both mobilisation and reinforcement. This will allow for a clearer and more 

accurate picture of the effects of online participation to emerge. To differentiate between these 

effects, it is important to not only look at what members do, but what they did before, and what 

they do not do. While there are strategies to measure mobilisation and reinforcement, there is no 

coherent framework or method to distinguish the two, based on the described definitions. 

Furthermore, if those who are well off replace their activities with online participation, and these 

online participation methods are less effective than what they previously did offline, this 

replacement may reduce their influence overall, and equalise the influence of marginalised 

groups. Online participation may thus not make the marginalised stronger, but the advantaged 

weaker. Effects like slacktivism, where low-level activity satisfies the need for participation 

without achieving actual results (Morozov, 2009), hint into this direction. In reverse, if offline 

methods are replaced with more effective online methods, replacement may free up time that 

can be re-invested into more, and more influential, participation, so that replacement leads to 

reinforcement. 

While mobilisation is often framed as the goal – both by optimistic researchers and organisations 

– an argument could be made to make replacement a goal, rather than considering it as a side-

effect. This would be better in line with adoption of online tools which are often expensive to 

implement, and hard to justify if they end up not being used, or worse, having an overall negative 

effect. Adoption could – and should – be a goal in itself, irrespective of who does the adopting. 

Most models only consider inequalities in participatory processes by a variety of typically socio-

demographic factors, such as skills, age, or time, and combine these with their effect on 

participation (Gibson et al., 2000; Norris, 2001), or how they affect influence (Kersting, 2014). But 
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reinforcement, as the confirmation of existing divides, is only reinforcing as such if something 

happens in addition to what is already there – if the effect on the outcome grows stronger. 

Replacement, on the other hand, implies that the same biases continue, but nothing else changes. 

One mode of participation is replaced by another, and the influence – the underlying inequalities 

or power structures – stay the same. Non-use on the other hand may go hand in hand with either 

of these effects – if one group adopts a new process, but another does not, then the adopters 

may be both mobilising and reinforcing their advantage – depending on whether they already 

have an advantage. 

Recreating the same inequalities from offline in online participation does not by default reinforce 

advantages. Rather than treating reinforcement as the absence of mobilisation of 

underrepresented groups, reinforcement should imply that an effect gets stronger – either 

advantages or disadvantages are becoming more pronounced. This can be differentiated further, 

by looking at positive reinforcement (strengthening existing advantages) and negative 

reinforcement (strengthening disadvantages).  

It seems futile to attempt to measure participation levels within a party’s – or indeed, any – 

participation processes, without considering the effect this participation can have on actual 

decisions. If online participation processes have different possible outcomes than are possible 

offline, these possible outcomes themselves have to be considered in the evaluation of the 

effects. Actor-Networks can help to understand not only the changes in processes – or activities – 

but also in relationships between those actors, and potential outcomes of these activities. Only if 

the context of a participation process is considered is it possible to determine the nature of the 

effects it has. 

The differences between the four effects lie in the starting point of the individual participants, the 

type of participation, the influence that participants have on the outcome of a process, and the 

potential effect of that process. Models that only consider what people do or are cannot capture 

the difference sufficiently. The main contribution that the model I develop in this thesis makes is 

the combination of the mode of participation (how it is done), its influence (the effect it has) and 

the underlying inequalities (the reasons for non-/participation). The DOPE-model that I introduce 

in this thesis, visualised in Figure 1, integrates all four possible effects into one model, and 

contextualises the effects using ANT. As indicated by the Venn-type overlaps, Mobilisation, 

Reinforcement and Replacement can occur simultaneously, while Non-Use indicates, if anything, 

reinforcement for users. 
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Figure 1: Differentiated online participation effects-model (DOPE-model) 

 

Source: Own development 

In summary, as it stands, participation is not equal regardless of whether it is conducted offline or 

online, and the question is not whether equal or democratic participation can be achieved online 

or offline, but whether adding online elements to existing offline processes can improve the 

balance between who does or does not participate. Four possible effects are considered: 

mobilisation, where more people are reached and therefore more people will participate 

(participation broadens); reinforcement, where existing divides become deeper due to 

perpetuation of differences; replacement, where new participation opportunities online recreate 

the existing status quo on a different medium; and non-use, where new tools are not adopted. 

The DOPE-model combines these four effects and contextualises those using Actor-Networks to 

allow a clear distinction between them. In the following chapters, I will use this model to analyse 

the effects of online participation processes in practice.  

Mobilisation

•More participation 
opportunities lead to 
increased participation 
by previously inactive 
members

Replacement

•New participation 
methods reproduce the 
existing status quo

•Neither the group of 
participating members 
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participation change

Reinforcement

•More participation 
opportunities lead to 
increased participation 
by already active 
members

Non-Use

•New participation 
opportunities are not 
used at all
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Chapter 3 Methodology 

In this chapter I describe the mixed methods approach that is required to test the validity of the 

DOPE-model and answer the research questions. I begin with a justification for the choice of a 

case study in general, and the Green Party as the case in particular (3.1). I then briefly describe my 

own positionality in regards to the case study and the project in general, as well as how I accessed 

the field I am engaging with (3.2). I move on to describe the forms of data collection used (3.3): 

qualitative interviews, observations, and focus groups, as well as a series of surveys. I continue 

with a description of the analysis conducted on those data (3.4), spanning from thematic coding 

for the qualitative data, to chi-square tests, factor analysis, and linear and binary logistic 

regression models for the quantitative survey data. I conclude with a discussion of the ethical 

considerations for the project as a whole (3.5).  

3.1. Case Study 

Eckstein argues that case studies can contribute to both theory building and testing. While they 

investigate individual cases, these cases are often black boxes containing a multitude of 

characteristics, and “one person's single individual may be another's numerous cases” (2000, p. 

123). I am assessing one case but multiple tools within this case, thus allowing internal 

comparisons. Analysis is conducted with a combination of methods, thus allowing triangulation.  

The project is based around a central case study of the Green Party Germany, which will be 

introduced in the next chapter. As noted in the introduction, in contrast to other German parties, 

decisions in the Green Party are largely made bottom-up. The party has a strong basis in grass-

roots participation, and the party leadership has a strong interest in allowing and encouraging 

participation by the whole member base. This ideal includes allowing members to participate 

online. They are keen to expand the use of the internet in their participation processes, to give 

more opportunities to members, and ideally get more members involved. The party carefully 

considers possible sources of inequality when it comes to using online processes, 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 (Kellner, 2015a).  

Given these characteristics of the Green Party, it serves as a ‘crucial’, or ‘most/least likely case’: 

Given the commitment to grass-roots participation at all levels of the party, if online participation 

can be successful in any party, it should be successful here, where members want and expect to 

participate. If online participation fails here, this can give important indications to challenges that 
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need to be addressed, regardless of where such processes are introduced. The party is committed 

to the goal of mobilisation, and has the flexibility to experiment with their tools and processes to 

pursue this goal. Identifying mobilisation among the effects of the new online participation tools 

in the party would confirm that it is possible, while failure to find it would contribute evidence – 

at least under the given circumstances – to the contrary. With their consideration for 

in/equalities, an already high mobilisation of women, and their history of addressing especially 

gender inequalities through statutory instruments, the Green Party should be more aware of 

potential pitfalls in participation, and consequently less likely to inadvertently reinforce 

(dis-)advantages. Identifying reinforcement among the effects of the new online participation 

tools would indicate that this effect can occur regardless of commitments.  

Following Flyvbjerg (2006), even though the case of the Green Party as well as the legal 

framework for parties in Germany is very specific, the results of the study can be used to 

generalise to the wider party, or organisational context. Within Germany, the Green Party is one 

of the most participatory parties. Starting from the most possible openness means that the same 

processes could easily be adapted to a more restricted context, for example by limiting 

participants to elected representatives. On the other hand, starting from the restricted legal 

framework in Germany, processes could be made easier by stripping away some of these 

restrictions, for example on binding online decisions. Thus, outside of Germany, the same 

processes could be used in a more open manner. Given the typical Western (capitalist democracy) 

society in Germany, the observed effects of online participation can be generalised to other 

Western countries.  

3.2. Access and Positionality 

The topic of online participation is relevant to me personally due to my own experience. Between 

2009 and 2014, I was an active politician in Germany, and spent two terms on the executive board 

of the Pirate Party Germany. The party was known as ‘the internet party’ at the time, and used 

online tools extensively. However, this has ultimately not been successful, and the party, despite 

their very technology-savvy members, failed to materialise the opportunities that the web had 

supposedly to offer. Participation was primarily online, and inherently unequal (Koschmieder and 

Niedermayer, 2015). The party was successful between 2010 and 2012, but then became divided, 

and lost members at a rapid rate, from just over 34,000 in 2012, to below 9,000 by 2018 

(“Piratenreste,” n.d.). It no longer holds any relevance in German politics today. This experience 

has motivated my research interest: To find out why this once promising political endeavour has 

failed, and how using the internet for participation can be successful. 
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I conducted a comparison between decision-making processes in the Pirate Party and Green Party 

Germany for my MSc thesis (Thuermer, 2015). After the conclusion of the MSc, I decided that the 

Green Party Germany would be the better case study to continue into the PhD, as it was clear 

from all I knew about both parties at that stage that the Green Party, though less tech-savvy, was 

more deeply committed to equality and solutions that work for all members, and I could be fairly 

certain that they would indeed implement new tools within the timeframe of my PhD (three years 

from 2015 to 2018). This turned out to be true: The Green Party has expanded on existing as well 

as introduced new processes, while the Pirate Party was mostly engaged in switching existing 

platforms off, and even considered their own dissolution in November 2018 (von Krella, 2018). 

I had built contacts within the Green Party for my MSc research, as well as through my previous 

political engagement, which I was able to build and expand on, to establish this PhD project. 

Through my past role in the executive board of the Pirate Party, I was also able to build an 

extensive network among internet-savvy politicians, and make myself known among practitioners 

of digital politics. This personal network was not perceived as having a negative influence on the 

project, to the contrary, being known by the persons I wanted to research turned out to give me 

access that I likely would not have had otherwise.  

I got in touch with a member of the party leadership whom I had interviewed for the MSc, sent 

along the MSc thesis which was meanwhile finished with a distinction, and suggested to work 

together more in the future. This got me a referral to the responsible member of the executive 

board – general secretary Michael Kellner – who agreed to meet, and in that first meeting agreed 

to support the project.  

The project was initially intended to conduct action research, working with the party to develop 

participation methods, implementing, testing and improving them (Melin and Axelsson, 2007; 

Koch et al., 2014). This was not possible due to a severe delay in getting a contract draft written 

with the Research Support Team in Southampton, which meant that by the time the paperwork 

was completed, the party had already decided what they were going to develop and implement. 

Therefore, the focus changed to investigate how these developments would be perceived and 

adopted by party members, with regards to in- or exclusion, and at different levels of the party 

hierarchy.  

The Green Party has been extremely supportive of the project, giving me access to their members 

to collect data through surveys, interviews, focus groups and observations. They contributed time 

of their staff, particularly the head of members’ participation, who was my primary contact for 

the duration of the project. The party also covered costs and processing of the postal survey (see 

3.3.3) and supported my fieldwork by supplementing my travel budget. 
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On the other hand, the party had only limited influence on the project itself. They had some 

suggestions to supplement my research questions – e.g. whether there is evidence of 

oligarchisation – which were compatible with my intended focus. There were very few instances 

where their engagement limited what I was able to do. One such case was the question of 

political orientation of their members. We had a serious discussion about my intention to ask 

members about their association to the party wings. I insisted on a question of this type being 

included, as political leaning was one of the main categories I assumed was relevant for 

participation, based on my initial qualitative data analysis. We ultimately agreed that rather than 

asking about party wings, the party would include the 11-point scale from left (1) to right (11) in 

their own section of the survey, as the response would be interesting to them as well. While this 

scale was shown to have some bias – respondents’ position depends on what they associate with 

‘left’ and ‘right’ (Bauer et al., 2017) – it is commonly used by German political research institute 

Infratest dimap1, and thus using it allows comparisons with other datasets. Although I was able to 

convince the party to include this question, it was difficult to actually receive that data. When the 

survey was completed, we had another discussion about whether I would be able to get access to 

this question for my analysis. I finally obtained it after promising that I would only use this 

variable as a predictor, but not publish the results for this question on its own.  

Nevertheless, the party has been extremely supportive and accommodating to all my requests, 

and has not interfered with any of my analysis or conclusions. Indeed, I was invited to present my 

results at multiple occasions (see 3.3.2) in order to enhance the internal discussions about 

participation. The findings I presented throughout were received eagerly, and fed into discussions 

and decisions about the future of the very tools I was researching, which ultimately brought the 

project back to an action-research like approach.  

Finally, I would like to point out that I am not, and never have been, a member of the Green Party. 

I quit the Pirate Party in 2014, and have not had any personal political affiliation ever since. My 

role in the Green Party was that of an external observer or consultant, not an active participant. 

3.3. Data Collection 

A mixed-methods approach was taken to investigate the research questions. The data collection 

was conducted in multiple steps, using different datasets: 

                                                            

 

1 https://www.infratest-dimap.de/en/  

https://www.infratest-dimap.de/en/
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1. Qualitative assessment of the status quo before the implementation of new tools, using 

interviews and observations 

A: Participant Observation (general assembly, November 2016) 

B: Semi-structured Interviews (November 2016 – January 2017) 

2. Multiple surveys to allow quantitative validation of qualitative results, and find evidence 

for or against different expected effects, at scale 

C1: Survey (all party members; April 2017) 

C2: Survey (all tool users; June 2017) 

C3a&b: Panel Surveys (November 2017 & June 2018) 

3. Qualitative assessment of changes, using observations, interviews and focus groups, 

during and after the implementation of new tools 

D: Participant Observations (assemblies & workshops; April 2017 - September 2018) 

E: Semi-structured Interviews (November 2017 - March 2018) 

F: Focus Groups (January 2018) 

The mix of qualitative and quantitative methods was necessary to address the research questions, 

because it allowed to address both the depth of members’ individual views (through qualitative 

interviews and focus groups) and the breadth of the whole party (through surveys). Observations 

further allowed to assess the current practice and changes to that practice, as well as wider 

personal or institutional views concerning participation. The goal was to identify the range of 

views in the party through the initial set of interviews, then create surveys based on these in 

order to find out how the wider membership sees these issues. A focus group with grass-roots 

members gave insight into their perceptions, while interviews with the party elite allowed me to 

understand the differences in views between members and elite that would likely not come out in 

a survey, particularly as higher ranking members were assumed to be more likely to discuss their 

views honestly in a face-to-face conversation (Lilleker, 2003). The new participation tools were 

launched alongside my data collection, as shown in Table 2.  Several papers based on this 

research were also published in this period, which may have had influence on the ongoing 

discussions in the party, especially concerning online participation of women.
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Table 2:  Timeline of data collection and online process implementation 
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3.3.1. Conversations 

Interviews were conducted in two phases: Dataset A was collected between November 2016 and 

January 2017, and Dataset E between November 2017 and March 2018. All interviews were 

transcribed, and then analysed using NVivo. An overview of all samples is given in Table 3, 

followed by a brief discussion of each step in the data collection. 

Table 3: Overview of qualitative samples 

 

Dataset B 
Interviews  

2016-17 

Dataset E 
Interviews  

2017-18 

Dataset F 
Focus Group 

2018 

Sample Size 11 27 4 

Year of first joining the party 

No member - 2 - 

1980s 2 2 - 

1990s 2 5 1 

2000s 4 13 2 

2010s 3 5 1 

Association with party wings 

No member - 2 - 

Left wing 4 12 - 

None 5 7 1 

Reformer wing 2 6 2 

Position in party 

No member - 2 - 

None - 3 1 

Below state level 3 3 3 

State level or above 8 19 - 

IT Skill (self-assessed on Likert-scale) 

1 (very low) - - - 

2 2 4 1 

3 5 8 1 

4 4 7 2 

5 (very high) - 8 - 

Regularity of internet use 

All the time 8 23 1 

Daily 3 4 2 

Weekly - - 1 

Highest educational attainment 

Secondary School (Hauptschule) - 1 - 

GCSE (Realschule) - 1 - 

A-Levels (Abitur) 3 4 - 

University or applied degree 8 21 4 
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Dataset B 
Interviews  

2016-17 

Dataset E 
Interviews  

2017-18 

Dataset F 
Focus Group 

2018 

Occupation 

Employed (full time) 9 17 3 

Employed (part time) 1 3 - 

Self-Employed - 4 - 

Other 1 3 1 

Age 

18-29 1 1 - 

30-39 4 18 - 

40-49 1 3 - 

50-59 4 4 3 

60+ 1 1 1 

Gender 

male 6 18 1 

female 5 9 3 

Care responsibilities 

No Care 6 12 3 

Care 5 15 1 

Type of residence area 

City 7 20 3 

Suburb 2 2 1 

Small Town - 2 - 

Rural 2 3 - 

Region of residence 

East 2 4 - 

West 8 13 - 

Berlin 1 9 4 

Interviews - Dataset B 

In the first phase, 11 interviews were conducted with members who participated in the discussion 

about the proposals around online participation processes for the delegate assembly (see below). 

Participants were recruited both at the assembly, and afterwards by email. I attempted to 

approach all members who were involved in the discussion of the proposals, either on the party’s 

online platform or at the assembly. Some participants were contacted through their local 

branches, as they had not published any contact details online. Others could not be identified and 

thus not be contacted. I conducted two interviews in person and the rest via Skype or phone. The 

questions revolved around three proposals affecting participation and online tools, and were 

intended to provide insight into the thoughts and motivations behind members’ views on (online) 

participation.  
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The age distribution was balanced, with participants between 18 and 62 years old, though on 

average slightly younger than the 50 years in the party overall. The gender balance was nearly 

equal, at 45:55%, which means a higher proportion of women than the 39% in the party overall 

(Niedermayer, 2017a). 

More interviewees were leaning towards the left wing of the party. The distribution in the sample 

may be chance, or due to members in the left wing being more interested in participation and 

overrepresented on the sample list for that reason. Membership in the party wings is not 

formalised (see Chapter 4), and so there are no reliable membership numbers. Participants 

estimated the proportions between left, unassociated and reformer members between 20:60:20 

and 30:40:30. My last survey (see 3.3.3 below) indicates they are closer to 5:90:5, though active 

members – the target group for my interviews – are significantly more likely to have a wing 

association (p<0.001). 

Regarding their position in the party, participants held offices or mandates at different levels. This 

is not surprising, as positions on local level are typical for active members, and these active 

members were more likely to participate in this discussion. Their self-reported IT and internet 

skills reflected a normal distribution. In line with the membership of the party (Niedermayer, 

2017a), the participants were mostly highly educated, with more than 50% holding a university 

degree. Most participants (7/11) live in cities, in well distributed areas in Germany (across both 

North / South and East / West axes). Profiles of all interviewees can be found in Appendix B.1. 

Interviews - Dataset E 

In the second phase, between November 2017 and March 2018, another 27 interviews were 

conducted. I drew up an initial sample list of categories of persons that I wanted to interview, 

with members who were involved in the development or implementation of the online processes. 

This included 

- on technical level: hackathon participants, developers, helpdesk staff 

- on process level: committee members, statutory experts 

- on political level: representatives of wings, youth and elderly groups, task forces, MPs, party 

leaders 

- working for the party: staff at national and state headquarters, and in parliamentary groups 

In addition, I aimed for a sample that roughly represented the diversity of gender, age and 

education in the party, as well as the political landscape in Germany (e.g. divide West/East). 

Naturally there was some overlap between these groups, for example where staff were also 

members and organised in wings, or technical experts held leadership positions.  
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An initial sample list based on these criteria was drawn up in a discussion with the head of 

members’ participation, who has extensive knowledge of and networks in the party due to their 

position in the national headquarters, and involvement with the development of these processes. 

My personal network, as well as general knowledge about the party and its structure 

supplemented the selection criteria, to prevent bias from personal acquaintance. The party 

headquarters emailed all potential participants on the final sample list with a description of my 

study, an expression of support from the executive board, and a request to participate in an 

interview. A copy of the email (in German) is produced in Appendix B.2. I followed up with 

another personal email to arrange a date. Since initial responses were slow, I recruited more 

participants at the assemblies in November 2017 and January 2018, in collaboration with the head 

of members’ participation, and based on the same sampling criteria.  

The interview questions revolved around participants’ views on the new online participation 

processes, the benefits and issues these new processes entailed, and their perception of their 

implementation. By conducting these interviews, I also contributed to the education about the 

tools: In some cases I had to explain them, their purpose, use and reasoning, as my participants 

were not aware of the processes. This was an issue especially concerning the Begehren, which 

was launched only after interviews concluded.  

18 interviews were conducted in person with the rest over Skype or phone. The age distribution 

was not as balanced as I had hoped, with participants between 20 and 70 years old, and the 

majority in their thirties. This is partly due to the selection criteria for technical expertise – nearly 

all members engaged in development fell into this age bracket.  

There is again a clear over-representation of participants leaning towards the left wing of the 

party. As stated above, there is no institutional data that wing association can be compared to. 

My survey data indicates that the left wing is slightly larger than the reformer wing, but by no 

means larger than the group without association. The sample is clearly biased, but I cannot 

identify the source of this bias. It is unlikely to be due to personal networks, as neither of the 

people involved in the sample selection were associated with the left wing. However, according to 

the survey data (C3b, see 3.3.3 below), members of the left wing are significantly (p<.0.000) 

younger, so that the large amount of members in the left wing may be related to the majority of 

young members in the sample. 

As shown in Figure 2, the gender balance was near equal on the initial sample list, at 47% women 

to 53% men. Unfortunately more women than men declined to be interviewed, primarily due to 

lack of time or perceived expertise, which reflects women’s under-estimation of their own skills 

(Helsper and Eynon, 2013). The actual sample includes only 33% women.  
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Figure 2: Sample composition for second set of qualitative interviews by gender 

 

Source: Dataset E, interviews conducted between November 2017 and March 2018; N = 53 

Regarding their position in the party, participants held positions or mandates at different levels. 

Since it was the intention of the interviews to speak to the party elite, this is not only 

unsurprising, but genuinely positive, as this goal was clearly met. Participants’ self-reported IT 

skills, measured on a Likert scale, are fairly high. This again reflects the intention of the sample to 

speak to technical experts. All participants use the internet as part of their daily routines, which is 

to be expected for the sample: Technical experts, politicians and their staff all conduct a large 

portion of their work online. 

Most participants live in cities, in well distributed areas in Germany (across both North / South 

and East / West axis). The majority of participants hold a university degree, which reflects the 

overall distribution in the party. Profiles of all interviewees can be found in Appendix B.3. 

Interviews - Dataset 0 

As discussed in 3.2 above, before my PhD project started, I completed an MSc thesis, comparing 

characteristics of web-native and non-web-native political parties, based on the examples of the 

Pirate Party and Green Party Germany. Part of this study was a small set of qualitative interviews 

with members or staff of both parties. Three interviews were conducted for the Green Party. Two 

of the three participants of this initial study were interviewed again for datasets B or E. Since the 

topic of the interviews was very similar to those of the PhD thesis, and in fact formed part of the 

basis for this project, these interviews were included as sources along with the above datasets. 

These initial interviews were specifically used to understand the current participation processes in 

the Green Party, and the use of technology in those processes. Some of the results were 

published as Thuermer et al. (2016).  
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Focus Group - Dataset F 

In addition to the interviews with selected party members, a focus group was conducted with 

party members in Berlin, collated in dataset F. Similar to the interviews, the head of members’ 

participation sent emails on my behalf to the leaders of a selection of state or regional branches, 

which I then followed up on. Unfortunately, the branches were not responsive: Two of the state 

branches approached (Bavaria and Lower Saxony), as well as two of the local groups in Berlin, 

were either unresponsive or unable to support the project. Two local branches in Berlin 

committed to support the project by inviting their members to participate, but only in one of 

them did members actually sign up.  

The focus group was conducted in January 2018, in a branch office in Berlin. The focus group 

questions reflected the structure of the interviews, and circled around the participants’ 

understanding, views and use of the online participation tools. The data was coded together with 

observation dataset D and interview dataset E. All attendees were between 50 and 69 and live in 

Berlin. 

3.3.2. Participant Observations 

Participant observation was conducted at multiple events hosted by the Green Party, spanning 

two phases. Dataset B was collected in November 2016, at the party assembly that decided about 

the introduction of new online participation processes. Dataset D was collected between April 

2017 and September 2018, during the implementation phase of these processes. A timeline of the 

data collection alongside the development of the online participation processes is shown in Table 

2 above. 

Dataset A 

National delegate assembly 2016, Münster, 11th – 13th November 2016 

The assembly was focused on the topic of social justice, and preceded by a period of proposals 

development, discussions and negotiations. The most relevant discussions for the purpose of this 

project were the process decisions that were made – or not made. Specifically, the party 

discussed three proposals concerning participation, two of which were about online processes:  

- B-01 “Strengthen participation: Merge on- and offline” (Beteiligung stärken: On- und Offline 

verschmelzen) (Bundesvorstand Bündnis 90 / Die Grünen, 2016a) 

This proposal introduced a set of new participation methods, the Befragung, an online survey 

which will be held at least annually, to prepare debates about key topics, and the Begehren, a 
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type of petition system, and a completely new process by which 250 members can collectively 

demand some action from the national executive board. The proposal was accepted. 

- W-01 “Process national election manifesto” (Verfahren Bundestagswahlprogramm) 

(Bundesvorstand Bündnis 90 / Die Grünen, 2016b) 

This proposal was concerned with the process for the development of the new election 

manifesto for the general election in Germany in 2017. Amongst other details, it changed the 

process for proposal submissions, such that the supporters of a proposal need to individually 

log into the Antragsgrün, the online proposal submission system, to verify their support for 

proposals, instead of confirming their support informally to the proposal owner. The proposal 

was accepted. 

- S-01 “BDK – Change to the proposal entitlement for individual proposals” (BDK - Änderung der 

Antragsberechtigung von Einzelantragsteller*innen) (Bundesvorstand Bündnis 90 / Die 

Grünen, 2016c) 

This was a proposed change to the statutes of the party, that would have meant to increase 

the number of members who needed to support a proposal from 20 to 60. This was fiercely 

debated, with four rather than usual two speakers, and extended by another two through a 

procedural motion. The proposal was declined. 

The three proposals lead to discussions about the way the Green Party conducts participation, 

and which values and rules should govern it. Observation notes were taken on all days of the 

assembly.  

Dataset D 

After completing the analysis of dataset A & B, I attended another six events: 

1. Hackathon, Berlin, 29th to 30th April 2017 

This event was intended to bring developer volunteers from the party together to 

exchange ideas and create tools that could be used in the upcoming election campaign. I 

was invited to hold a workshop about online participation. The discussions at this event 

showed how the ‘tech-elite’ within the party saw participation, as well as how new tools 

are developed in the context of the Green Party. Conversations with participants also 

provided some insight into views and ideas about existing processes, and potential 

barriers in those processes. 

2. National delegate assembly 2017-1, Berlin, 16th – 18th June 2017 

This assembly revolved around the discussion and votes upon the election manifesto for 

the national election which was held in Germany in September 2017. It was an 

opportunity to observe how the results of the verification process played out in practice.  
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3. National delegate assembly 2017-2, Berlin, 24th – 25th November 2017 

This assembly was held after the national election, and was initially intended to decide 

about a potential coalition contract. However, the coalition talks had failed just a few days 

ahead of the assembly, because one of the potential partners – the liberal democrats 

(FDP) – had walked out. Thus, the assembly focussed on a review of the election 

campaign and outcomes, and made some general decisions about positions and statutes. 

Apart from taking observation notes, I conducted four interviews, had several 

conversations with attendees, and made contacts that subsequently turned into 

interviews.  

4. National delegate assembly 2018-1, Hannover, 26th – 28th January 2018 

This assembly revolved around the election of a new executive board. It was more of a 

media spectacle than the previous assemblies, as both chairs had announced that they 

would not stand again, and thus two new chairs had to be elected. Apart from collecting 

observation notes about the election process, which was conducted electronically and 

thus provided insight into how the party uses technology, I conducted another three 

interviews, and made further contacts.  

5. Launch convention for the new party manifesto, Berlin, 14th April 2018 

This was a launch event for the development of the new manifesto, which should be 

ready for the party’s 40 year anniversary in 2020. This event consisted of discussions and 

workshops. The new participation processes, especially the Begehren are planned to be a 

core part of the manifesto development process. I was again invited to hold a workshop, 

together with general secretary Michael Kellner, to discuss online participation methods 

with members.  

6. National women’s conference and council, Leipzig, 7th – 9th September 2018 

This was a combination between the annual women’s conference of the party, and the 

gathering of the women’s council, a statutory decision-making body primarily concerned 

with women’s issues, and the task force for women’s policy. I was invited to conduct a 

workshop with the council and task force, to present and discuss my preliminary results 

about women’s online participation. I also used the opportunity to observe how this 

event, which was limited to women only, functioned.  

I took field notes throughout all of the events. In addition to the events, several meetings and 

calls with staff from the party headquarters, as well as email exchanges about the project and 

tools involved, are included as observations, as important information about the development of 

the online processes was exchanged in those contexts. 
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3.3.3. Surveys 

To supplement the qualitative data, I conducted a series of surveys among party members, with 

the aim to identify how party members overall perceive participation in the party, how they 

participate, and what expectations they have of participation processes in general and online 

participation specifically. Sudden changes in the plans of the party made it necessary to 

restructure the data collection, and resulted in four surveys across three samples, which provided 

much richer data than initially planned.  The surveys allow me to answer research questions 4 & 5, 

to find evidence for or against mobilisation, reinforcement or non-use, and identify what 

demographic and other characteristics make members more or less likely to display either of 

these behaviours. An overview of all samples is given in Table 4, compared, where available, with 

data about the party in general, based on Niedermayer (2017a), the most representative 

summary of party members in Germany. This is followed by a more detailed discussion of the 

individual steps in the data collection process. 

The samples overall are representative of the party, with education and regional divide in all three 

surveys very close to the distribution in the party in general. The large difference in the 

proportion of civil servants can be explained through a different categorisation, as Niedermayer 

included employees of the state who are not sworn in, as opposed to only sworn in state 

employees in my surveys. Participants in Dataset C1 are slightly younger, and in C3b slightly older 

than in general. The proportion of male participants in all three surveys is several points higher 

than in the party overall. 
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Table 4: Overview of quantitative samples 

  

Green Party 
overall 

(Niedermayer, 
2017a) 

Dataset C1 
All members 

April 2017 

Dataset C3a 
Panel Wave 1 

November 
2017 * 

Dataset C3b 
Panel Survey 2 

June 2018 * 

Sample Size  62,150 4,236 4.096 

Responses   3489 572 457 

Response Rate   6% 14% 11% 

Year first party entry  

1980s     15% 17% 

1990s     20% 19% 

2000s     23% 24% 

2010s     42% 41% 

Association with party wings  

Left wing     3% 5% 

None     95% 91% 

Reformer wing     2% 4% 

Position in party  

None   45% 44% 40% 

Below state 
level 

  50% 48% 51% 

State level or 
above 

  5% 8% 9% 

IT Skill (self-assessed on Likert-scale)  

1 (very low)     3% 2% 

2     9% 10% 

3     30% 29% 

4     33% 32% 

5 (very high)     25% 27% 

Regularity of internet use  

Daily   99% 96% 97% 

Less than daily   1% 4% 3% 

Highest educational attainment  

In education   10% 3% 8% 

Secondary 
School 

5% 1%     

GCSE  11% 6% 8% 4% 

A-Levels 17% 16% 15% 17% 

University 
degree 

68% 66% 74% 71% 
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Green Party 
overall 

(Niedermayer, 
2017a) 

Dataset C1 
All members 

April 2017 

Dataset C3a 
Panel Wave 1 

November 
2017 * 

Dataset C3b 
Panel Survey 2 

June 2018 * 

Occupation       Niedermayer includes only members in employment 

Employed 30% 45% 48% 44% 

Self-Employed 24% 16% 17% 18% 

Civil Service 45% 9% 11% 10% 

Retired   15% 14% 18% 

Full Time 
Education 

  11% 7% 7% 

Other   4% 3% 3% 

Age             Dataset C3a used an incompatible age distribution 
      † Cut off age in age distribution in Niedermayer is 20 years 

below 18 2% † 1%     

18-29 11% † 15%   10% 

30-39 16% 18%   16% 

40-49 19% 18%   16% 

50-59 28% 25%   31% 

60+ 24% 23%   27% 

Gender  

male 61% 69% 67% 64% 

female 39% 30% 32% 36% 

other   1% 1% 0% 

Care responsibilities  

No Care     50% 54% 

Care     50% 46% 

Type of residence area  

City   44% 46% 45% 

Suburb   11% 14% 13% 

Small Town   27% 22% 24% 

Rural   18% 18% 17% 

Region of residence  

East 7% 8% 8% 8% 

West 83% 81% 82% 82% 

Berlin 9% 11% 10% 10% 

Preferred participation intensity  

Uncapped   32% 32% 29% 

Equal   68% 68% 71% 

Preferred participation type  

Discuss   45% 42% 47% 

Vote   55% 58% 53% 

* There was an overlap of 214 participants that responded to both panel surveys. 
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Dataset C1 - Grass-roots survey 

The first of these surveys was conducted by the Green Party in April 2017, as part of a Befragung 

– the online surveys which the party regularly holds among their members. Although I designed 

several questions, and advised on others, the final survey as well as the data collection was 

decided and executed by the party. I only received a dataset with survey responses for those 

questions that were agreed between the party and myself.  

All party members were invited to participate, with emails sent to everyone who had an email 

address registered in the party’s members’ database (about 84%), and those who did not 

receiving a letter. The data was collected by the central party office using their LimeSurvey2 

system. The survey was conducted online, but members were given the option to request the 

survey on paper, which was used by 15 participants. The survey was sent to 62,150 members in 

total, and returned just under 3500 responses, which equals a response rate of 6%. This rate is 

very low, which may partially be explained by the topic: The party’s survey focussed on the 

upcoming election campaign, and members’ priorities in that campaign. The previous survey on 

social justice policy had reached a response rate of 24% - potentially, policy draws more attention 

than processes. 

I developed a set of questions relating to the perception and use of the new online participation 

methods, based on findings from the interviews (A) and observations (B). After initial agreement 

that I could add a set of questions to the survey, the party later informed me that the set I 

submitted was too large, and I needed to limit the number of questions. I subsequently 

reformatted the questions, leaving four specific questions about online participation:  

1. How members thought the new online participation tools would influence their own 

participation 

2. How they already participated (Channels) 

3. What type of activity they engaged in (Activities) 

4. Their participation preferences 

The latter question was originally intended as a set of Likert-scale questions that would have 

allowed to determine underlying preferences through factor analysis. Instead, it was now 

transformed into the request to order a set of statements about participation preferences by 

                                                            

 

2 https://www.limesurvey.org/  

https://www.limesurvey.org/
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importance, with the first being the most and the last being the least important. The four 

statements consisted of two pairs: 

 All members can participate in votes 

All members can participate in discussions 

 All members can participate equally 

All members can participate as much as possible 

The response to this question was used to develop two binary scales for the preferred type of 

participation (votes or discussions) and intensity of participation (equal or uncapped). This design 

is explained in more detail at the end of Chapter 5. 

There was no need to include all of my demographic questions explicitly, as the Green Party 

already covered most of the common demographic categories (e.g. age, education, gender). I 

merged my questions with the Green Party’s own ones, e.g. by adding internet use and party rank 

to the demography as opposed to the participation section, and supplementing some of the 

response options for their existing questions, such as ‘University Degree’ for the level of 

education.  

My four main questions were added to the survey as optional questions in a separate section 

about participation in the party. Members were not explicitly made aware that their responses 

would be used for research (see 3.5 for a discussion of the ethical implications). The full survey 

can be seen in Appendix E.5.3. 

The data gathered through this survey was used to understand how the member base sees 

current decision-making processes within the party, and their preferences for participation. The 

results contribute to answering research question one. They are discussed in Chapter 5. 

Dataset C2 – Tool users 

A second survey was conducted by the party in June 2017, following the first general delegate 

assembly that had used the online verification process in Antragsgrün. I have developed the 

survey for and with the party, and the same participation and demographic questions were used 

to ensure comparability. The survey was conducted by the party, and sent to 2,258 members who 

had used the tool, and received 248 (11%) responses. However, due to lack of time, and since 

more insight could be derived from the larger surveys, these results have not been analysed. 

Dataset C3 – Panel surveys 

The panel survey was initially planned as an addition to the Befragung, like C1. However, the 

party later decided that they did not want this survey to be sent to all members. The panel 
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surveys were therefore conducted among a sample of 4,236 party members (4096 for the second 

wave). The sample was selected at random from two sets of members: those who communicated 

with the party by email, and those who did not. 500 members with no email address on their 

membership record were invited to participate by post. An equivalent proportion of members – 

3736 – was invited by email. The selection was done by staff at the party’s headquarters with 

access to the membership database. The first wave was collected throughout November 2017, 

and the second from 5th June to 11th July 2018. Both of these are good periods for surveys, as they 

lie outside or on the edges, but not within the core holiday seasons. 

The stratification of the sample was intended to counter a potential bias of members who already 

use the internet, which would have meant that those who are most excluded from online 

participation, due to lack of access or skills to use the web (Sylvester and McGlynn, 2010), would 

not have been captured in the sample. The costs for printing and postage, which were covered by 

the party, limited the sample size. All participants had the option to respond either online or on 

paper. 34 and 30 participants answered on paper respectively, with changes happening in both 

directions (invited by post -> answered online, and vice versa).  

A total of 572 participants responded to the first panel wave, and 457 to the second, giving 

response rates of 14% and 11% respectively. This is comparable to other organisational studies. 

Gerl et al. (2018) reached a similar response rate of 13% for a survey among Green Party 

members in a single state. Compared to the response rates for the Befragung mentioned above, 

this response rate may reflect the increased interest of members in participation as both an 

organisational and a policy issue. 

Both panel waves were designed at the same time, using the same questions, with some minor 

adjustments. The questions were developed based on the initial findings from datasets A and B, 

as well as the design and results of survey C1. Rather than asking only about the Befragung and 

Begehren, the panel surveys also included the Antragsgrün as well as the online verification 

process in the Antragsgrün. The questions around participation channels and activities were 

reproduced, with additional response options that proved to be necessary (e.g. ‘Email’), and 

expanded to allow tracing which channels were used for which activity (Ackermann, 2017). 

Additional questions revolved around members’ views on, and expectations and use of the new 

online participation tools. As a fail-safe in case the second wave would not happen for any reason, 

a question about the first use of the new tools was included, to allow comparisons of criteria 

based on time of adoption. Due to preliminary findings that indicated opposing views about the 

assumed effect of online participation tools on different groups of members, discussed in Chapter 

5, a set of questions around members’ assumptions from online participation was included. To 

reflect the apparent interaction effect between personal networks on online participation, both 



Methodology 

 

57 

the size and type of networks were asked. The survey also included a set of demographic 

questions which reflected the set used in C1 to allow comparisons. Unfortunately the age-scale in 

the first panel survey was incomparable, and therefore amended in the second survey.  

The main difference between the panel waves was that while the first one asked for an intended 

change in participation behaviour due to the new tools (‘How do you think the 

[Antragsgrün/Online verification/Befragung/Begehren] will affect your own participation?’), the 

second wave asked about the actual effect of the tools (‘How do you think the 

[Antragsgrün/Online verification/Befragung/Begehren] did affect your own participation?’). 

Since all three processes were introduced and/or further adopted between the two panel waves, 

the data collected allows conclusions about the effect of online participation, corresponding to 

research questions 4 and 5. The results will be discussed in Chapter 7. 

3.4. Data Analysis 

Data analysis was conducted alongside the data collection, and separately for qualitative and 

quantitative data. The results of the first phase of qualitative data collection (datasets A and B) 

were used to inform the direction of data collection and analysis for following datasets. The 

results of analysis of dataset C1 (the survey among all party members) in turn informed the 

development of dataset C3 (the panel survey). The combination of both qualitative and 

quantitative data collection allows triangulation of methods (Patton, 1999). This is especially 

important as some of the core theoretical questions – such as whether party members show 

mobilisation, reinforcement, non-use or replacement behaviour, cannot be answered through 

only one type of data.  

3.4.1. Qualitative Analysis 

All data was transcribed and then coded thematically in NVivo. Analysis was conducted in two 

separate waves, for datasets A&B in spring of 2017, and datasets E-F in fall of 2018.  

Datasets A&B 

The goal during analysis was to gain a deeper understanding of members’ views of the 

proceedings and the proposals, as well as their views of party-internal democracy. Observations 

and interviews were coded inductively, by closely reading the transcripts and identifying themes 

related to their views and preferences around participation, party processes, and technology. In a 

second step, the results were coded deductively, applying codes derived from literature in order 
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to identify themes from social theory, such as oligarchisation, or mobilisation, reinforcement, 

replacement and non-use. Codes were refined though several iterations of this process. 

The result was a definition of the problem space of democratic decision-making, participation in 

general, and online participation in particular. The main themes identified in this dataset were: 

 Attitudes towards participation in general, and the role of participation in the 

organisational context of the party. Sub-themes were, for example, the perceived fairness 

of participation processes, the ability of the party to adapt to changing circumstances, or 

the expectations members had of participation.  

 Democracy, what members perceived as either democratic or undemocratic, what they 

understood the democratic values of the party to be, and which factors they perceived as 

relevant in this context. Sub-themes included the diversity of participants, or the type of 

decision-making, e.g. consensus or majority vote.  

 Factors for Participation which members perceived as relevant, classified by their 

anticipated effects as enabling, inhibiting, or balancing. Sub-themes included common 

digital- or participation- divide themes, such as age, gender, and access, but also factors 

specific to the party, such as the role of full-time politicians, networks, or regional 

differences.  

 Forms of Participation, or ways in which participants currently engage, or would like to 

engage. Sub-themes included specific participation formats, such as general members’ 

votes, or engagement in different networks (e.g. local groups, wings), but also broader 

participation formats, such as agenda setting, or non-participation. The largest sub-theme 

was online participation, categorised by the type of comments made, as either 

assumptions about, experience with, known plans for, expectations of, or (anticipated) 

issues with online participation. 

 Green Party, including descriptions of the different views about the party, as well as 

comments about how the party works. Sub-themes included the role of the grass-roots 

and hierarchy in the party, the party’s structure, as well as the perception of democracy in 

and the identity of the party.  

 Processes, or discussions of how the party makes decisions. Sub-themes included the 

workings of party assemblies, or the process of deliberation and decision-making in the 

party, as well as the different persons involved in these processes. 

 Proposals and their role for participation in the party. Sub-themes included the proposal 

process, the amount of proposals submitted for assemblies, and the degree to which this 

was perceived as a problem.  
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 Technology that is or could be used in the party. Sub-themes included the different tools 

in discussion or use, such as the Antragsgrün, as well as potential changes through 

technology.  

In combination, this coding allowed to preliminary answer research questions 1 and 2, concerning 

perceptions of participation and how these views inform processes. The results also informed the 

design of the surveys to collect datasets C1 and C3. A detailed codebook for datasets A&B can be 

found in Appendix C. Based on the existing literature discussed in Chapter 2, the following 

hypotheses were made: 

1. What are the participation preferences in the party, and do they differ between groups? 

H1a. Members have different participation preferences. 

H1b. Members on different hierarchy levels have different preferences. 

H1c. Younger members have different preferences than older members. 

H1d. Members who are less familiar with technology have different preferences than 

those more familiar with technology. 

2. How are participation preferences translated into processes? 

H2a.  Assumptions about direct participation underpin process design and implementation. 

The results are discussed in Chapter 5. 

Datasets D-F 

For the second set of qualitative data, coding was primarily deductive, using a portion of the 

codebook generated for dataset A&B. Codes were limited to those concerning members’ views of 

participation and the participation process in the party, and factors considered for equal 

participation. New codes were generated inductively to capture views about potential effects of 

online participation. The goal was to understand members’ views of the new development in 

online participation, their preferences and practical experience with the implementation of the 

new tools and processes, and expectations and worries about their potential effects. 

The result was a deeper and more nuanced overview of how party members understand 

democratic decision-making, participation in general, and online participation in particular. The 

main themes identified in this dataset were: 

 Democracy, and how it is perceived in terms of democratic processes, as well as its role in 

the Green Party. Sub-themes included the role of the grass-roots and party hierarchy, and 

the different modes of participation, e.g. deliberation, representation, and votes.  
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 Factors for Participation, which would contribute to participation being enabled or 

inhibited. These were classed as either demographic, such as age, gender, and residence, 

or resources, such as financial, cultural, or social capital, or time. 

 Online Participation, and how members do or do not (intend to) use it. References were 

tagged with the different online tools, where they were related to a specific one, and 

classified as  

o Opportunities, where participants saw potential benefits, such as increased 

inclusion or efficiency 

o Issues, where they saw potential problems, such as barriers to participation or 

lack of impact 

o Requirements for the introduction of online participation tools, such as stepwise 

introduction and feedback routes 

o Strategies for how these requirements are addressed, and  

o Experiences of how the implementation was perceived by participants 

The results of this analysis allowed to supplement the preliminary response to research questions 

2, around assumptions that underpin the design and decision about online participation tools, and 

answer research question 3, concerning the translation from preferences to implementation of 

online participation tools. A detailed codebook for datasets D-F can be found in Appendix D.  

Based on the existing literature discussed in Chapter 2, the following hypotheses were made: 

2. How are participation preferences translated into processes? 

H2a: Assumptions about direct participation underpin process design and implementation. 

3. How are inequalities identified and addressed? 

H3a: Inequalities specific to the party are not formally identified; only well known ‘digital 

divide’-issues are addressed. 

4. To which degree are preferences realised in processes, and are expectations of party 

members and leadership met? If not, why? 

Results of this analysis are discussed in Chapter 6. The analysis was also used to develop the 

actor-networks in Chapter 7.  

Language Considerations 

The research was carried out in German, and all interviews and the focus group have been 

conducted, and all observation notes were taken in German. Conducting the interviews in any 

other than the native language of participants would make the data obtained less rich, as 

participants would not have been able to express themselves as clearly. Transcriptions were also 
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carried out in German, with coding applied in English. Translating the data before transcription or 

analysis would have been too time-consuming, but would also have risked nuances being ‘lost in 

translation’. Individual quotes were translated to English as and when needed for inclusion in the 

thesis, to keep as much of the original meaning for as long as possible during analysis.  

Since I am a native German speaker, but know little of the German terminology in a research field 

that I mainly explored in English, changing the language during analysis – analysing German data 

using English codes – was the most practical. This approach allowed the best of both worlds: The 

easiest accessibility for research participants, leading to the richest possible data, as well as 

analysis and write-ups done in English, making results of that research accessible to a wider group 

of researchers.  

Being German myself, and having been part of the German political system, I understand this 

system in a lot of depth from a practitioners’ perspective. This also let me see differences to other 

systems like UK more clearly, which in turn gives me an advantage when it comes to analysing 

processes. In this context, it was very beneficial that my supervisory team was international: Silke 

Roth and Steffen Staab as Germans were familiar with both the language and political system, and 

thus able to provide support on both language and cultural questions. Kieron O’Hara on the other 

hand was able to provide an ‘outsider’-view, which helped to contextualise the results in a way 

that was most meaningful to non-Germans. 

3.4.2. Quantitative Analysis 

All survey data was initially processed in Microsoft Excel, and then imported to and analysed in 

SPSS. Analysis was completed in three stages: Dataset C1 was analysed in fall 2017 (Thuermer et 

al., 2018). The results informed the subsequent analysis of dataset C3, which was completed in 

spring and summer of 2018 respectively. For all three datasets, an exploratory factor analysis was 

conducted, and binary logistic as well as linear regression models were built to predict key 

variables: participation preferences, institutional activity, use of, and intended and actual effects 

of online participation tools. 

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 (Field, 2013, chap. 17). All factor 

analyses were conducted in SPSS using principal axis factoring without rotation. The quality of a 

factor is assessed using two values: Cronbach Alpha measures the reliability of the factor, and 

values above .8 are considered sufficiently reliable. The Kaiser–Meyer–Olkin (KMO) statistic 
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measures the adequacy of the sample. It ranges between 0 and 1, with 1 indicating maximum 

correlation. Values from 0.5 upwards are considered acceptable, and above 0.9 as ‘superb’. 

An initial exploratory analysis of dataset C1 indicated two factors. One of them, interpreted to 

indicate a ‘Propensity to Participate Online’, based mainly on variables Age and Internet Use, was 

discarded as too unreliable, with a Cronbach Alpha value of just 0.381. The second, retained 

factor is interpreted 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 

variables binding to this factor are the types of activities members engage in (e.g. voting, 

attending assemblies), and the channels they use to engage (e.g. local meetings or social media), 

as well as their party-internal position. The factor was improved upon in the panel survey, as 

more data about the size of participants’ network as well as different types of online platforms 

were gathered. An overview of the variables and loadings on each factor is given in Table 5. There 

are more variables in the factor for survey C3a, as they improve the overall factor, but were not 

available in survey C1. 

Table 5: Factor Loadings for Institutional Activity for datasets C1 and C3a 

Variable 
Loadings 

C1 C3a 

Activity: Discussed proposals 0.793 0.778 

Activity: Worked in party bodies 0.710 0.738 

Activity: Supported proposals 0.749 0.728 

Channel: At supra-local Meetings (binary) 0.681 0.680 

Activity: Voted as a grass-roots member 0.724 0.673 

Activity: Discussed relevant topics 0.633 0.671 

Size of network  0.654 

Activity: Voted as a delegate 0.723 0.653 

Channel: By Email (binary)  0.595 

Activity: Wrote proposals 0.561 0.570 

Channel: At local Meetings (binary) 0.475 0.515 

Rating of Position in Party 0.553 0.419 

Channel: Through party online platforms (binary)  0.400 

Channel: At non-local Meetings (binary) 0.406 0.379 

Channel: Through Social Media (binary) 0.356 0.327 

N 3251 445 

KMO 0.917 0.912 

Cronbach Alpha 0.861 0.875 

For comparison between panel waves, the above weighted factor loadings were generated based 

on dataset C3a, which were then applied to the equivalent variables in both datasets C3a and 

C3b, generating a weighted sum average score for each set (DiStefano et al., 2009). This allows a 

direct comparison of the degree of institutional activity each participant demonstrated in either 

panel wave, and especially to pinpoint where participants changed their level of activity. It also 

enabled me to create a variable for ‘Change in institutional activity’, which is positive if the 
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difference is positive, i.e. participants were more active in the second wave than in the first. This 

in turn allows an estimation of mobilisation: Only where a participant has become more active 

can they be considered to be mobilised. 

The factor scores are used as dependent variables in linear regression models, to determine 

characteristics of active members, and as predictors in both linear and binary logistic regression 

models, to predict use and changes in activity through the online participation processes.  

Regression Models 

The data derived from the surveys was analysed primarily using binary logistic regression models. 

The main dependent variables were the responses to the question "How do you think [the new 

participation methods] will affect your own participation?" These were turned into binary 

responses, either ‘Yes’ or ‘No’ to the statements ‘I will participate [more / the same]’: The models 

thus identify which variables are significant predictors for (anticipated) increase or no 

(anticipated) effect through either tool. In addition, models were built to determine which 

variables can be used to predict the use of either tool, as well as an increase in institutional 

activity between the two panel waves. In all logistic models, Odds Ratios are provided, indicating 

the change in odds for the relevant outcome for any one category as compared to the comparison 

category. An odds ratio below 1 indicates negative odds, a ratio above 1 positive odds. Logistic 

models are assessed for model fit using Nagelkerke’s R-Square, ranging between 0 and 1. It 

functions similar to R-Square in linear models, with higher values indicating better fit (Field, 2013, 

chap. 8). All models were further tested for multicollinearity, outliers and residuals. Though not all 

results were ideal, especially with regards to outliers in the models from the first panel wave, the 

results were deemed acceptable for interpretation. 

In order to identify the variables that influence the degree of institutional activity of participants, 

linear regression models were built for both panel waves, using the factor scores (described 

above) as dependent variables. This allows interpretation of the characteristics of members who 

were active at each stage, and whether there were any changes in activity.  

To generate the most accurate models, literature as well as the initial qualitative analysis 

informed the modelling process. The variables that were perceived as relevant in interviews and 

observations, such as participation preferences or networks, in conjunction with those identified 

in the literature, such as gender, age, or skills (Vowe, 2014), were used as the starting point in all 

models. Weak or insignificant predictors were subsequently removed, until all predictor variables 

were distinctive and significant at p<0.05. For example, respondents’ political orientation, their 

residence in East or West Germany, or their income, were not significant in any of the models. 

More predictors that were dropped as insignificant are summarised in Table 6 below. This is not 
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an exhaustive list, but includes only the main predictors that – based on the digital divide and 

participation literature – would have been expected to make a difference. 

 Antragsgrün Befragung Begehren 

Anticipated Effect 

 Gender 

 Age 

 Education 

 IT skills 

 IT Skills 

 Participation 
preferences 

 Gender 

 Age 

 Education 

 Participation  
preferences 

Actual Effect 

 Internet use 

 IT skills 

 Participation 
preferences 

 Age 

 Education 

 Internet use 

 IT skills 

 Gender 

 IT skills 

 Participation 
preferences 

Table 6: Overview of weak and insignificant predictors by model 

All models were tested for collinearity, outliers and model fit. Possible interactions were tested in 

all models, based on findings in this process, and knowledge about the field. For example, tests 

included interactions between Gender and Care, Income and Age, and Age and IT Skills. 

Mapping of data to research questions 

To classify the behaviour of participants into mobilisation and reinforcement according to the 

theoretical framework of the Differentiated Online Participation Effects-model (DOPE-model), and 

subsequently answer research questions 5 (Is there evidence for mobilisation, reinforcement, 

replacement, or non-use? Are these effects mutually exclusive or do they occur simultaneously?) 

and 6 (What characteristics of participants correlate with each of these effects?), a direct 

comparison between respondents who answered both surveys C3a and C3b was conducted. This 

was a total of 214 respondents. Due to the small sample size, the amount of variables that could 

be included in analysis was limited, since at least 15 cases per predictor variable are required, and 

cell counts cannot be smaller than 5 (Field, 2013). Comparisons were made based on three types 

of models:  

- Current activity (measured through factor score) 

- Current use of the tools 

- Intended (wave 1) and reported (wave 2) behaviour change through each of the tools 

Based on the existing literature discussed in Chapter 2, the following hypotheses were made: 

5. Is there evidence for mobilisation, reinforcement, replacement, or non-use? Are these effects 

mutually exclusive or do they occur simultaneously? 

H5a. There is evidence for all four effects. 

H5b. All effects happen simultaneously for different groups.  



Methodology 

 

65 

6. What characteristics of participants correlate with each of these effects? 

H6a.  Behaviour differs by age: Younger members are more likely to show reinforcement. 

H6b. Behaviour differs by familiarity with technology: Members who are less familiar with 

technology are more likely to show replacement; Members with average technology 

skills are most likely to be mobilised. 

H6c. Behaviour differs by socio-economic status (e.g. income, occupation): Members with 

higher status are more likely to show replacement. 

H6d. Behaviour differs based on participation preferences: Members with a preference for 

voting are more likely to be mobilised. 

If a participant has started using any of the tools in-between the two panel waves, this is 

considered to be ‘adoption’. This is combined with participants’ activity score: If they have 

become more active while adopting tools, this can be considered as mobilisation. Since 

mobilisation and reinforcement should be considered at collective level (groups rather than 

individuals), it is important to note that reinforcement can only occur for groups that are 

mobilised: if a group that was previously inactive became active, that would be considered as 

mobilisation. Since this is the type of mobilisation that the Green Party intends, this will be 

considered as positive mobilisation. If a group was active before, and has now become more 

active, that would also be mobilisation, but since the group already had an advantage (due to 

being more active than others), this can be seen as evidence of reinforcement. To identify these 

patterns on group level, a comparison is made between the linear regression models for 

Institutional Activity, and the binary logistic regression models for use and effects of the tools, as 

summarised in Table 7.  

Table 7: Identification of different effects using the DOPE-model 

 
Activity Tool Use 

Activity 
Increase 

Mobilisation - + + 

Reinforcement + + + 

Replacement x + - 

Non-Use x - x 

Source: Own development. Activity refers to institutional activity; Tool Use refers to Current use of 
the different tools; Activity Increase refers to intended / actual changes in behaviour through the 
tool. 
- indicates either no difference or negative correlation; + indicates a difference or positive 
correlation; x indicates either (as it does not make a difference to the model). 

If a variable, such as age, was a significant predictor for use of the tools, as well as an increase in 

activity, this can be considered as mobilisation. If on the other hand the variable was significant in 

all three models, in the same direction, and more especially if the effect grew stronger, this would 

be considered as reinforcement. If tools were used, but there was no change in activity levels, this 

can be considered as replacement, while if tools were not used, or variables were negative 
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predictors of adoption, this can be considered as non-use. These differences were compared 

systematically, and will be discussed in Chapter 7.  

The relation between all research questions and their accompanying hypotheses, the theory they 

are based on, as well as the data used to answer them, are summarised in Table 8:



Methodology 

 

67 

Table 8:  Mapping of data and research questions 

Theory Research Questions and Hypotheses Data Datasets 

Digital Divide: Use of the internet and 
benefit derived from it differs with 
age, education, skills.  
Oligarchy: Members of the elite and 
grass-roots have different views on 
participation - elite wants to protect 
their power while grass-roots want to 
keep elite accountable. 

1. What are the participation preferences in the party, and 
do they differ between groups? 

Overview through observations and interviews, to develop 
spectrum on which members can then be placed 

A, B 

H1a: Members have different participation preferences. Differences between thematic codes for democracy 
compared by elite level;  
Correlation between elite level ('Do or did you hold a 
position', 'At which level') and democratic preference ('order 
these statements') 

A, B, D, F 
 
C1, C3 

H1b: Members on different hierarchy levels have 
different preferences. 

Difference in thematic codes between participation forms 
and factors, and elite level 

A, D, F 

H1c: Younger members have different preferences than 
older members. 

Correlation between age group ('How old are you') and 
democratic preference 

C1, C3 

H1d: Members who are less familiar with technology 
have different preferences than those more 
familiar with technology. 

Correlation between internet use (Channels used, IT skills, 
internet use) and democratic preference 

C1, C3 

Participation: Principles of direct 
participation, creation of legitimacy 
through process. 
Institutional Change 

2. How are participation preferences translated into 
processes? 

Thematic codes for democracy and participation factors, 
participants who are involved in implementation or decisions 
about it 
  

D, E 

H2a: Assumptions about direct participation underpin 
process design and implementation. 

Participation: Principles of equal 
participation in order to establish 
legitimate decisions 
Digital Divide: Inequalities based on 
access to and use of online 
technology 

3. How are inequalities identified and addressed? Thematic codes for factors and forms of participation 
Additional codes tbc based on new data 
  

B, D, E 

H3a: Inequalities specific to the party are not formally 
identified; only well known ‘digital divide’-issues 
are addressed. 

Oligarchy: Expectations of grass-roots 
members and elite diverge. 

4. To which degree are preferences realised in processes, 
and are expectations of party members and leadership 
met? If not, why? 

Define expectations from thematic codes on online 
participation in interviews and observations 
Check whether expectations are met in interviews and focus 
groups 

A, B 
 
E, F 
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Theory Research Questions and Hypotheses Data Datasets 

Effects of Online Participation: The 
introduction of online participation 
methods can have different effects:  
1. Party members are mobilised: 
more members participate 
2. Existing divides are reinforced: 
already active members participate 
more; result of digital divide 
3. Activities that were previously 
done offline are transferred online 
4. New methods are not adopted 

5. Is there evidence for mobilisation, reinforcement, 
replacement, or non-use? Are these effects mutually 
exclusive or do they occur simultaneously? 

Identify changes in activity based on factor scores; assign 
who has increased participation overall 

C3 

H5a: There is evidence for all four effects. Analysis of change in activity by tool; comparison between 
panel waves 

C3 

H5b: All effects happen simultaneously for different 
groups. 

6. What characteristics of participants correlate with each 
of these effects? 

Analysis of changes in specified variables between panel 
waves 

C3 

H6a: Behaviour differs by age: Younger members are 
more likely to show reinforcement. 

Variable Age in both panel waves C3 

H6b: Behaviour differs by familiarity with technology: 
Members who are less familiar with technology are 
more likely to show replacement; Members with 
average technology skills are most likely to be 
mobilised. 

Variables IT Skill / Efficacy in both panel waves C3 

H6c: Behaviour differs by socio-economic status (e.g. 
income, occupation): Members with higher status 
are more likely to show replacement. 

Variables income, network ('# of contacts', 'type of 
contacts'), employment in both panel waves 

C3 

H6d: Behaviour differs based on participation 
preferences: Members with a preference for voting 
are more likely to be mobilised. 

Variable democratic preference in both panel waves C3 
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3.5. Ethical and Other Considerations 

The data collection for the MSc thesis received ethical approval in July 2015, under ERGO ID 

#15464. The data collection for the PhD thesis has been approved by the ethics committee under 

ERGO ID #20777 in several stages: In October 2016 for datasets A & B, in February 2017 for 

datasets D-F, in April 2017 for datasets C1 & C2, and in June 2017 for dataset C3. The complete 

application including questionnaires can be found in Appendix E. The main ethical considerations 

for the study concern consent and confidentiality for participants, and the collaboration 

agreement with the Green Party. 

For interviews and focus groups, the confidentiality was the main concern. All interviews were 

recorded and then transcribed, and participants’ responses were anonymised during 

transcriptions. The interviewee profiles (Appendix B) were sent to interviewees before submission 

to give them opportunity to object (which happened in a handful of cases, and led to 

amendments). For the focus group, all participants signed a consent form to keep what was said 

in the group confidential. Data was processed the same as the interview data. However, since not 

all participants can be reached by email, profiles could not be confirmed, and are therefore not 

provided. 

During party assemblies and the surveys conducted by the party (C1 and C2), it was not possible 

to ensure all participants are informed about the study. As a result, they could not give explicit 

consent to their participation. Consent for the observations was given by the party leadership, for 

each observed event. Since all of these events were public, and draw quite a lot of media 

attention in the case of national assemblies, participants would have expected to be observed. At 

smaller events, such as workshops (D1, Hackathon April 2017 & D5, Workshop at launch event, 

April 2018), participants were explicitly informed about my observations, with no objections 

made. Thus, the lack of individual consent was seen as acceptable.  

The panel surveys each included a consent form at the beginning of the survey, which participants 

accepted by continuing with the survey. The surveys that the party conducted were treated as 

secondary data. The party did not provide data for politically sensitive questions that were not 

relevant for my study. 

The discussions about which questions I could ask, and data I would or would not receive, were 

mostly amiable, and only was contentious when it came to questions around the party wings or 

participants’ political orientation. There was an appreciation from my side that the party did not 
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want to have the current internal peace be picked apart by me acquiring data that would lend 

itself to point out imbalances. This is why I agreed that some of the data would not be published 

as such, but only used in analysis.  

Party members responded to a survey by the party, and consented to the party using that data. 

The party consented to providing the data to me for research purposes. A nondisclosure and data 

sharing agreement was drawn up by the University of Southampton research support team to 

formalise this consent, which was the basis of the data exchange between the party and myself. A 

copy of the agreement is provided in Appendix A. Although in some instances I was unable to 

acquire the data that I wanted, either in quantity or content, this agreement was considered as 

beneficial, since this was the only way I could get the data I needed for the project in the first 

place. 

Further to the provision of data, the Green Party also supported my fieldwork with a budget of 

1000 €, managed by the University of Southampton. This was spent on four field trips to visit 

party conferences. Further to the travel budget, the party invited me to present my results at two 

workshops in 2018. Both of these trips were fully funded by the party. In addition to presenting at 

these workshops, I also used these trips to collect further data and observe different types of 

party gatherings. In that, each visit to a party event was used as a data collection opportunity, 

providing a very rich set of observation notes.  

The party further provided me with a hotel room at the first assembly in Münster in 2016, a 

meeting room in their headquarters to conduct interviews while I was in Berlin, postage for the 

panel surveys, as well as access to their survey and participation systems.  

The party leadership, especially general secretary Michael Kellner, have been very supportive of 

the entire project. In exchange for the party’s support as well as the provision of and enablement 

to collect further data, the party received research results. Every paper written during the project 

(for the Web Science conferences in 2016 and 2018, and ECPR conferences in 2017 and 2018) was 

provided to the party for comment before submission. These papers were received with interest, 

results were discussed, especially in the workshops mentioned above, but never criticised. To the 

contrary, the party actively considered implementing suggestions made in these papers for the 

further development of their online participation processes.  

There was only a single instance throughout the whole collaboration where I was asked to 

rephrase some of my findings. This was communicated clearly and amiably, explicitly stating that 
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it was not about meddling with my research, just about what the party would be willing to state 

publically on their own platform. Since this was for a blog post on their own website, I obliged.  
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Chapter 4 Organisational Culture and Participation in the 

Green Party Germany 

In this chapter, I introduce the Green Party Germany. I begin with a brief history of the Green 

Party, showing their roots in social movements and how these have influenced their perception of 

participation and the role of the grass-roots (4.1), followed by a discussion of the party’s 

organisational structure (4.2), and the role of party members (4.3). Finally, I will show how the 

party currently uses technology, both for organisational and participatory purposes, and explain 

how they intend to embed online participation into their existing processes (4.4). This will form 

the basis for the analysis of participatory processes, and the anticipated and actual effects of 

these processes, in the following chapters. 

4.1. History of the Green Party 

The Green Party Germany was founded in West Germany in 1980, and has roots in the ecology, 

women’s rights and peace movements. The party was conceived as the parliamentary political 

arm of these movements, and as such had a strong commitment to grass-roots activism. This also 

showed in their statutes and manifesto, where they declared themselves to be 'the alternative to 

the traditional parties', and introduced strong regulations in favour of grassroots-participation 

(Frankland, 2008).  

The party was founded bottom-up: Local groups formed all over the country, which grouped 

together and finally founded the national party as their umbrella organisation (Switek, 2012). The 

party subsequently won seats in four state parliaments between 1981 and 1982, and first entered 

the German national parliament (Bundestag) in the general election in 1983, gaining 5.6% of the 

votes.  

After the German reunification, the Western Green Party joined with the Eastern ‘Bündnis 90’, an 

alliance with similar roots and intentions, which already formed a parliamentary group with the 

Eastern German Green Party (Frankland, 2008). This was the foundation of the party in its modern 

form: While ‘Die Grünen’ (The Greens) is the party’s commonly used short name, their full name is 

‘Bündnis 90 / Die Grünen’.  

In the first election after the reunification in 1990, the party failed to re-enter the Bundestag, as 

they missed the required 5% threshold to enter the parliament by 0.2% in West Germany. This 
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lead to a range of changes and reforms, notably the institutionalisation of the party wings. 

Originally, Raschke (1991) identified eight currents within the party. The two biggest, and most 

conflicting groups were the realists (‘Realos’), who favoured pragmatism to achieve (at least some 

of) the party’s goals, and the fundamentalists (‘Fundis’), who favoured idealism over government 

participation (Switek, 2012). After the party’s failure to re-enter the Bundestag, these groups 

formed official party wings, which enabled them to negotiate and find common ground. Both 

wings still exist, although they are now referred to as reformers (‘Reformer’) and leftists (‘Linke’) 

respectively. Although they are not formally institutionalised, the wings form a part of the party 

structure, and as such help balance the influence of different views in the party. For example, 

there is an undocumented yet reliable agreement that of the two party chairs, one will be 

selected from each wing (Probst, 2015) – although this was not applied for the current executive 

board, elected in January 2018, which is seen as headed by two reformers (von Bullion, 2018). 

Because they are not institutionalised and formal membership does not exist, there are no 

reliable numbers of how large the two wings are, though estimates from party members and 

officials, as well as survey data collected for this project, lie between 5 and 30 percent of 

members per wing. That also means that the majority of members are likely not organised in 

these wings. Most office or mandate holders on the other hand have a wing association, as 

candidates who do not belong to either of the wings are unlikely to get elected (Thuermer, 2015). 

The interviews conducted for this project suggests that the role of the wings differs between the 

German states. 

Apart from the formation of the wings, the party also used its time outside of the Bundestag for 

reforms of the party structure. Some of the grassroots-idealism was sacrificed in favour of a more 

effective party organisation. The powerful federal executive committee had been meant to 

control both the executive board and parliamentary group. This turned out to be impractical as it 

was filled with members who were unexperienced and did not understand the workings of 

parliament. It was now replaced with a state council (Länderrat), as a second, smaller form of the 

national assembly with limited powers (Frankland, 2008). 

The party returned to the national parliament in 1994, and has been represented there ever 

since. It formed a coalition government with the social democrats between 1998 and 2005. This 

again brought about change in the party, and yet another conflict between the fundamentalists 

and realists. This centred especially on the involvement of German troops in the Kosovo-conflict 

in 1999, and in Afghanistan in 2001. These military activities were supported by part of the 

government group and realists, but large parts of the party – especially those with roots in the 
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peace movement – opposed them. An extraordinary party assembly was forced through a 

statutory vote by 10% of the local branches when the policy was up for a renewal in 2007. This 

assembly finally decided against the suggestion of the party leadership to deploy German troops. 

This decision was followed by most of the MPs in the parliamentary vote. Although this did not 

stop the military action in Afghanistan – there was sufficient support from other factions to get 

the necessary majority without the votes of Green MPs (Deutscher Bundestag, 2007) – this 

extraordinary assembly can be seen as a display of the power that members of the Green Party 

have over policy and government activity (Switek, 2012).  

The time the party spent as part of the federal government also lead to further sacrifices of 

grassroots-participation for effectiveness, such as the introduction of the party council (Parteirat), 

to advise the executive board, and the reduction of the federal executive board from eleven to 

five members (Frankland, 2008). Today, the party’s executive board consists of six members: Two 

chairs, two vice-chairs, a general secretary and a treasurer (Bündnis 90 / Die Grünen, 2018a).  

Like all political parties in Germany who achieve more than 1% of the votes in either state or 

national elections, the Green Party receives funds for their campaigns from the government. The 

funding is capped at the amount they collected through donations and fees: A party can only gain 

as many funds from the government subsidies as they have raised themselves. The Green Party 

gained access to this funding early on, through their electoral success in the 1980s. On the one 

hand, this made the party financially ‘dependent’, as their own income through membership fees 

was small, and different from their competitors, they did not receive large donations from 

businesses which would also have increased their state funds (Frankland, 2008, cf 2.3). On the 

other hand, this income also made the party independent, as they did not have to fear to 

disappoint donors or members who might withdraw from funding the party if they made 

unfavourable decisions. Funds are spent mainly on staff and campaigns (Niedermayer, 2009). 

In 2011, following the meltdown at the nuclear power plant in Fukushima, Japan, Winfried 

Kretschmann became the first Green minister-president in the state of Baden-Württemberg. He 

kept this position in the latest election in 2017. The party won 8.9% of the votes in the last 

Bundestag election in 2017, and most recently, in October 2018 achieved 17.5% of the votes in 

the state of Bavaria, and 19.8% in Hesse. At the time of writing, the Green Party is on track to 

replace the social democrats as the second highest polling party in Germany. 
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4.2. Organisational Structure of the Green Party 

There are three parts of the party structure that have a strong influence on participation, which 

follow different dividing lines: Task forces (topical division), party wings (ideological division), and 

local branches (geographical division, based on place of residence). The three groupings have 

different influence on decision-making. While topical and ideological networks are a key space for 

discussion, the local networks are most important for elections of representatives and initial 

mobilisation of members. 

Task forces play a key role for the internal opinion formation processes, because they are one of 

the routes through which members typically join policy discussions (Switek, 2012). They are 

arranged around policy areas, such as transport, environment, or peace. They are part of the 

statutory framework of the party, and as such receive funding, which is used to cover costs, for 

example for events and travel expenses for their representatives. Task forces partially follow the 

regional structure of the party, with divisions on state and national level. The state task forces are 

typically open not only to all members, but also to non-members. These are where most 

discussions take place. Each of the state task forces then sends two representatives into the 

national task force (Bundesarbeitsgemeinschaft, BAG) (Bündnis 90 / Die Grünen, 2015a). One of 

the important duties of the national task forces is to create consensus between the state groups. 

This is particularly important given the increasing differences between these groups that, 

according to several participants in this project, result from different government coalitions the 

party has established. Where the party shares governmental responsibilities with the Christian 

Democrats, the views shift towards more conservative stances, whereas where the party works 

with the Social Democrats or the Left Party, their views are more progressive. The national task 

forces bring these different views together and create consensus about national policies, which 

they may also formalise by submitting proposals to assemblies.  

Another important route to participation are the party wings, which, as indicated above, 

represent the main differences in ideology in the party. While the realists favour pragmatism and 

stand for promoting actual change through government participation, the fundamentalists favour 

close adherence to the party’s ideals, and thus prefer to stay in opposition with their ideals intact, 

rather than compromising to gain more power (Switek, 2012). The Left wing is perceived as more 

progressive and aims for prefiguration: to live by their own ideals, and thus prove that their goals 

are achievable (Maeckelbergh, 2011). The Reformers are traditionally more interested in 

achieving governmental influence and implementing policy. Both wings are typically headed by 

MPs, but they are neither formalised, nor part of the statutory framework of the party (Switek, 
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2012). Similar to the task forces, the wings play an important role for policy discussions and 

creating consensus, as well as forming networks.  

Local branches are important, because they are the first step for members to build their network: 

New members will have most contact with their local groups upon joining the party. They are the 

place where most members are active, and where both candidates and delegates for all levels of 

the party are elected (Westermayer, 2003). Local branches are also entitled to submit proposals 

for national delegate assemblies (Bündnis 90 / Die Grünen, 2018a). This gives them quite a lot of 

influence, at least in theory: A local branch assembly can decide to submit a proposal, which is 

independent of the number of members supporting it; as opposed to twenty members required 

to support an individual members’ proposals. However, the branches may not agree on policy 

issues: Members are only assigned to these local groups by where they live, there is no division by 

their topical interests or ideological beliefs, and so there may not be sufficient consensus within a 

particular branch to use all of these participation opportunities. Local branches are very different 

depending on where they are located and what the population density is in their area. In big 

cities, a single branch can have more than a thousand members which live very close together, 

whereas in rural areas they could include only a hundred members distributed over a large region. 

This makes it harder for them to meet up, build networks, canvas support and make decisions.  

4.3. Role of Members in the Green Party 

In their foundation year in 1980, the Green Party had just over 20,000 members, which rose 

consistently, peaking at just over 50,000 while they joined a government coalition in 1998. In July 

2015, at the beginning of this project, the party had roughly 60,000 members (Niedermayer, 

2017b), and had just reached 70,000 by its conclusion in October 2018 (Schuler, 2018). It is one of 

the few growing parties in Germany, while the older parties (CDU/CSU, SPD, Linke) are shrinking 

(Niedermayer, 2017a). 39% of the party members identify as female – the highest proportion of 

women in the major German parties (Niedermayer, 2017c). This is not surprising given their roots 

in the women’s’ movement. The average age of members is 50 years; up from 47 in 2008, but still 

the youngest among the major parties in Germany (Niedermayer, 2017a). The party also has – 

and had for a long time – an unusually high proportion of members who hold university degrees 

(both compared to other parties and the population of Germany) and who work in public service 

(Raschke and Hohlfeld, 1995; Niedermayer, 2017c).  

The Green Party is very committed to its grass-roots members. Member’s participation is seen as 

key to the identification of the members with the party, and this view is and always has been part 
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of the party’s (self-)image (Heinrich and Spitz, 2014). However, 34% of party members stated that 

they were not active at all (Spier, 2011). This could be due to members of the Green Party having 

a higher threshold for what they consider to be ‘participation’ or ‘active’ than members of other 

parties. As Roth (2016) explains, the perception of activism differs with the identity of activists, 

and should include activism in employment, especially in academia. Given the high proportion of 

academics in the Green Party (Table 4, p. 52), this type of activity should be particularly 

prominent, but may not be recognised as such. 

The members of the Green Party traditionally distrust their leaders (Frankland, 2008), and the 

grass-roots participation measures were (and some of them still are) meant to control them and 

prevent oligarchisation – leaders or position holders protecting their own influence against a 

‘threat’ from the members (Michels, 1911). This approach is effective: oligarchisation can be 

mediated or prevented by extensive members’ participation (Korte, 2012). Although the 

institutionalised grass-roots participation for party members was gradually but consistently 

reduced as the party developed, the members still have a stronger position in the party’s 

decision-making processes than in any other of the major German parties (von Alemann and Laux, 

2012). 

The control mechanisms, such as the right to submit proposals, are supposed to maintain the 

party base as the ultimate decision-maker. Members see the party as very responsive, and feel 

involved in the decisions that are made. More than half of the party members favour direct 

elections for candidates and board members, but they are distinctly less keen on it than members 

of other parties, which, as Heinrich et al. (2002) argue, is a relic of the weak role of the board, 

which members do not wish to strengthen through a direct mandate. To minimize power 

accumulation, the party forbade members to hold mandates and party offices at the same time, 

and elected representatives were required to rotate (resign from their mandate to make place for 

others on the list) halfway through their time in office. A major method to control elected officials 

of the party was the so-called “imperative mandate”, which was supposed to force Green MPs to 

vote in line with the decisions of the party base. However, this conflicts with the free mandate 

that all MPs have by German law: MPs are bound only by their own conscience. In parliamentary 

practice, MPs typically vote with their party line, especially if they are part of a government 

coalition. Thus, the imperative mandate, along with the idea of rotation, proved ineffective in 

practice, and was eventually dropped in 1986 (Frankland, 2008). Mandates and party offices are 

also somewhat more compatible today – no more than a third of the executive board can hold 

mandates, and none can also lead a fraction or be a member of government above the regional 

level (Bündnis 90 / Die Grünen, 2015b, §15 (4)). The current party executive board put this rule to 
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a test in 2018, as Robert Habeck, the minister for energy and the environment in Schleswig-

Holstein, was elected as one of the party chairs. This led the party to introduce a new rule that 

allows a transition period of up to eight months for the person in question to pass on their 

responsibilities and step down from the government position (Bündnis 90 / Die Grünen, 2018a).  

 The decision-making processes in the party differ slightly for the type of decision, which include 

board and candidate elections, changes to the manifesto and statutes. For this thesis I will only 

focus on processes at the national level, as this is where the online participation methods I focus 

on are designed and implemented. The most advanced processes revolve around manifesto 

development and statute amendments, which is where the newly developed processes are 

applied. These are also traditionally the process in German parties where members are most 

involved (Korte and Schoofs, 2013). 

The party statutes regulate how the party functions, including how it makes decisions. The 

manifesto, both basic and election manifestos, lay out their policies and plans in case they are 

elected into government. According to the party statutes, there are two routes how the manifesto 

can be changed: By vote of a general assembly, or through a general members’ vote. However, 

the only route that is actually used is the assembly. Assemblies are held at least once a year, and 

constituted of delegates from all local branches, based on a set calculation as a proportion of the 

local branch from the overall party members (Bündnis 90 / Die Grünen, 2018a, para. 12).  

The party uses a mixture of representation (e.g. a delegate system for national assemblies) and 

direct participation (e.g. online participation for all members). Deliberation is used ahead of 

assemblies, especially in the negotiations around proposals. All final decisions are made by votes, 

of either members (on local, and sometimes state level), by delegates at assemblies, or 

representatives such as board members in-between assemblies. Their statutes allow direct 

decisions by the grass-roots through general members’ votes, but they are not used frequently. 

Such a vote was used to select the top candidates for the federal election in 2013 and 2017, and 

also to let members decide for the focus topics of the election campaign. Votes were held by mail, 

or through local meetings where the topics could be discussed as well (Bieber, 2014; Heinrich and 

Spitz, 2014). 

Although general members’ votes could be used to make decisions about the statutes or 

manifestos in theory, this is not done in practice. According to party office staff, this is because 

general members’ votes are very demanding, whereas party assemblies are “well-oiled routine” 

(Thuermer, 2015, p. 22). Postal votes, which would typically be used for a general members’ vote, 

are also very expensive. This could be an area for improvement through online tools, but aside 
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from costs, there are also legal regulations that prevent online voting: The German Political 

Parties Act (Germany, 2004) stipulates that decisions about statutes or manifestos can only be 

made by members’ or delegates assemblies3, so that in principle, the statutes contradict the law. 

In practice, both manifestos and statutes can only be changed through proposals to a national 

delegate assembly (Bündnis 90 / Die Grünen, 2018a). The process begins with the executive board 

of the party, which sets the broad range of topics that will be decided about at any one assembly. 

The board also proposes an agenda, and appoints a writing group, who writes a draft lead 

proposal for the manifesto. This lead proposal is then discussed and amended through change 

proposals. Proposals can be submitted by a range of committees, such as the state, finance, or 

women’s councils, but also by state and local branches, as well as the party’s youth organisation. 

Alternatively, twenty members can collectively submit a proposal. These proposals are developed 

mostly in the different networks described above, but also through personal networks of party 

officials (Westermayer, 2013, 2017). Proposals can be either independent, or attempt to change 

already existing proposals. The party typically receives above 2,000 proposals for each assembly 

that decides about a manifesto (Westermayer, 2013, 2017). The proposal submission itself is done 

through an online tool, the Antragsgrün (‘proposal green’) – one of the tools that the party is 

continuously developing, and changes to which are observed and discussed in the course of this 

thesis. This process will be discussed in more detail in Chapter 5. 

4.4. Use of Technology in the Green Party 

Since the party was founded before the internet-era, all its processes are designed around co-

presence, representation and on paper (Thuermer et al., 2016), in line with the repertoires of 

action available at the time their members were politically socialised (Grasso, 2014). However, 

like other organisations, the party already adopted a variety of online tools for communication, 

administration and organisation, and for both members and non-members. Their website is used 

to show current developments, the party policy and representatives, as well as information on 

various aspects of their history. It is also the jumping board into a variety of participation 

opportunities for members and supporters. Central communication tools also include social media 

accounts as well as an email newsletter (Heimrich, 2013).   

                                                            

 

3 The legal difficulties cannot be discussed in this thesis, but Robbe (2011) gives a detailed account. 
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Usually in Germany, around ten percent of party members are regularly active, and forty to eighty 

percent do not participate at all (Zeschmann, 1997; Korte, 2012; Treibel, 2012; Rudzio, 2015). 

Heinrich et al. (2002) found that most of the active members of the Green Party are in favour of 

more direct participation for the broad member base. Online participation can enable this. 

However, there is also a danger that party elites promote it to gain support, while retaining strong 

control over those online processes, so that results can be amended as required by the elite. This 

happened in the German Social Democratic Party, as Hanel & Marschall (2014) argue: the elite 

provided ‘symbolic participation’, rather than actually allowing contributions to their manifesto. 

In 2009 the Green Party introduced their internal social network Wurzelwerk (‘root works’), which 

can be used by all – and only – members. They can access it to read news from within the party, 

for all the branches they are involved in (national, state, regional, and local), if these branches 

indeed use the platform to post news. Members can form groups, similar to Facebook, schedule 

events in an online calendar, run polls, have discussions, and exchange messages (Heimrich, 

2013). Unfortunately the platform was perceived as so unintuitive by users that not even an 

eventual relaunch could save its reputation (Heinrich and Spitz, 2014). Initially designed as an 

internal social network, is was subsequently transformed into an information portal, and 

superseded by the Grünes Netz (‘Green Network’), a single sign-on portal that allows access to a 

series of tools, of which the Wurzelwerk is just one. This platform is also accessible only for 

members, and includes a wealth of resources for campaigns, as well as a variety of tools for 

communication, information and collaboration, a tool to create sharepics for social media as well 

as logos for different branches, and an integrated cloud storage where members can store and 

exchange documents. Several of the tools initially embedded in the Wurzelwerk, such as such as 

fora or etherpads for collaborative writing, are now accessible directly from the Grünes Netz.  

Despite all of these options, party members and groups use commercial social media sites such as 

Facebook and Twitter for online discussions, rather than party internal platforms. To a degree, 

this is intentional, as the party sees online methods as not representative (Heimrich, 2013). They 

do not want to exclude members from discussions who do not use the internet, and the scale and 

speed of full-blown online processes (e.g. real-time comments) could not be made compatible 

with the offline world (e.g. sending summaries to members by post) (Thuermer et al., 2016).  

One element that was added to the Grünes Netz portal in 2014 is the Antragsgrün (‘proposal 

green’) – the proposal submission platform discussed above. It is maintained by staff in the 

federal office, who are responsible for the review and publication of all submitted proposals for 

federal assemblies. The tool was initially intended to simplify the administrative process, as 

proposals had previously been sent by letter, then fax, and most recently by email. Submitting 
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them through an online platform made the process easier both for members and administrators, 

as the tool fulfils the statutory requirement to publish all proposals ahead of the party 

conference, and has replaced the previous requirement to send a large amount of printouts of all 

proposals to all 461 local branches (Thuermer et al., 2016). Although a key tool for participation 

and transparency, the administrative function of Antragsgrün was the only use of the tool until 

2015. Generally, the party uses technology a lot to make the administration more effective, and 

save paper and postage costs, so that the increased transparency for members seems like a side-

effect (Thuermer, 2015). The tools used for administration also include a membership database, 

as well as mailing lists and an intranet for internal communication (Heimrich, 2013), and 

electronic voting machines (‘Televoting’) which are used for elections at assemblies (Bündnis 90 / 

Die Grünen, 2015b). 

The party experimented a fair bit with online tools. For example, it was the first party to test a 

‘virtual assembly’, in the state branch of Baden-Württemberg, as early as in the year 2000. This 

translated all regular assembly functions onto an online platform, for example by allowing 

different parallel chats to discuss proposals. The formal votes were also conducted online through 

the delegates, and although the decisions were not legally binding, the party accepted them as 

such, as the state executive board had announced they would before the event (Westermayer, 

2007; Bieber, 2014). Although the experiment was successful, it was never repeated, because it 

was lacking in two important aspects of physical assemblies: face to face social interactions and 

media representation; the typical speeches and pictures shared by the media did not happen 

(Westermayer, 2003). 

The party also experimented with other tools such as wikis to collaboratively work on election 

manifestos (Westermayer, 2007). In this instance, the wiki was online for just a couple of days, 

and the results were fed into the regular process for developing manifestos (see Table 9 in 

Chapter 5). This led to hardly any of the collaboratively developed text being recognised in the 

final outcome (Bieber, 2014), especially because the formulated text turned out to be 

incompatible with formal requirements of a manifesto. Wikis are also used to organise in different 

contexts, for example for constant knowledge management in the party’s youth organisation 

(Westermayer, 2007). 

In addition to the above mentioned member-only platforms, an integrated campaign platform 

(Meine Kampagne, ‘my campaign’) was set up for the general election campaign in 2009, which 

allowed members and supporters to access and create campaign materials for local use. The 

platform was re-used in 2012, and then kept online afterwards, to maintain the community that 
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formed around it, which allows the party to easily mobilise supporters for further campaigns, and 

keep them updated on topics they subscribe to (Heinrich and Spitz, 2014). 

For the election of the top candidates in 2013, online chats were arranged with all candidates, 

where members could ask questions, the fifteen most popular of which were then answered by 

the candidates in a live-stream (Korte and Schoofs, 2013). A similar process was repeated for the 

candidates in 2017.  

The state branch of North Rhine-Westphalia introduced an online participation tool in 2013, 

which allowed members as well as supporters of the party to discuss and organise online. This 

was adopted by a small but sizeable portion of the eligible party members (26%). These users 

however were primarily those members that were already active in other parts of the party, 

rather than otherwise inactive members (Gerl et al., 2016, 2018), and so the effect of the tool was 

either reinforcement or replacement, but not mobilisation.  

The party is actively working to further their use of the internet on federal level, and the executive 

board has formed a working group specifically to look into opportunities as well as the legal issues 

around this topic in 2015. This led to the development of new and the extension of existing online 

tools, intended to engage the broader member base, and draw more and different members into 

active participation (Kellner, 2015a). The working group also considered how exclusion through 

these online tools could be prevented (Kellner, 2015b).  

Specifically, the party decided to improve one of their existing online processes and introduce two 

new ones, based on work conducted by the above mentioned working group for participation. 

The decisions was made at the national delegate assembly in Münster in November 2016. These 

adapted and new tools will be subjects of this project: 

1. Online Verification: This is an amendment to the existing process for proposal submissions, 

where twenty members can collectively submit proposals. In the past, these twenty members 

had to physically sign the proposal. More recently, one person sent a list of twenty names to 

the party head office, or posted this list on Antragsgrün. This process will now be channelled 

through the Antragsgrün in its entirety, such that each supporter of a proposal needs to 

individually log in and click through each proposal to support it. 

2. Mitgliederbefragung (Befragung, ‘members’ survey’): The party is already inviting their 

members to respond to regular online surveys about key policy questions. These surveys will 

now be sent at least once a year, and can also be conducted for branches of the party or on 

request by members. The survey results will be used to feed into the policy development 

process, and prepare debates at assemblies. 
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3. Mitgliederbegehren (Begehren, ‘members’ demand’): This is 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. It was decided about as a 

concept, and both the tool and the process were developed alongside this project. The 

Begehren went live in April 2018, with the required signatories dropped from 250 to 50. 

All three processes and process changes contribute to different questions: The online verification 

process, and the debates around it, inform about the democratic or participation preferences of 

party members. As it is the most formalised of the new processes, and based on existing 

technology and processes, it also allows a closer look at the way processes are embedded in pre-

existing contexts. The process is likely to lead to either replacement or non-use, as members have 

to change their behaviour, with the previous process no longer being available. 

The Befragung, as a low-level form of online participation, informs the questions about adoption 

of online tools and behaviour change. The process is likely to cause either mobilisation or 

reinforcement effects. Since there is no process by which members have been involved in 

discussions at this stage, it could be considered as replacement if members reduced their 

involvement in other discussions. On the other hand, the Befragung is supposed to encourage 

discussion, as the results are published with the goal to get members talking about critical 

questions. 

The Begehren also contributes to the question of effects of online participation. However, due to 

its novelty – it was not introduced until April 2018 – hypothesizing about its likely effects was 

impossible. 

4.5. Summary 

The Green Party with its roots in social movements has a tradition of grass-roots participation. 

Decisions are made bottom-up, with the grass-roots wielding considerable power over the course 

of the party. Within the limits of the rule of law in Germany, the power of party members is 

embedded in the party’s statutory processes, offering a variety of routes to participate and 

influence their democratic decisions. The structure of the party further allows members to 

participate not only as individuals, but also as parts of different groups, such as local branches, 

wings, or task forces. These help build networks and thus acquire and maintain political capital. 

Both participation and administration of the party are supported by technology, including online 

tools. It has conducted some early experiments with online assemblies, and launched a members’ 

social network, which failed to achieve wide adoption. Other tools, such as the Antragsgrün – a 



Organisational Culture and Participation in the Green Party Germany 

 

 

85 

tool for the online submission of proposals for assemblies – have been successfully adopted. 

Under these preconditions, the party has now decided to both adapt the existing Antragsgrün to 

increase legitimacy, and introduce two new tools, the Befragung – a regular survey among party 

members – and the Begehren – a petition system that members can use to set the agenda of the 

executive board. The following chapters will explain these decisions and the way they were made, 

the different views, preferences and assumptions about online participation that influenced both 

what was implemented and how, and which effect these new tools ultimately (can) have. 
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Chapter 5 Party Members’ Participation Preferences and 

their Influence on the Implementation of Online 

Participation Processes 

In this chapter, I discuss the overall ideal of ‘grass-roots democracy’ in the Green Party and its 

implications for participation. This is followed up by a discussion of different participation 

preferences with regards to discourse and transparency, from the debate at the assembly in 

Münster in November 2016 (dataset A), as well as in my interviews conducted between 

November 2016 and January 2017 (dataset B). I conclude with the definition and 

operationalisation of participation preferences, and some observations about the subsequent use 

of these participation preferences in the project, and answer research question 1: What are the 

participation preferences in the party, and do they differ between groups? 

Members’ participation preferences were at the heart of intense discussions about a proposed 

change to the party statutes at the party assembly in Münster in November 2016. As described in 

Chapter 4, the statutes allow for a group of twenty members to collectively submit an ‘individual 

members’ proposal’. The executive board, in cooperation with the proposal committee, had 

proposed to increase the number of required supporters from twenty to sixty. The stated 

intention was “to reduce the overall number of proposals to ensure a democratic and transparent 

procedure” (Bundesvorstand Bündnis 90 / Die Grünen, 2016c). Their reasoning was that the 

number of members of the party had tripled since the threshold of twenty had been introduced, 

when the party was founded in 1980, and that therefore three times as many supporters for a 

proposal were appropriate. The number was re-negotiated ahead of the assembly with the state 

executive board of Hamburg, who submitted a change proposal, and led to the proposed number 

being reduced to 35. The idea of increasing the quorum in general was highly contested from 

multiple angles. At the core of this conflict lay differences in preferences for how participation 

should be conducted, and the perceived need for transparency in party processes.  

5.1. The Green Party’s Ideal of Grass-Roots Participation 

Green Party members expect that the views of every single one of them are valued and 

respected, and that everyone can influence the decisions the party makes. This was very visible in 

the interviews, where participants stated that “it is important to listen to everyone” (B04, a 

woman with a position at national level), and “members of government have a different view on 
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things, but we need to make sure that the discussions in the party are considered regardless” 

(B02, a man with a position at state level).  

Several participants saw a latent risk of oligarchy (Michels, 1911), if the party leadership or their 

elected representatives were to stop recognising this ideal. However, they do not seem to see an 

immediate danger, as a participant in the previous study, who held a position at state level, 

stated: “I never felt undervalued as a grass-roots member” (0-2). This is consistent with the 

party’s roots and history, where grass-roots participation was – and still is – one of the ways the 

members can control their leaders (Frankland, 2008). The grass-roots ideal is still visible in the 

modern party, and the proposals for online participation tools are perceived as positive because 

they are aligned with this ideal: 

“Because it is easy to use for all members, whether they have a position or not, every 
member can contribute, speak up, and participate in the debate.” (E21, a women with a 
position at state level) 

Korte (2012) described participation and grass-roots democracy as ‘structuring principles’ of the 

party during its formation. This participative structure is still a key factor for the identity of the 

Green Party, and a reason for members to join them over other parties. The question what 

defines the identity, or what is ‘the DNA of the Green Party’ has been invoked frequently during 

discussions and interviews. As part of the statutes-debate, participants debated the role of 

proposals. Some argued that it was core to the party that delegates should be able to read all of 

the proposals, and that their content is more important than their number, as a member of the 

proposal committee stated:  

"Green means that content matters, and not whether we had ten thousand change 
proposals." (Observation notes A, Assembly November 2016) 

The other side argued that submitting proposals is core to the party identity, a fundamental right 

of members which should not be limited, as a task force leader stated:  

"There were times where the thought or idea of every single member was important to 
us, however small they might have been. Because that is what sets us apart. That is 
grass-roots democracy. That belongs to the Green DNA." (Observation notes A, 
Assembly November 2016)  

The words chosen by members are a strong indicator that this is not just a discussion about rules, 

but at the core of the identity of the party: ‘This is our DNA’, ‘This is what it means to be Green’. 

This perception continued from the assembly through to the interviews, and interviewees used 

the same kinds of arguments and wording to describe it. A change in the rules or mode of 

participation is also seen as a change to the identity or culture of the party itself, as one of them 

described:  



Party Members’ Participation Preferences and their Influence on the Implementation of Online Participation Processes 

 

 

89 

"This [proposal about new online participation tools] will only work if we are able to also 
renew our political culture." (B02, a man with a position at state level) 

To signify this identity, and show just how important it is to members, it is interesting to note that 

every single interviewee in dataset B compared the Green Party to other parties in order to 

explain why it was different or better, unprompted, either in the context of their view on the 

democratic ideal of the party, or their views about online participation. For some of them, the 

participation opportunities were a, if not the, main reason to join the party: “In the Green Party, 

that’s why I am here, decisions are made the other way around [bottom-up instead of top-down]” 

(B07, a man with a local position). Ten of the eleven interviewees talked about this unprompted, 

and explained how they perceived the Green Party as more participatory than other parties, more 

open to opinions and views of their members, and/or more willing to value members’ 

contributions. The eleventh participant suggested that the party could potentially learn from the 

Pirate Party and the mistakes they made, to adapt the party’s principles to online participation 

opportunities. The party was perceived as ‘more democratic’, in that more members are included 

in decision-making processes, and there are no instructions for how delegates are supposed to 

vote. Participants did acknowledge that this likely makes the party more prone to discussion and 

quarrels, but this was in turn seen as worthwhile and part of the party identity. This perception – 

that more, specifically more direct, participation is more democratic – is typical for green 

movements and parties (Smith, 2001).  

On the other hand, the party was also seen as more demanding, having higher expectations of 

their members not only with regards to how they should participate, but also how much they 

should participate. This aligns with Roth (2016), who pointed out that activism is defined 

differently by different groups. The opportunity to participate in itself was perceived as highly 

motivating by study participants. A limitation of participation on the other hand was perceived as 

de-motivating, both for study participants themselves, and on behalf of others that they were 

trying to motivate. A local branch leader who needed to create an active community in their local 

branch described this at the assembly:  

"The effect of a proposal that I seek support for reaches into people, into the grass-roots, 
and creates a feeling in all the people that I approach, regardless of the topic, that they 
are heard, that they can participate." (Observation notes A, Assembly November 2016) 

The party broadly agrees on grass-roots democracy ('Basisdemokratie') as a term, but in practice 

there is no unique definition. Although some of the foundations of the term within the party – 

direct participation, bottom-up decision-making, inclusion, flat hierarchies – may overlap between 

different points of views, the term does by no means refer to the same concept for everyone. 

Instead, every participant perceived the grass-roots ideal of the party to be more or less the same 
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as their own, personally held ideal. Those who favoured very direct participation, such as through 

general members’ assemblies, felt just as much in line with the general perception of the term as 

those very much in favour of representation; those who preferred equal influence across the 

member base claimed it as their own just as much as those who favoured uncapped participation. 

Members who would rather vote on issues saw this just as much as the ideal of grass-roots 

democracy as those who want to deliberate, or even engage in prefigurative politics 

(Maeckelbergh, 2011). The different perceptions between members appeared to be linked to 

their ideological stance, and especially pronounced between those in the left and realist wings. 

However, the sample in dataset B was too small to judge this alignment with sufficient reliability. 

A related question that was raised during the second phase of observations (dataset D, assemblies 

and workshops between April 2017 and September 2018) and interviews (dataset E, conducted 

between November 2017 and March 2018), was the definition of the ‘grass-roots’, or ‘base’ of the 

party. I had assumed that this would be clear-cut, my assumption being that the grass-roots 

would be those members who do not hold elected positions, either within or on behalf of the 

party. This assumption was challenged, when members of party bodies, even federal party bodies, 

described themselves as ‘grass-roots members’. While of course every member of the party 

regardless of positions is a party member, the definition of ‘grass-roots’ is important when it 

comes to the ideal of grass-roots democracy: Who are the ‘grass-roots’ that are ideally making all 

these bottom-up decisions? Some members of party bodies described themselves as ‘not the 

grass-roots’, and for example, refused to accept delegations on that basis (E26), or supported 

proposals as other members would, ‘because they are still members’ (E19, an MP). The threshold 

from ‘grass-roots’ to ‘elite’ seems to be fluent, with some members in elected positions describing 

themselves as grass-roots because they are not earning money through their political 

engagement (observation notes D4, discussion of candidates for party council). If this were the 

definition, several state executive board would need to be considered to be grass-roots, as not all 

of them are paid. Like ‘grass-roots democracy’, ‘the grass-roots’ themselves do not seem to have 

an agreed definition in the party either. For the purpose of my analysis, I will continue to use my 

initial assumption about the grass-roots, and use a scale from ‘no position’ (0) to ‘position below 

state level’ (1) through to ‘position at state level or above’ (2). On that scale, 2 can be classified as 

the elite, and 0 as the grass-roots, and 1 as the middle management layer. 

None of this prevents members from invoking grass-roots democracy in discussions, and it is 

frequently used as an argument for or against changes to participation processes in the party, 

with each side claiming the term to support their side of the argument. In that, the statutes 

discussion in Münster can be seen as a discussion about the very nature of grass-roots democracy.  
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5.2. Discussion Processes and their Limitations 

The Green Party’s processes are overall very participatory, although some inequalities still exist, 

such as public office holders being at an advantage through staff that can brief them on important 

proposals, whereas the rank-and-file delegates have no such support. In all processes, the party 

has a strong focus on gender balance, owing to its roots in the women’s movement. An entire 

section of the party statutes, the Frauenstatut (‘women’s statute’) is devoted to ensuring equal 

participation of women (Bündnis 90 / Die Grünen, 1986). The statute, which was introduced in 

1986, was the first of its kind in a party in Europe (Freidenvall, 2013). It codifies a minimum quota 

of 50% women for all positions, from the executive board to speaking at assemblies. The quota, 

among other things, led to a rise of female representation not only in internal offices, but also in 

elected mandates (Hoecker, 1995). Specific support for women in parties was found to have this 

effect across different political cultures (Krook and Norris, 2014). The women’s statute further 

introduced a right for women to vote separately on, and even veto assembly decisions. It 

introduced an annual women’s conference to discuss policy issues, and constituted the women’s 

council as a federal decision-making body for these issues. It secured funds from the federal party 

to enable this participation, for the conference and council, as well as by mandating child care at 

assemblies and cover for care costs for office holders.  

The way discussions are structured, and the priorities members see in these processes, can be 

used as indicators for their participation preferences. Proposal discussions follow a partially 

institutionalised structure in five stages, summarised in Table 9. Participants had different 

preferences for each of these discussion stages, from informal discourse to formal debate, and a 

different understanding of how important each of them was, or should be. Interviews in the first 

wave of interviews in dataset B suggested a correlation between a person’s role in the party’s 

hierarchy, and where they see the focus of discussion: Grass-roots members wanted more 

deliberation in all stages; the party elite on the other hand preferred to have discussions ahead of 

rather than at the assemblies.  

Discourse (stage 1) and proposal development (stage 2) are the stages where online tools and 

discussions are quite unanimously perceived as beneficial. The new participation tools, especially 

the Befragung, are seen as an opportunity to enable this form of discussion, as the responsible 

executive board member described when he introduced the proposal for the new tools: 

"I would wish for something like the Befragung to be done throughout the year, for key 
topics. To see it not as the end of a debate, but as the start of it: What are the important 
questions, the answers, the opinions of the party? And then we can discuss those." 
(Observation notes A, Assembly November 2016) 
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Using the tool in this way would indeed enable richer discussions of policy proposals, based on an 

overview of members’ opinions. 

Table 9: Stages in the proposal discussion process in the Green Party Germany in 2016 

 Name Description Time Actors Formality 

1 Discourse Generic conversations 
about policies within 
the party 

Ongoing Members, 
‘the public’ 

Informal, in personal, 
local, topical or 
ideological networks 

2 Proposal 
Development 

Discussion of specific 
policy ideas for the 
purpose of proposal 
development 

Ahead of 
proposal 
submission 
deadline for 
assemblies 

Members, 
branches, 
committees 

Informal, but 
possibly in 
institutionalised 
groups 

3 Proposal 
Discussion 

Specific discussion 
about proposals after 
submission; seen as 
preparation for vote 
at assembly 

Between 
proposal 
submission 
and 
assembly 

Members, 
interested 
non-
members 

Informal or formal, 
typically in personal, 
local, topical or 
ideological groups 

4 Negotiation Negotiation about 
proposals for the 
purpose of generating 
consensus for process 
recommendations 

Between 
proposal 
submission 
and 
assembly 

Proposal 
committee 
and proposal 
owners 

Formal, act of 
committee, but not 
following set rules 

5 Debate Formal debate at 
assembly, ahead of 
concluding vote 

Assembly Proposal 
owners and 
Delegates 

Formal, according to 
statutes and rules of 
procedure 

Source: Own development based on dataset A (observations general assembly November 2016) and 
B (interviews between November 2016 and January 2017), and review of statutes and orders of 
proceedings (Bündnis 90 / Die Grünen, 2015b, 2015c) 

The new tools are intended as scalable instruments where the process itself is scalable: It does 

not matter how many members participate in general discussions, and rather than being harmful, 

it would indeed be good for the party if more members participated in the development and 

discussion of proposals, as that could improve their quality. However, some of the conversations 

with grass-roots members suggested that, whereas the party leaders want to start filtering and 

make participation more efficient, grass-roots members want scale rather at this formal end of 

the process, in submitting and voting upon proposals. This would require more advanced 

participation systems, such as online discussion or voting tools. Indeed, this was a frequent 

assumption by interviewees in the second wave of interviews in dataset E, who saw the 

Befragung and Begehren as a way to formalise support, rather than – as the executive board 

intended – the starting point of a discussion. Interview questions in dataset E, concerning the new 

online participation tools, frequently led to discussions about online voting. Most participants, 

both in conversations and events, seemed to assume that this is the direction in which the party 
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was going in the long run. The more technical expertise interviewees had, the more critical were 

they regarding this development. 

In the discussion process, technology was seen as a potential solution to the problem of scale, the 

overwhelming amount of proposals for the discussion stage (#3 in Table 9), not only to improve 

transparency, but also to improve the discussions themselves: The survey could result in members 

being better informed about the views in the party, this would foster more discussions and would 

make the preparation for assemblies easier. What participants saw as an opportunity through 

online processes was to improve the currently unstructured discussion process by structuring it. 

However, the discussions themselves would at this stage still be held offline, supported by the 

broader availability of data about members’ views. 

After the proposal submission deadline, usually about one month ahead of the assembly, all 

proposals were available to view and comment online on the Antragsgrün. Proposals were then 

discussed through a variety of routes, such as topical conferences, local meetings, party wings, or 

on social media platforms such as Facebook. Notably, there was no party-internal online 

discussion platform. The discussions that took place on party-external social media platforms 

were either between individual members, in groups, or on pages related to the party, but not 

mediated through official channels. The only channel owned and managed by the party was the 

proposal submission platform Antragsgrün, where members could comment on individual 

proposals. 

A proposal committee, consisting of the six members of the executive board and six elected 

members, prepared process recommendations for the assembly, which made suggestions about 

what should happen with every single proposal. These could take the form of an amendment (a 

change proposals is included in the main proposal), a modified amendment (the proposal is 

included partially), vote (the proposal is voted upon separately), retraction (the proposal owner 

retracts the proposal, potentially following concessions) or diversion (of the proposal to a more 

suitable party body, such as a parliamentary group). The vast majority of recommendations were 

modified amendments. Importantly, and different from other parties, the recommendations only 

suggested how the party should make their decision, not which decision should be made – this 

remained up to the delegates. 

The negotiations stage (4) started once proposals were submitted, and continued up to the 

assembly. Often negotiations were concluded only during the assembly itself. The most focussed 

discussion about proposals and process recommendations took place just before the beginning of 

the assembly, as part of the negotiation stage. A meeting hosted by the proposal committee was 
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attended by the owners of all proposals that did not yet have a process recommendation, 

representatives of task forces and local branches, and the party leadership, to discuss, negotiate, 

and ideally find consensus about open questions. The negotiation, process recommendations, as 

well as the meeting, were required because otherwise it would have been impossible to decide 

about the vast amount of proposals that were submitted for any one assembly. The goal of the 

committee was to keep the proposals and change proposals that required individual votes to a 

minimum, thus allowing a smooth, and media-compatible, flow of the assembly. The committee 

prepared a set of process recommendations for each section and topic, which was introduced to 

the delegates at the beginning of every discussion, and usually accepted without changes. 

The final decision about all proposals was made by the delegates at the party conference. 

Speeches were held, the proposals discussed in a formal debate (stage 5), and then voted upon. 

Some of these speeches were set by the conference committee, and the delegates that were 

allowed to speak were drawn by lot – a measure that was introduced to prevent party 

prominence from dominating the debate (Frankland, 2008; Switek, 2012).  

The debates at assemblies were highly regulated, with gender-balanced speaker lists and strictly 

limited time per speaker (Bündnis 90 / Die Grünen, 2011). The party leadership saw these 

speeches as supporting the content of the proposal, rather than arguments (observation notes D, 

meeting notes January 2019: “they portray the topic”). In general, the broader the proposal being 

discussed, the broader the statements that were made in discussions – or speeches – about them. 

While for proposal introductions and general discussion, speeches were as broad as described 

above, arguments were made explicitly for specific proposal amendments (observation notes D2, 

assembly June 2017: “speakers talk more explicitly about the actual proposal”; “the more specific 

the proposal, the more specific the speeches”).  

These debates had different meanings for different groups within the party. For the grass-roots 

members and some delegates among interviewees in dataset B, assemblies were the most 

important discussion space. These members believed that opinions about proposals were formed 

in the formal ‘debate’. However, those higher up in the party hierarchy saw this stage as an 

orchestrated performance, as the assemblies were closely watched by the media, and therefore 

open conflict would be damaging to the image of the party. Thus, they wanted to keep critical 

discussions as much as possible out of this stage, seeing it happening ahead of the assembly 

instead. This difference remained consistent throughout later observations in dataset D, and 

interviews in dataset E: Members of the party elite perceive assemblies as a media presentation 

of the party, where decisions are performed rather than made (e.g. Observation notes D3, 
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Antragsstellertreffen: “proposal committee visibly directs the decisions they do or do not want to 

make at the assembly”), whereas members lower down in the hierarchy see it as a space for 

deliberation and negotiation, an active part of decisions (e.g. interview participant E22, an IT 

consultant, who described the relevance of emotional debates at assemblies for decisions). There 

is some awareness of the role the debates play for members: One participant suggested that 

there should be more national delegate assemblies to satisfy the perceived requirement for 

discussion in the grass-roots (B06, a women with a position at state level).  

According to interview participants, the limit to discussions at assemblies was also due to practical 

considerations, as the limited time at assemblies does not allow much room for discussions. One 

of them suggested that the assembly is seen as a stage on which the party can present itself to 

the media and the public:  

"You have time for fifty debates at most. But when you have four thousand change 
proposals you have to think very carefully about the process, so that you do not create 
frustration, and extract the most important debates out of these four thousand 
proposals, that people understand, and that maybe look good in the media." (B11, a 
party employee) 

This is difficult to observe, because speakers at assemblies are only introduced as delegates of the 

group they represent, and not in any other role they have for the party (observation notes A, 

assembly November 2016 & D2-4, assemblies between June 2017 and January 2018). Therefore, 

outsiders – or less informed party members – cannot judge what other positions they hold, and 

thus what ‘rank’ they have in the party. This aligns with Frankland (2008), and Switek (2012): The 

intention of drawing delegates by lot is to prevent prominent members from dominating the 

debate. This domination is made even harder by the fact that the internal rank of members is not 

communicated proactively: When they speak, all members are the same. However, at least some 

speakers use the debates to strengthen their own profile. One delegate described this as ‘political 

showcasing’: 

“I think that the opinion formation for members at general assemblies is really difficult, if 
they, they might want to hear something about the proposal, to form an opinion, 
whether they lean toward one opinion or another, but the podium is used by speakers to 
make their name known.” (B09, a women with a position at national level) 

An employee of a Green MP confirmed this, and described how speeches they wrote for their MP 

used the topic of the chapter of the election manifesto being discussed as a starting point, to lead 

on to topics that would present the MP in a positive light (observation notes D2, assembly June 

2017). This goes against this intention of equality, as grass-roots neither have staff to write 

speeches for them, nor do they need to speak to maintain their role. On the other hand, the same 
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employee also described that the MP needed to be seen to speak on this public stage, as the local 

grass-roots supporting them expected this. 

Survey C1 showed clearly that grass-roots members participate primarily in general discourse, but 

less in proposal discussions, while the party elite is very active in all phases, with those with 

positions on or above state level most active in stages 3 and 5, as shown in Table 10. This implies 

that assemblies are a platform for the party elite, while the grass-roots primarily engage 

elsewhere.  

Table 10: Proportion of members who are active in discussions, by stage and position 

  Stages 

 

 
1 - Discourse 

2 – Proposal 
Development 

3&5 – Proposal 
Discussion & Debate 

 Position 0 1 2 0 1 2 0 1 2 

A
ct

iv
it

y Inactive 35 10 6 96 88 60 78 50 22 

Active 34 31 19 4 11 32 19 41 47 

Very Active 31 57 75 0 1 8 2 9 31 

Source: Dataset C1, N = 3489 
Stages: 1 – Discourse = ‘Discussed Topics’, 2 – Proposal Development = ‘Wrote Proposals’, 3&5 – 
Proposal Discussion & Debate = ‘Discussed proposals’ 
Positions: 0 = No position or mandate, 1 = Position or mandate below state level, 2 = Position or 
mandate at state level or above 
Activity: Inactive: ‘not at all’, Active: ‘Once’, ‘2-5 Times’, Very Active: ‘6-10 Times’, ‘More than that’ 

With regards to participation preferences, the distinction between when and at which formal 

stage participants engage implies a different preference concerning the formality of participation. 

Furthermore, the difference by positions indicates that this is role-based. All of this reflects what 

Lillecker (2005) and Schweitzer (2008) have found about the media orientation of party elites: It is 

not quite oligarchisation, as party leaders have no intention to limit the influence of grass-roots 

on decisions; neither is the marketing logic taking over entirely, as decisions are not based on the 

voter-market. The intention here is only to apply the influence that the grass-roots have, before 

the public stage of the discussion, to maintain control over the representation of the party. 

5.3. Contested Role of Transparency in the Proposal Process 

There is a trade-off between the amount of proposals that are submitted for an assembly (and by 

extension the ease of submitting them), and the opportunity to discuss and deliberate over all 

proposals in a transparent process. When too many proposals are submitted, delegates are 

unable to work through, let alone discuss them in finite time, whilst if the barriers are raised, less 

proposals might be submitted, making it easier to discuss, but harder for members to participate 

in the policy development process by submitting proposals.  



Party Members’ Participation Preferences and their Influence on the Implementation of Online Participation Processes 

 

 

97 

The party is applying several techniques to make the amount of proposals manageable: Discussing 

the proposals before they are submitted; pulling the proposal deadline forward, thus allowing 

more time for discussion and negotiations post-submission; organised discussions of submitted 

proposals, and the selection of proposals through ranking mechanism at the assembly (for 

‘various’ proposals that do not fit into any of the set agenda items). The required twenty 

supporters may also be seen as a limit to proposal submission, as it filters out those proposals 

which lack sufficient support. 

The proposals are central for participation in the party. Without sufficient information about 

them, achieved by reading all the proposals, participants felt that members could not properly 

utilise their membership rights. The justification of the proposal to change the statutes and 

increase the required number of supporters implied that there was an expectation that members, 

or at least the delegates who vote at assemblies, should be aware of the proposals that they vote 

upon. However, a participant with a position at state level explained in one of the interviews how 

it should not be assumed that grass-roots members are able to do that: “How would they, a 

whole binder. That is insane" (B01).  

Especially important in the context of this discussion was the role of the proposal committee. 

They considered the results of their own negotiations as insufficiently transparent, which gave 

them a lot of influence over decisions, as one of them explained at the assembly:  

"The proposal committee has to ‘negotiate away’ ninety percent of the proposals, so 
that we can create a process at all, to get through the weekend decently. (…) This [the 
proposed increase of the quorum] is not about the workload, this is about the whole 
process shoving more and more influence our way. We have a problem with unequal 
influence!" (Observation notes A, Assembly November 2016) 

At the time this debate was held, the results of the proposal committee’s negotiations, the 

process recommendations, were made available, but all forms of making them available had 

insufficiencies: Paper versions that were printed regularly could be out of date within hours, so 

that it remained hard to know the current status of any proposal. Online versions were more 

frequently updated, but not very accessible, with a PDF for each of the >2,000 change proposals 

available on the intranet. The Antragsgrün showed exactly what was changed and how, in a diff-

view similar to GitHub (see Figure 3), but only for the initial proposals, and not the status of 

negotiations or process recommendations (Observation notes A, assembly November 2016). 
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Figure 3: Example of diff-view in Antragsgrün 

 

Source: https://antraege.gruene.de/43bdk/motion/585/amendment/4299 (accessed 18/10/2018); 
shows how new text (green) is added to replace a sentence in the lead proposal (red) through a 
change proposal. 

Availability of information can be a problem in multiple ways, either if it is of low quality, or if 

there is too much of it. I propose to use the term ‘Vogonism’ to describe this phenomenon. It is 

based on Douglas Adam’s ‘Hitchhikers’ guide to the galaxy’ (Adams, 1995), where the vogons are 

a species that takes care of interstellar bureaucracy, and their specialty – among many other 

things, which literate readers will appreciate – is to hide information in plain sight. Vogonism 

describes this behaviour of making so much information available in (incoherent) information 

systems that it becomes impossible for individuals to find or identify the information that are 

relevant to them. Vogonism is a common issue in online environments. The term is commonly 

used in the Pirate Party Germany, to describe the impossibility to find any information 

whatsoever in their central knowledge management tool (a wiki4) due to the vast amount of 

information that is stored there, and has been applied in mathematical sciences (Peimbert and 

Alcaraz, 2016), but not in social sciences. In the Green Party, vogonism occurs in the large number 

of proposals that are submitted to general assemblies, which make it impossible for members to 

find the proposals they would be interested in. 

The party discussed three possible routes of action to solve this problem, and the underlying 

conflict about the implementation of a democratic and transparent process: Maintain the status 

quo with 20 supporters, maintain the rules but make the process more efficient, or change the 

                                                            

 

4 http://wiki.piratenpartei.de/  

https://antraege.gruene.de/43bdk/motion/585/amendment/4299
http://wiki.piratenpartei.de/
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rules. The executive board proposed to change the rules, the opposition proposed to maintain the 

status quo; making the process more efficient was suggested from both sides, either by increasing 

resources for, or improving technology in the process. Most participants, both at the assembly 

and in interviews, agreed that indeed not all proposals could be discussed, but disagreed about 

what this meant, and how it influenced the democratic process.  

I identified two dominating understandings of transparency and the availability of information in 

the party. The core difference was whether the party should prioritise access to information, or 

the possibility to process all available information. It is also a difference of quantity vs. quality of 

information. Both concepts are also closely related to the scalability of online tools, as these 

might mediate the issue. 

5.3.1. Transparency as Meaningful Discourse 

One side of the argument was that the goal should be for all delegates to be able to read and 

form an opinion about all of the proposals, as one participant with a position at state level 

explained:  

"Of course, with the amount of proposals that is voted upon, often in a very short period 
of time, it is very complicated to look at every one of them in detail. But I still have the 
desire that everyone listens to the arguments that are exchanged and then decides 
based on that what they find most convincing." (B06) 

This is a classic deliberative view, which I want to describe as ‘transparency as meaningful 

discourse’: the amount of proposals is a problem, because the more proposals there are, the less 

likely it is that it is possible to read and discuss them all. Delegates cannot know what they are 

deciding about, and as a result the process is seen as less democratic. This was argued by several 

members of the proposal committee at the assembly. 

The resulting information overload – vogonism – is also seen to disadvantage grass-roots 

members, who are least likely able to read everything, due to time limitations. This was again 

perceived as undemocratic by the committee, as one of them argued during the debate at the 

assembly: 

"The lack of transparency in negotiations and the lack of clarity of all the proposals 
means that normal delegates, who do not have the time to read all the proposals and 
change proposals in advance, cannot know what is being negotiated at all, and what we 
write in our process recommendations. And that is a blatant problem for democracy." 
(Observation notes A, Assembly November 2016) 

It was important to members who hold this preference that all proposals could be read and 

discussed. To enable members and delegates to digest all of this information, the amount of 
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information that is produced needs to be limited. To achieve that goal, minimum thresholds to 

participation need to be introduced or raised. The goal of limiting the amount of proposals was 

valued higher than the ease of submitting proposals for individual members; the right to have a 

meaningful discussion was valued higher than the right to easily submit proposals.  If a discussion 

of all proposals was not achievable, this was seen as a lack of democracy in the process. One 

participant described how occasionally change proposals were included without delegates being 

aware of it before they are voted upon (B3, a woman in her fifties). Therefore, the proposal 

committee and executive board argued that the large amount of proposals made it impossible for 

decisions to be made transparent – and thus they were not sufficiently democratic. Consequently, 

their proposed solution was a higher threshold for proposal supporters, which would lead to 

fewer proposals, as the person who introduced the proposal at the assembly argued: "We want 

proposals with good content to be pre-discussed and supported by a relevant number of 

members." (Observation Notes A, Assembly November 2016). 

The intention of the proposed changes, and the solution of transparency through meaningful 

discourse, was to limit the number of proposals so that they could be better discussed, thus 

increasing the awareness of members for and the legitimacy of the decisions that were made 

(Rothschild-Whitt, 1979). This would encourage participation in the entire discussion process 

independent of whether this discussion happened online or offline. Thus, it did not have a direct 

link to the DOPE-model. Members would need to use the online tools, especially the Antragsgrün, 

in order to access the proposals, but the goal would not be to increase their participation, but to 

focus it, which corresponds best to the concept of replacement. Online tools would need to be 

used, as it is hard to see how the goal for all delegates to read all proposals, and the discussion 

around them, could be achieved in an offline environment.  

5.3.2. Transparency as Access 

The other side of the argument saw the goal in maximal participation opportunities for members, 

meaning that it should be as easy as possible for members to submit proposals. The threshold of 

twenty members has existed since the party was founded, and was seen as legitimate. To increase 

this threshold was perceived as curtailing the rights of members, which in turn was seen as 

illegitimate. This side argued against any change at all in the debate, instead suggesting to 

maintain the current rule of 20 supporters for a proposal: "I still wish for it to be possible that we 

have good individual proposals by non-experts who know what they are talking about." 

(Observation Notes A, Assembly November 2016). 
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Members who argued this way assumed that familiarity with all submitted proposals, was 

unrealistic regardless of circumstances. One interviewee from the left wing of the party described 

how delegates needed to miss parts of the assembly anyway, to eat, go to the toilet, or simply 

take a break, and therefore automatically make decisions about which discussions are less 

relevant for them (B07). Instead of trying to digest all information, it was assumed that delegates 

would select what they wanted to know and discuss about. I want to describe this ‘transparency 

as access’: what counts is the availability of the information, not the possibility to read it all. 

Barriers to proposal submission can be low or non-existent, as the amount of information that is 

produced does not matter. Members who hold this view have a preference for direct 

participation, they value the opportunity for each member to submit proposals easily higher than 

the possibility to discuss them; the right to submit proposals was valued higher than the right to 

feasibly read all of them. They believe that it is impossible to read and deliberate over all 

proposals regardless of how many there are, and therefore it is not legitimate to curtail members’ 

rights on those grounds. 

Their proposed solution was that there is no problem, the process functions as intended, and 

therefore there should be no change. Since the solution of transparency through access was that 

nothing should change, there was also no intention to either increase or otherwise affect 

participation. It would however have kept participation more accessible, as there would not have 

been an increased threshold, with the goal to make it easy for members to engage. Since there 

was no change, it would, if at all, have increased participation only among those members who 

would have participated anyway, thus leading to a reinforcement effect. 

5.3.3. Transparency through Technology 

The third option, to make the process more efficient, was attempted in multiple ways, one of 

which was to improve the process through technology. This was a key suggestion from both sides, 

especially by improving the already existing Antragsgrün, and the way in which it was used. The 

idea was that for both sides of the argument, technology could solve their main issues with the 

process.  

For those arguing that too many proposals make it impossible to read everything, an online 

platform that enables them to find relevant information, combined with a technologically applied 

threshold such as the online verification process, could both reduce the number of proposals and 

make them more accessible. Technology makes transparency as meaningful discourse easier, but 

it cannot solve the basic problem of vogonism, because its contributes to its cause (Eppler and 
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Mengis, 2004). The party still has to decide about the scale of information, and whether the 

amount that is produced should be limited to achieve more transparency.  

On the other side, technology could help enable transparency as access. With large amounts of 

proposals, the Antragsgrün already allowed members to select and see what was relevant for 

them, and find the right information to focus on. It enabled them to find the needle in the 

haystack. However, it did not do this sufficiently at the time, as not all information was available 

in real-time. Therefore, some of the critique towards raising the barriers stated that if only the 

technology was used as it should be, the transparency issue could be reduced, as was argued by a 

member of the left wing in the debate:  

"[A proposal committee member] said it is difficult for everyone to see in the end what a 
proposal really says. Yes, I have criticised that as well. But the reason for that are not the 
many proposals, but this crap software." (Observation notes A, Assembly November 
2016) 

However, this appeared slightly short-sighted, as the problem did not stem solely from the 

technology or use of it – although this could indeed have been improved – but in the negotiation 

process that is required to create the process recommendations in the first place. If the proposal 

committee cannot find consensus in time ahead of the assembly, then no suggestion can be made 

or communicated, be that on the tool or anywhere else. 

Concluding the discussion at the assembly, the delegates voted narrowly against the increase of 

required proposal supporters. The fact that this proposal was rejected in turn made the current 

process more legitimate, even for those who previously deemed it undemocratic, as was 

explained by an employee working for the committee: 

"The core of the statement is that there is a legitimacy to do this. Up to now the proposal 
committee has been elected, but the party never said that they want things to be run 
exactly the way they are. And we have that now." (B 11) 

Ultimately, the party has indeed used technology as the solution: As of the assembly in January 

2018, Antragsgrün includes the process recommendations by the committee (observation notes 

D4, assembly January 2018). This improves the availability – and findability – of information, and 

thereby reduces vogonism. 

5.4. Operationalisation of Participation Preferences 

Based on the analysis of the participant observation and semi-structured interviews carried out in 

2016, I operationalised participation preferences for inclusion in subsequent surveys (2017, 2018). 

The two most relevant statements were selected from the analysis of datasets A and B in March 
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2017, and then paired with fitting counterparts. Following the difference in the perception of 

discourse, the statements ‘All members can participate in discussions’ was selected, and then 

matched with ‘All members can participate in votes’. Reflecting the discussion about what enables 

participation, and whether quality or quantity of information was more relevant, the statement 

‘All members can participate as much as possible’ was selected, and then matched with ‘All 

members can participate equally’. These two distinctions were labelled as preferred participation 

type (‘discuss’ or ‘vote’) and intensities (‘uncapped’ and ‘equal’).  

The preferred type of participation is relevant because it indicates what type of online 

participation is most appropriate, and to which degree the intended and implemented tools can 

actually meet members’ expectations. Intensity on the other hand is relevant for the types of 

rules on those platforms. For example, if members preference was that everyone votes all the 

time, over balanced or otherwise limited deliberation (e.g. men can only post if a women posted 

first) then an online voting platform would be a more appropriate online participation tool than a 

highly regulated forum. 

Logistic regression models based on the first survey, conducted among the entire member base in 

2017 (dataset C1), attempting to identify factors that made members more or less likely to hold 

either of the preferences were unsuccessful. Predictors that were tested and found to be 

insignificant included respondents’ gender, age, education, place of residence, internet use, and 

position and activity in the party (see Table 4, Dataset C1, for an overview of predictors available).  

Equally, there were no correlations between wing associations and participation preferences: 

Wing associations or position on the political spectrum represented in the party does not 

determine the preference for the intensity of participation, although there was a correlation 

between position on the political spectrum and the preferred participation type. 

The differences between the party-internal groups, particularly the Leftists and Reformers, 

becomes more distinct when looking at the factors they perceive as relevant for participation. 

Those who have a limited network, or no association with either of the party wings, see access as 

more crucial, while networks are a topic that those who are organised in wings discuss. Members 

associated with the Leftist wing seem to be more focussed on what enables participation, and the 

effect that participation opportunities have for others, while those associated with the Reformers 

focus on what inhibits participation, and what enables their own. This is also in line with the 

participation preferences: Where a preference for uncapped participation is visible, things that 

enable participation are more important than things that inhibit, while when equal participation is 

prioritised, it is logical to think more about what may affect others. 
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A summary of combined preferred participation types and intensities developed from Survey C1, 

the all-members survey, is shown in Figure 4; on a two-dimensional spectrum, with preferred 

participation intensity (uncapped or equal participation) on the x-, and preferred participation 

type (discussion or voting) on the Y-axis. The majority of members prioritises equality over 

uncapped participation, while the split between preferences for the type of participation was 

much more balanced. As for the type of online participation format they preferred, the balance 

between the preference for voting and discussion suggests that the intended tools did address 

different needs for different members: Those with a preference for discussions were happy about 

the enabling effect of the Befragung, and appreciated the comments on both proposals and 

Begehren, while those with a preference for voting appreciated the verification process, as well as 

the strength-in-numbers on the Begehren.  

Figure 4: Weighted participation preferences of party members 

 

Source: Dataset C1, all-members survey, conducted April 2017; N = 3489 
Discuss: Preference for discussion over votes; Vote: Preference for votes over discussion 
Uncapped: Preference for most possible participation; Equal: Preference for equal participation 
The size of the bubble represents the proportion of members with this preference.  
Label and position on each axis indicate the order of preferences.  

Particularly interesting in this context was that the division on the intensity-axis totals very close 

to one and two thirds (32%:68%). A two-third majority is needed to change the party’s statutes. 

The vote at the assembly in Münster narrowly missed this majority, which has concluded the 

debate for the time being. Barriers to participation were not raised. The discussion did not come 

up again at later assemblies (observation notes D2-4, assemblies June & November 2017 and 

January 2018; D6, women’s council September 2018). However, the question of supporter 
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thresholds was still discussed in internal bodies, which was pointed out in a later interview with 

E19, an MP of the party.  

This division suggests that the majority of members were in favour of regulating participation to 

ensure equality. Without tools to balance participation, such as the gender quotas, everyone 

could participate as their own circumstances allow, and processes would be unequal as a result. 

Equality further implies that the party needs to enable participation, to ensure that those who 

want to participate can do so, ultimately ensuring the legitimacy of decisions (Wilhelm, 1999).  

These preferences for participation intensity and type were treated as two binary variables in 

subsequent analysis. Chi-Square tests showed a correlation between participants’ preferences 

and Age, Occupation, and position on both the left-right spectrum, and within the party, 

summarised in Table 11. 

Table 11: Relationship between participation preferences and demographics 

 Intensity Type Combined Intensity & Type 

Age 0.000 0.206 0.015 

Occupation 0.000 0.015 0.000 

Position on left-right Spectrum 0.280 0.000 0.016 

Position in Party Hierarchy 0.648 0.001 0.066 
Source: Dataset C1, all members’ survey. All p-values of Chi-Square tests; black indicates significance 
at <0.05. 

While the alignment between participation preferences and party wings could not be confirmed, 

the correlation with political orientation, measured on an 11-point scale of political orientation 

(Left (1) to Right (11)), can substitute this. According to Rudzio (2015) members associated with 

the party’s left wing would be expected to position themselves left of the Reformer, but neither of 

the wings on the right (>6) of the spectrum. Analysis of survey C3b (the second panel wave, and 

the only survey that included a question about both the political orientation and association with 

party wings) confirmed that position is loosely associated with the party wings: Figure 5 shows 

that members’ allegiances correlate with their position on the political spectrum. 
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Figure 5: Comparison of political orientation on 11-point scale to party wing association 

  
Source: Second wave of panel survey (C3b), conducted June 2018; N = 473 

Despite these consistently significant relationships between participation preferences and age, 

position and occupation, attempts to predict the nature of these relationships in more robust 

regression models were not successful. However, since the qualitative data underpinning these 

variables, and the relationship with some of the expected demographics are significant, the 

variables were used in the subsequent panel surveys and tested further in the regression models 

in Chapter 7.  

5.5. Conclusion: Participation Preferences in the Green Party 

The goal of the analysis in this chapter was to identify participation preferences among members, 

broadly responding to research question 1 and the corresponding hypotheses: 

1. What are the participation preferences in the party, and do they differ between 

groups? 

H1a Members have different participation preferences. 

H1b Members on different hierarchy levels have different preferences. 

H1c Younger members have different preferences than older members. 

H1d Members who are less familiar with technology have different preferences 

than those more familiar with technology. 
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Analysis showed that, although members overall are supportive of the party’s founding concept of 

‘grass-roots democracy’, what they understand this term to mean is very different, and aligned 

with their personal preferences. While the understanding of the term diverges significantly 

between members, the overlap between their views is still stronger than that with any other 

party, as shown by their arguments for grass-roots democracy being a reason for them to be 

members in the first place. Grass-roots democracy is the focal point of the shared identity of all 

party members – but it is not in fact a shared identity. Rather than having one distinct definition, 

the very term ‘grass-roots democracy’ serves a boundary object (Star and Griesemer, 1989), 

fusing the ideological views and networks in the party together, despite their differences.  

Scheerder et al. (2017) found that “digital divide research is largely limited to sociodemographic 

and socioeconomic determinants.” This analysis offers a new set of determinants for the 

intersection of the digital divide and political participation: Participation preferences. The effect of 

attitudes, democratic values and ideology on online participation have been investigated to some 

degree recently (Galais and Anduiza, 2016; Chang, 2017; Oser and Hooghe, 2018). The 

preferences I propose are derived from qualitative findings from party members in the specific 

context of online participation. This is based on the assumption that preferences for participation 

in general will drive the adoption or non-adoption of online participation tools. There was a clear 

division between members’ preferences for participation, operationalised as participation ‘Type’ 

and ‘Intensity’. In terms of participation types, members either prioritised the opportunity to 

discuss issues, or vote upon them. In terms of intensity, they either preferred equal participation, 

implying possible limitations to the quantity of participation for any one member, or uncapped 

participation to the possible detriment of equality across members. Both were shown in varying 

degrees in the qualitative data, and came out even more clearly as a meaningful distinction in 

surveys. 

From the early qualitative datasets (A&B), the participants’ preferences appeared to be aligned 

with their positions in the party, as well as their association with the party wings. Attempts to 

confirm these associations through regression models were not successful. However, significant 

correlations were found between the preferences and participants’ age, occupation, internal 

position, and position on the left-right spectrum. 

In summary, the hypotheses can be partly confirmed: 

H1a can be confirmed: While participants agree on a common foundation in grass-roots 

democracy, there are clear differences with regards to how, and how much, they want 

members to participate. 
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H1b can be neither confirmed nor rejected. While qualitative data suggests a difference by 

participants’ rank, this could not be confirmed in the surveys.  

H1c  can be confirmed: Participants’ preference for participation intensity was correlated with 

their age; younger members preferred equal, older members preferred uncapped 

participation. 

H1d must be rejected: While participants with more technical expertise were more worried 

about the use of online tools in general, familiarity with or enthusiasm for technology was 

no significant predictor of participation preferences. 

One goal of this thesis was to find out what role participation preferences play in the introduction 

of online participation processes. By necessity, this required the identification of different 

preferences. I am confident that the method of ranking statements was successful, not least 

because the survey results were well aligned with the qualitative data, especially with regards to 

the size of groups (1:2 thirds). However, given the failure to generate reliable models to align the 

results with groups in the party, I believe that the method needs refinement to become more 

meaningful, as will be explained in section 8.2. 

Beyond the categorised participation preferences, the debates about the online verification 

process and proposal supporters revealed another interesting angle: The discussions did not 

concern the question whether things happen online or offline so much as they concerned how the 

medium ‘internet’ changes the process itself. The verification process was implemented as a 

perfect equivalent of the previous offline process: Instead of signing on a sheet of paper, 

members signed into an online platform. This would have made the process easier, if it were not 

for the process that was used in practice in the interim: Instead of collecting signatures, proposals 

were discussed, and then submitted by one person listing 20 supporters, initially by email, and 

then through the Antragsgrün. The large amount of proposals and supporters made it impossible 

to manually validate all submissions, which made the process easier, but also less reliable and less 

legitimate, as it led to vogonism. With the introduction of the verification process, arguments 

were not only brought forward against the online process, but much more so against the offline 

counterpart – physical signatures – which was at least identical to the original process, or even 

better, as digitalised signatures were now explicitly allowed. Still, the verification process re-

introduced a complication that had previously been seen as solved through technology. The 

problem then was not that it happened online, but that it happened at all.  
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This demonstrates a new perception of the process in general, which is caused by the introduction 

of technology. This can be seen as evidence that technology changes both the process and the 

perception of participation, and thus validates the use of Actor-Network Theory: If the use of 

technology affects how party members engage, then technology itself cannot be ‘just’ a tool, but 

must be an active part of, an actor in these processes, and these changes cannot be uncovered 

without a theory that allows to treat them as such. 

I will further develop the expectations and preferences members have with regards to online 

participation, and the links between these views and the potential use of online participation 

tools, in the next chapter. 
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Chapter 6 Expectations of and Implications for the 

Implementation of Online Participation Processes 

In this chapter, I discuss the views of party members around online participation. I will begin with 

a brief summary of the first set of qualitative data, consisting of observations (dataset A, from the 

general assembly in November 2016) and interviews (dataset B, collected between November 

2016 and January 2017). In section 6.1, I show how participants saw online participation at the 

beginning of the project, where their assumptions and expectations were mainly on behalf of 

others, rather than reflecting on their own use. This shaped the data collection for the rest of the 

project.  

I then show the assumptions and expectations that party members hold, and how they relate to 

the development and implementation of the new online participation processes, based on the 

second phase of interviews (dataset E, collected between November 2017 and March 2018) and 

observations (dataset D, collected between April 2017 and September 2018), which was 

conducted alongside the development and implementation of the new online participation 

processes. The all-members survey conducted in April 2017 (dataset C1) and the first panel wave 

(dataset C3a) will be used to provide further context to the findings. I discuss four categories of 

views in turn. In section 6.2, I explore the variety of opportunities participants saw in online 

participation processes, specifically with regards to how it could draw more members into 

participation, or lead to mobilisation. In section 6.3 I discuss the anticipated problems with online 

participation, such as resulting inequalities, or how they could lead to reinforcement or non-use, 

as well as the unintended outcomes the tools may have. Both opportunities and problems will be 

contrasted with survey data which show some of the assumptions members made about the 

effect of online participation tools at scale. In section 6.4 I discuss the requirements for the 

implementation of the new processes that members considered in order to gain the benefits 

while preventing the anticipated problems. These are compared to the actual strategies applied 

by the party leadership, and the experiences participants have already made with these 

processes, in section 6.5. This deep dive into the data will allow me to explore the expectations 

and perceptions of online participation processes, which indicate the subsequent effects the tools 

(can) have. I conclude in section 6.6, and use the discussed data to answer research questions two 

through four:  

2. How are participation preferences translated into processes? 

3. How are inequalities identified and addressed? 
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4. To which degree are preferences realised in processes, and are expectations of party 

members and leadership met? If not, why? 

What members assume about current participation and how they perceive the new processes 

matters, because of the grass-roots structure of the Green Party. Members make decisions about 

online participation tools, either through votes at (delegate) assemblies, where they decide about 

tools to be implemented in the future, or through voting with their feet, by either using or not 

using the tools that are introduced. If they think the tools are useful for them, they are more likely 

to adopt them (Niehaves and Plattfaut, 2014). If they perceive the tools as used for and by all, the 

results of those tools are also likely to be perceived as more legitimate (Kersting, 2014). A higher 

legitimacy in turn would give the outcomes of these processes more recognition and leverage in 

future policy development processes, making the tools themselves more influential (Koch et al., 

2014). 

6.1. Online Participation is great – for somebody else 

In the first data collection phase, participants shared their views on online participation, which 

was overall very positive: They expected that it would generally be more positive than negative, 

and assumed that it was both enabling and inhibiting for different groups. Their own experience 

with online participation was equally positive, such as using mailing lists to develop proposals, 

finding supporters for their proposals on social media, or using online tools in parliamentary work. 

The plans they were aware of were perceived as enabling participation, and expected to be more 

enabling than inhibiting. No-one has either experienced or feared negative effects that online 

participation could have on themselves. However, only a single participant explicitly expressed the 

expectation to be enabled through the new online participation methods – they expected to be 

involved through surveys. While experience was primarily enabling participants themselves, the 

expectations, both for enabling and inhibiting effects, were primarily for others. It seems that 

participants made positive experiences themselves, and thought that others should benefit too, 

though not everybody might. Table 12 shows an overview of these views. The result is well 

aligned with findings by Gerl et al. (2018), where 74% of online tool users, and 58% of non-users, 

thought that the use of online platforms should increase.  
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Table 12: Members' views on status and effects of online participation in 2016 

  Enabling Inhibiting 

  General Others Self General Others Self 

Assumptions 7 4 - 4 3 - 

Experience 4 7 9 1 3 - 

Expectations 12 8 1 5 8 - 

Issues 2 - 1 6 2 - 
Source: Datasets A&B; Crosstab of codes for all views about online participation; N = 12 
Rows described the different types of statements made: 
Assumptions = what participants thought was currently the case (regardless of whether this was in 
fact true) 
Experience = personal experience with such tools 
Expectations = what they thought would happen in the future once tools were introduced 
Issues = problems they anticipated in this context 
Columns describe whom participants saw as affected, and how:  
Enabling = positive effects, such as increasing inclusion 
Inhibiting = negative effects, such as exclusion 
General = not related to a specific group, or group discusses was unclear 
Others = group/s that participants were not a part of 
Self = either participants personally, or a group they belong to (‘members in rural areas’) 
Double coding and counts possible; for details of codes see Appendix C. 

Participants suspected that there were existing divides, but disagreed about which of the 

members would indeed benefit. For example, older members could be excluded due to lack of 

digital literacy, or included as they could not engage in offline meetings due to frailty. Younger 

members would be more willing to engage online than offline; parents who could not attend 

meetings in the evening could instead participate online. While the party leaders thought online 

participation would be most beneficial for the grass-roots, some of the grass-roots assumed it 

would benefit the leaders. Most participants neither considered online participation processes as 

particularly useful for themselves, nor did they see them as hindering their own participation. 

They were enthusiastic on behalf of others, but indifferent for themselves. 

All participants were in favour of the Befragung (the regular online surveys). Neither in interviews 

nor during observations did anyone critique the new tool, although they favoured different 

practices of using it; it was mainly seen as an opportunity to improve discussions. The Begehren 

(the petition system) was hardly discussed at this stage, as nobody quite knew what it would look 

like – it would only be introduced 1½ years later. The online verification process for proposal 

submissions on the other hand was highly debated, as described in Chapter 5: some members 

argued that it was necessary to validate supporters, to ensure the statutory implementation of 

the proposal process, and thus increase its legitimacy; others thought it created an unnecessary 

barrier.  

All participants, from grass-roots to leaders, want to include underrepresented groups, and use 

online participation to enable them. There were some reoccurring ideas about who these 
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excluded persons are: Parents, especially single parents; shift workers, and others who do not 

have regular working hours; persons with limited mobility, for example through lack of financial 

resources, or through frailty or disabilities; but also members with smaller networks, for example 

from rural areas or very small local branches. Nearly all of the expectations were on behalf of 

others, and in opposing directions: The party elite assumed that there would be benefits for the 

grass-roots members, as an executive board member explained at the assembly:  

"We want to develop more tools, so that we can also discuss online, members can 
participate online who might not be able to participate in the classic party bodies. These 
members should also have the opportunity to participate." (Observation notes A, 
Assembly November 2016) 

On the other side, grass-roots members assumed that the internet has benefits for the party 

leadership, as a woman with experience of committee work explained:  

"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." (B04) 

These differences continued along many of the divisions in the party. Experience of members 

sometimes confirmed (or led to) expectations for other members. For example, a participant in 

his teens 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.’” (B10) 

This was also reflected in the view of a participant in his fifties, 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.” (B02) 

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 was also the case with regards to age, where older members thought that online 

participation methods are particularly relevant to the next generation: 

"I notice that not all, but many young people don’t see the internet as a virtual world, 
but simply as their world. (…) That is how they communicate.” (B02) 

Participants without care responsibilities also expected that online participation would help those 

who have these responsibilities: 

„Our assemblies always happen at children’s bedtime. It sounds trivial, but this highly 
specifically excludes parents. For polls, discussions and so on, online participation would 
be really great.” (B01) 
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And lastly, participants of retirement age expected that online methods would 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.” (B04) 

There were 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, who were expected to be mobilised. These differences in expectations 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. The persons who were expected to benefit most from online participation were 

not the same who expected to actually use it. 

Some of the groups who were expected to be mobilised are unlikely to have strong online habits, 

such as the elderly, women, parents, or persons with disabilities (Vowe, 2014; Quan-Haase et al., 

2016). Since motivation is key for adoption (Niehaves and Plattfaut, 2014), and habits form, and 

therefore change less, with age (Vowe, 2014) it seems unlikely that these habits would change 

simply because new tools to participate in the party are available. It seems unlikely that these 

groups would indeed be mobilised. 

These opposing assumptions are evidence for privilege blindness (Ferber, 2012; Current and 

Tillotson, 2017): Only those who had a particular disadvantage saw it, while those who did not 

were not aware of their own privilege. This meant, for example, that party members who were 

well off financially, male, or from cities, did not realise that their counterparts struggled to 

participate without these advantages. The most visible case was the natural use of email and 

social media as online tools, without recognition that these indeed were online tools that might 

be excluding, or less accessible for others. This blindness to own advantages could become an 

issue for the party; if it reduced the perceived legitimacy of processes, and thus affected the 

acceptance of newly introduced online processes (O’Hara, 2011). Assumptions about what makes 

others disadvantaged seemed to be based on early evidence from the digital divide literature (e.g. 

digital natives & immigrants, Prensky, 2001), but did not go beyond that. Though participants 

assumed some disadvantages in the future, they did not see those that were already influencing 

participation at the time.  

These initial findings shaped the focus for the remaining data collection (interviews, observations, 

and the focus group), and led to a detailed discussion of the opportunities and issues participants 
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saw with regards to online participation in general, and the new tools and processes in particular. 

Since the differences in expectations were so pronounced, a set of Likert-scale questions was 

included in the first panel survey (C3a), to capture the expectations members held on behalf of 

different groups, and see whether these differences were measurable at scale.  

6.2. Anticipated Benefits of Online Participation 

Participants had very high expectations of online participation. Broadly, they expected that it 

would enable participation, make the party’s processes more inclusive and open new routes for 

those who they assume are currently disadvantaged. The biggest opportunity they saw in online 

participation was mobilisation, along with an increase in equality, diversity and inclusion in 

participation. This is followed by operational aspects like the opportunity to give and receive 

feedback, increase efficiency, and modernise party processes. Lastly, participants expected that 

online participation would improve participation processes themselves, such as increasing 

motivation, improving the influence, discussions and agenda setting opportunities for grass-roots 

members. Concerning the tools that the party is introducing now – Befragung, Begehren, and the 

online verification process in Antragsgrün, operated through Grünes Netz – perceptions of what 

these different tools will do differ as much as the processes themselves. An overview of the types 

of opportunities participants discussed overall, and in relation to specific tools, is shown in Table 

13. I focus my discussion on the two main areas: increasing and diversifying participation, and 

changing the participation processes themselves. 



Expectations of and Implications for the Implementation of Online Participation Processes 

 

 

117 

Table 13: Summary of opportunities through online participation in the second phase of the study 

 

 Grünes 
Netz 

Antrags-
grün 

Befragung Begehren Overall 

In
cr

ea
se

 &
 

D
iv

er
si

fy
 Mobilisation 2 1 4 2 36 

Equality, Diversity, Inclusion 0 2 4 3 34 

Finding allies 0 6 1 1 19 

Adoption 4 3 0 1 10 

C
h

an
ge

 P
ro

ce
ss

es
 

Feedback 0 3 13 1 25 

Modernisation 0 3 2 1 25 

Efficiency 1 9 0 1 19 

Transparency 0 7 0 1 19 

Legitimacy 0 8 1 1 17 

Discussion 0 1 2 2 15 

Agenda Setting 0 0 1 9 14 

Motivation 0 0 1 1 9 

Influence 0 0 2 2 5 

Bottom-up 0 1 0 0 3 

Source: Datasets D (observation of workshops and assemblies between April 2017 and September 
2018), E (second wave of interviews, conducted between November 2017 and March 2018), F (Focus 
Group, conducted in January 2018) and 0 (interviews conducted in 2015 for MSc project). 
Columns for tools (Grünes Netz, Antragsgrün, Befragung, Begehren) are a binary count of the code 
per participant or observation. Column ‘Overall’ contains total count of references, which may 
include multiple references by the same participants, as well as references that were not linked to 
specific tools. 

The results of the panel survey to investigate the opposing assumptions at scale were indeed 

remarkable: Figure 6, Figure 7, and Figure 9 through Figure 12 summarise the complementary 

response pairs for the question “How do you think more opportunities to participate online are 

going to influence the participation of these groups?” with the y-axis representing the number of 

responses, and the x-axis the distribution on the Likert-scale for each group, with ‘gets harder (1)’ 

on the left and ‘gets easier (5)’ on the right. 

6.2.1. Increasing and Diversifying Participation 

Respondents assumed that through online participation tools, participation would become easier 

for everyone, on average: the average rating across all groups they were asked about was 3.98. 

Contradicting the findings from the above discussed analysis of datasets A&B, when asked 

directly, respondents assumed that, on average, participation would become easier for members 

like themselves than for others, with the ‘members like you’ group averaging at 4.18.  
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Figure 6: Expected benefit for members through 
online participation (Likert):  
Summed for all groups 

 

Source: Dataset C3a; N = 8426; Average 3.97 
1 = Participation gets harder 
5 = Participation gets easier 

Figure 7: Expected benefit for members through 
online participation (Likert):  
Members like the participant 

 

Source: Dataset C3a; N = 551; Average 4.18 
1 = Participation gets harder 
5 = Participation gets easier 

There is a statistically significant linear relationship between how online participation is assumed 

to influence other groups, and the assumed effect on members like the respondent. As shown in 

Figure 8, the assumed average across all groups increased by 0.4 for each 1 point increase on the 

Likert-scale in the assumed benefit for members ‘like the participant’. This aligns with findings by 

Niehaves & Plattfaut (2014) that the expected benefits derived from internet use strongly predicts 

intended adoption.  

Figure 8: Relationship between Expected benefit for members through online participation (Likert):  
Summed for all groups & Members like the participant 

 

Source: Dataset C3a; N = 550; p = 0.000; R2 = 0.229 

In subsequent conversations, with interview participants (dataset E), and the focus group (dataset 

F), participants thought that offering more – online – routes for participation would increase both 

participation in general, and participation by a more diverse group of members. The ideal 
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outcome was seen as “gathering a larger variety of opinions” (E01, an IT consultant from Berlin) 

through the Befragung: “to make the talent, knowledge and history of the party more visible” 

(E29, a participation who holds a position at federal level). This was seen as a specific opportunity 

online, as several participants commented: “Even though not everyone is online, those who do 

not have a computer at home to go online are a small minority. So we will reach many more 

members” (E04, a male IT expert in his fifties); “Every member that has access to the internet can 

participate. That’s definitely more than ever before.” (E06, a male IT expert in his thirties).  

Benefits were expected in several areas, especially concerning the participation of women, and 

members with lower financial, cultural and social or political capital, who were expected to be 

mobilised. 

Gender 

The Green Party was founded, among other policies, on a philosophy of gender equality. Women 

are less active in political participation in general (Krook and Norris, 2014), but the Green Party 

has the highest proportion of female members among the leading German parties (Niedermayer, 

2017c). Given that the first set of interviews, were focussed around participation and what 

influences it, potential barriers and enabling factors, it was striking that the only participants who 

spoke about gender as a factor for participation were women. This might potentially be 

influenced by myself being a women. The theme continued to some degree in the following 

interviews, where five of fourteen women, but only two of nineteen men – both of whom were 

familiar with the results of my research – mentioned gender as an issue.  

In conversations during observations, some men alluded that it was to be expected that women 

focus on gender questions, since gender is a highly formalised aspect of the party, and those who 

formally engage with the topic are exclusively women. One man told me that traditionally, men in 

the party were ‘trained’ to respect women working on gender issues, not to work on these issues 

themselves – a stance that only started to change with LGBT rights becoming a political issue 

which affects both genders, and thus made gay men part of the discussion. If this was indeed the 

case, the more recent discourse which was brought into focus by the #metoo movement, 

concerning male allies and the effects of (toxic) masculinity (Ford, 2018), might include more men 

in this discussion. 

As discussed in Chapter 4, the Green Party has strong institutions supporting gender equality, the 

main one being the quota system. This is perceived by women as enabling them, to participate or 

speak up. One women in her fifties (B03) described how it is natural for women to speak up when 

there is a place reserved for them to do it. On the other hand, participants made the experience 



Expectations of and Implications for the Implementation of Online Participation Processes 

 

 

120 

that these quotas were not always followed, or did not lead to balanced participation, even if they 

were enforced. One of the women (B09) spoke at length about the difference between having 

quotas, enforcing them, and achieving a balance in gendered participation. Especially in rural 

areas, even if there is a high percentage of female members, the local branches struggle to find 

female candidates for positions (conversations in observations, especially at women’s council, 

dataset D6). Quotas are applied when delegates to federal task forces are elected – one woman 

and one man for each state – but then, in many of the women’s experience, only the men actually 

attend meetings. All of this may be seen as an effect of processes that elect women, but 

subsequently exclude them based on gendered assumptions, when things like childcare 

commitments, which are still mainly picked up by women, are not considered when meeting 

times are set (Acker, 1990). 

Other participants described their experience of women being excluded from current 

participation, primarily due to childcare issues: “The date and time of meetings does not work for 

me, I have no time … We would reach those women with an online survey” (F3, a women in the 

focus group).  

These issues kept coming up throughout the data collection, and were also regarded as one of the 

intentions for online participation by many of the participants, who thought that online processes 

would lead to women’s mobilisation. The online verification process especially, along with the 

overall setup of the proposal submission system Antragsgrün, could enable women to find and 

engage with allies that they are unable to find offline, as one participant with a position at federal 

level described: 

“We have state task force meetings where young women do not attend, because they 
are occupied by the same old men all the time, who tell them that they’ve had these 
discussions ten years ago … [online participation] is an opportunity to (…) find allies, 
network, and try different things that way.” (E29) 

Looking at the issue at scale in the survey (Figure 9), there was virtually no difference between 

participation expectations for men and women: Members assumed that online participation 

makes participating easier for both genders at the same rate. This assumption was made equally 

by women and men.  

With regard to family structures (Figure 10), respondents assumed that participation becomes 

easier for parents than for members with no children. This is aligned with the intention of the 

party leadership as well as assumptions by interview participants, all of which thought that less 

time-bound online participation would make it easier to fit engagement around childcare duties. 

Having young children was perceived as a disadvantage when it comes to participation, as 
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members who have children, especially small children, have less time, or do not have time when 

they would need it. This was particularly obvious for party meetings or assemblies, where parents 

need to care for children, preventing them from attending or engaging in the process – although 

all general assemblies offered free childcare for delegates’ children (observation notes at 

assemblies: November 2016 (A); June & November 2017 (D2&3); and January 2018 (D4)). By 

extension, childcare is a specific disadvantage for women, as they are still the main carers. 

Figure 9: Expected benefit for members through 
online participation (Likert):  
Gender 

 

Source: Dataset C3a;  
1 = Participation gets harder 
5 = Participation gets easier 
Average Female: 4.00; Male 4.05 

Figure 10: Expected benefit for members through 
online participation (Likert):  
Parental Status 

 

Source: Dataset C3a;  
1 = Participation gets harder 
5 = Participation gets easier 
Average Children: 4.20; No children: 4.00 

The effect of gender is the only question about expectations where respondents very distinctly 

diverged from what the literature suggests: There is evidence for a clear gender difference, both 

in terms of political participation (Niedermayer, 2017a), and internet use (Emmer et al., 2011). 

Although women do catch up with men, and may be able to derive larger benefits from web use 

in some instances, such as expressions of opinions on blogs or social media (Brock et al., 2010; Gil 

de Zúñiga et al., 2010; Keller, 2012), this effect is observed over time, rather than from the 

beginning (Kerr and Waddington, 2014). While mobilisation is possible, it is rare, and not an 

immediate effect of online processes. 

The diverging assumption about the effect on women may have several causes. First, given the 

cultural context of the party, these responses are likely to be based on ideological belief and lived 

experience. As noted above, the party has a strong gender ideology, reflected in the women’s 

statute (Bündnis 90 / Die Grünen, 1986), which stipulates that participation has to be balanced. 

However, the women’s council and elected representatives in charge of women’s issues all 

operate on a policy-level. Offline, women are made visible and given time through the quota. This 
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visibility is certainly helpful: Campbell et al. (2006) have shown that female role models are 

important for other women to step up. However, it is a necessary, not a sufficient, condition for 

mobilisation.  

Party members’ lived experience of (perceived) equality may lead them to assume that the same 

balance will apply online. However, the statutes ensuring this balanced participation offline are 

not currently applied online: there is no practical, institutionalised method to mobilise or support 

women online. While the problem is considered by members who are involved with or affected by 

these issues, it is not seen in the party at scale. This poses a risk for the party, which could be hit 

by two divides at the same time: The general participation divide, where women are less active 

politically (Niedermayer, 2017c), and the digital divide, where they are less active online, 

especially in institutionalised forms of political participation (Emmer et al., 2011). Rather than 

achieving a gender balance in online participation, the effect is more likely to be either non-use by 

women, or even reinforcement for male members, if they are indeed already more active than 

their female peers. 

Socio-Economic Status 

Financial resources are an important enabler of participation in general (Lijphart, 1997). 

Interestingly though, in the initial interviews, finances were mostly discussed with regards to 

resources of, for, or provided by the party, and very rarely came up as a potentially limiting factor 

for individual members. This may be due to a bias towards higher incomes in the sample, as most 

research participants earned well above national average, while those who mentioned it as 

problematic mostly earned below that average, potentially again pointing to privilege blindness of 

the well-off members. The sample reflects the overall membership of the party, given that they 

have a high proportion of civil servants and members with university degrees, with likely higher 

incomes (Spier, 2011). For members who wanted to attend events, without holding roles in the 

party and thus being entitled to refunds for travel costs, finances did come up as a factor that held 

them back.  

What was more important than travel cost, were time and the timing of meetings, which is a well-

known issue, for example described by Smith & Glidden (2012), who found that the timing of 

assemblies in the Occupy movement “reflected the preference of a minority of the participants” 

(p. 289). Interviewees in dataset B perceived having or not having time as one of the strongest 

factors influencing participation. One participants who held a position at state level (B01) 

described that time invested in the party translated directly into power, especially on local level 
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where discussions and decisions are made at members’ assemblies, and the more time a person 

could invest, the more power they could acquire. 

Both time and financial resources are an area where online participation is seen as potentially 

enabling members: If they lack the time or financial resources to attend events in person, they 

could use online tools to compensate for that, as one of the IT experts described:  

“There are people who do not have the option to attend a meeting at 7.30pm (…) That 
limits the circle of people who could participate. And we do not want that.” (E06).  

Time, in turn, is influenced by several other things. Another group that was seen as disadvantaged 

were shift-workers, who have irregular working patterns, and thus may not have time to regularly 

attend meetings. For both parents and shift workers, online participation was seen as potentially 

advantageous, especially where it was not in real-time. For example, one interviewee of 

retirement age described how it would be great that “everyone can participate according to their 

own possibilities, and just sit down with their computer or tablet when they have the time.” 

(B04). Online participation does not only allow members to participate from a distance or at 

different times, but in their own time: “It’s time at the right time. I could afford to spend ten 

hours, but only if I could do it after 10pm” (E10, a father from Eastern Germany). The new tools 

can be used at any time, giving members the liberty to do just that.  

In the survey (Figure 11), respondents assumed that participation would become easier for 

members with a lot of time, while those with less time would benefit slightly less. This is in line 

with studies showing that lack of time is one of the key barriers to online participation (Gerl et al., 

2018).  
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Figure 11: Expected benefit for members through online participation (Likert): Available time 

 

Source: Dataset C3a; 1 = Participation gets harder; 5 = Participation gets easier 
Average Much time: 4.10; Little time: 4.01 

In this one assumption, respondents are divided though: what they think about the effect on 

members with much time depends on the respondents’ occupation – and thus the amount of 

time they (may be assumed to) have. Respondents who are homemakers or unemployed – those 

that others may assume will have plenty of time – are significantly less likely to assume that 

participation gets easier for members with plenty of time. As shown in Table 14, the odds ratio for 

unemployed or homemakers stating ‘participation gets easier for members with much time’ is 

0.115, in comparison to civil servants. For employees on the other hand, the odds ratio is 4.692: 

those who will likely be assumed to have little time are much more likely to assume their peers 

with plenty of time will participate more easily online. This can be seen as an indicator for 

potential conflict. Members who see themselves as less able to gain additional benefit from 

online tools due to lack of time assume that some of their peers will be able to benefit more. The 

groups that would likely be assumed to have more time – homemakers and unemployed – do not 

share this assumption.  

Table 14: Odds Ratios for effect of ‘Occupation’ on ‘Expected benefit for members through online 
participation (Likert): Available time’ 

  1 2 3 4 5 

Unemployed - - 0.333   0.313 * 0.115 ** 

Homemaker - - 0.333   -   0.115 ** 

Employee - - 6.667 ** 4.875 ** 4.692 ** 
Source: Dataset C3a (first panel wave, November 2017)  
N = 529; Nagelkerke's R Square = 0.641. 
Likert: 1 = Participation gets harder, 5 = Participation gets easier 
Reference category for occupation is 'civil servant' 
* Significant at 0.05, ** Significant at 0. 01 

However, a persons’ occupation does not on its own determine their available time. For example, 

those who are not in paid labour will require time to comply with the demands of job centres; 
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having little money also is time-consuming as one cannot buy services; those who do unpaid care 

are significantly constrained by looking after those who are too young, too old, or too unwell to 

be left alone. A study in Switzerland found that employment status did not affect political 

participation (Lorenzini and Giugni, 2012). The respondents’ assumptions thus seem very 

employment-centric and overlook that employees may use their mobile devices on commutes or 

even participate while at work (Roth, 2016). They have more access to resources, both digital and 

financial, which can compensate for time limitations.  

Online participation tools are thus, again, assumed to lead to mobilisation of currently 

disadvantaged members. This is, again, unlikely when considering the literature in this area, 

where the same resources are required to participate offline and online, and lack of these 

resources will thus be exclusive either way (Vowe, 2014), so that non-use of the already excluded, 

and reinforcement for the already active members, is a much more likely result. 

Position in the Party 

One group that was consistently seen – both by themselves and by others – as having a great 

advantage in terms of participation, are full-time politicians, such as MPs and paid committee 

members, and their employees. Those who can spend all day on politics are seen as better off 

than grass-roots members with jobs outside of politics. This is closely connected to two other 

factors: information and networks. Participants thought that the network that this elite group 

builds up in their roles makes it easy for them to gather support, while spending all day with 

policy questions gives them an information advantage. They also have easier access to 

information, more time to digest it, and better contacts, all of which puts them into a better 

position to influence decisions. This aligns well with Bourdieu’s theory of social capital (Bourdieu, 

1986): Social capital, or networks, cost time to acquire and maintain, and for those with richer 

social connections, these make their participation both easier and more impactful (Hargittai, 

2008; Valenzuela et al., 2012). However, there are also indications that internet use can help 

underrepresented groups to form and then leverage new networks (Brock et al., 2010). 

The difference in available time became most obvious with regards to the discussion of proposals 

ahead of assemblies. Delegates who do not have jobs in politics and need to prepare for the 

assembly in their free time had less opportunity to prepare, and as a result were less well 

informed about the content or discussions about those proposals than their full-time politics 

counterparts. 

In the survey (Figure 12) respondents assumed that participation would become slightly easier for 

members with no elected positions, as compared to those in office. This was surprising, as elected 
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members, depending on their rank, were described as having more time to spend on political 

engagement, including online participation, either because they are paid for their political work, 

or have staff to support them, or both: 

“For board members, it is complicated to compete with MPs, because they have less time 
and other resources, such as staff, to help them prepare their arguments.” (B06, a 
woman with a position at state level) 

Figure 12:  Expected benefit for members through 
online participation (Likert):  
Position in the party 

 

Source: Dataset C3a;  
1 = Participation gets harder 
5 = Participation gets easier 
Average In post: 3.89; No post: 4.16 

Figure 13: Expected benefit for members through 
online participation (Likert):  
Length of membership 

 

Source: Dataset C3a;  
1 = Participation gets harder 
5 = Participation gets easier 
Average New: 4.28; Longer active: 3.57 

Respondents clearly assumed that grass-roots members – or those without positions – would be 

able to benefit more than the party ‘leaders’. This is plausible when considering that those in 

office are already very active, and have more influence on decisions, by virtue of sitting on 

decision-making committees and boards. If respondents assumed that participation would get 

easier for grass-roots members as opposed to those in these elevated positions, then they also 

assume that the grass-roots can ‘catch up’, and potentially increase their influence in comparison 

to boards and the like. If this were to be the case, it would indicate a mobilisation effect (Krueger, 

2002), while also countering an onset of oligarchisation by giving more influence to the grass-

roots. Increased grass-roots engagement was one goal of the new tools (Bundesvorstand Bündnis 

90 / Die Grünen, 2016a), and members clearly believe that this can be achieved. 

In addition to more, and more diverse members, the online verification process specifically was 

assumed to also make existing participation more equal, with existing imbalances, for example 

through prominent supporters for proposals, becoming more balanced:  

“There used to be a lot of namedropping. You wrote a proposal, and then selected the 
right people to support it. In a way you can still do that by contacting those people first, 
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but as soon as the proposal is public, you have no control over who supports it.” (E20, a 
man with a position at state level in Eastern Germany) 

With regards to length of membership, survey respondents assumed that participation would 

become easier for members who have joined the party more recently, with longer standing 

members seeing only a slight improvement (Figure 13). This may be related to longer standing 

members being older, but also pointing to higher expectations for new joiners. However, one 

aspect that was raised several times in interviews was that tools are only useful if those supposed 

to use them understand not only how they work, but also how they fit into the structure and 

wider processes of the party. For example, members see little value in the proposal system if they 

do not understand the role of a proposal in general. Longer standing members may have the 

advantage of experience, in that they know the processes, even if they have to get used to a new 

way of following them. 

There was a slight tendency for members who joined recently to assume that participation will 

become easier for longer standing members. This was significant in chi-square tests (p=0.034), but 

did not hold in regression models. Given the importance of habit for online participation – those 

who use the internet in their daily lives will also use it when they engage politically (Vowe, 2014) – 

it seems logical that new members have less trouble adopting online tools. Rather than having to 

unlearn years of party-internal processes, with all the changes they undergo, new members can 

just get used to online tools with all their functions from the start.  

In summary, participants assumed mobilisation effects for both grass-roots members and those 

who joined the party more recently. Whether these assumptions can be turned into practice will 

be discussed in more detail with regards to the Actor-Networks around the processes, as well as 

actual use, in Chapter 7. 

Networks among Members 

Aside from positions and process knowledge, having or not having an extensive network was 

perceived by participants as a strong factor for participation. There are multiple routes to form 

these networks among members, the most important of which are the wings, task forces, and 

local branches, as described in Chapter 4. 

The task forces as a large structural element of the party are important for participation, as they 

are often the place where proposals are developed. Networks form within these groups, and like-

minded members join together to work on issues, in and outside of the formal task force 

structure. There seemed to be some doubt over the degree of their influence though. Even 

though they are entitled to submit proposals to assemblies, this does not mean that it actually 
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happens, as one interviewee described: The national task forces meet only a few times per year, 

and thus may not be able to decide about proposals in time to meet assembly deadlines. This 

makes the network amongst their members all the more important, as these groups indeed 

submit individual proposals together, which was highlighted by several participants. 

Holding elected positions, or working for those who do, brings members into contact with a large 

variety and number of people, and thus enables networking and conversations off the record. The 

party wings are a key channel for discourse and information, where proposals are not only 

developed, but also discussed. Especially the meetings that both wings organise ahead of the 

national delegate assembly are perceived as very important for members’ opinion formation. The 

role of the wings as a network is specifically important for participation of members who do not 

associate with either of them. Not having access to this network and the information and 

discussion shared within it is seen as a disadvantage. One participant (B04, a women with a 

position at federal level) described how she felt left out of informal participation routes due to 

her not wanting to commit to either of the wings. 

The role of networks was discussed very broadly at the assembly in 2016, with regards to the 

proposed change to the statutes. The discussion hinged on the extent of the network that 

members (can) have access to. The size of the network is key for individual proposal submissions, 

where members need to obtain nineteen supporters. A person who was involved in the 

negotiation of the proposal to increase the number of supporters argued that an increase is 

reasonable, but a trebling of supporters would assume that the network size of all members 

would have trebled, and this was perceived as unreasonable.  

Employees and office holders have larger networks and more opportunity to expand them. This is 

a chicken and egg problem though, as they also require larger networks to get into these 

positions. Furthermore, there is a learning effect where inexperienced members benefit from 

'celebrities' or more experienced or better skilled members in their personal networks. For 

example, one participant (B10, a male teenager with local positions) suggested that, to increase 

the quality of proposals, members could pass them by their state MPs before they submit them. 

Well connected members could also help others to extend their network, or function as hubs that 

less well connected members can leverage – essentially the contact-rich sharing their political 

capital. The same participant described how they benefitted from sitting next to a well-known 

politician at assemblies, because the seats are assigned in alphabetical order of local branches, 

and this was a learning opportunity for them. Such ‘weak ties’ are well established in network 

analyses as impactful for building networks and gathering support (Valenzuela et al., 2012).  
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The potential positive effect of online participation on these networks was most obvious with 

regards to the Begehren, as well as the online verification process, which were seen as an 

opportunity for those members who did not have large networks to find and rally allies: 

“Simply that you can now say ‘this is my proposal, I send it out and let others distribute it 
on my behalf, and others can support it (…) directly in the tool’ – that alone, I think, 
makes participation more equal, or at least emancipates people with smaller networks.” 
(E05, a grass-roots member and IT expert) 

In the survey, respondents assumed that online participation tools will make participation easier 

for members with both good and poor networks, though slightly easier for the former (Figure 14). 

While those with existing large networks may benefit more in the short term, it seems likely that 

others can build their networks and increase their reach through the internet (Gladwell, 2010), 

and thus catch up with this advantage. This is certainly what participants believed would happen: 

“You don’t necessarily know other people at the other end of the republic. This is a form 
of empowerment, for people who maybe hold a minority view where they are based, or 
are hatching new ideas.” (E25, a party employee) 

The role of local branches was a big discussion point in the debate about proposal supporters at 

the assembly in Münster, specifically the difference between finding enough supporters for a 

proposal, and knowing enough people one can canvas for support in the first place. Local 

branches are responsible for about 20% of proposals (Westermayer, 2013, 2017). In sparsely 

populated rural areas, there are less members to connect with, and so it is harder for individual 

views to be acknowledged. Some participants suggested that it is harder for these members to 

submit the same amount of proposals as peers living in urban areas, because they spend so much 

more time recruiting supporters. One participant (B05, a man with a position at federal level) 

described how local branches are rarely topically coherent groups, and although they may discuss 

policy broadly, members of the group will be interested in a variety of topics, and may hold 

different ideological views about them.  
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Figure 14:  Expected benefit for members through 
online participation (Likert):  
Network within party 

 

Source: Dataset C3a;  
1 = Participation gets harder 
5 = Participation gets easier 
Average Good Network: 4.13;  
Poor Network: 3.34 

Figure 15: Expected benefit for members through 
online participation (Likert):  
Residence area 

 

Source: Dataset C3a;  
1 = Participation gets harder 
5 = Participation gets easier 
Average Sparse Area: 4.15;  
Dense Area: 3.96 

A related problem is that, as local branches are the lowest level of the party, decisions are made 

at members’ instead of delegate assemblies. The groups are place-bound, so members have to 

physically attend meetings in order to participate in decision-making, which may be a factor for 

exclusion (Smith and Glidden, 2012). Beside the problem of attending meetings, members who 

move frequently are at a disadvantage. They would typically change their local branch when they 

move, thus not only losing their immediate network, but also any position they may have had 

based on their previous branch, such as delegations. The differences in opportunity to build and 

maintain a network lead to a rift, where some members have very extensive networks, and thus 

very little problems to find support for their proposals, while others struggled to meet the 

requirements as they are today. This may be seen as a problem regardless of technology, and a 

natural result of network effects that occur both online and offline. Not everyone can be 

connected equally well, and those who are already well connected offline continue to expand 

their network online (Döring, 2008).  

Participants thought the issue of networks of support could be solved or at least eased through 

technology, with those living in sparsely populated areas benefitting more from online 

participation tools than their peers in densely populated areas (Figure 15). Especially in rural 

branches, online participation was assumed to make it easier for members to engage and find 

comrades: 

“It surpasses space. We have local branches with only seven members, and they have 
never met all together. If they wanted to submit a proposal, they would have to get in 
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the car and drive long distances to get twenty people together. And now they can just 
send it through the right mailing list.” (E20, a man with a position at state level) 

Technology plays a major role in the extent of networks that members (can) have. Gil de Zúñiga et 

al. (2010) found evidence that networks can be built online, and so members may build networks 

not only among local but also topical and ideological groups. Especially through online 

communication within existing groups, such as party wings or task forces, social media and 

mailing lists allow members to connect with allies they would not necessarily meet otherwise. 

Some participants believed that the internet has already solved these issues, as an interviewee 

from an urban area pointed out: 

“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.” (B08, a man with a position at state level) 

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. Abbas & Mesch (2018) 

have shown that local offline networks affect the scale of online networks. 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 can be perpetuated online (Halford and Savage, 

2010). 

Finding support for proposals online is only possible if members have the necessary network, or 

access to a network, through the web. It seems that what is changing is not necessarily the 

network size for all members, but the range and distribution of network sizes: There is an 

opportunity for more members to have larger networks, and those networks to be shared and 

accessed more easily. 

These differing views are also reflected in the survey (Figure 14), where respondents assumed 

that participation would become easier for members in both densely and sparsely populated 

areas, though less so for the latter. This makes sense from a perspective of internet connectivity, 

as cities are more likely to have good internet connections than rural areas. While 92% of 

households in Germany have access to broadband (Eurostat, 2017), connectivity is significantly 

lower in rural areas (BMVI, 2016, p. 21). Also, since there are fewer people living in rural areas, 

there is less incentives for internet service providers to build good network connections. 

In summary, participants assumed that online participation processes would have a mobilisation 

effect for members who live in rural areas. Since those who have larger networks are already seen 

as having an advantage, rather than leading to mobilisation, their advantage would be reinforced. 
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Both of these assumptions are likely to be true when considering the literature. However, the true 

effects will likely go beyond this assumption: Not only are members with larger networks more 

likely to mobilise, but those with smaller networks can become better networked, which could 

mobilise them as well. This would also include members in sparsely populated areas, so long as 

their internet connection and speed allows them to use the online tools to their full advantage. 

6.2.2. Changing Participation Processes 

Apart from participation becoming more inclusive, by making it more accessible to previously 

excluded members, participants also expect the new online participation processes and tools to 

change the way participation is conducted. In some instances, such as the Begehren, this is a 

natural effect, as the tool per se offers a way to participate that did not exist before. Participants 

also described more subtle changes with other tools, and benefits for participation processes in 

general. These new types of participation are likely to lead to replacement effects: They may be 

used instead of existing routes to participation. 

Modernisation of Party and Processes 

With changes in society through digitalisation, party members want the party to remain 

adaptable, to try out new things, tools for or forms of participation, and learn from the 

experience. Interviewees agreed that there is a need for development: “People won’t understand 

if we don’t use the opportunities technology gives us to enable participation” (B11, a man with a 

position at state level); “digital signatures should be a standard for a party that campaigns for 

digitalisation” (E09, a male IT expert working for the party). Members want the party to develop, 

and keep developing. They think that it should introduce online tools, but not insist on sticking 

with them at all costs – it should instead be willing for things to change again and again until they 

are right. The attitude that online tools should simply be ‘tried out’ came through in nearly half of 

all interviews. One participant described the new processes as experiments that “must be tested 

and prove themselves in practice" (B06, a women with a position at state level), another stated 

that “it does not even really matter what we do, so long as we do something” (E25, a man 

working for the party). The current change is not seen as “revolutionary, rather a cautious 

‘moving with the times’ (…) it does not make the party more modern, it just stays as modern as it 

is” (E05, and IT expert). Modernising the party and using online processes was even seen as a 

political necessity to maintain the credibility of the party, because “it used to be one of our 

strongest motivations for our policy development, to embrace transparency, openness and 

participation as values” (E13, an employee). 
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Rather than being irritated by changes, participants were proud of the party’s willingness to adopt 

new tools, and to experiment: “I am happy with the Green Party, in comparison to other parties, 

because they are more willing to try things out than other parties, that’s something we can be 

proud of” (E07). Some participants did not even think that the processes were that new, but that 

“essentially, we take a process that existed before and technologise it” (E16, a male IT expert 

working for the party). 

This modernisation also affects the foundational beliefs of the party quite distinctly, with one 

participant suggesting that “this is grass-roots democracy, translated into modern forms of 

communication” (E17, a women with a position at state level), or “these processes fit into the 

green ideal of democracy, considering that the ideal should suit 2018, and thus you cannot think it 

without including online” (E28, an employee who also holds a position at local level). Participants 

in the focus group also agreed that pure offline participation, insisting on physical meetings, was 

no longer aligned with the ideal of grass-roots democracy. In that, the ideal itself has developed, 

to encompass participation in different forms, with the underlying core that the grass-roots 

should be able to participate, and do this in whichever way was convenient to them.  

Some participants even called the default of offline participation into question, and wondered 

whether, with the distribution of the web today, and as high as it would likely be in the future, 

online participation should be considered general practice: 

“I think we will come to the point where we put pressure on members, and say that if 
95% of members accept a process, then it is part of the accepted party culture.” (E05, a 
male IT expert) 

One participant in the focus group even wondered whether online participation should at some 

point in the future become the default, with offline being the exception, essentially turning away 

from the tradition of local branch meetings and physical assemblies for decision making: 

“We have to think about when the turning point is reached, where we have to say, this is 
now the rule, we assume everyone has access, daily life is so permeated in every way, 
this is now also the case for our members. And then if someone cannot or does not want 
that, then they have to take on an extra burden that was previously carried by people on 
the other side, and say that a refusal to use it may have consequences.” (F2) 

All of this suggest a replacement process, where existing offline processes are replaced, or 

supplemented, by online participation tools, without necessitating a change in the intensity of 

participation. Members want to do things online, but that does not mean that they will do more 

or less. The mode of participation is changed, but intensity and influence are not. 
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Improvement of Participation Processes 

Participants did not think that the party should just modernise for modernisations sake. Rather, 

they thought that there are some very valid reasons do adopt online processes that improve what 

the party already does. This is the case especially with the online verification process for 

Antragsgrün, the proposal submission system, which is changed rather than newly introduced. 

This is also visible in Table 13 (p. 117), which shows that the main opportunities seen with 

Antragsgrün are in the areas of efficiency, legitimacy, and transparency.  

The online verification process changes the way support is tracked: Rather than one person 

posting a list of twenty supporters for a proposal, every one of those twenty has to log in and 

verify their support. This creates more and earlier visibility, as it makes proposals visible as soon 

as they start to collect support, rather than when they are submitted, and changes the process for 

committee members and staff working on the proposals. As of January 2018, the tool displayed 

the process recommendations by the proposal committee, which replaced the previously used, 

inaccessible spreadsheets, described in Chapter 4.  

The main gain in efficiency is seen in the tools’ improved ability to cope with the large amount of 

proposals. Rather than using print-outs, which could be out of date by the time they were voted 

upon, delegates can now see the actual status of each proposal in real time, including a diff-view 

(Figure 3, p. 98) showing how the original proposal has been changed. 

Participants showed varying degrees of enthusiasm for this development, from accepting it as a 

necessary improvement (“I understand the intention, and it is not to make things more 

transparent but to make the processing easier”, E01, a grass-roots member and IT consultant), to 

delight (“There were cheers in the committee meeting because the process recommendations 

were now included”, member of the proposal committee, Observation notes D4, assembly 

January 2018). While some participants perceived the verification as a barrier (which will be 

discussed in 6.3.1 below), others thought it made their own participation a lot easier: 

“In a well-built system I don’t have to spend that much time on bureaucracy. I don’t have 
to individually sign three times, I just log in, and thus verify everything I do on the 
system.” (E07, a grass-roots member and IT expert) 

The original verification process was developed to increase the legitimacy of proposal supporters. 

When supporters were simply listed, there were several instances where listed members got in 

touch with the headquarters and complained that they never actually supported the proposal. 

Whether their support was assumed because of a vague email on a mailing list, a like on 

Facebook, or simply because the person who submitted it thought they would be in favour, does 
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not matter – what does matter to the party, and especially those in charge of these processes (the 

executive board, proposal committee, un/verified supporters) is that the people listed as 

supporters of a proposal are valid. The process needed to change because this was not always the 

case. In fact, in a case before the court of arbitration (the internal court of the party) against the 

change, the judges found that the process to date, where support was not made explicit, did not 

meet the statutory requirements. Most participants, if they commented on the benefits of 

Antragsgrün, accepted that it would increase the legitimacy of outcomes:  

“The online verification was introduced to make the proposal process more transparent. 
To make it more visible, upfront. I think it’s a tool to make a process that is virtual, partly 
confusing and anonymous, a bit more credible and legitimate” (E19, a female MP) 

In addition to verifying the legitimacy of supporters, the process is also seen to improve the 

quality and legitimacy of the content of proposals, by virtue of making sure every supporter 

accesses it, and hopefully reads it before they click through to support it: “I think the people who 

do support proposals know better what it is that they support” (E16, a man with a position at local 

level). Given this overall agreement that the process indeed becomes more legitimate, it should 

also lead to more legitimate decisions overall (Kersting, 2012). 

The process also makes things easier on a very administrative level, such as automating the 

counting of supporters – which used to be done manually by staff, for several hundred proposals 

that were submitted to different assemblies (E24, an employee; also see Westermayer, 2013, 

2017). It also saves paper, which is not to be underestimated, given that this is the Green Party, 

with a focus on environmental policies. Rather than printing all proposals for each delegate, and 

then distributing change proposals on separate sheets as they are negotiated throughout the 

assembly (observation notes A, Assembly November 2016; D2-4, Assemblies June and November 

2017 and January 2018), delegates can now simply add a sticker to their table in the assembly 

hall, stating that “I am digital!”, and thus opting out of any paper printouts (Observation notes D2, 

assembly June 2017).  

Because the process is online, and accessible to all members, it is also seen as increasing 

transparency. This was already the case with the very early Antragsgrün system, and as such 

described in interviews in 2014 (dataset 0), but has continued in more recent conversations, for 

example with E05, a male grass-roots member and IT expert, who described that the visibility of 

proposals at different stages, and who supported them, made off-the-record deals harder. The 

opportunity to directly compare what a change proposal intends to change, and what the result of 

negotiations with the proposal committee were, was seen as particularly beneficial:  

“You had a ten-page-long proposal, that was the old version, and then another ten pages 
for the new version, and there was no way for you to see, at one glance, what the 
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changes were. (…) You had to compare line by line what had changed” (E16, a male IT 
expert with a local position). 

Though the existing functionality can be used to make the negotiation process more transparent, 

participants in the early interviews and observations (datasets A&B, assembly in November 2016 

and subsequent interviews) thought that this opportunity was not used sufficiently, in that the 

tool was not updated in real-time. One interview participant described how it is simply not 

feasible to open a PDF for each proposal during the debate, as locating and downloading them 

whilst following the debate is not possible. Therefore, the Antragsgrün was seen as not as useful 

as it could (or should) be. With the newest developments, where the results of the negotiations 

are displayed as well, this early criticism has already been addressed. 

Lastly, because Antragsgrün also allows members to comment on proposals, it enables feedback, 

with the potential to amend proposals, so that they can reach the necessary 20 supporters. This 

was seen by some participants as an opportunity to improve the discussion process, and reach 

more and better consensus ahead of assemblies: 

“Members who want to submit proposals get feedback through the comments. This 
communication that happens before the proposal is submitted could only be had with 
the committee until now.” (E03, a female IT expert with a position at state level) 

Beyond improvements to the proposal process in Antragsgrün, some other opportunities stood 

out in conversations, the largest of which was seen in a side-effect of the online verification: 

Because everyone who wants to support proposals now needs to access the Antragsgrün, and this 

login is – through a single-sign-on – the same for the Grünes Netz, members who adopt the 

Antragsgrün can automatically also access a cornucopia of other tools and information:  

“Once something like this is implemented – and the verification is the first step to that – 
you can offer other things, like, collecting donation receipts.” (E08, a man with a position 
at federal level) 

What all these anticipated improvements have in common is that they would make participation 

broader. More members could, and would need to, engage in these online processes, especially in 

the online verification. However, they are not intended to increase participation, but more to 

replace or improve existing processes. Thus, replacement is the most likely result. Reinforcement 

is unlikely, given that more members, including those who previously engaged through different 

routes such as email or social media, have to engage in the statutory process. This is unlikely to 

lead to mobilisation – increased participation – in the short term, but may do so in the long term 

(Kerr and Waddington, 2014). 
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New types of participation 

The new online processes are not only seen as increasing participation and improving processes: 

Some of the tools also offer brand-new routes to participation, and thus processes that simply 

were not there before. This is primarily the case for the Begehren, which now allows members to 

petition the executive board, and the Befragung, the surveys which enable feedback, and make a 

new type of data available to both members and committees in the party. 

The Begehren allows a group of 50 members to ‘petition’ the executive board. Like with a 

petition, it does not mandate a specific outcome, but a successful Begehren must receive a 

response from the executive board in a set timeframe. This gives members a formal route to 

“reach out to the executive board, the decision makers” (E26, a man with a position at federal 

level), and thus to set the agenda. The formality of the route is particularly relevant, as many of 

the interview participants, who tended to hold positions of their own, explicitly stated that they 

would not use the Begehren, as they had different routes to reach out to the board, make their 

views heard, or try to influence policy decisions: “I have many contacts, I am in committees, and I 

see this as a tool for members who do not have that level of access” (E19, a female MP). They 

universally saw the Begehren as an opportunity for members who did not have their network and 

position to do the same. In that, the Begehren can balance some of the influence that informal 

networks would otherwise have: “It’s a structured way to set a goal, or disagree with something, 

and have a structured discussion about that” (E03, a female IT expert).  

Several participants highlighted that networks are one of the key routes for informal participation, 

be it through access to information, influence on decision-making processes, or simply to know 

where decisions are made in the first place. Especially membership in selective groups, such as 

the writing groups for manifesto proposals – which have no application and election process, but 

are hand-picked by the executive board – gives party members more influence than they could 

otherwise obtain. One interviewee (B05, a man with a position at federal level) described how 

being a delegate is less relevant, because they “would be one of 850 delegates, but one of 50 task 

force speakers.” The Begehren is seen as a way for grass-roots members to balance these 

imbalances to some degree, because they make it easier to set the agenda and force bottom-up 

decisions in their favour: “It is a big thing when 50 members get a response from the executive 

board” (Observation notes D5, manifesto launch event, April 2018). This process then allows 

grass-roots members more control and makes the board more accountable, which may in turn 

helps to prevent oligarchisation. 
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Some local leaders also saw an opportunity to use the Begehren to achieve national attention for 

local issues, especially where the topic does not draw sufficient support to achieve a ranking for a 

‘various-proposal’ at a national delegate assembly. Some assumed that the Begehren could, to 

some degree, replace those proposals, as it would offer an alternative route for members to 

gauge the support for their ideas, and help solve to the problem of vogonism in proposals by 

reducing their number. The potential benefits were highlighted in several interviews: Positions 

could either become more legitimate, because they demonstrate that they have broad support in 

the party; or they could be outed as insignificant, especially where they were raised by a ‘loud 

minority’ (Bourdeaux, 2008): 

“There’s a few groups who think that their topics are really important, but the executive 
board never does anything about them. (…) And then you rank them and find that 
actually the board never does, because this is a radical faction that is loud, but not large. 
And that is a good thing to make visible.” (E24, a female member and employee) 

However, others argued that it would be easier to collect 20 supporters for a proposal at an 

assembly, than 50 supporters for a Begehren. While there seems to be some potential for 

replacement, it remains to be seen which purpose for use of the Begehren prevails.  

The Befragung also offers a new way of interacting between grass-roots and leaders. While 

previously a board may have occasionally used external companies to conduct surveys, having the 

opportunity to do it themselves, with technology provided by the party at no additional costs, 

opens up new possibilities for leaders on all levels to receive feedback on their own work:  

“It changes the dynamics of feedback. Traditionally there is a board, and they do things, 
and hold power, and just do things with that. And then afterwards, members can vote 
them out if they did not like it. But it makes much more sense for the board to get 
feedback on their own, now and then.” (E20, a man with a position at state level) 

The results of a Befragung are a new type of ‘data’ that did not exist before: The party never had 

regular, structured data about the views of party members on a range of questions. The 

availability of this information, and the opportunity for branches and committees in the party to 

collect it easily and effectively, are new. In addition to informing boards and committees, this data 

could also allow members to understand how their own views compare to the majority of the 

party, or on larger scale, allow the executive board to see how their intentions compare to, for 

example, those of strong state branches: “the executive board could say, we have this tool, if you 

as a state branch want to argue that position, let us see how the party as a whole sees it” (E05). In 

that, the tool offers the opportunity for committees to gather and use feedback from relevant 

party branches. This ‘getting a feeling for what is going on in the party’ was seen as a great 

opportunity by many participants, across all levels of the party, with side effects such as enabling 

the Berlin-centric party elite to understand what is going on outside of their ‘bubble’. Many 
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participants also saw this as a potential to motivate members, as they can give their opinion much 

more frequently than they otherwise could. 

These new participation processes are so new, that not even those developing them were quite 

certain what they would ultimately look like. Given the interest in the tools, wide spread non-use 

seems unlikely, although the lack of awareness of the Begehren makes a repetition of Gerl et al. 

(2018) likely, where only a small group of members adopted and a majority did not know about 

the tool. If the new processes are adopted, this may lead to replacement (if participation simply 

shifts), reinforcement (if active members adopt them), or mobilisation (if new members adopt 

them).  

In summary, party members have distinct expectations of who will benefit from online 

participation: it will make participation easier for everyone, apart from ‘old people’. Members 

who are younger, both in terms of age and membership, well connected, with elected positions 

and plenty of time, living in sparsely populated areas, and with children – not necessarily in this 

precise, hard-to-attain combination – are assumed to benefit the most. This also reflects 

members who are not currently heavily involved. Overall though, respondents assume that, on 

average, participation will become easier for members like themselves than for others. If these 

assumptions were true, it would be logical to expect the introduction of online participation tools 

to lead to a mobilisation effect. It would be easier for members who are currently excluded to 

participate, therefore they could increase their participation, and catch up with their highly active 

peers.  

6.3. Anticipated Problems with Online Participation 

The biggest worry members had with online participation was that it creates barriers, and thereby 

exclude members from participation. This was followed by worries about the results of these 

processes, which could either have effects that were not intended – like survey results being more 

binding than they ought to be – or no effect at all, which could demotivate members. Just like 

with the opportunities that members see, worries of what the different tools will do differed 

strongly. An overview of the types of issues participants discussed overall, and in relation to 

specific tools, is shown in Table 15. I will now focus on the two main areas: inequality, and 

unintended outcomes. 
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Table 15: Summary of issues with online participation in the second phase of the study 

 

 Grünes 
Netz 

Antrags-
grün 

Befragung Begehren Overall 

In
eq

u
al

it
y Barriers 0 10 2 0 30 

Inequality 0 1 4 1 21 

Reinforcement 0 2 0 0 9 

U
n

in
te

n
d

ed
 O

u
tc

o
m

es
 

Missing Impact 0 0 5 4 20 

Directed Discourse 0 1 7 0 16 

Necessity 0 0 1 4 11 

Demotivation 0 0 2 1 10 

Lack of Discussion 0 0 0 1 10 

Overload 0 1 2 5 9 

Accidentally Binding Decisions 0 0 3 0 8 

Source: Datasets D (observation of workshops and assemblies between April 2017 and September 
2018), E (second wave of interviews, conducted between November 2017 and March 2018), F (Focus 
Group, conducted in January 2018) and 0 (interviews conducted in 2015 for MSc project). 
Columns for tools (Grünes Netz, Antragsgrün, Befragung, Begehren) are a binary count of the code 
per participant or observation. Column ‘Overall’ contains total count of references, which may 
include multiple references by the same participants, as well as references that were not linked to 
specific tools. 

6.3.1. Inequality, Exclusion 

While online participation was perceived by and large as a big opportunity to increase and 

diversify participation, as discussed above, participants were worried that it may also lead to new 

forms of exclusion, or the reinforcement of existing inequalities. This view would be supported by 

the reinforcement theory (Norris, 2001). For example, if members failed to adopt the single-sign-

on platform, they would be excluded from all of the opportunities this would otherwise give them 

access to.  

“Of course, because it is now digital, there’s a tendency for people who are online, or 
more online than others, that they will have it easier to participate, than those who are 
not online at all. On the other hand, those are probably not the people who have been 
active before, attended assemblies and the like. So, while online is always problematic to 
some degree, I doubt that it actually creates new divisions.” (E16, and IT expert working 
for the party) 

The most critically discussed tool by far was the online verification process, which was seen to 

have the purpose of creating a barrier where previously there was none. It fulfils a statutory task – 

supporting proposals – and is online by default. Using the tool was described as easy enough, and 

its capacity to make the process transparent was appreciated by many. However, participants 

were worried, or had even made the experience, that the process is exclusive for members who 

are older, have limited internet access or skills: 
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“All I can say is, from my experience, is that nobody knows about this, apart from those 
who have always submitted proposals – who of course adopted this immediately. Apart 
from that, the generic grass-roots member does not even know the process exists, and 
will only hear about it when they try to sign or submit a proposal.” (E17, a woman with 
positions at state and federal level) 

Participants were particularly worried about systematic exclusion for those members who could 

not, or would not, use online tools: 

“Those who are already active online, or have an affinity, will use these processes 
immediately, and others will not. We need to have a look at that, to make sure that we 
do not systematically exclude certain groups.” (E19, a female MP) 

The Green Party used to be a ‘young’ party, in the overall party spectrum in Germany, with the 

youngest average age of members. However, this average age has constantly risen as members 

are ageing. The first generation of members who joined in the 80s are now, nearly 40 years on, 

seen as struggling to keep up with the demands of the digital world. It is thus little surprising that 

members see age as a key differentiator for online participation.  

In the initial interviews, online participation was seen as potentially beneficial for both younger 

and older members: For young members, because they are technically savvy and do everything 

else online anyway, for older members, because they may be excluded from other forms of 

participation, such as attending events, due to frailty. Online participation could be an 

opportunity for older members, and some participants were optimistic that older party members 

are sufficiently technology-savvy to adopt online tools (“even 80 year old grandma uses 

WhatsApp nowadays” (E06)). However, this optimistic view was not shared by all participants. 

Indeed, some of them described experiences where lack of technical skills kept members from 

participating in the way that they wanted:  

"I submitted a proposal for [name], because they simply were not able to do it, to gather 
supporters and all that. They wrote a wonderful proposal, got their local branch to agree 
and all that, but couldn't [get the proposal submitted] on their own." (B03, a women in 
her fifties) 

In the survey (Figure 16), respondents assumed that online participation tools would make 

participation a lot easier for younger members, while making it slightly harder for older members 

– the only group for which participation was assumed to become harder. 
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Figure 16: Expected benefit for members through online participation (Likert): Age 

 

Source: Dataset C3a; 1 = Participation gets harder; 5 = Participation gets easier 
Average Younger: 4.74; Older: 2.94 

The assumption that older members will struggle to leverage the new tools is unsurprising, as age 

– defining groups of digital natives and immigrants (Prensky, 2001) – is the one demographic 

category affecting digital divides that has reached mainstream attention. Although this concept in 

itself is too narrow (White and Le Cornu, 2011), age has been shown to be a relevant factor for 

internet use time and time again (Ward et al., 2002; Emmer et al., 2011; Oser et al., 2013; Vowe, 

2014). Participants are right to worry that older members may struggle to use the new online 

tools. However, this could only be the case for the online verification process, which is in fact 

replacing a previously easier (though still primarily online) process. While there is an alternative 

route to participate, for example through letters or fax, one participant pointed out that this is 

not the same: “We always say that there are online and offline components, but of course, the 

offline components are used much less.” (E08, a man with a position at national level) 

Apart from the online verification process, it is difficult to see how participation can in fact get 

harder when new tools do not replace or replicate existing offline processes but supplement 

them. Instead, they offer an additional route to influence the party’s policy discussions. As such, 

they cannot make participation harder per se. The additional online route may however be less 

accessible to these ‘older members’, which is what members did worry about: “Especially the 

people who are a bit older, I don’t think that they will click through a survey every time” (E02, a 

woman with a position at national level). The discussion about age overlooks that older members 

may also be both more experienced in political and party process, as well as the relevant 

technology (Kania-Lundholm and Torres, 2015). 

Age is consistently seen as an indicator for IT skills. Lacking these skills in turn was often perceived 

as a barrier to online participation both among participants and in literature (van Deursen et al., 
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2011; Eynon and Geniets, 2016; Beam et al., 2018). One participant in her sixties was very aware 

of her lack of skills to use the technology as much as younger members did.  

"Equal access for everyone also means that you have to pick people up from where they 
currently stand. For example, I am over sixty, and I try to get along with new media, and I 
know that I have much bigger difficulties with it than younger people, who grew up with 
this. And I know that there are people in my age group who do not even know how to 
send a text message. They may have a mobile phone, if at all, but possibly not even an 
email address." (B04, a women in her sixties) 

Despite the broad assumptions across members that lack of IT skills can prevent participation, it is 

mostly seen as a problem that other people have. This was very visible in the discussion about the 

introduction of the online verification process, as one member opposing the changes argued at 

the assembly:  

"For half of these twenty people, logging in and getting around the Wurzelwerk is only 
an increase of work and a bit annoying. Three or four have lost their login details or 
would rather do it tomorrow, for five of them it is a real challenge because they have 
never accessed the platform before, and one or two are definitely not joining in, because 
their digital competency is insufficient." (Observation notes A, Assembly November 
2016) 

However, even interview participants who argued against the process had already recruited their 

supporters online, mainly through Facebook and mailing lists. This was called out as a 

contradiction by another participant:  

“Who does not use online shopping, or has an account somewhere for some purpose, 
where they have to remember login details. I think … to say that, of all purposes, it would 
be too much to remember another password for the party, that’s a bit …” (F2, female 
participant in the focus group) 

In general, when technology is seen as inhibiting member’s participation, this is usually framed as 

a problem of the tools that are used, not as a lack of skills: The tools are too complicated, they 

should be easier to use, and skills should not be a requirement to participate in the first place. 

Members may simply have higher expectations of the skills that are required than they actually 

need. For example, one participant described how they can surf the internet but not build a 

homepage, and framed that as a lack of skill (B04, a women in her sixties) – but building 

homepages is a skill that is not at all required to use the party’s participation tools.  

To derive benefits from technological advantages, members require skills, or an affinity to 

technology. If they have the skills to use the technology to their advantage, then they benefit, if 

they cannot, they don’t (Gil de Zúñiga et al., 2010). This can create – or reinforce – a rift in the 

membership. Hardly any members perceived any other than IT skills as relevant, again reflecting 

the concept of digital natives and immigrants (Prensky, 2001).  
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There was some discussion about other skills required for participation in general, such as voicing 

an opinion or formulating proposals. The rather academic tone of discussions in the party was 

perceived as excluding members, or potential members. One participant mentioned how the 

party does make an effort to translate all their publications, such as manifestos, into accessible 

language, but the discussions that lead to these publications are held at such a high, academic 

level, that only highly educated persons can participate in them (Observation notes D1, 

Hackathon April 2017). A participant of the women’s conference asked pointedly how the party 

could: “reach lesser educated women if we have discussions on this academic level?” 

(Observation notes D6, women’s conference September 2018).  

Differences in skill levels between younger members were not discussed at all. The broad 

assumption was that ‘young people know how to use the internet’ – which is contradicted in the 

digital divide literature (Eynon and Geniets, 2016). Internet use, especially for political 

participation, differs based on age, gender, income and education (Emmer et al., 2011), which in 

turn influences the benefits participants can derive from use of the web (Gil de Zúñiga et al., 

2010).  

Participants were also worried, albeit to a much lesser degree, about the use of the Befragung, as 

not all members may equally be able to give feedback and thus input into policy discussions. In 

this regard, one issue, which was raised frequently from participants who felt involved with or 

responsible for women’s issues, was that women could participate less: 

“Online, you usually have a higher participation by men than by women. It is important 
that we ensure that women’s participation (…) is equal, and crate the space for that to 
happen.” (E12) 

The surveys the party has conducted to date have had less participation from women than men, 

which was also noted in interviews. As described above, the party currently has no structured 

approach to supporting women’s participation online. This lack of support fits with findings by 

Knappe & Lang (2014), who argue that as of 2010 German feminist movements mainly used the 

internet to inform, while conducting their activism offline. Given the party’s focus on gender 

equality, I had expected to find that they consistently supported women both offline and online, 

especially since both the digital divide literature (Meßmer and Banaszczuk, 2013) as well as the 

party’s own history (Frankland, 2008) would suggest gender as a potential source of inequality for 

online participation. This turned out not to be the case. 

Inequalities of online participation processes were also not as present in discussions as I had 

expected. There are a lot of other issues, around influence, unintended consequences (e.g. 

accidentally binding decisions), and security, that are much more prevalent than exclusion or 
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inclusion. In overall comparison, exclusion is not very relevant for members, or at least seen as 

one small one among many larger issues – mainly because they make an assumption well aligned 

with technological determinism: that the online tools will ‘naturally’ include more members. 

6.3.2. Unintended Outcomes 

Unequal access or exclusion of members are the most discussed, but only one of several potential 

unintended consequences of the introduction of online participation methods that participants 

worried about. They also highlighted potential issues with the outcomes of those participation 

methods, such as the results not materialising, or being negative in themselves.  

Lack of impact of participation was the third most mentioned issue, according to Table 15 (p. 

140). This was highlighted as a possible effect of both the Befragung and Begehren, but also in a 

more general way, where participants said that online participation tools must not be a 

‘simulation’ of participation, as that would have a demotivating effect: “If you do create a 

participation opportunity, then it must have an impact. Otherwise you get people to engage for 

nothing, and that will cause frustration” (E12, a woman with a position at national level)  

If this topic came up in interviews, participants by and large agreed that online participation 

would only be worthwhile if it had an actual impact. This is a well-known problem from citizen 

participation, where transparency is paramount to acceptance (Huber et al., 2011). Participants 

did see potential problems in this space for both Befragung and Begehren: The data from surveys 

could be either not accessible, not discussed, or simply inconclusive: “What happens if there are 

no ‘good results’? I think that in the least of all cases, you realise afterwards that what you found 

[through a survey] is spectacular in any way” (E01, a male grass-roots member). If that were the 

case, and members were regularly asked for their views, but those views would not lead to any 

distinguishable changes to discussions or decisions, or Begehren would not lead to the outcome 

that members wished for when the executive board discussed them, this would in turn be 

demotivating: 

“If the board says, we looked at your Begehren, but we see this entirely different, then it 
just vanishes. And I don’t know, in that case, whether it wouldn’t be better to not have 
the tool at all.” (E02, a women with a position at national level) 

Several participants also stated that they were not aware what, if any, impact the surveys the 

party conducted to date had had.  

“It depends what they do with it in the end. I did not find this transparent for the last 
one. What happened there? We had this focus topic of social justice, and now what do 
we do? Or what does the board do?” (E23, a woman with a position at national level) 
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The Begehren could also have a negative impact, if they were used too much, or by ‘the wrong 

people’: “If people saw that it is only used for insignificancies, (…) I would be afraid to rely on the 

tool, because my issue might get a bad name if I do.” (E01, a male grass-roots member). Others 

saw a similar danger for the Befragung, if it were used for nonsensical questions, as this could 

undermine more important participation.  

What many participants were worried about with regards to the Befragung was its impact on the 

discussion and culture of the party, in several ways. First, since the process functions top-down, 

with the executive board selecting topics and writing the survey questions, some participants 

were worried that this could be used to create intended outcomes, or direct the discourse in a 

way to support the views of those who created the survey, either through the questions that are 

asked at all: “I feel that obvious questions are not asked, even though they are the elephant in the 

room” (E02, a women with a position at national level), or their wording: “I have the impression 

that questions are asked without much consideration, and I wonder whether there is sufficient 

awareness of the influence the questions have on responses” (E22, a man working for the party). 

Aside from controlling what is being discussed, (“If you control what is being discussed, then you 

control the processes in the party,” E06, a male IT expert), participants thought both the 

Befragung and Begehren could replace rather than advance discussions. Some participants were 

concerned that it would make little sense to ask for opinions about a topic unless there had been 

a broad discussion about it first: “I’m sceptical, because I believe that often a direct confrontation 

or debate would be required, and that could drop out of sight, or not happen at all” (E17, a 

women with a position at federal level).  

As an extension to the lack of debates, the results of the new online processes could be taken so 

seriously that they effectively become binding decisions. This was a specific worry for the IT 

experts in the sample, as they felt that if that happens, while the survey tool does not meet 

minimum security criteria for actual online decision-making, this would pose an even larger risk: 

“If it de facto forces the board’s hand, and they cannot decide any other way, (…) then there’s the 

question of how representative this feedback really is” (E05, a male IT expert). Moreover, if this 

was how results were perceived, this would also call into question how the party conducts 

democracy internally, and what the role of their committees and boards should be:  

“It cannot work if at some stage it is perceived as undemocratic if something was not 
decided through a Befragung, because there are certain questions that are better suited 
to a committee or assembly.” (E19, a female MP) 

In the longer term, if surveys or even online decisions became a commonality, this could not only 

raise doubts about the role of committees or the party-internal hierarchy, but even about the 
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concept of value of participation that is currently adhered to; if members’ engagement and 

expertise were no longer valued, as it could easily be overruled by an uninformed majority, this 

would be demotivating for those engaged in traditional routes:  

“There’s a danger for people who are active in the party and spend a lot of time (…) that 
their efforts are simply overruled by people who just make a few clicks once a week, and 
that then in effect de-values or negates weeks of committee work.” (E06, a male IT 
expert with a position at state level) 

What makes the adoption of new online processes a problem specific to the Green Party, is that 

the existing platform Wurzelwerk is quite universally hated. It was designed as a party-internal 

social network, and is now mainly used as a knowledge management system where members can 

find resources for various occasions. However, members do not seem to be clear about what the 

Wurzelwerk is, and describe how they may not like other online participation opportunities that 

they perceive as related to the platform, which are in fact not related to the Wurzelwerk at all. 

They mix up the different tools, like the Antragsgrün (the proposal submission system), or Grünes 

Netz (the umbrella platform), and generally seem to be confused about what is what. This was 

especially visible during the focus group, where participants ended up spending a significant 

amount of time explaining the tools to each other, only to end with “This is all … very in-

transparent, so, maybe we should propose that this is explained to us more clearly, the what, 

where, how, and for what purpose” (F3, a female participant in the focus group).  

What is interesting about these anticipated negative outcomes, is that by and large, they could be 

labelled as replacement – but in a negative way. Rather than replacement simply referring to the 

adoption of new tools and replacing other forms of participation, focussing on the new tool, 

participants were afraid that the replacement of the old processes, especially discussions, would 

be to the detriment of the quality of participation overall. The worst-case-scenario would be for 

the new tools to mobilise the ‘loud minorities’ and thereby drive those the party wants to 

mobilise into non-use; underrepresented groups could be overruled as they already are in some 

instances offline, such as young women who do not attend male-dominated meetings. 

6.4. Requirements for the Introduction of Online Participation 

To realise the opportunities seen in online participation processes, and prevent the anticipated 

issues, participants discussed a series of requirements they felt were needed during the 

introduction and use of these tools, summarised in Table 16. The most discussed requirements 

relate to the functionality of the tools: Their usability and security. Another major area was 

information: Members need to be made aware that the tools exist and be educated about how 
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they work, and their impact must be clear to users. Lastly, the new processes should be 

introduced in a certain way: They should be tested and tried, fitting into party processes, and be 

embedded in a long-term strategy, and there should be a mechanism for feedback about the 

processes while they are introduced. The majority of these requirements concern online 

participation processes in general, with very few, such as offering alternatives, related to specific 

tools. 

Table 16: Summary of requirements for the implementation of online participation in the second phase 
of the study 

 

 Grünes 
Netz 

Antrags-
grün 

Befragung Begehren Overall 

Fu
n

ct
io

n
-

al
it

y 

Usability 2 4 2 1 41 

Security and Data Protection 0 2 0 0 28 

Alternative Routes 0 2 0 0 3 

Im
p

le
m

en
ta

ti
o

n
 

Trying things out 0 0 2 8 36 

Adapting to party processes 0 3 0 0 16 

Gradual Introduction 0 2 1 0 13 

Strategy 0 1 2 0 11 

Allow feedback 0 0 0 0 6 

In
fo

r-

m
at

io
n

 Educating Members 3 1 0 2 35 

Raising awareness 0 3 1 2 22 

Visibility or potential impact 0 0 5 4 19 

Source: Datasets D (observation of workshops and assemblies between April 2017 and September 
2018), E (second wave of interviews, conducted between November 2017 and March 2018), F (Focus 
Group, conducted in January 2018) and 0 (interviews conducted in 2015 for MSc project). 
Columns for tools (Grünes Netz, Antragsgrün, Befragung, Begehren) are a binary count of the code 
per participant or observation. Column ‘Overall’ contains total count of references, which may 
include multiple references by the same participants, as well as references that were not linked to 
specific tools. 

6.4.1. Functionality of the Tools 

Participants, especially those with technical expertise, felt that usability was key if the tools were 

to be adopted by members. They should function, as expected, reliably, and be easy to use in the 

process.  

“It has to work. There’s nothing worse than bad software being thrown on the market, 
that does not work, and then fifty percent of the users are gone and do not believe that it 
works.” (E06, an IT expert) 

This was a key issue for others as well, primarily because of the experience the party has made 

with the introduction of the Wurzelwerk, which was perceived as unintuitive, and subsequently 

not adopted by members (Heinrich and Spitz, 2014).  



Expectations of and Implications for the Implementation of Online Participation Processes 

 

 

149 

Something that came up throughout the data collection period was that when technology is used 

in processes, it needs to be made easy to use, and accessible for all members, regardless of age or 

skills, so that as many people as possible can participate, not only in terms of content, but also 

with regards to the technology itself. Easy-to-use and accessible tools are most important if the 

diversity and inclusion was to be achieved, and exclusion to be prevented.  The diverging 

assumptions about time as a factor that influences participation could be considered as another 

motivation to make sure the tools are as easy and efficiently useable as possible, so that 

participation does not take much time regardless of occupation, and thus relieve the worry of 

workers that they could be left behind. 

Another aspect that was brought up across the whole data collection period was that there 

should be no replacement of existing participation routes. Alternatives should always be available, 

so that the requirement to use technology cannot reinforce disadvantages. Whenever an online 

opportunity is introduced, a parallel offline method is expected, to prevent exclusion: “It should 

not replace anything, that’s important” (E07). Replacement suggests a change in behaviour, not in 

opportunity. Users replace one behaviour with another. Organisations replacing processes may 

enforce this behaviour change. In some ways, the Begehren could lead to a form of replacement, 

since – as some participants have pointed out – there was always a route to address the board 

directly, simply by writing to them: “Most people who write to the executive board receive a 

response, even if they are on their own” (E14, a women with a position at federal level). An 

equivalent that another participant mentioned are ‘open letters’, which could be signed by a list 

of supporters and then made public. However, this was seen as “more of an affront, rather than 

being welcomed” (E12, a women with a position at national level).  

To a large extent, the concerns participants had were not for themselves, but for their peers, who 

may not be able to use online tools. Some even perceived the non-availability of advantages as a 

disadvantage. For example, if some members were not to use the Antragsgrün, sending proposals 

by post would take longer, real-time communication would not be possible, and therefore 

members who used this option would have a disadvantage. Participants wanted to actively 

prevent the reinforcement of existing (dis-)advantages, instead aiming for mobilisation, so that 

those who want to participate online can do it, and those who cannot, do not have to: “You 

cannot give people tools that they cannot use. It would be a misconception that that would be 

positive for participation” (E07, a grass-roots member and IT expert). 

Following on from the potential issues discussed, particularly around gender and skills, 

participants agreed that this would need to be addressed, but were unsure especially about how a 
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gender balance could be achieved. One thing some participants thought would be useful to 

achieve that was to involve a variety of relevant people in the development process: 

“Some to think about the political process, others for the technical process, and some 
who think about the psychology of the tool, so that all in all, it is user oriented and well 
thought through.” (E07, a grass-roots member and IT expert) 

The tools should not be too complex, not only for users, but also for administrators – because 

they should be usable across branches, rather than just at the federal level. Participants across all 

datasets saw it as the role of the party to provide tools centrally, to enable participation of 

members and in branches. The financial arrangement alone makes this a requirement: the party 

uses a financial distribution system, where all state branches contribute towards costs of the tools 

developed at federal level, with the understanding that they will be developed in a way that 

allows the branches to use the tools for their local purposes as well. If that is to work, the tools 

need to be easy to use and easy to administer, as otherwise only centrally trained experts would 

be able to set up a new survey, for example. 

“You have those huge tools, where people who really only wanted to ask three questions 
don’t see the wood for the trees. That is often lost from sight, this ‘featuritis’.” (E09, an 
employee) 

On a more technical level, participants thought that the tools needed to be well documented, 

enabling all members to understand how they function: “It should be transparent, so that it’s not 

an elite thing, (…) that only the clever ones who know how it works can use, and nobody else” 

(E21, a women with a position at state level). It should also be neutral in its design, so that users 

are not directed in their political choices through the design: “So you can see, for example, where 

is which proposal, so that you have a clean process” (E28, a male employee). 

Lastly, many participants highlighted a need for security – of the platform against hacking, as well 

as the personal data on the system. This was brought up by participants from all backgrounds, and 

argued more fiercely the more technical expertise the participants had:  

“Of course certain standards of IT security must be adhered to: Who has the data, where 
are the servers, is the transmission encrypted, and so on, classic aspects of IT security, 
data protection and data security.” (E08, a man with a position at federal level) 

In combination, the requirements for the functionality of the tools are well suited to address the 

potential inequalities of the digital divide, as well as enable adoption of the tools by a variety of 

members. Rather than focussing on who adopts the tools, is mobilised or replaces behaviour, the 

intention is to prevent non-use, and make sure the tools are used at all. While these are 

necessary, conditions for adoption, they are not sufficient, as specific encouragement is also 

necessary. 
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6.4.2. Information about the Tools and Processes 

The overall perception of participants was that if participation in general is not taken seriously, or 

no feedback is given post-participation, this has a demotivating effect. Also, the availability of 

participation opportunities alone is not sufficient for members to participate. They need to know 

these opportunities exist, and they need to be willing and engaged enough to use them. This is 

corroborated by findings from Gerl et al. (2016) that  differences in awareness of tools correlated 

with internal positions and internet use habits. This is why information was a major area of 

concern for participants’ requirements: Members needed to be made aware that the tools exist in 

the first place. As mentioned above, even many of the participants were not aware of the 

Begehren until they heard about it from me. It appears that this was the rule rather than the 

exception in the grass-roots, as one participant stated: “We have a lot of tools, but members do 

not know they exist, that makes participation hard” (E04, a male IT expert). While members do 

use the internet for participation, they are not necessarily aware of the party’s own tools, even 

those that already exist: “It’s astonishing how little members at the grass-roots know about these 

things. (…) Email is the state of the art there!” (E26, a man with a position at federal level). Thus, 

there was a very broad consensus that members needed to be informed about the tools, and 

guided towards using them: 

“We have to advertise these processes, so that members are encouraged to use them. 
What are the benefits for them?” (Workshop Participant, observation notes D5, 
manifesto launch event April 2018) 

Furthermore, the party should clarify how the tools work together, but also how they are 

different from the Wurzelwerk, to prevent the negative connotation the name ensues. This would 

be particularly important not just to increase adoption of the tools, but also their general 

acceptance and legitimacy. Only if members are aware of what is coming and why, would they 

accept them:  

“Nobody should be offended when a new participation format launches, and we can only 
ensure that by clearly stating the benefits and downsides, provide information about the 
thinking behind the process and why we want them.” (E17, a women with a position at 
state level) 

Further to simply informing members, they would also need to be educated about what the tools 

are, what they can do with them, and how they fit into the existing party processes: “An 

introduction, not only about the functionality, but also what the tools do in relation to the party, 

and how they can influence things” (E01, a male IT expert). This was a need perceived by both 

grass-roots members as well as leaders on different levels, who felt they needed to enable their 

branch members to use the tools: 
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“Maybe through training courses, or information materials. But if people sit in front of 
these tools and don’t know what they are supposed to do with it, this does not help.” 
(E03, a female IT expert) 

This information and education was perceived as necessary not just during the introduction of the 

tools, but continuously, as new members join, existing members want to adopt, or remind 

themselves: “You have to explain these things, not just once, but all the time” (E28, a man with a 

position at local level). This aligns with research on online activities, showing that enthusiasm was 

a major motivator (Niehaves and Plattfaut, 2014). 

Rather than just explaining what the tools do and how they function, to address the potential 

issue with perceived impact, members also needed to be made aware of the outcomes of the 

tools, and the results of their participation efforts, again reflecting the requirements known from 

citizen participation (Smith, 2009; Huber et al., 2011): 

“Those who do participate must know what happens with the output, (…) that their 
views are heard, and their input has led to changes, or new ideas, whatever it is, that it 
has consequences.” (E17, a women with a position a state level) 

Lastly, to achieve actual impact, the tools and processes themselves must be underpinned by 

working processes that flow through the hierarchy of the party, so that the participation process 

for members is directly and consistently linked to the processes that happen in committees and 

boards: “It’s a question of continuity: Is it only done if it fits in with whatever suits at the time, or 

is there a connection to regular decision-making processes?” (E08, a man with a position at 

federal level). Participants by and large agreed that, whatever the party did online, it must not be 

a ‘simulation’, but ‘real participation’. This is underlined by earlier findings that online processes 

must fit into the wider cultural and organisational context (Kersting, 2014; Thuermer et al., 2016). 

Like with the functionality requirements, the need for information is intended to increase 

adoption in general, and prevent non-use. However, since members are more likely to know 

about tools if they are more active (Gerl et al., 2016), the intended target group are the less-

informed, and thereby less-active members. Therefore, the primary intention is mobilisation of 

those who are currently less active. 

6.4.3. Implementation of the Tools and Processes 

In addition to functional tools and an informed member base, there are a few things participants 

thought the party needed to do during the actual implementation. To increase their acceptance 

and legitimacy of the tools, the executive board should allow feedback, discuss the introduction 

itself, hear criticism and react to it. Rather than engaging members only in the participation 
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process itself, they should do so throughout their implementation: Essentially, the introduction of 

online participation processes should itself be a participatory process, showing the influence of 

grass-roots participation in all areas of the party. The overall perception, particularly from 

members with positions in which they would need to communicate the new processes to their 

members, was that if things were decided over their heads, members would not follow and use 

the tools: 

“These things need to be discussed at an assembly, to make sure that everyone 
understands it, and also give an opportunity to debate it – there are surely opposing 
views about online participation processes. Those must be heard, (…) so that we can 
address fears of members”. (E17, a women with a position at state level) 

Participants thought that this form of feedback, especially if it was built into the process, would 

also benefit those who run these processes, so long as they are willing to listen to it:  

“If the tools are planned with a two-way channel, so that suggestions and a debate 
about them are possible, then position holders can also learn from it, and I think that is 
very valuable.” (E13, a male employee) 

While the tools should be well discussed, they should also only be introduced gradually, to give 

members the opportunity to learn, and not be overwhelmed. This would also increase acceptance 

of the tools in the grass-roots: “I think the Greens are rather conservative, and critical of 

technology, but if you introduce things slowly, it’s generally accepted” (E05, a male IT expert). 

The development of these tools in general is seen as a gradual process, and the tools that are 

introduced now are seen as a starting point rather than the end of the journey. Participants felt 

that online participation should be seen as a process of continuous development: “The tools are 

not yet what I envision, but I think they’re a good way to gradually introduce new processes” 

(E08, a man with a position at federal level). This gradual development must be slow, and ideally 

the tools should be tested with a small sample before they are launched for the whole party: 

“If you really want these tools to be used, you should start with a small group, (…) and 
find out what works for them, and what does not. And maybe try to improve the tool 
before it is made available to everyone.” (E03, a female IT expert) 

In all this, participants were very willing indeed to just ‘try things out’, to learn what worked for 

the party through trial and error, and adapt tools or processes as needed. They were mostly not 

worried about the ‘error’ part of ‘trial and error’, as they felt that failure was part of the learning 

process: “If they are not adopted, then they were not right in the first place” (E03). The successful 

tools from this learning process could then be further developed: “Try out what the people want 

to use, what works, and then build on that” (E03). 



Expectations of and Implications for the Implementation of Online Participation Processes 

 

 

154 

One participant even suggested that this process was part of the party’s political philosophy, and 

that in a process of prefiguration (Maeckelbergh, 2011), the party could be seen as a laboratory 

where online participation processes were tested that would be beneficial for society at large: 

“We see ourselves as an internet-savvy party, and we want to use the opportunities of 
technology, but see them as a societal challenge. Everything we do, we do with a view to 
make the party democratic, but also, to encourage a wider debate about how we can use 
this technology to improve democratic processes in the society.” (E19 a female MP) 

While participants were very happy to learn by trial and error about what works and what does 

not, they did feel that there should be an underlying strategy that binds all of the trials together. 

All online participation tools should be aligned to achieve a common goal, which should also be 

visible and discussed in the wider party:  

“There should be an aligned process, people should think about what the outcome 
should be, not just give people a pad and tell them to just do things. That won’t lead 
anywhere.” (E06, a male IT expert with a position at state level) 

This strategy should be based upon the problems that members currently have with participation, 

and try and address them, to solve them in the long-term (E10, a man with a position at state 

level). Furthermore, how tools function, especially the Antragsgrün which is so central for a 

statutory process, should be well aligned to the party’s requirements. This affects legal 

requirements: “It needs to fit in with our statutes and our political and legal framework,” (E08, a 

man with a position at national level), administrative requirements: “The work processes must be 

recognised. (…) It’s really important for the party headquarters that their processes are reflected” 

(E16, a male IT expert), and political requirements: 

“You have no control over who supports your proposal. Maybe you do not want support 
from a certain person, because that would damage the cause.” (E20, a man with a 
position at state level) 

“It’s really hard to rank proposal supporters, but it’s really important from a political 
point of view. This is political capital, and we are not all equal, and it does matter who is 
on that list.” (E02, a women with a position at federal level) 

Participants were again uncertain how this could be addressed, though some suggested a 

technical solution. In the specific case of Antragsgrün, some suggested that users could bring 

proposal supporters into a specific order before they submitted the proposal on the tool. 

However, other participants saw the limited control over supporters as a feature, rather than an 

issue, as it did make members more equal if the ‘namedropping’ were no longer possible. 

The way participants thought online participation tools should be introduced was very closely 

aligned with the culture and specific context of the Green Party. This is a good reflection of earlier 

findings that this culture and context need to be recognised for tool implementations to be 
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successful (Kersting, 2014; Thuermer et al., 2016). While for the requirements around 

functionality and information the focus was on adoption, and the prevention of non-use, the 

requirements for the implementation concern the acceptance and legitimacy of the tools and 

their results. Only if members felt they were part of the process would they use the tools, and 

accept their results.  

6.5. Strategies applied by the Party Leadership in the Introduction of 

Online Participation5 

Some, but not all of the requirements identified with participants are already being addressed by 

the group of people involved in the development and implementation of the new online 

participation tools, or even implemented in practice. The most relevant strategies are 

summarised in Table 17. With regards to functionality, participants have already described 

extensive experience with the tools, summarised in Table 18. Both strategies and experience will 

now be discussed in combination, to show where the strategies address requirements, and to 

which degree they are perceived as successful, or not.  

Table 17: Summary of strategies applied in the introduction of online participation in the second phase 
of the study 

 Grünes 
Netz 

Antrags-
grün 

Befragung Begehren Overall 

Clear communication 0 5 2 1 13 

Alternative Routes 0 5 1 0 10 

Listening to feedback 0 0 0 0 8 

Long-term strategy 0 1 1 0 8 

Limit barriers 0 0 1 1 5 

Source: Datasets D (observation of workshops and assemblies between April 2017 and September 
2018), E (second wave of interviews, conducted between November 2017 and March 2018), F (Focus 
Group, conducted in January 2018) and 0 (interviews conducted in 2015 for MSc project). 
Columns for tools (Grünes Netz, Antragsgrün, Befragung, Begehren) are a binary count of the code 
per participant or observation. Column ‘Overall’ contains total count of references, which may 
include multiple references by the same participants, as well as references that were not linked to 
specific tools. 

                                                            

 

5 Because this section addresses discussions or decisions that only a small group of individuals were 
involved in, I will quote interviews and observations without referencing participants, to protect their 
anonymity. 
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Table 18: Summary of experiences with existing or newly introduced online participation in the second 
phase of the study 

 
Grünes 

Netz 
Antrags-

grün 
Befragung Begehren Overall 

Adoption 2 17 7 0 43 

Impact 0 1 9 0 29 

Efficiency 1 10 0 0 19 

Transparency 0 8 0 0 18 

Barriers 0 1 2 0 15 

Inclusion 0 1 0 0 6 

Legitimacy 0 3 0 0 4 

Inequality 0 0 2 0 3 

Missing Impact 0 0 2 0 3 

Source and details as for Table 17 above 

6.5.1. Functionality of the Tools 

The main strategy in the implementation and use of the tools that addresses inclusion is the 

consistent opportunity of alternative routes to participation. The requirement has been 

recognised, and implemented. The participation statute stipulates that members are invited to 

participate in the Befragung via email, and through ‘appropriate means’ if they have no email 

address registered with the party (Bundesvorstand Bündnis 90 / Die Grünen, 2018, §2). It also 

clarifies that offline participation should remain possible (Bundesvorstand Bündnis 90 / Die 

Grünen, 2018, §4). This is visible in practice when it comes to the proposal submission in 

Antragsgrün:  

“Experience has shown that nobody is cut off. We receive a few proposals by fax for each 
assembly, from people who say they don’t get along with the technology, but want to 
support proposals regardless. And that just works.” (a male employee) 

However, it is unclear how and to which degree members do participate in the Befragung or 

Begehren offline. An intriguing, but not further analysed detail from the data collection process 

concerned the participants in the panel survey who were invited by post due to lack of an email in 

their membership record: Though a good number of them indeed did not use the internet, or did 

not use it frequently, some of the participants indicated that they do use it as much as most other 

members. Thus, members who do not provide their email address to the party do not necessarily 

do this because they do not have one, or use the internet – but because they do not want the 

party to contact them by email. 
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To ensure that all members have the option to participate online, the invitation for the first 

Befragung was sent to all members along with a poll card for the general members vote about the 

top candidate for the German election in 2016. Subsequent surveys were invited by email only. 

In terms of equality, while no solutions are implemented, participants were very positive that this 

would not become an issue, and any issues would be addressed: 

“I think there is a strong lobby against exclusion in the Green Party, that is a base-
consensus, and there is no question about it. That’s why people always look out for this, 
and that it does not happen.” (a male IT expert) 

However, there are no strategies, either in the party or the research field, to successfully and 

consistently prevent exclusion through the digital divide. The one discussion in this area that took 

on some significance over the course of the project was that about the participation of women. 

This is also the one discussion where my research has had significant impact. It may well be partly 

due to my research that the issue has become so prominent. Following publication of the first 

paper from this thesis (Thuermer, 2017), which highlighted a potential gender bias through the 

new online participation methods, the party leadership has begun to take this issue into 

consideration. This was also reflected in the subsequent data collection, where a member of the 

executive board told me in an interview how they had ‘learned from a scientist that women’s 

participation was an issue’. I was later invited to discuss my findings with the women’s council in 

September 2018, to help the party’s beginning discussion about potential solutions to this 

problem. As of the national delegate assembly in November 2018, the Antragsgrün includes a 

breakdown of supporters by gender per proposal (‘Frauenanteil’) – a first step to raise awareness 

of the issue. 

This appears to be the beginning of the party’s efforts to achieve gender balance online. It is 

unlikely to be sufficient on its own, however, as voluntary quotas are less effective than 

mandatory ones (Krook and Norris, 2014). If no more advanced policy for gender balance online 

were adopted, the party would risk experiencing the combination of the gender divide in both 

political and online participation, potentially leading to a significant reduction on women’s 

participation as compared to offline – this will be discussed in more detail in Chapter 7.  

Several participants highlighted how the Antragsgrün had already improved transparency, 

enabling all members to see proposals early on, understand what changes are made, and thus 

making it easier to follow the proceedings at assemblies:  

“I cannot imagine assemblies without it, having the whole proposal process in front of 
you, the ease of use, submitting proposals, seeing others’ proposals, and changes. It 
make the whole process transparent and clear” (a man with a position at state level) 
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During the implementation of the online verification process, many options for technical solutions 

were discussed, fully aware that while verification was necessary, it would by definition create a 

barrier that some members might struggle with. The consensus was a combination of username 

and password, which was felt to be the lowest common denominator, creating a required 

threshold to participation, but at the lowest possible level: 

“If we had asked for ID numbers or who-knows-what, (…) that would have gone too far. 
(…) I think even requiring a username and password is a barrier for some, to submit or 
support proposals. If we had asked for any more than that, I would have criticised that 
very strongly.” (a women with a position at federal level) 

Even with this highly disputed verification process, most members seemed to be reconciled today. 

My data collection progressed alongside the introduction of the verification process, spanning 

some time before it was introduced, the assemblies that decided about its introduction, where it 

was first used, and three subsequent ones. The longer I collected data on the process, the less it 

was raised as an issue. While in 2016 it was seen as a major barrier, and early on in 2017 there 

were significant doubts about its usefulness, towards the end of the data collection in 2018, most 

participants simply stated that the process has been widely adopted, and there were very little 

issues and complaints. While a very small number of participants described that their peers 

struggled to support proposals, the majority had personal and positive experience of using the 

tools. Some even stated explicitly how they had been worried about potential exclusion, but their 

doubts had been dispelled:  

“I thought initially that the people would be cut off. (…) But experience has shown plain 
and simple that that does not happen. (…) It just works, and I have heard no 
complaints!” (a male employee) 

The wide adoption and absence of major issues or complaints suggests that the verification 

process has indeed been widely adopted. This must, by definition, be a replacement process, as 

the previous process – to confirm support in an email or on social media – was no longer an 

option. This replacement may however have led to some reinforcement, where members who are 

unfamiliar with the Antragsgrün are less likely to adopt it, at the cost of not participating in the 

proposal process. On the other hand, there seems to have been some mobilisation as well, where 

members who would not have used the tool before are now frequent and able users.  

For the other tools, although there is some awareness of potential exclusion, processes to address 

and prevent these from materialising are still in their infancy, and the longer these take to 

implement and have effects, the more likely reinforcement processes will be. 
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6.5.2. Information about the Tools and Processes 

Those involved with the implementation of the participation process were throughout very aware 

of the necessity to inform and educate members about the new processes, albeit potentially not 

about the extent of this requirement. The main thing that is done to achieve adoption of the tools 

is to “talk about the new opportunities, talk about how they are additions and not replacements,” 

and also find members to help spread the message, who are enthusiastic and willing to 

experiment (‘participation pilots’, Bündnis 90 / Die Grünen, 2018b). Participants described how 

they had themselves been enrolled to help spread the message among the grass-roots:  

“When it came to informing members about [the new tools], the managers, state 
executive boards, from the federal board down, were supplied with materials and 
information, so that they could carry this into the grass-roots.” (a women with a position 
at state level) 

To support the adoption of Antragsgrün, the party headquarters also offered a hotline that 

members could call in order to get support with their proposals. This was used, especially by 

members of the ‘Green Elderly’ group, which ultimately “knew better how to use it than some 

MPs!” However, the best effort to inform members is of little value, if members do not listen, as 

one grass-roots participant described:  

“I always receive the emails from Michael Kellner, and I think they are cute and well 
meant, and okay – but I only ever scroll through them. I am very, very, very certain that 
they meticulously inform about the progress with regards to participation.” (a male IT 
expert) 

This indicates that the processes must be important enough for members to engage with them 

(Vowe, 2014).  

The topic that was possibly the most discussed was the impact of the new participation tools. 

Participants described especially how they had used the results of the Befragung, discussed them 

and formed policy proposals on their basis. The Befragung specifically was perceived as already 

making an impact, as it informed decision-makers about views that they had not previously 

known about. The potential impact of the tool is constantly under discussion: 

“We discuss what the impact is every time. The questions, why do we run this survey, 
who benefits, and what do we do with it, that’s a question we discuss every single time. 
And that will remain the case for every Befragung that the executive board initiates, that 
this must be discussed.” (a women with a position at federal level) 

Those involved with the Befragung are very aware that the way questions are asked can influence 

the results, and intend to address this through the participation statutes, which were agreed at 

the state council in April 2018. There is also a lot of awareness for the necessity to make members 

feel that they have influence – underlined by research on the effect of efficacy, which shows that 
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perceived influence increases acceptance of process outcomes and thus legitimacy (Leggewie, 

2011). This is done, in the view of those involved, by consistently feeding back to members what 

has happened with their contributions.  

However, as seen in the quote above, this is not necessarily what the members receive. Other 

participants described how they read the results, but did not do anything about it, nor had the 

impression that anybody else did. In combination, this discussion suggests that while the party 

leadership and those involved with core policy decisions are very aware of and actively seeking to 

use the new data that the Befragung provides, and ensure that members’ participation is indeed 

impactful, this is not well communicated to the grass-roots. Rather than being a simulation that 

pretends to have impact while it does not, the Befragung simulates to not have impact while it 

does. The lack of knowledge of actual impact may hold members back from actually adopting the 

tools, while those who are familiar with, and approve of, what happens with the results would be 

more likely to participate. Informing the grass-roots better may thus improve the likelihood of 

mobilisation. 

6.5.3. Implementation of the Tools and Processes 

The concept for the new online participation processes is itself the result of a long-standing 

process. The party had set up a committee to review the structural development of the party, 

which looked at a variety of topics concerning the party structure, between 2014 and 2015. One 

of the results of this committee was the necessity to look at online participation, which was 

subsequently done, between 2015 and 2016, in a special task force for participation. This task 

force developed the strategy paper which was accepted by the delegate assembly in November 

2016, at the beginning of this project, and introduced the Befragung and Begehren. This in turn 

led to the creation of the participation statute, with the intention to define processes and 

regulate the relationship between online and offline participation, in the long term, and especially 

where they run parallel. The statute was seen as necessary to ensure that both online and offline 

routes would be balanced. In the very long term, the intention is to not only modernise, but also 

to change the culture in the party, and encourage more participation from members who, to date, 

do not engage. 

Feedback was part of this entire process, from the selection of committee members, where 

members could apply through technical discussions, to the tool implementation. Especially 

members who held positions between the local and state level felt that this was necessary – and 
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all of them also stated that they were either explicitly asked for feedback, gave it regardless, or 

could have if they had wanted to. 

All interview participants were in some way or another involved with the groups that are in turn 

involved with the discussion, development or implementation of the new online participation 

processes – those were the sample criteria, as discussed in 3.3. Unfortunately, due to the 

difficulties in recruiting focus group participants, this cannot be contextualised with views from 

the grass-roots apart from those who are already involved. However, the participants of the one 

focus group seemed to expect to be informed of the results, rather than be involved in the 

process. 

Like feedback, ‘trying things out’ is very much part of the implementation process. A participant 

involved with the process described how they “very consciously try things out. This is a learning 

process, and it is not final.” They were also very aware that this was a gradual process that would 

be slow and cumbersome.  

Regarding the alignment with party processes, this was primarily done with the Antragsgrün, 

which was built to the requirements of the party. Similarly, there is a focus on tools being 

developed specifically for the party, as opposed to buying software packages, which is why the 

Begehren is based on the same software as Antragsgrün. This is done with the intention that the 

tools really fit into the party culture, and are recognisable for users making them easier to use.  

By and large, apart from a handful of exceptions discussed above, all participants were indeed 

very happy with how the requirements they felt were relevant were addressed during the 

implementation process, so that the results can indeed be expected to be legitimate.  

6.6. Conclusion: Process Development, or Building for Inclusion 

This chapter evaluated the status quo in the party ahead of and during the implementation of 

new tools and processes, and identified assumptions about opportunities and risks seen by 

participants in that process. This lead to the definition of requirements for both the tools 

themselves and the implementation process, which were then compared to the strategies that 

were actually applied during the implementation processes, with an assessment of how well the 

requirements were addressed. Overall this chapter responds to research questions 2, 3, and 4 and 

the corresponding hypotheses: 

2. How are participation preferences translated into processes? 
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H2a Assumptions about direct participation underpin process design and 

implementation.  

3. How are inequalities identified and addressed? 

H3a: Inequalities specific to the party are not formally identified; only well known 

‘digital divide’-issues are addressed.  

4. To which degree are preferences realised in processes, and are expectations of party 

members and leadership met? If not, why? 

In their online process introduction, the party followed two goals: Engaging a broader portion of 

their grass-roots, and including members who currently do not participate. The internet allows 

them to reach out to their grass-roots, but does not foster diversity. The two goals are thus 

reflected in the digital divide: The party can either include everyone, or include everyone – give 

everyone the opportunity to engage online, or ensure the opportunity is used equally. In this 

instance, inclusion was their primary goal.  

Analysis showed a wide range of assumptions about the potential effects of online participation 

processes and what they could mean for the party. Equality in these processes was initially seen 

as a critical element. And it was, but it turned out to be one of many elements which were equally 

important to participants. While the participation preferences identified in Chapter 5 were 

reflected in the data, they were not the only guiding principles in the discussions and decisions 

about online participation.  

The main benefits participants expected from online participation were that it would enable more 

and different members to participate. While this was underpinned by assumptions based on the 

participation divide, such as the exclusion of parents in offline processes, participants did not see 

the goal in participation becoming equal, and balance out inequalities in offline participation. The 

goal was rather an increase in both numbers and diversity. Of course more diversity would entail 

more equality, e.g. when underrepresented groups are better represented as a result, but this 

was considered as a side effect rather than the main goal. Aiming for equality instead might have 

entailed, for example, that participation by certain over-represented groups would be capped, to 

prevent reinforcement – an idea that was not entertained until the debate about women’s 

exclusion online in September 2018. 

The assumptions participants had about which members would be enabled to participate broadly 

reflected the general knowledge about the party: Members with disabilities or few resources, 

parents and others with little control over their daily routines, or those with a smaller network or 
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in rural areas were targeted. One aspect of the digital divide that was distinctively 

underrepresented was participation of women. While this was raised as a potential issue by some 

participants, this awareness did not scale, with survey participants assuming men and women 

would equally benefit. On the other hand, several participants in conversations assumed that 

online participation would enable women specifically to participate more.  

Participation was also assumed to become more equal in political terms, as a ‘neutral’ online 

platform could balance out some of the benefits that members of the party elite would otherwise 

have, thus enabling the grass-roots to gain more influence in comparison. Also, members could 

use the Begehren especially to hold the party leaders to account. As such, the assumption was 

that online participation would counteract oligarchisation processes in the party. This would also 

mean that introducing a new actor, in the form of new online participation tools, would lead to 

more equality between grass-roots and elite. The technology was assumed to mediate between 

the two groups, and thereby change the existing relationship. This change could only be caused by 

technology if some level of agency is ascribed to it. 

Aside from changing who participates, study participants saw a big opportunity in how 

participation was conducted: Online tools were seen as more modern, and there was a perception 

that the party would renew itself and potentially even its political culture by adopting modern 

technology. It would also make participation easier and potentially more efficient, by automating 

previously manual processes. Lastly, because the tools were new, they would also allow entirely 

new forms of participation, which were seen as something of a wild card: they could be 

successful, or they could evaporate without effect.  

Matching the potential benefits, participants talked at length about potential negative 

implications of online participation. Where the online tools were seen as enabling for some 

members, they were perceived as a barrier for others, especially for older members and those 

who were less familiar with technology – indeed these were often seen as the same group, 

following the popular digital immigrant/native divide by Prensky (2001). This was especially 

obvious in the discussions about the Antragsgrün, where technology was used to supplement an 

existing process, without changing the process itself. It was the new tool, the new actor that 

would make it harder for members to engage, particularly those that did not frequently interact 

with such tools. The process would become more difficult because of the technology.  

Apart from potentially excluding some members, the main issues were seen with potential 

negative results of the new process: They could demotivate members if they were not sufficiently 

impactful; they could be hijacked for partisan interests, and thus de-valued for non-partisan users; 
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they could be disregarded, or on the other hand, overrated, with survey results effectively 

becoming decisions, rather than leading to discussions. There was a small amount of worry about 

potential abuse from the top, such as party leaders framing surveys in their favour. All of these 

potential effects depend very much on how the new processes are embedded in the existing 

culture (Kersting, 2014; Thuermer et al., 2016) and Actor-Networks (Latour, 1987; Nielsen, 2009). 

To gain the benefits and prevent the negative consequences, participants thought that first and 

foremost, the tools needed to be well built – only a functional platform would be used by 

members, let alone previously inactive ones, in the first place. Naturally, only if tools were used, 

could they increase participation. Simultaneously, functional and accessible tools were also seen 

as the answer to potential exclusion: The more accessible and easy to use online participation 

tools are, the larger the opportunity for them to be used by those with lower skills. 

Apart from functionality – which was very much treated as a baseline requirement – information 

about the tools and processes was seen as key to adoption. Only if members knew about the 

tools, about what they did, and how they could be used, would there be a chance of adoption. 

Lastly, to achieve acceptance and prevent negative impact on the political processes underpinning 

the tools, there would need to be a broad discussion about not just the results of the processes, 

but the very processes and tools themselves. Only if members had a say, participants felt, would 

they accept the tools as legitimate – similar to what Rothschild-Whitt (1979) found in collectivist 

organisations, reflecting the social movement roots of the party. 

Some, but not all of these requirements were addressed during the implementation. Functionality 

was ensured through custom-developed tools for the particular purposes of the party, though 

apparently with limited user testing. Specific features were added as the need arose, for example 

to visualise the gender balance of proposal supporters. Information was and continues to be 

provided, although there was a distinct lack of information about the outcome of the processes: 

Not because it was not there, but because it was not communicated – potentially because it was 

not sufficiently tangible. Lastly, the implementation was conducted in small steps, allowing for 

time to discuss and adapt as necessary. Nearly all participants were content that their 

requirements were met. 

If staff bring in their expertise on administrative processes, the political leaders have an eye on 

the political elements of the process, the technical experts bring in their views on technical issues 

of tools, and experts on women’s issues look out for equality, and all of them have the impression 

to be heard and their views to be considered and the final product to be fulfilling their needs, 

then this promises to be a successful implementation process. The successful implementation can 
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be seen as the result of the strategy by the people in charge, who created an open environment 

where different voices could be heard, not only for the participation itself, but the meta-process 

of development and implementation. However, the one group that does not seem to be involved 

are the actual users. Whether this is a gap in my data, due to the lack of grass-roots involvement, 

or a gap in the strategy, cannot be determined. Participation leads to acceptance, it creates buy-in 

for the tools and processes, as well as legitimacy of its results – not only in the political process 

itself, but also in the technical implementation of these processes.  

In conclusion, the hypotheses can be partly confirmed:  

H2a can be partly confirmed: There was a general assumption that online participation would 

lead to more direct participation in decisions in the long term. However, since this is not 

currently the intention, this did not translate into implementation per se. All of the new 

tools enable participation on an individual level, and allow more direct interactions 

between grass-roots and leaders.  

Responding to the wider question, participation preferences were reflected in the 

implementation process: Roughly half of the party members felt that discussions were 

more relevant than voting, and all tools to date have a strong focus on enabling discussions 

within the party. The frequent discussions about online voting imply that there is another 

area of preferences that will need addressing in the future. The preference for equality over 

uncapped participation on the other hand was not well represented. To the contrary, the 

new online tools may enable more participation without yet offering sufficient controls for 

inequalities. 

H3a: can be confirmed: Initially, mainly well-known digital divides were considered, especially 

age and skills. Further inequalities were identified throughout the process – although it was 

to some degree this very project that helped to identify them. However, they are not yet 

well addressed. 

4  can be answered: The expectations and requirements participants had for online 

participation were by and large met. However, those were not solely based on participation 

preferences, but on an array of considerations ranging from equality through information 

to recognition of political necessities.  
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Chapter 7 Effects of Online Participation Processes 

After discussing members’ expectations of how participation would change and for whom, in this 

chapter, I am turning my attention to the actual effects of online participation processes on 

members’ participation. My analysis is based on the panel surveys (C3a & C3b), which, in 

combination, allow me to show the change of participation over time. In a series of regression 

models which predict the Institutional Activity (the factor score discussed in section 3.4.2) of 

members, and their anticipated and actual use of the Antragsgrün, Befragung, and Begehren, I 

focus on demographics and variables for participation preferences, to predict either an in- or 

decrease in participation for each tool, and to identify where, to which degree, and for whom, 

mobilisation, reinforcement, replacement, or non-use are visible effects. 

As described in Chapter 6, the core assumption of Green Party members and leaders is that more 

and different people will participate online than offline: Study participants want to achieve a 

mobilisation effect. This does not necessarily affect ‘equality’ per se, but rather contribute to 

more diversity: They want more, and different people to engage, and involve a wider portion of 

their members. While equality is important to participants, the goal is not to have a 

representative sample of members participate online. Ideally they want to mobilise previously 

inactive members without reinforcing existing advantages for members who are already active, 

and influential. However, most of the party leaderships’ strategies in the implementation of these 

processes are focussed on adoption in general, rather than adoption for currently 

underrepresented or inactive groups.  

The intended and actual use of the tools are rather different though: The statistical analysis of the 

surveys indicates 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 – 

such as age and gender (Hargittai, 2008; Emmer et al., 2011) – and not the expectations of 

members discussed in 6.2. There are also exceptions, such as the effect of education, which 

surprisingly appears to be the reverse of the digital divide. My analysis will focus on who 

participates in general, who participates online through the different tools, and how their 

behaviour changes. The statistical analysis is supplemented with a series of Actor-Networks 

(Latour, 2005), which were generated from the qualitative data. These will be used to 

contextualise the changes in participation, and show how participation itself has changed at each 

step of the implementation process.  
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Figure 17 shows the status quo of online participation in the party in 2016, at the beginning of this 

project. The Grünes Netz, as the umbrella platform, was well established, and gave members 

access to a variety of tools, such as the Wurzelwerk, applications for cloud storage and calendars.  

Figure 17: Actor-Network 1: Status Quo before new online processes were introduced  
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One of the applications accessible through the Grünes Netz was the Antragsgrün, where grass-

roots members, as well as boards and committees, could submit proposals. This was done, as 

described in 4.4, by one person, who uploaded a text through an online form. The proposal was 

either submitted on behalf of an eligible group (such as a task force, board, etc.), or a group of 

individuals, in which case the one person uploading it needed to supply a list of the necessary 19 

supporters. The proposal committee would then work through the submitted proposals and 

negotiate what would be included, or voted upon. The Antragsgrün itself replaced an offline 

process, where supporters had to sign proposals on paper. 

7.1. Institutional Activity of Members 

Table 19 shows a summary of three regression model: The linear models include criteria that 

predict activity in the two surveys, C3a conducted in 2017, and C3b conducted in 2018, 

respectively. The ‘B’ given is the regression coefficient. The logistic model includes criteria that 

predict an increase of institutional activity between the two surveys in 2017 and 2018. The ‘Odds’ 

given are odds ratios. Comparison categories are provided in brackets. The first thing that is 

obvious from this summary is that the criteria are not consistent. There is not a single variable 

that is significant in all three models. Two variables are significant for activity in both 2017 and 

2018: Network in party wings, and education.  

Members who are associated with either of the party wings are more active than those who have 

no association. This aligns well with the qualitative data, which suggested that, the more active 

members are, the more necessary it becomes for them to associate with a wing, as this will give 

them access to informal networks and information, as well as provide support required to get 

elected into positions. Thus, the significance of wing associations is likely to be a result, rather 

than a cause, of increased activity.  

In comparison to members who hold a university degree, members who hold a PhD are slightly 

less active, while those with GCSEs become slightly more active in 2018. Higher cultural capital – 

measured in education – is usually an indicator of more participation, rather than less (Norris, 

2001; Emmer et al., 2011). However, this does not have to be negative, as it aligns active 

members with the voters of the party, and German society, where only 31% hold a university 

degree (Statistisches Bundesamt (Destatis), 2017), as opposed to 68% of members of the Green 

Party (Niedermayer, 2017c)(see also Table 4, p. 52).  
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Table 19: Linear and binary logistic models for 'Institutional Activity' 

 Linear Logistic 

 2017 2018 Increase 

 B Sig B Sig N Odds Sig 

Constant 1.045 ** 0.693 **       

Network in party wings (None)            

Left 0.638 ** 0.782 **     

Reformer 0.881 ** 0.820 **     

Network above state level: yes        64 2.495 ** 

Gender: female 0.129 *         

Age 18-75        159 0.988 ** 

Expected effect of online participation on 
members like the participant (Likert) 

-0.065 *         

Preference of Participation Type: Vote -0.113 *         

Education (University Degree)            

Vocational Training 0.084  -0.120       

GCSE -0.123  0.297 *     

A-Levels 0.029  0.135       

PhD -0.213 ** -0.181 *     

Residence (Rural)            

Directly within a city -0.181 *         

In the suburbs of a large city 0.055          

In a small town 0.047          

Occupation (employees)            

Full Time Education    -0.187       

Self Employed    -0.051       

Civil Service    -0.208 * 22 2.909 * 

Pensioner    -0.032       

Housemaker    -0.154       

Unemployed     0.364         

N 359 378 159 

(Nagelkerke’s) R-Square 0.228 0.187 0.103 

p 0.000 0.000 0.005 

Women were more active than men in 2017, but not in 2018 (cf. Brock et al., 2010; Kerr and 

Waddington, 2014). The mode of participation seems to interact with gender, which may be due 

to different perceptions of skill, as women generally underestimate their abilities in this regard 

(Martínez-Cantos, 2017). 

Participants who expect that online participation will benefit members like themselves were 

slightly less active in 2017, but had no significantly different activity in 2018; the same is true for 

members with a preference for voting over discussions. In 2017, members who lived in cities were 

less active than their peers in rural areas. City dwellers usually have better access to online 
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participation opportunities – which is both suggested by participants in the qualitative data, as 

well as supported by literature (Correa and Pavez, 2016; Blank and Lutz, 2018). Thus, at the 

baseline of participation, the members of the Green Party already behave rather differently from 

common digital divide assumptions (Emmer et al., 2011). 

Looking at the predictors for an increase in participation, it is important to note what changed in 

the period between the two panel surveys. This was summarised in Table 2 (p. 92): between the 

first panel survey (C3a) in November 2017 and the second survey (C3b) in June 2018, both the 

proposal tracking in Antragsgrün, which allows members to see the results of the proposal 

committee in real time, and the Begehren were launched. Moreover, there were two federal 

delegate assemblies (one to discuss the results of the national election in 2017, another to elect a 

new executive board in 2018), and one convention to launch the re-write of the manifesto. 

Only three predictors were significant for an increase in participation in this period: having a 

national network, age, and an occupation in civil service. The only one of these that overlaps with 

activity is civil servants – they were less active as compared to employees in 2018, but three times 

more likely to increase their activity than others. Why this change would have occurred during 

this specific timeframe is uncertain – there is no obvious reason why civil servants specifically 

should have become so much more active. However, the sample not sufficient to investigate this 

question – the difference would warrant more observation and research in the future.  

Members with a network above state level – who have regular contact with federal groups or 

committees, or more political capital – are significantly more likely to have increased their 

activity. This is likely more related to the three events at federal level than to online participation: 

Members who engage at this level are likely to attend these events, and in addition will have had 

to prepare for them, leading to more activity.  

The one predictor that is interesting with regards to online participation is age: For each year in 

age, participants were 1% less likely to increase their participation. There is no obvious reason 

why the events themselves would have caused increased participation by younger members – 

unless it is combined with the use of digital tools these events entail. If older members were less 

prone to use both the Antragsgrün and Begehren, (which they are, as I will explain in the next 

section), this is well in line with the digital divide literature, which poses that, while higher age is a 

positive predictor for political participation, this effect is reversed for online political participation 

(Ward et al., 2002; Oser et al., 2013; Vowe, 2014). The difference in age can therefore be 

considered as an indicator for mobilisation of younger, and a higher chance of non-use for older 

members.  
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7.2. Use and Effects of Antragsgrün 

Figure 18 shows the change in participation through the introduction of the online verification 

process in Antragsgrün. Rather than one member submitting a proposal on behalf of 20, now 

each of the 20 members has to log in to support the proposal. In theory, this should not change 

much about the way proposals are written, though – as discussed in section 6.2.2 – there is an 

expectation that it will lead to more discussion and awareness of the content of proposals, as well 

as more legitimacy of the process. In practical terms, the new process means that up to twenty 

times as many logins to the tool are required per proposal. The barrier that was always there for 

the submission of the proposal – a login for the tool – was extended from one member to twenty. 

In addition, proposals are now visible as soon as they are uploaded as drafts, rather than when 

they are submitted.  

These drafts are a new type of data that was never available before: Members can now see what 

proposals their peers are working on before they are submitted. This leads to a merge between 

discussion stages two and three, discussed in Chapter 5: as members can now see un-submitted 

proposals, they can start discussions earlier. The party administration and proposal committee on 

the other hand have visibility of proposals to come, and can adapt their negotiations accordingly.  
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Figure 18: Actor-Network 2: Changes to process due to Online Verification  
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Table 20 summarises six models concerning Antragsgrün. The models for ‘Current Use’ predict the 

participants in surveys C3a and C3b who stated that they had used the tool, ‘Intention’ refers to 

the anticipated effect members said the tools would have on their participation in survey C3a, and 

‘Actual’ refers to the effect participants said it did have in survey C3b. 

Both models for current use show age and institutional activity as significant predictors for use of 

the Antragsgrün, with the addition in 2018 of having or not having a university degree. In both 

models, compared to 18-25 year-olds, all other age groups are less likely to use the Antragsgrün, 

with a tendency indicating that the older a participant is, the less likely they are to do so. This, 

again, aligns with the assumptions of the digital divide (Ward et al., 2002; Oser et al., 2013; Vowe, 

2014). Looking at the effect that the Antragsgrün has had on members’ participation, younger 

members were significantly more likely to say that they did not change behaviour, while each year 

in age made members 3% less likely to say they had increased their participation. This also reflects 

the model for increase in institutional activity in Table 19 above, where age, although not an 

indicator of activity per se, was a significant negative predictor for an increase in participation. 

Young members are active and do not change that, and older members do not catch up with this 

development. This confirms some of the worries discussed in Chapter 6, where members thought 

that online processes would make it harder for older members to engage. The party fails to 

mobilise the older age groups, both online and in general. Although older citizens tend to be more 

active politically in international studies (Jensen, 2013), Vowe (2014) has shown that in the 

German population, age is a negative predictor for political interest. However, since younger 

members do not increase their participation, this cannot be considered to be a reinforcement 

effect either. It is more likely to be evidence of either a replacement or mobilisation process that 

happened before the survey data was collected, when younger members adopted the online tool, 

while older members did not: A divide that is now maintained, but not changed as the tool or 

process is developed further.  

Participants who were more active were far more likely to have used the Antragsgrün, both in 

2017 (Odds Ratio=6.260) and in 2018 (Odds Ratio=4.874). The tool is clearly most used by highly 

active members. This is not unexpected, as it is part of the processes that participants can be 

active in.  
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Table 20: Binary Logistic Regression models for current, intended and actual use of Antragsgrün 

 Use of Antragsgrün Anticipated Change in Use Actual Change in Use 

 2017 2018 No Change Increase No Change Increase 

 N Odds Sig N Odds Sig N Odds Sig N Odds Sig N Odds Sig N Odds Sig 

Age                                 0.968 ** 

18-25 22  ** 43  **          15 14.95 **      

26-35 53 0.112 ** 19 0.284 *          40 4.172 **      

36-45 80 0.040 ** 52 0.391 *          45 2.688 *      

46-55 103 0.056 ** 63 0.358 **          56 1.748       

56-65 128 0.047 ** 81 0.277 **          77 1.805       

Above 65 40 0.049 ** 98 0.221 **          20  **      

Institutional Activity   6.260 **   4.874 **           0.722       

University Degree: has degree     257 0.366 **          186 2.031 * 214 0.402 ** 

Rating Antragsgrün for BDK (Likert)            7.284 **   0.381 **         

Expected effect on members like participant 
(Likert) 

           2.939 *   0.676 **         

Year of first party entry            0.998 **              

Use of Antragsgrün: has used              97 2.007 ** 95 0.410 ** 109 4.845 ** 

Preference of Participation Type: Vote              180 0.551 *         

Gender: Female                   86 4.711 * 107 0.342 ** 

Institutional Activity by Gender                    0.277 *      

Rating Antragsgrün (Likert) by Expected 
effect on members like participant (Likert) 

              0.632 **   1.334 **             

N 426 348 354 316 243 294 

Nagelkerke's R-Square  0.554 0.355 0.131 0.257 0.360 0.637 

p 0.000 0.000 0.000 0.000 0.000 0.000 
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While institutional activity on its own was not significant for the models for increase in 

participation, an interaction between institutional activity and gender is. Gender was not significant 

in current use of the tool, but it was for changes in actual behaviour: Women are nearly four times 

more likely to not change behaviour than men, and also 65% less likely to increase their 

participation, leading to a mobilisation or reinforcement effect for men. The more active women 

are, the more unlikely they become to increase participation, at a higher rate than their male peers, 

as shown in Figure 19. While it is not unexpected that already active members do not intend to do 

even more, the difference by gender points to an underlying reason preventing women from 

reaching the same level of activity as men. 

Figure 19: Interaction effect between Institutional Activity and Gender for 'Actual – No Change' through 
Antragsgrün 

 

Source: Second panel survey (C3b) 

This is dangerous for the Green Party, who pride themselves on gender equality both as an external 

and internal policy: Women currently use the tool to the same degree as men (i.e. no significant 

difference), but while they do not change their behaviour as new tools are introduced, men 

increase their participation. If this trend continues, it may eventually lead to a gender-imbalance in 

use of the Antragsgrün. This is very much not what the members expected, as highlighted in 

Chapter 6: participants assumed that online participation would be equally beneficial to both men 

and women. From a digital divide perspective, this result is not surprising, as gender is consistently 

shown as a relevant factor for political participation and use of online tools, with women being less 

active in either (Emmer et al., 2011; Niedermayer, 2017a). An initially lower participation of women 

has also been shown to be mediated over time (Kerr and Waddington, 2014), however, the 

direction of the effect works the other way around in this case: It is not visible in usage yet, but 

given the direction of behaviours, likely to be so in the future. 

0

1

2

3

4

5

6

7

8

0.0 0.5 1.0 1.5 2.0 2.5

Institutional Activity

Ef
fe

ct
 o

n
 'N

o
 C

h
an

ge
'

Male

Female



Effects of Online Participation Processes 

 

 

177 

In 2018, members who held a university degree were over 60% less likely to have used the 

Antragsgrün. Similar to the above described models for institutional activity, the effect of education 

on the use of online tools is the reverse of the digital divide (Norris, 2001; Emmer et al., 2011). This 

is rather spectacular, given that 68% of the party members (Niedermayer, 2017c) and 70% of the 

sample hold such a degree. This should alleviate some of the worries of party members discussed in 

Chapter 6, that online participation, specifically the online verification in Antragsgrün, would 

exclude less educated members. This is unlikely to be the case. On the contrary, there might be an 

issue with exclusion of higher educated members, especially if compared with the models for actual 

effects: Members with a university degree were twice as likely to say that they had not changed 

their behaviour, and 60% less likely to say that they had increased their participation through the 

tool. Not only are these members less active, as shown Table 19 in section 7.1, but they are also 

unlikely to change this. This in turn reinforces the participation of members with lower education 

levels. This effect differs with the tool in question, as I will show in the next section: the 

Antragsgrün is not the right tool to motivate academics to participate. 

The last significant predictor in the ‘Actual’ models is current use of Antragsgrün: Participants who 

have used the tool already were 59% less likely to say they did not change their behaviour, and 

nearly four times more likely to say they increased their participation. This reflects a trend that was 

already visible in the models for ‘Intended’ changes in behaviour, where the rating, expected 

benefit and use of the tool were the strongest predictors. The actual effect is more than twice as 

strong as the anticipated one. Members who liked the Antragsgrün and expected online tools in 

general to make participation easier for members like themselves were more likely to intend no 

change in their behaviour, and less likely to increase their participation. The rating of Antragsgrün 

and the expected effect on ‘members like you’, both on a Likert scale, interacted, for both models, 

as shown in Figure 20 and Figure 21 respectively: The more participants liked and thought they 

might benefit from the tool, the stronger the effect. The direction of the effect – positive ratings 

leading to increased odds for no anticipated change, and decreased odds for an anticipated 

increase in participation – seems counterintuitive at first. However, these are likely – and in the 

case of increase, definitely – members who are already actively using the tool, so that there is no 

need for either change or increase in participation: They can just keep doing what they are already 

doing. In summary, members who like the tool are likely to use it, and members who do not, are 

not. This mirrors findings by Chang (2017), who found that positive attitudes improved adoption.  

As with age, this is not a case of reinforcement, since there is no intended increase – there is 

already a divide, but its dimensions are unlikely to change. The party may want to bridge this divide 

though, to achieve their goal of mobilising new and more members. This is underlined by the 
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requirement for communication about the existence and use of the tools, which was highlighted in 

6.4. As many members are currently not very aware of the tools, raising awareness may also 

increase the opinion members have of them, which can then increase adoption.  

Figure 20: Interaction Effect between 'Rating Antragsgrün (Likert)' and 'Expected benefit for members 
through online participation (Likert): Members like the participant' for 'Anticipated – No 
Change' through Antragsgrün 

 

Figure 21: Interaction Effect between 'Rating Antragsgrün (Likert)' and 'Expected benefit for members 
through online participation (Likert): Members like the participant' for 'Anticipated – Increase' 
through Antragsgrün 

 

7.3. Use and Effects of Befragung 

The executive board (at federal, or as planned in the future, any level) can decide to run a 

Befragung, create a survey, and send it to their respective members (see 4.4). Members can then 

respond to this survey, providing their opinion and feedback. The response data is then received 

and processed by the board, or their respective staff. Depending on the nature of the survey, the 

results are either kept confidential (and may or may not influence the future decisions of the board, 
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see 6.5), or published, distributed and presented internally, so that they can form the basis for a 

discussion in the party or branch. 

Figure 22 shows the change in participation through the introduction of the Befragung. As this is an 

entirely new process, it creates new possibilities of interaction for both the executive board and the 

members, and also a new type of data that was previously not available. In terms of the actor-

network, this change has expanded the size of the network – there are more and different 

interactions between members and leaders, as well as a brand new actor: the data, which may in 

turn influence both discussions and decisions in the party. The newness of this process makes it 

hard to predict what effect it will have, although members are hardly worried that it will have 

negative effects. Since it is a new form of participation, the general assumption is that it will 

increase and broaden engagement and draw in new participants – a mobilisation effect is expected. 

Table 21 summarises six models concerning the Befragung. As above, the models for ‘Current Use’ 

predict the participants in surveys C3a and C3b who stated that they had used the tool, ‘Intention’ 

refers to the effect members anticipated the tool would have on their participation in survey C3a, 

and ‘Actual’ refers to the effect participants said it did have in survey C3b. 

Opposed to all other tools and models, for the Befragung, participants with lower educational 

attainment were less likely to intend to increase their participation, while those who hold a PhD are 

most likely to intend an increase, followed by participants with university degrees. Given that, as 

discussed above, members with (any type of) university degree are currently less active than 

others, the Befragung – arguably a rather academic activity – seems to be able to draw these 

members in, thus mobilising a currently underrepresented group. In the long term, this might mean 

that the Befragung brings some of the digital divide into participation, if higher educated 

participants would indeed increase activity and benefit from the online tool (Ferro et al., 2007; 

Hargittai, 2008). However, given that this is the only tool that shows any sign of an increase in 

participation for highly educated members, while all others indicate no change, this is unlikely to 

become a problem. Following worries about the interpretation of survey results (6.3.2), the rather 

academic audience should however be taken into consideration when results are discussed, as well 

as in comparison to other data from the population, where the proportion for university degrees is 

less than half of that for members of the Green Party (Statistisches Bundesamt (Destatis), 2017). 

The party should consider what the goal of their mobilisation is: Participation being more 

representative of the party members, of voters, or society? If in the long term the recruitment of 

more new members from different layers of society were the goal, the Befragung is unlikely to be 

the tool that achieves this. 
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Figure 22: Actor-Network 3: Changes to process due to Befragung 
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Table 21: Binary Logistic Regression models for current, intended and actual use of Befragung 

 Current Use Intention Actual 

 2017 2018 No Change Increase No Change Increase 
 N Odds  Sig N Odds  Sig N Odds  Sig N Odds  Sig N Odds  Sig N Odds  Sig 

Gender: Female 118 2.195         169 1.734 * 133 0.568 * 130 1.559 *       

Care for dependents                   161 0.592 *      

Institutional Activity   7.737 **   4.441 **                  

Age (18-25)     18  ** 23 0.682               

26-35     53 2.374 * 64 0.211 **              

36-45     61 2.020 * 86 0.342 **              

46-55     84 2.043 * 127 0.604               

56-65     99 1.852   156 0.667               

Above 65     43 4.285 ** 52  *              

Network above state level: yes          145 2.039 ** 116 0.456 **         

Rating Befragung            0.636 **   2.273 **         

Use of Befragung                        0.287 * 

Rating Antragsgrün                0.721 *         

Expected effect on members like participant (Likert)                    0.843 **   0.495 ** 

Preference of Participation Intensity: Equal                   255 1.887 **   0.547 * 

Daily Internet Use          490 3.217 *              

Residence: Directly within a city 195 1.415                        

Highest education qualification (PhD)              41  *         

Vocational Training              14 0.306 *         

GCSE              35 0.277 **         

A-Levels              64 0.236 **         

University Degree              226 0.309 *         

Occupation: Self Employed                   61 1.954 *      

Gender: Female by Residence (Directly within a city)   0.315 *                       

Exp. effect on m. like participant by Use of Befragung                                 3.044 ** 
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 Current Use Intention Actual 

 2017 2018 No Change Increase No Change Increase 

N 413 358 508 380 354 352 

Nagelkerke's R-Square  0.497 0.577 0.359 0.290 0.097 0.143 

p 0.000 0.000 0.000 0.000 0.000 0.000 

 



Effects of Online Participation Processes 

 

 

183 

More important than education is participation of women though: Gender on its own was not a 

significant predictor for current use of the Befragung in either 2017 or 2018. There was however a 

significant interaction effect between gender and residence in cities (above 100.000 residents) in 

2017, showing that women living in cities were more likely to be users than men. In terms of 

changes to behaviour though, women said that they intended to increase their participation 40% 

less often than men, and were 70% more likely to have no intention of changing behaviour. This has 

continued into the model for actual change: Although there was no significant difference for an 

increase in participation, women were 56% more likely to not have changed behaviour. This 

corresponds to the digital divide literature, where women are still less likely to use the internet and 

engage in political activity online (Emmer et al., 2011), as well as women’s overall lower 

participation and representation in politics (Busse et al., 2015). Moreover, this result also 

corresponds to participation in the first survey (C1) – which was part of a Befragung – where only 

30% of respondents were women.  

While there are certainly other factors that warrant differentiation (e.g. race, class), gender is 

particularly important in the Green Party, as gender equality is one of their founding principles. 

Consequently, the gender difference in participation through the Befragung is highly problematic, 

especially as it directly contradicts members’ assumption that online participation tools would 

make participation easier for men and women at the same rate. This may be a result of the wording 

of this particular question, in that participation ‘becoming easier’ does not necessarily mean that 

the opportunity to participate, regardless of barriers, will be used. However, the opportunity being 

used so significantly less by women is a matter of gender inequality.  

Men adopted the Befragung and intended to participate more, while women, even if they adopted 

the tool, did not change their level of activity as a result. They replaced existing activities, but were 

unlikely to do more. This cannot be classed as ‘reinforcement’ for men, as there is no current 

difference in use; men do not have an advantage. On the contrary, the linear model for Institutional 

Activity indicates that women are slightly more active in the party overall. In the short term, 

increased participation by men could in this case be seen as positive mobilisation (if men are indeed 

seen as underrepresented), or negative mobilisation, as the imbalance between men and women 

participating online far outweighs the current over-representation of women. This may eventually 

lead to a reinforcement effect for men, if they become more active on the tool than women, as 

their intention indicates they will.  

That members have such a skewed assumption about participation opportunities being equal, 

when this clearly translates neither into intentions nor effects, may make it hard for the party to 
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properly address this issue – although, as described in section 6.5, they have already started this 

process, and awareness of the issue is being raised. 

Another indicator for use and no intended change in behaviour was age. Participants over 65 were 

least likely, and participants between 26 and 35 most likely to use the Befragung in 2018. The 

younger members also intended to change their participation behaviour at a higher rate. The 

average age of party members is 50 years (Niedermayer, 2017a), which was reflected in both 

samples. The higher use of younger members, and intention of older members to not change 

behaviour, could point to members being right in their assumption that online tools make it harder 

for ‘older members’ to participate. Since habits form over the life-course (Vowe, 2014), older 

members are less likely to be familiar with online tools. On the other hand, when political 

socialisation determines the common action repertoires of a generation (Grasso, 2014), and 

younger members are more used to the activity of responding to online surveys, they are more 

likely to use them in the party as well. Older members did not intend to change their behaviour in 

2017, and were less active than their younger peers in 2018. If this trend continues, the divide 

between age groups in use of the tool is likely to increase, potentially reinforcing the existing 

difference in activity by age. However, there is currently no significant difference in age for an 

actual change in behaviour – if intentions are turned into action, this is not visible yet. 

The preferred participation ‘Intensity’ is a strong predictor for actual changes to participation, with 

members preferring equal to uncapped participation being half as likely to say they increased, and 

twice as likely to say they did not change their participation through the Befragung. In reverse, 

members who think participation should be uncapped were more likely to say they changed, and 

increased, their participation. This is consistent with the qualitative data: Where participants were 

sceptical about online systems, they referred to the systems’ performance against the party’s ideal 

of equal participation (6.3.1). Participation preferences are not yet part of either the digital divide 

or mobilisation and reinforcement literature – but this may count as evidence that they should be, 

with a preference for uncapped participation indicating a higher degree of mobilisation. 

Internet use on the other hand is by definition well established in the digital divide (Norris, 2001; 

Carpentier, 2015). Daily internet use was by far the strongest predictor for no intended change in 

participation: Respondents who used the internet every day were more than three times as likely to 

intend to participate the same as members who were online less than daily. Possibly, these 

members were already using the Befragung, and thus had no need to change their behaviour. 

However, since internet use did not come up as a significant predictor in any of the other models, 

there is no evidence for this assumption. 
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Participants with a network on national level were half as likely to intend to change behaviour as 

their peers without such networks. This is the polar opposite of the respondents’ assumption that 

participation becomes easier for members who have an extended network. Similar to the model for 

Antragsgrün, this may be due to the fact that these well networked members were already highly 

active; they did significantly increase their activity between 2017 and 2018. That they did not 

intend to increase their participation also means that there is an opportunity for less connected 

members to catch up with them, and thus balance out some of the currently existing inequalities. 

The inverse of members with networks being less likely to increase their participation is that 

members without these networks were more likely to do so. As shown in Figure 22, members do 

not need a network to participate in the Befragung – each of them is invited and may respond on 

their own. The Befragung is an opportunity to mobilise the grass-roots, surpass existing networks, 

and express the collective grass-roots opinions regardless of their position in the party.  

A group of indicators reflect the influence of the current views and use of online tools: Higher 

ratings for Antragsgrün reduce the odds for an intended increase in participation, potentially 

because members who like the tool are already using it, thus being highly active, with little capacity 

for an increase in participation. They were more likely to replace activities than to increase their 

already high activity. A high rating for the Befragung made members less likely to intend to 

participate the same – this is aligned with those members being more likely to increase their 

participation. Members who liked the tool increased their participation – if possible – while those 

who did not, did not. This is further evidenced by an interaction effect between the expected effect 

on members like the participant, and use of the Befragung: Participants who liked the tool already 

used it were much more likely to increase their participation, as shown in Figure 23.  

Figure 23: Interaction Effect between ‘Expected benefit for members through online participation (Likert):  
Members like the participant’ and ‘Use of Befragung’ for ‘Actual – Increase’ through Befragung 

 

0

2

4

6

8

10

12

14

16

18

20

1 2 3 4 5

Expected benefit

Ef
fe

ct
 o

n
 'I

n
cr

ea
se

'

Did use Befragung Did not use Befragung



Effects of Online Participation Processes 

 

 

186 

This seems to be a self-fulfilling prophecy, and may limit the use of the tool to those members who 

already approved of it. As with the Antragsgrün, increasing awareness and approval of the 

Befragung may help alleviate this. 

7.4. Use and Effects of Begehren 

Figure 24 shows the changes in participation processes due to the introduction of the Begehren. 

Like the Befragung, it is a new type of participation, enabling new interactions. Unlike the 

Befragung, it builds on existing technology, namely the Antragsgrün and the online verification 

processes in the Antragsgrün. As explained in section 4.4, a Begehren is a petition to the executive 

board, and works on a technical level like a proposal with 50 instead of 20 supporters. Unlike a 

regular proposal, it has two phases: A discussion stage, lasting 21 days, where potential supporters 

can comment or suggest amendments, and the initiator can react and/or amend the text; and a 

supporter stage, where the (amended) proposal can gather supporters. If it reaches 50 supporters, 

it can be submitted, and the executive board has to respond to it, on the same platform, within 

another six weeks.  

The Begehren allows members to set items on the agenda of the executive board, in a structured 

process that is visible to all party members. Since it requires a discussion process, it enables 

discussions on a party-internal platform – something that has not successfully been done in the 

party in the past. Since each Begehren is by design visible to all users of the tool, there is no need 

for supporters to know one-another, enabling new forms of networking between party members. 

With the executive board being obliged to respond, this is a new form of control over what the 

board does, and might even lead to anticipatory obedience, where the board addresses issues 

before they are ‘forced’ upon them (cf. Rudzio, 2015). Similar to the Befragung, because the 

Begehren is a new process, members expect the Begehren to engage new and different members, 

and lead to a mobilisation effect.  

Table 22 summarises five models concerning the Begehren. The model for ‘Current Use’ predicts 

the members in 2018 who stated that they had used the tool. There is no model for 2017 because 

the tool has only been introduced in April 2018, a few months ahead of the second panel wave. 

‘Intention’ refers to the anticipated effect members said the tools would have on their participation 

in 2017 (C3a), and ‘Actual’ refers to the effect participants said it did have in 2018 (C3b). 
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Figure 24: Actor-Network 4: Changes to process due to Begehren  
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Table 22: Binary Logistic Regression models for current, intended and actual use of Begehren 

 Current Use Intention Actual 

 2018 No Change Increase No Change Increase 
 N Odds Sig N Odds Sig N Odds Sig N Odds Sig N Odds Sig 

Expected effect on members like participant (Likert)   1.598 **   0.759 *   1.429 *   0.828 *   1.479 ** 

Daily Internet Use: yes      370 7.902 **         314 0.054 ** 

University Degree: has degree               232 2.128 ** 232 0.514 * 

Institutional Activity   4.014 **                  

Rating Begehren (Likert)        0.753 **   1.718 **         

Use of Antragsgrün: has used      85 1.753 *              

Rating Online Verification (Likert)            0.647 **         

IT Skills (Likert)            0.113 **         

Network in party wings (None)               298  **      

Left               16 0.185 **      

Reformer               11 0.263 *      

Age (Above 65) 40             33  **      

18-25  -           15 31.223 **      

26-35 51 0.002 *          45 3.019 *      

36-45 60 1.884            60 4.01 **      

46-55 77 7.072            73 2.563 *      

56-65 95 5.402            99 2.826 **      

Exp. effect on members like participant (Likert) by Age    *                  

by Age (26-36)   4.085 *                  

by Age (36-45)   0.654                    

by Age (46-55)   0.494                    

by Age (56-65)   0.486 *                         

N 339 381 335 325 325 

Nagelkerke's R-Square  0.653 0.098 0.126 0.247 0.570 

p 0.000 0.000 0.000 0.000 0.000 
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The model for ‘current use’ by definition describes the early adopters of the Begehren, as the tool 

had only been available for three months at the time of the survey. Participants who were very 

active in the party were most likely to have already adopted the tool: Each point increase in 

Institutional Activity made them four times more likely to be users. However, as there is no effect 

for an increase in participation, neither in the models for anticipated nor for actual change, this 

does not seem to be a reinforcement effect: Active members adopt the tool, but they did not 

increase their participation as a result of it. As they are clearly using the Begehren, and since it is a 

new process that they must have added to their participation portfolio, chances are that they use 

the Begehren instead of other activities. This would indicate a replacement effect. Participants in 

datasets D-F suggested that Begehren could be used instead of open letters or regular proposals for 

assemblies. Given the functionality of the tool described above, the most likely replacement is for 

informal communication: Rather than using informal networks to discuss and influence policy, 

Begehren could be used to formalise the process – thereby also increasing the transparency of 

these discussions, making them visible to all (online) party members. 

Participants who thought that the new participation processes would benefit members like 

themselves were 50% more likely to use the Begehren, further supporting the previously discussed 

possibility that members who are enthusiastic about online participation are more likely to adopt it. 

There is also an interaction effect between the expected effect and age: In comparison to members 

older than 65, those aged 26-35 are significantly less likely to use the Begehren, unless they have a 

high expectation that online tools are going to benefit them. Members aged 56-65 on the other 

hand were more likely to have used the Begehren, but the benefit they expected from online tools 

had a much lower impact on their adoption. This can be seen as evidence of the digital divide 

(Emmer et al., 2011), or an effect of enthusiasm for technology: members who are younger and 

more enthusiastic adopt tools at a higher rate even than older enthusiasts.  

This is further supported by the intentions to change behaviour with adoption of the tool, shown in 

Figure 25: participants who rated the Begehren highly were 25% less likely to intend no change to 

their participation, and 72% more likely to intend to increase it. Equally, a higher expectation of 

benefits from online participation made them 24% more likely to change their participation 

behaviour, and 43% more likely to intend to increase it. In combination, this, again, has the 

appearance of a self-fulfilling prophecy: if members like the tool and think it will help them, they’ll 

use it. If not, then they won’t. This poses a danger for the party that a subset of partisan members 

who are ‘enthusiasts’ uses the tool to their own advantage, at the expense of other members – a 

worry that did come up in the interviews, as discussed in 6.3.2. It also underlines the lack of 

awareness of the tool that was highlighted in the qualitative data (6.4.2): Members who were not 

involved in the discussion or implementation of the Begehren were hardly aware of the concept, let 
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alone the plans for its use. Information and training for members on a broader scale may thus 

alleviate the influence of ‘insider-knowledge’ and increase adoption. 

Figure 25: Interaction Effect between ‘Expected benefit for members through online participation (Likert): 
Members like the participant’ and ‘Age’ for ‘Current Use’ of Begehren 

 

Source: Second panel survey (C3b), conducted June 2018; N = 565 
Reference category for Age = ‘Above 65’ 

Members who rated the online verification process highly, as well as those with higher IT skills, 

intended to increase their participation through the Begehren significantly less than their peers 

with opposing views and skills. This speaks against some of the worries members discussed in the 

qualitative data, that the tools might be too complicated: If lower skilled members intend to 

increase their participation through the online tool, then this allows the party to mobilise a group 

that maybe they did not even think they could reach. Also, given that the online verification was 

highly debated, the fact that those who do not like it now intend to increase their participation 

through a tool that uses it indicates what was also stated in interviews: That the process has been 

seamlessly adopted into common practice (6.5.3).  

Another measurable effect of the digital divide is internet use: Participants who used the internet 

every day were seven times more likely to say they did not intend to change their participation 

through the Begehren than those who used it less frequently, and 95% less likely to say that they 

have increased their participation. This can be seen as evidence against the effect of the digital 

divide for the Begehren, as those who are already familiar with the internet should have been more 

likely to use it to their own advantage (Lusoli et al., 2002; Vowe, 2014). This in turn points to a 

mobilisation effect for those who use the internet less frequently. The Begehren may be sufficiently 

motivating for less savvy members to go online. 
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A further diversion from the expectations of the digital divide is the reiteration of the effect of 

formal education. Just like for the Antragsgrün, holding a university degree makes members both 

less likely to change behaviour, and less likely to increase their participation. Highly educated 

members are not only less active, but they are also less likely to change that. This contradicts some 

of the worries raised in the qualitative analysis, where participants felt that online tools could 

exclude lower educated members. It seems to be the other way around – members with higher 

education seem to have no intention to increase their engagement, while those without university 

education do! 

7.5. Conclusion: Differentiated Online Participation Effects 

This chapter discussed the effects of the new processes on participation, and the characteristics of 

groups that were likely to use the tools, and change or not change their participation behaviour as a 

result. This broadly responds to research questions 5 and 6, and corresponding hypotheses:  

5. Is there evidence for mobilisation, reinforcement, replacement, or non-use? Are these 

effects mutually exclusive or do they occur simultaneously? 

H5a There is evidence for all four effects. 

H5b All effects happen simultaneously for different groups. 

6. What characteristics of participants correlate with each of these effects? 

H6a: Behaviour differs by age: Younger members are more likely to show 

reinforcement. 

H6b: Behaviour differs by familiarity with technology: Members who are less familiar 

with technology are more likely to show replacement; Members with average 

technology skills are most likely to be mobilised. 

H6c: Behaviour differs by socio-economic status (e.g. income, occupation): Members 

with higher status are more likely to show replacement. 

H6d: Behaviour differs based on participation preferences: Members with a 

preference for voting are more likely to be mobilised. 

My results indicate that the party’s goals to overcome the participation and digital divide are 

unlikely to be achieved. 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: All forms of capital: social / 

political, financial and cultural, in the form of social class, available resources and time, gender and 

education, play a role in determining how likely a person is to be active, both politically, and on the 

internet (Brady et al., 1995; Lijphart, 1997; Emmer et al., 2011). These differences lead to different 

effects, such as the mobilisation of inactive members (Ward et al., 2002), reinforcement of existing 
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advantages (Norris, 2001), replacement of existing practices (Jensen, 2013), or non-use of the tools 

(Lutz and Hoffmann, 2017). There was however no unique effect of any one of the tools. All of them 

instead led to different effects for different people, as the ‘Differentiated online participation 

effects-model’ suggested. The effects are summarised in Table 23. 

Table 23: Overview of effects of tools by characteristics 
 

  Mobilisation Reinforcement Replacement Non-Use 

 var V E var V E var V E var V E 

Antragsgrün 

Age + - Education - + Age - + Age + + 

Gender male + Effect - + 

Education + - Opinion - + 

Opinion - - 

Befragung 

Education + + Age - + Opinion + + Age + + 

Gender male + Opinion - + 

Intensity uncapped + 

Network - + 

Begehren 

Internet 
Use 

- + 
Opinion + + Activity + + Opinion - + 

Education - + 

For each combination of tools (major rows) and effects (major columns), the set of variables 
moderating the effect is given on the left. The details given on the right of each variable signify the 
type of effect, with ‘V’ indicating the variable value, and ‘E’ the effect. ‘Age + +‘ can be read as ‘when 
Age is higher, the effect is more likely’. 

This means that the effects vary by group as well as by tool, and indicates that a number of factors 

need to be considered when assessing the impact of the introduction of online decision making 

tools. 

The Antragsgrün mobilises men, reinforces participation for members with lower educational 

attainment, replaces other participation methods for younger members, and is likely used less by 

members who are older, or less convinced of the benefits of the tool. 

The Befragung mobilises men, members with higher educational attainment, those who prefer 

uncapped participation, and members without extensive networks. It reinforces existing benefits 

for younger members, replaces other forms of participation for those who believe in the benefits of 

online tools, and is likely used less by those who do not believe in these benefits, as well as older 

members.  

The Begehren mobilises members who do not use the internet every day, as well as those with 

lower educational attainments. It reinforces use for members who believe in the benefits of online 

tools, and replaces existing participation for active members. Members who have a low opinion of 

the tool are unlikely to adopt it. 
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Although members expected all kinds of benefits, especially for their less-privileged peers, the 

members who are likely to benefit most from online participation tools are not those the Green 

Party had hoped to engage. This is problematic as, although 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 mostly be ‘more of the same’. 

The party is also well known for their focus on gender equality, and their high female 

representation (Heinrich, 2002; Frankland, 2008). Although women are still underrepresented in 

the party in comparison to the German population (Niedermayer, 2017a), they were more active 

than men, at least in 2017. This balance however is now in danger, with both the Antragsgrün and 

Befragung mobilising men at a higher rate. 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 addressing 

and supporting underrepresented members. For example, the party could develop methods to 

increase women’s participation online that correspond to their offline processes. They could also 

offer explicit training to increase members’ skills and thus confidence to participate. 

There are some exceptions though. The results for education, which is a negative predictor for both 

participation and online participation through two of the three tools, not only contradict some of 

the participation and digital divide literature (Brady et al., 1995; Lijphart, 1997) but also the ‘urban 

knowledge’ about the Green Party. The party is well known for having the highest proportion of 

university educated members (Andersen and Woyke, 2008, p. 38; Niedermayer, 2017a). My 

analysis has shown that this is commonly misinterpreted: The higher proportion of university-

educated members does not translate into more contributions from these educated members. To 

the contrary, members who are not university educated are much more active, and more likely to 

mobilise through the Begehren, and even reinforce their existing over-representation through 

Antragsgrün. The party is not the ‘academics’ party’ after all. There is only one exception to this 

rule: Members with university degrees intend to increase their participation through the Befragung 

at a higher rate than members with lower educational attainments. This suggests that academics 

are only motivated by specific types of participation, which cost comparably little time, and are, at 

least for some, familiar from practice. In other words: Academics like surveys. 

A detail that all models for intended use share is the significance of variables that indicate 

enthusiasm for online participation: ratings of the different tools, regularity of internet use, and the 

expected effect on members like the participants. Participants with a positive outlook on the tools 

generally intended to participate more. However, these largely remain intentions, as the factors 

that moderate current activity, tool use, and changes in participation behaviour, are aligned with 

the digital divide. While a low the opinion of all of the tools indicates non-use, demographics like 

gender, age, and education are more common factors for mobilisation and reinforcement effects. 
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Age and gender moderate these effects in expected ways: Men are more likely to be mobilised, 

older members are less likely to adopt tools, while younger members use new tools to either 

replace their existing activities, or reinforce their advantage.  

As expected, Actor-Network Theory was a useful framework to understand the complex 

interactions alongside these changes. The co-construction of the processes by both human and 

non-human actors, the members and party bodies and the new technology, contributed to a 

change not only in processes, but also in perceptions. The technology was not only a tool to be 

added to a portfolio of participation processes, but required a rethinking of the very processes it 

was embedded into. This was visible in the role technology played in the re-definition of legitimacy 

for proposal supporters, but also in the new opportunities for interactions between human actors 

that the tools enabled. As shown in Figure 26, the new participation processes result in both new, 

and more structured data, as well as new interactions between tools and members, grass-roots 

members and party leaders, in either direction, as well as between grass-roots members who may 

not previously have known one-another. As a result, the Antragsgrün, Befragung and Begehren 

enable networking and discussions, but also efficiencies through automation.  
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Figure 26: Actor-Network 5: New Status Quo after all new online processes are introduced  
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In conclusion, the hypotheses can be partly confirmed:  

H5a:  can be confirmed: There was indeed evidence for all four effects. 

H5b: can be confirmed: There was evidence for all four effects for all three tools, but affecting 

different, in some instances contradicting groups. 

H6a:  can be partially confirmed: Behaviour did differ by age for the Befragung, with younger 

members indeed showing reinforcement; however, for Antragsgrün, younger members were 

more likely to show replacement behaviour, while older members showed non-use. 

H6b: can be confirmed in principle, but must be rejected in particulars: IT skills were not significant 

for any of the identified behaviours. While the views of the tools and their benefit were 

indeed highly significant, their effects work in different directions: Familiarity indicated 

replacement for the Befragung, but reinforcement for the Begehren. Less familiarity 

indicated non-use for all tools. 

H6c:  must be rejected: Neither income nor occupation were significant predictors for use of any of 

the tools, let alone effects. 

H6d: can be confirmed in principle, but must be rejected in particulars: While participation 

preferences were indeed linked to a mobilisation effect in the Begehren, this was members 

who preferred uncapped participation intensity, rather than the participation type of votes.  
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Chapter 8 Conclusion 

This thesis makes a major contribution to our understanding of the impact of the introduction of 

online participation processes on political participation. Based on an analysis of the introduction of 

online participation processes in the Green Party Germany, it developed a differentiated model of 

effects of online participation tools. This was applied to participation processes that happen within 

political parties, thereby making an important contribution to a field that has so far focussed 

primarily on citizen participation. Using Actor-Network Theory as a framework has proven useful in 

the development of this model. The thesis has further introduced the concept of vogonism in a 

social science context, as the inability of participants to find relevant information due to the 

amount of it being made available on online platforms; and shown how grass-roots democracy in 

the Green Party is not a unified term, but rather a boundary object that binds party members 

together despite their different views.  

The thesis has made three major contributions to knowledge:  

1. I developed and operationalised participation preferences as an indicator for the effects of 

online participation 

2. I provided an in-depth case-study of participation in the Green Party Germany, and the 

assumptions that underpinned the implementation of their online participation processes 

3. I integrated four potential effects of online participation processes (mobilisation, 

reinforcement, replacement and non-use) in the Differentiated online participation effects-

model (DOPE-model), and tested it on the case study using an extensive dataset. Using this 

model, I have shown that effects differ by both groups and tools. 

8.1. Differentiated online participation effects-model 

One core goal of this thesis was to re-conceptualise how the mobilisation and reinforcement 

theories are used, and combine them with replacement and non-use, to achieve a more 

wholesome picture of the effect that online participation methods can have. Existing theoretical 

models are limited because they neither identify the differences between mobilisation and 

reinforcement with sufficient clarity, nor do they represent the whole spectrum of possible effects. 

The terminology of studies around online participation effects has been disjointed, with the use of 

terms overlapping or even contradicting one-another. According to the DOPE-model introduced in 

2.4.6, which was operationalised in Chapter 3, and then applied throughout Chapters 5-7, the 

following definitions can be made: 
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 Mobilisation is an increase of participation through online participation tools, moderated 

by specified criteria, such as age, education, gender, or participation preferences. It can be 

measured twofold, either by comparing two models, and identifying whether odds for use 

have increased, (‘are more people in group x using the tools now than were using them 

before’), or through a question about participation levels (‘has participation increased?’). If 

participation has gone up, participants were mobilised. 

 Reinforcement is an increase of participation through online participation tools, moderated 

by specified criteria, such as age, education, gender, or participation preferences, in a 

situation where these criteria were already indicative of higher participation. 

Reinforcement cannot be measured in a single model, because it would look the same as 

mobilisation. It can only be identified in comparison between models: If a group was 

already significantly more active, and increased their participation in subsequent models, 

this can be classified as reinforcement. Because reinforcement requires an increase in 

participation, it would be hard for the most active members to reinforce their advantage: 

they are already so active that they can hardly do more. This is a natural limit to 

reinforcement, as a behaviour that cannot be intensified cannot be reinforced either. The 

main question then becomes whether participating through new online tools is more 

effective or influential than other forms of participation. If that were the case, in the long-

term, replacement of inefficient offline with more efficient online processes might lead to 

reinforcement, where previously unavailable resources are freed up.  

 Replacement is the adoption of online participation tools instead of previously applied 

practices, moderated by specified criteria, such as age, education, gender, or participation 

preferences. Replacement cannot be measured per se, because it is impossible to identify 

(at least with data available in this thesis) which practices are replaced through the new 

online tools. What can be said is that if participants adopt an online participation tool, 

without changing the intensity of their participation, they must have replaced something, 

as otherwise participation levels would have gone up along with the adoption: If it’s not 

adding, it must be replacing. Future work could collect data in a format that allows to 

compare both overall and relative participation by channels, to make this effect more 

visible. 

 Non-use is the non-adoption of online participation tools, moderated by specified criteria, 

such as age, education, gender, or participation preferences. Non-use can be measured by 

implication, where one group adopts at a significantly higher rate than another, which 

allows statements about the group that does not adopt. If participants are not using the 

new tools, this can be classified as non-use, regardless of whether they have or have not 

been active before. More important than identifying which groups do show non-use is the 
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question why this behaviour occurs. As Lutz & Hoffman (2017) have shown, not all non-use 

is negative. In future work, this should therefore be measured through questions like 'Did 

you participate in this way before? Do you do it today? Why (not)?' 

These effects can be distinguished through comparisons of different indicators, namely the activity 

of participants, their use / adoption of online participation tools, and changes in their activity. 

Although developed in a context of online participation within political parties, this model should 

hold for research in wider organisational or governmental contexts. As such, it can help researchers 

in the interdisciplinary field of web science, but also in more traditional research in sociology or 

political science, to understand the effects of online participation tools on participation behaviour. 

Using this model will make future studies richer, by providing a more holistic and context-based 

picture of online participation effects. This model will make studies more comparable, by aligning 

terms through data-driven and clearly distinguishable definitions. It also shows that effects of 

online participation vary for different groups and tools. 

8.2. Limitations and Future Work 

The Green Party may be a good case study to investigate the effects of the introduction of online 

participation, but it is still only a single case. As such, it can only give indications of what to look out 

for when new online participation tools are introduced. The results presented here would benefit 

from validation of the identified effects through comparisons with other parties, countries, and 

political cultures. Comparing online participation in a less progressive party would allow to see how 

the preferences and subsequent implementation differ: While for example factors like diversity 

may be perceived as less relevant in other parties, individual members will still need to be 

mobilised, which will be dependent on their individual – diverse – perceptions.  

More comparison would also allow to test the reliability of the participation preferences, 

distinguishing between intensity and type, and to identify whether the boundaries drawn here are 

applicable in other contexts. They could also be closer aligned to democratic theory, potentially by 

selecting better matched pairs of statements. Given sufficient data, it should further be possible to 

identify who holds these preferences. If it is not possible through regression models, then maybe 

some form of cluster analysis will yield better results. Data covering a longer period of time might 

also allow to track whether the participation preferences themselves change over time. On a finer 

grained level, it would be interesting to find out why civil servants behave so very different than 

every other occupation group, and whether this is a wider effect, or limited to the Green Party. 

Linking these effects within a party to the engagement of parties with supporters or the wider 

public would be equally interesting. This could involve, for example, to find out whether these 
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effects would apply in a context of government petitions, or discourse on social networks. Would 

parties offering citizens to get involved in discussions online be as engaging as engaging them in 

door to door canvassing? 

In the context of the Green Party, more data on political leaning, and a broader spectrum on 

demographic criteria, as well as more detailed measurements for factors like IT skills and digital 

literacy (Eshet-Alkalai, 2004; van Deursen and Mossberger, 2018) would improve the analysis 

conducted here. For example, more and broader data could identify clearer which elements of 

digital literacy contribute to the described effects. Similarly, the predicted variable in most of the 

models – the response to the question ‘How do you intend to / did you change your participation 

behaviour through [tool]?’ is a rather crude measure, and could be improved upon, by developing 

better, clearer measurements for change of participation behaviour. Asking participants what they 

did is good, validating it objectively would be better. A change in the factor score used to measure 

institutional activity, or indeed a change to the composition of the score, might be a good indicator. 

This could be further supplemented by looking at actual use of tools through system data, rather 

than relying on self-reported usage. Ethical considerations about (consent for) use of this data, 

which is sensitive because political discussions are happening on these platforms, would need to be 

addressed.  

As the Green Party has only just starting to use online tools, the whole introduction process could 

be followed further into the future. More tools are being introduced, such as a distinct discussion 

platform, and progress will likely gather speed as new tools arrive. There is a case for more 

research into the specific adoption process, to differentiate between short- and long-term effects, 

similar to what Kerr and Waddington (2014) have done for Unison. This could be accomplished by 

simply continuing and developing this project, e.g. running more panel surveys and interviews as 

future implementation and adoptions come along, maybe even talking to the same participants in 

intervals, to develop a better picture of adoption over time. This would also allow to investigate 

whether some of the effects that were predicted as likely or unlikely in this thesis do or do not 

come to pass, and also whether their perceptions and preferences change through experience with 

the tools. This could further be supported by comparing predictions of the development based on 

the findings in these thesis with future findings about actual effects. 

A good deal of the effect that the Befragung, but also of other tools, entail that the party needs to 

develop strategies on what to do, or not to do, with the additional data that these tools generate. 

The surveys are the most obvious example as their whole purpose is to create data that can be 

used to guide discussions. But this also applies to the verification process and the Begehren, where 

drafts are visible to a wider audience much earlier than before, allowing for more discussion. The 

automation of these processes offers even more new opportunities: Where at an assembly, a 
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‘women’s vote’ is by necessity a separate step, in an online process a push of a button is sufficient 

to provide a gender split for the supporters of every single proposal or Begehren. This may 

influence how the party apply their gender statutes. Are the current measures to achieve gender 

equality, which used to be necessary in an offline world – through the women’s vote, and gender-

divided speakers’ lists – still required when technology may be able to automate equality? 

(Upper, 1974) 
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Appendix A Green Party Data Sharing Agreement 
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Appendix B Interviews 

B.1 Interviewee Profiles Dataset B 

Participant B1 is a women in her thirties. She lives in a city in Western Germany, and has no 

children. She holds a PhD, and held a position at state level in the past.  

Participant B2 is a man in his fifties. He lives in the countryside in Western Germany, and is a 

parent. He holds a position at state level. 

Participant B3 is a woman in her fifties. She lives in a city in Western Germany, and is a parent. She 

holds a communal mandate.  

Participant B4 is a woman in her sixties, and the oldest member in the sample. She lives in Berlin, 

and is a parent. She holds a position on national level.  

Participant B5 is a man in his forties. He lives in a city in Western Germany, and is a parent. He 

holds a position on national level.  

Participant B6 is a woman in her thirties. She lives in a city in Western Germany, and is a parent. 

She holds several positions at state level. 

Participant B7 is a man in his fifties. He lives in a city in Eastern Germany, and is a parent. He holds 

a position on local level, as well as a local mandate. 

Participant B8 is a man in his fifties. He lives in a suburb in Western Germany, and has no children. 

He holds a position on state level, as well as a local mandate.  

Participant B9 is a woman in her thirties. She lives in a city in Eastern Germany, and has no 

children. She holds position at national level. 

Participant B10 is a man in his teens, and the youngest person in the sample. He lives in a city in 

Western Germany, and has no children. He holds several local positions in the party.  

Participant B11 is a man in his thirties. He lives in a city in Western Germany, and has no children. 

He holds several positions at state level, and also works for the party. 
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B.2 Interview Recruitment Email Activity E 
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B.3 Interviewee Profiles Dataset E 

Participant E1 is a man in his thirties. He lives in Berlin, and has no children. He is an IT consultant, 

and does not hold any positions. 

Participant E2 is a women in her thirties. She lives in a city in Western Germany, and is a parent. 

She holds a position at national level. 

Participant E3 is a woman in her twenties. She lives in a city, and has no children. She is an IT expert 

and holds a position at state level. 

Participant E4 is a man in his fifties. He lives in Berlin, and is a parent. He is an IT expert and holds a 

position at state level. 

Participant E5 is a man in his thirties. He lives in a city in Western Germany, and has no children. He 

is an IT expert, and does not hold any positions. 

Participant E6 is a man in his thirties. He lives in Berlin, and has no children. He is an IT expert, and 

holds a position at state level. 

Participant E7 is a man in his thirties. He lives in a city in Western Germany, and has no children. He 

is an IT expert, and does not hold any positions. 

Participant E8 is a man in his thirties. He lives in a Berlin, and is a parent. He holds a position at 

national level. 

Participant E9 is a man in his thirties. He lives in Berlin, and does not have children. He is an IT 

expert working for the party. 

Participant E10 is a man in his thirties. He lives in a city in Eastern Germany, and is a parent. He 

works for the party and holds a position at state level. 

Participant E11 is a man in his fifties. He lives in Berlin, and is a parent. He works for the party. 

Participant E12 is a women in her thirties. She lives in Berlin, and is a parent. She holds a position at 

national level. 

Participant E13 is a man in his thirties. He lives in Berlin, and is a parent. He works for the 

parliamentary group of the party. 

Participant E14 is a women in her thirties. She lives in Berlin, and is a parent. She holds a position at 

national level. 
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Participant E15 is a man in his forties. He lives in a rural area in Western Germany, and is a parent. 

He is an MP for the party. 

Participant E16 is a man in his thirties. He lives in a city in Western Germany, and does not have 

children. He is an IT expert working for the party, and holds a position at local level. 

Participant E17 is a women in her fifties. She lives in a town on Western Germany, and is a parent. 

She holds a position at state and national level. 

Participant E18 agreed to be interviewed, but the interview failed due to technical problems. 

Participant E19 is a woman in her thirties. She lives in a city in Western Germany, and does not 

have children. She is an MP for the party. 

Participant E20 is a man in his thirties. He lives in a city in Eastern Germany, and is a parent. He 

holds a position at state level. 

Participant E21 it a woman in her fifties. She lives in a town in Western Germany, and is a parent. 

She holds a position at state level. 

Participant E22 is a man in his thirties. He lives in a city in Western Germany, and is a parent. He is 

an IT consultant and works for the party. 

Participant E23 is a women in her thirties. She lives in a rural area in Western Germany, and is a 

parent. She holds a position at national level. 

Participant E24 is a women in her thirties. She lives in Berlin and is a parent. She works for the 

party, and held a position at state level. 

Participant E25 is a man in his forties. He lives in Berlin and does not have children. He works for 

the party, and held a position at local level. 

Participant E26 is a man in his sixties. He lives in a rural area in Western Germany, and is a parent. 

He holds a position at national level. 

Participant E27 was interviewed, but did not provide their signed consent form. The data was 

discarded. 

Participant E28 is a man in his thirties. He lives in a city in Eastern Germany and does not have 

children. He works for the party, and held a position at local level. 

Participant E29 is a man in his forties. He lives in Berlin and is a parent. He holds a position at 

national level.
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Appendix C  Codebook 1 (Dataset A&B) 

Name Description Sources References 

Attitudes 
Attitudes that relate to (democratic) participation processes; attitudes of organisations, bodies, stakeholders or 

participants. 0 0 

Adaptability Flexibility, ability of organisation to adapt to changing circumstances 5 11 

Esteem Esteem towards participants' contributions of any kind 6 12 

Expectation Expectations of participants in participation processes 3 10 

Fairness Fairness in participation processes 1 2 

Familiarity Familiarity in interactions between participants 3 8 

Intuition Intuition of participants in participation processes 2 2 

Neutrality Neutrality of persons involved in processes 1 1 

Openness Listening to (different) opinions; possibility for unexpected things to happen 6 15 

Pragmatism Pragmatism of participants in participation processes; as opposed to idealism 4 5 

Trust Trust between participants, or participants and bodies / organisations; trust in processes 5 8 

Democracy Factors that define (necessary, not sufficient) or influence democracy in general (not specifically in the Green Party) 5 11 

Consensus 
Consensus as part of a democratic process; examples of existing consensus, or consensus-development; perceptions of 

consensus. 4 9 

Diversity Diversity as an aspect of what democracy entails 1 1 

Majority The role of the majority in democracy 2 2 
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Name Description Sources References 

Representation Examples and effects of, and views on, representation within democratic processes 3 3 

Factors for Participation Factors that are relevant, enable or inhibit participation 0 0 

#Classification  0 0 

Balancing Factors that make participation more equal 10 23 

Enabling 
Factors that are inclusive, or make participation easier, in general (also if it cannot be distinguished whether the 

speaker would be affected or not) 15 50 

Enabling Others Factors that are inclusive, or make participation easier for others, in the view of the speaker 12 47 

Enabling Self Factors that are inclusive, or make participation easier for the speaker themselves 12 28 

Inhibiting 
Factors that are exclusive, or make participation more complicated, in general (also if it cannot be distinguished 

whether the speaker would be affected or not) 15 38 

Inhibiting Others Factors that are exclusive, or make participation more complicated for others, in the view of the speaker 13 51 

Inhibiting Self Factors that are exclusive, or make participation more complicated for the speaker 8 23 

Access Access to tools, events, or networks (and discussions in those networks) 9 22 

Age Age as a factor in or consideration for choices in regards to participation 7 19 

Anonymity How anonymity, especially online, influences how party members perceive participation 4 9 

Children Having children as an inhibiting factor for participation 3 4 

Disability Active steps taken to allow participation for disabled persons 3 6 

Full-time politicians Perception of how being a full-time politician enables participation 4 6 

Gender Gender as a consideration for or influencing participation 4 17 

Internet access Internet access as a factor for online participation 5 8 
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Name Description Sources References 

Money Financial means as a factor for participation of individual members, or for party bodies 7 21 

Network Network of a person, factors that influence this network, and that are influenced by it 18 53 

Personal Network Personal network that members establish and rely on, built over time and through different channels 8 10 

Place-based network Network of members in a local community, such as local branches 5 10 

Participation Opportunities Opportunities for members to participate in party processes; Actual use of these opportunities 7 8 

Regional Differences Factors for participation that differ between areas or area types in Germany 10 31 

Rural Areas Specificities for participation of members in rural areas 8 13 

Skills Any type of skills as a prerequisite for participation in general 4 6 

IT Skills IT Skills as a factor for participation, especially online participation 9 18 

Time 
Time as a factor for participation, either as time a person has or needs, or as time a thing or participative action 

requires 14 33 

Shift-workers Shift-workers as a group that has special requirements for participation 2 2 

Timing of meetings Timing and duration of meetings where discussions or votes occur. 5 7 

Forms of Participation Ways in which party members currently can, would like to, or not like to, participate 7 15 

Agenda setting Ways in which the agenda, the policy decisions that are discussed and made in the party, is influenced 6 15 

General Members Vote Description and views on the general members vote for the top candidates 4 6 

Informal participation Participation that is not regulated by statutes or other rules 5 10 

Non-Participation Participation that could but does not happen; members explicitly no participating 4 6 

Online participation Discussion of how members participate online, or may or may not want to participate online 0 0 
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Name Description Sources References 

1 Assumptions about 

online participation 

What people think is currently happening with regards to online participation; assumptions about what online 

participation does or does not do; current, but not experienced 12 23 

2 Experience with 

online participation 

Actual experience with online participation; participants using it, descriptions of this experience or opinions about 

things that people have themselves experienced 10 24 

3 Plans for online 

participation 

What people know is going to happen with regards to online participation, actually formulated plans, and opinions 

about these plans 6 9 

4 Expectations of 

online participation 

What people think could / would / should be happening in the future with regards to online participation; assumptions 

about what online participation may or may not do in the future and the effects it may or may not have 11 38 

5 Issues with online 

participation 

Things that can go wrong, potential problems that occur with online participation, with regards to the users (not the 

technology) 5 11 

Online Voting Discussions of online voting; reasons why online voting is not wanted 4 6 

Participation in elected 

positions 
Discussion of how members participate in elected positions, in the party, in party bodies or task forces. 8 20 

Participation in 

employment 

Discussion of how members participate when they are employed in a party context; advantages to participation 

through employment 3 4 

Participation in local group Discussion of how members participate in their local branches 5 7 

Participation in mandate 
Discussion of how members participate in mandates; difficulties with this kind of participation, and recruitment of 

candidates for these positions 3 6 

Participation in party wings Discussion of how members participate in party wings 4 5 

Participation in task forces 
Discussion of how members participate in task forces; the types of activities they engage in as members or speakers of 

task forces 9 16 

Green Party Views on what the party is, how it functions 0 0 
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Name Description Sources References 

Comparison to other 

parties 

Perceived, explicitly stated differences between the Green Party and other parties in Germany; may be positive or 

negative; also includes examples the party sets, or should strive for 12 27 

Role models 
Positive and negative role models; examples in comparison to other parties that the GP should strive for, or steer away 

from 3 6 

Where GP is better 
Examples of the Green Party being described or implied as better than other parties; mostly due to different views or 

implementation of participation 10 18 

Where GP is similar 
Examples of the Green Party being described or implied as similar to other parties; similarities are perceived as 

negative 3 3 

Governmental 

Responsibility 
Effects that governmental responsibility of party mandate holders has on participation processes within the party 5 12 

Grass-roots 
Definition of the grass-roots ('Basis'); What they do, think, say, could or should do; Grass-roots as an actor, an acting 

entity 5 13 

Top-down Bottom-up 
Discussion of the direction in which decision-making in the party happens; description of how grass-roots should hold 

power 6 7 

Green Democracy 
The concept of democracy that unifies the Green Party in the views of members and stakeholders. Idealised form of 

democracy that members believe they share 18 60 

Green Identity Aspects of the shared identity of the party; what makes the Green Party what it is in the view of their members 10 24 

Hierarchy Perceptions of hierarchy within the party; notable through absence, hierarchies perceived as flat and not relevant 3 4 

Party Structure Aspects of party structure, such as bodies, and their relevance for participation 3 6 

Local branches (KVs) 
Role of local branches for participation; motion proposition and immediate network; importance for elections of 

candidates, delegates etc. 9 17 

Party Wings Role of party wings for participation 6 12 

Task Forces Role of task forces for participation 5 8 
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Name Description Sources References 

Information 
Role of information in participatory processes; Access to and availability of information; information as a prerequisite 

for participation, and effects of different levels of information among members 9 19 

Awareness Party members being aware (or not) of issues concerning participation; awareness as a consideration for actions 3 4 

Expertise Expertise among members for specific topical areas; use of expert knowledge in participation processes 3 8 

Transparency 
Transparency as availability of information, requirement for participation, different views on what transparency is or 

should be 11 41 

Vogonism 
Lack of transparency due to information overload; there is so much information that it is no longer possible to 

consume it 2 3 

Proposals 
The role of proposals at assemblies; typically problematised as a trade-off between the amount of proposals and their 

discussion 9 32 

Amount of proposals 
Views on the amount of proposals for assemblies, and whether this is a problem or not; and if so, of which kind; and if 

not, why not 11 45 

Maintaining low 

barriers to proposal 

submission 

Value of low barriers to proposal submission (as opposed to reducing the amount of proposals by making it harder to 

propose them) 4 7 

Manageability (Im-)possibility to manage an assembly due to the amount of proposals 6 12 

Reducing the amount 

of proposals 

Reducing the amount of proposals by making it harder to propose them (as opposed to maintaining low barriers to 

proposal submission) 4 8 

Improving the 

quality of 

proposals 

Improving the quality of the content of individual, change, and completed proposals, in order to reduce their number; 

Prioritise longer, broader, and qualitative better proposals over sheer volume 3 8 

Proposition vs. discussion Weighing the possibility to easily submit proposals with the possibility to discuss all proposals 3 12 

Proposal Supporters 
Support for proposals as a factor for participation; how many should be required, how are they canvassed, how 

important are they 13 46 
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Name Description Sources References 

Motivation The importance / role of motivation of and through participation 0 0 

Discouragement 
When participation is not taken seriously, or participation opportunities are being restricted, this is perceived as 

demotivating by members and on their behalf 5 8 

Participation as Motivation Participation motivates members, encourages them to join / stay in the party, and do things in and for the party 4 9 

Process 
Stages of the decision-making process, what happens in these stages, who are actors, how do members perceive what 

is happening 3 10 

Assemblies Any type of assembly or formal decision-making body of the party Factors that influence assemblies and their decisions 10 28 

Assembly Chair 

Committee 
Role of the committee at assemblies 2 4 

Assembly length Duration of assemblies; considerations in regards to this duration 2 2 

Audience 
Audience at assemblies. Behaviour, effects of and considerations in regards to this audience. Distinct from attendees in 

that it refers to the difference between speaker and audience. 2 2 

Language Language used at assemblies, especially by speakers at these assemblies. 4 8 

Members assemblies 
Specific type of assembly in which all members of the respective party branch can attend and vote; distinct from 

delegate assemblies 3 6 

Motion Proposer 

Meeting 
Role of the motion proposer meeting; how members perceive it, what is being discussed 4 7 

Speakers Influence and role of speakers at assemblies 6 10 

Candidates Selection of candidates for elections; critique of process, issues with the process 2 9 

Delegates 
The role of delegates, differences between delegates, how they are elected, the influence they have and how they 

typically behave 8 20 

Discussion Process Different stages of discussion during the decision-making process; from informal to formal 0 0 
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Name Description Sources References 

1 Discourse Generic conversations about politics within the party 5 13 

2 Pre-discussion Specific discussion for the purpose of proposal development 8 14 

3 Proposal Discussion Specific discussion about proposals after submission; seen as preparation for (vote at) assembly 8 20 

4 Negotiation Negotiations of the motion committee; What they do, how this is perceived 8 25 

5 Debate 
Specific form of discussion centred around pro and contra arguments; strongly formalised; used at assemblies or ahead 

of general members' votes 10 19 

Influence Influence in the decision-making process; of or on individuals and bodies; different forms or weight of influence 10 27 

Motion committee Role of the motion committee, what it does, how that is perceived 7 27 

Process 

recommendation 
Views on the process recommendations as one of the key tasks of the motion committee 4 8 

Statutes 
Discussion of statutes as influencing participation (not as the subject of a participatory process, e.g. at assembly); 

evidence of awareness of relevance of statutes 4 12 

Technology Technology that currently is or could be used in the Green Party; views on this technology and its use 1 1 

Antragsgrün Views on the Antragsgrün motion proposition tool and process 8 18 

Changes Changes in participation processes; Things that have changed, or instances, examples of this change happening 1 1 

Communication Changes in and due to communication 5 10 

Digitization Change towards using more technology, and technology in more processes 6 9 

Speed Speed at which society or the party changes; speed at which things happen 7 10 

Online Security 
Considerations regarding security in and of online participation processes; with regards to the technology (not the 

users) 5 7 



Appendix C 

 

219 

Name Description Sources References 

Online Verification Views on the newly introduced process for motion supporters to verify themselves online 12 25 

Opinion Poll 
Views on polls in the decision-making process; including the grass-roots survey as a tool and process; using polls to 

survey existing opinions and help members form an opinion 7 20 

Paper 
Current and past use of paper in processes; Paper used for signatures, as print-outs to allow discussion; reasons why 

using paper is not a good solution 7 13 

Parallel online and offline 
Views on using online and offline processes in parallel; not replacing one with the other; benefits and downsides of 

mixing them 13 22 

Social Media Use of social media in decision-making processes; to distribute information into ones network, or get feedback from it 5 9 

Streaming Use of streaming to enable members' participation from a distance 2 2 

Tech as a solution in itself Discussion of where technology is seen as a solution in itself; opinion that that cannot be the case 2 4 

Variety References to the variety of tools that are available; view on the range of things that technology does 5 6 

Wurzelwerk 
References to the internal social media tool; what it does or does not do (not all of which seems to be what it is 

actually supposed to do); expectations and criticism 8 22 

Theoretical Concepts Evidence of or allusions to relevant theoretical concepts 0 0 

Equality 
Equality of participants in participation processes; instances where (the possibility of) equality is, or should be, 

considered 10 19 

Legitimacy Legitimacy of a decision or process; ways in which legitimacy is created and assured 3 4 

Mobilisation Creating active members, recruiting new members, necessity for active members to maintain the party 4 8 

Oligarchisation Examples or mention of oligarchisation within the party. 3 4 

Prefiguration Examples of members wanting to prefigure; act internally on their own policy preferences 3 3 

Reinforcement Reinforcing advantages in participation by already active groups 1 2 
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Appendix D Codebook 2 (Dataset D-F) 

Name Description Sources References 

Democracy 
Summary of preferences, perceptions, demonstrations or discussions of democracy, both within the Green Party and in 
general. 0 0 

Green Party Summary category for codes relating to what the party is, how it functions 0 0 

Gatekeepers 
Evidence or discussion gatekeeper roles. A gatekeeper is a person or groups who can either enable or prevent others' 
participation. 10 19 

Grass-roots Discussion of who the grass-roots are, what they do, want, or don't want, and how they are or should be involved. 20 34 

Green Democracy Definitions of democracy specific to the Green Party. Grass-roots democracy. Interpretations of the term. 31 52 

Green Identity Ideals of the party; what makes the party what it is; what is distinctive about their identity. 9 12 

Hierarchy Perceptions of hierarchy within the party; different ways of doing things depending on role in the party. 30 61 

Party Wings Role of party wings for participation; demonstration of or comments on how party wings see participation. 12 26 

Process Description, demonstration or discussion of the role of different elements of the democratic process 0 0 

Consensus Perceived or demonstrated consensus in or about participation processes. 9 18 

Deliberation Demonstration or discussion of the role of information in the democratic process 22 65 

Information Demonstration or discussion of the role of information in the democratic process. 13 39 

Representation Demonstration or discussion of the role of representation or representatives in the democratic process. 15 21 

Votes Demonstration or discussion of the role of votes in the democratic process. 14 32 

Factors for Participation Factors that are relevant for, enable or inhibit participation 5 5 

Demographics Summary category for demographic factors 0 0 
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Name Description Sources References 

Age Effect of age on participation 17 22 

Children Effect of children or other care work on participation 12 18 

Disability Effect of (dis)ability on participation 10 14 

Gender Effect of gender on participation 22 51 

Residence Effect of residence on participation 5 11 

Resources Summary category for demographic factors, broadly following Bourdieu's capitals. 0 0 

Internet access Effect of internet access on participation 13 19 

Money (Financial) Effect of financial resources on participation 12 16 

Network (Social) Effect of personal networks on participation 21 32 

Skills (Cultural) Effect of skills or education on participation 21 42 

Time Effect of time on participation 20 32 

Online participation Discussion of how members participate online, or may or may not want to participate online 0 0 

1 Experience Actual experience with online participation; descriptions of what participants have themselves experienced 0 0 

Adoption Experience of tool adoption 23 43 

Barriers Experience of barriers 7 15 

Efficiency Experience of efficiency 15 19 

Impact Experience of impact 13 29 

Inclusion Experience of inclusion or accessibility 4 6 

Inequality Experience of inequality; only inequality explicitly experienced is with regards to gender. 3 3 

Legitimacy Experience of an increase in legitimacy of processes 3 4 
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Name Description Sources References 

Missing Impact Explicit mentions of no perceived impact where impact should have been visible. 2 3 

Transparency Experience of increased transparency 10 18 

2 Opportunities Potential positive effects of online participation. 0 0 

Adoption Members start using tools 7 10 

Agenda Setting Members can influence or set agenda in the party 10 14 

Bottom-up Specific opportunities for grass-roots members 3 3 

Discussion More discussions 7 15 

Efficiency Processes become more efficient 14 19 

Equality, Diversity, Inclusion Participation becomes more equal / diverse / inclusive; broader participation 19 34 

Feedback Increased opportunity to give or receive feedback 14 25 

Finding allies Finding allies online that would not have been found offline; especially for members without extended networks. 12 19 

Influence Influence on further processes or decisions 5 5 

Legitimacy Increased legitimacy of outcomes 10 17 

Mobilisation More members participate 14 36 

Modernisation Processes are modernised, 'mit der Zeit gehen' 15 25 

Motivation Increased motivation 7 9 

Transparency Increased transparency 12 19 

3 Issues Potential issues that can arise as a result of online participation 0 0 

Accidentally Binding 
Decisions 

When results of online participation are turned into decisions not by process but by perception 5 8 
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Name Description Sources References 

Barriers New barriers are introduced 17 30 

Demotivation Members are demotivated 6 10 

Directed Discourse Undue influence on what is discussed 10 16 

Inequality Participation becomes (more) unequal; specific (groups of) members are excluded 15 21 

Lack of Discussion Discussion does not happen, or not happen sufficiently 7 10 

Missing Impact Results do not materialise, or do not exert influence 9 20 

Necessity Doubts about the necessity of the processes 5 11 

Overload Too much traffic or content overloads processes or bodies 8 9 

Reinforcement Existing divides are deepened 6 9 

4 Requirements Requirements that should be met for successful introduction of online participation. 0 0 

Adapting to party processes New processes must fit in with what the party already does 10 16 

Allow feedback Feedback should be heard 6 6 

Alternative Routes Enable alternatives, do not make online the only option 3 3 

Educating Members Inform members about processes and enable them to use them through training, education 13 35 

Gradual Introduction Introduce new processes step by step, so members and processes can adapt 8 13 

Raising awareness Inform disseminators and members about the new processes; disseminate / advertise within the party 11 22 

Security and Data Protection Ensure platform security and data protection; protection from manipulations 16 28 

Strategy Have an overall strategy in place 8 11 

Trying things out Try things, allow for failure, trial and error to get processes right 15 36 

Usability Platforms / processes must be user friendly / easy to use / accessible / usable across branches 20 41 



Appendix D 

 

224 

Name Description Sources References 

Visibility or potential impact Make clear what impact processes can or will have 9 19 

5 Strategies Strategies implemented during actual introduction. What the party does to meet requirements or address issues. 0 0 

Alternative Routes Alternative routes are offered / used, e.g. letters, paper surveys 8 10 

Clear communication Processes are communicated, disseminated into the party; clear descriptions and guidance is provided for users 11 13 

Limit barriers Steps are taken to prevent exclusion 4 5 

Listening to feedback Feedback is considered, taken seriously 7 8 

Long-term strategy Processes are included in a long-term strategy 6 8 

Other Effects  0 0 

Non-Use 
Members do explicitly not adopt tools. This may be intentional or unintentional, a result of voluntary self-exclusion or 
lack of inclusion. Not all non-use is negative, and it is often due to considerations of the role of the person that does 
not participate. 

22 42 

Replacement Where online processes may, or do, replace existing processes in the party 12 18 

Tools  30 57 

Grünes Netz Discussions about Grünes Netz (umbrella platform), and single-sign-on concept 16 29 

Antragsgrün Discussion about Antragsgrün, and online verification 41 177 

Befragung Discussion about the Befragung 36 136 

Begehren Discussion about Begehren 35 136 

Wurzelwerk Discussion about Wurzelwerk (knowledge management platform, once intended as party-internal social media) 21 36 

Online Decisions Voting Discussions of online voting; all theoretical, as this is not currently done. 20 40 
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Appendix E  Ethics Application 

E.1 Application Form 
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E.2 Risk Assessment Form 
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E.3 Activity A – Participant Observation 

E.3.1 Participant Information 
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E.3.2 Participant Information (German) 
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E.3.3 Consent Form 
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E.3.4 Consent Form (German) 
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E.3.5 DPA Plan 
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E.4 Activity B – Semi-Structured Interviews 

E.4.1 Participant Information 
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E.4.2 Participant Information (German) 
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E.4.3 Consent Form 
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E.4.4 Consent Form (German) 
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E.4.5 Interview Guide 
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E.4.6 Interview Guide (German) 

 



Appendix E 

 

255 

 

  



Appendix E 

 

256 

E.4.7 DPA Plan 
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E.5 Activity C1 – Survey (all party members) 

E.5.1 Survey 
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E.5.2 Survey (German) 
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E.5.3 Green Party Survey (as sent April 2017) 
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E.5.4 DPA Plan (Activity C1-C3) 
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E.6 Activity C2 – Survey (all tool users) 

E.6.1 Survey 
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E.6.2 Survey (German) 
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E.7 Activity C3 – Survey (panel) 

E.7.1 Survey 
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E.7.2 Survey (German) 
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E.7.3 Panel Survey 1 (as sent November 2017) 
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E.7.4 Panel Survey 2 (as sent June 2018) 
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E.8 Activity D – Participant Observation 

E.8.1 Participant Information 
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E.8.2 Participant Information (German) 
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E.8.3 Consent Form 
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E.8.4 Consent Form (German) 
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E.8.5 DPA Plan 
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E.9 Activity E – Semi-Structured Interviews 

E.9.1 Participant Information 
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E.9.2 Participant Information (German) 
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E.9.3 Consent Form 
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E.9.6 Interview Guide 
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E.9.7 Interview Guide (German) 
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E.9.8 DPA Plan 
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E.10 Activity F – Focus Groups 

E.10.1 Participant Information 
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E.10.2 Participant Information (German) 
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E.10.3 Consent Form 
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E.10.4 Consent Form (German) 
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E.10.5 Discussion Guide 
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E.10.6 Discussion Guide (German) 
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E.10.7 DPA Plan 
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