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Abstract

Citizen engagement is defined as a deliberative process that involves a) commitment from
citizens to contribute in informed discussion with the government for decision-making and b)
influence on decisions resulting in policy outcomes. This is in fact, the essence of deliberative
democracy which is focused on methods used to engage citizens in formal and iterative dialogues
on problems that are relevant, important and complex. Methods of deliberative democracy are
therefore, characterized by two-way information exchange and highlight the value of bringing
opinions and perspectives of citizens into policymaking. Digital platforms have been used by
governments in order to foster citizen engagement because they make it easier for citizens to
convey their opinions as well as interact with the administration and political representatives.

There is an extensive body of literature on e-participation and citizen engagement.
However, studies on transition from e-participation to engagement seem to be inadequate. The
present thesis attempts to fill this gap. It examines the application of the online engagement
mechanisms as participative technology by the government and how government-owned online
platforms enhance citizen participation. The aim of the study is to examine the role of government-
initiated participation mechanisms in facilitating citizens’ transition from e-participation to
engagement (active participation). The study specifically examines the use of digital platforms as
a mechanism to aid this transition. Citizens and governments are the major actors of this
framework. Government includes not only government as a provider of the platform but also
officials of the agency in charge of maintaining the platform as well as departments and ministries
which are stakeholders trying to engage with citizens using this platform. Though the government
may use several mechanisms to engage citizens, only digital engagement platforms are of interest
to this study. Citizens are considered important actors in the overall framework because it is of
considerable significance to understand how they engage in what has been designed for their use
and how they perceive the digital platform as a part of their role in e-governance. The study uses
the concept of deliberative democracy to examine the online mechanisms for citizen engagement.
The participatory democracy theory emphasizes active citizenry involved in governmental
decision-making.

To understand the extent of engagement of citizens on government-initiated online

platforms, MyGov.in is considered as an appropriate case for study. The epistemological



assumptions that characterize this study include drawing knowledge about citizens’ e-participation
on government platforms from their opinions and narratives. This study rests on the Interpretivism
philosophy focusing primarily on recognizing and narrating the meaning of human experiences
and actions and hence relies on data collection methods such as interviews and observations. The
focus of interest here is to understand the unique experiences of citizens on the online platform
that will help the researcher to understand what people think and do, the nature of problems that
they face while participating on the platform and how they choose to deal with these problems.
Multiple citizen register on the same platform, yet, the researcher believes that their motivation to
register and use the platform is guided by different thoughts. These thoughts are also expected to
guide their further intentions on the platform and even the outcome such as whether to visit the
platform again or recommend the platform to others in the citizen community. Though the
government has initiated the platform to engage citizens for policy and decision outcomes, the
researcher is guided by the assumption that this is not the ‘single reality’ that the citizens use the
platform for. The reality is therefore interpreted out of the individual citizen experiences that are
narrated and is based on an interactive relationship between the researcher and the citizen
participants. The focus of this study is to develop an understanding of those experiences that would
lead to conclusions with implications for practitioners and theorists on issues that need attention.

Inductive approach, used as a part of this study, practices detailed reading of raw interview
data collected from citizen participants on the basis of their experience. This detailed reading
allows the researcher to derive themes on the basis of the researcher’s interpretations of the data.
The themes represent the frequent and overarching points that emanate from the raw data and
hence entail a data-driven approach.

For the purpose of this study, the researcher chose to proceed with qualitative research as
the methodological choice closely aligning with Interpretivism philosophy. Phenomenological
approach is considered as suitable for the research because it is important to understand shared or
common experiences of several individuals in order to facilitate a deeper understanding of the
phenomenon. The researcher chose to proceed with qualitative research involving semi-structured
interviews with 75 citizens and 5 officials. Braun & Clarke’s (2006) step-wise method was utilized
for thematic analysis and proved to be valuable for conducting the analysis of data. This led to
identification of the major themes from the data responses. The study also involved secondary data

including content analysis of posts made on MyGov.in, trends and patterns observed on MyGov.in



over a period of time to gain a deeper understanding of the platform and its usage. Citizen
engagement on the platform in major decisions taken by the government such as abrogation of
Avrticle 370 of the Constitution of India during this period was also considered as a case of interest
in the study.

Commonly occurring themes in respondents’ conversation regarding their perception about
MyGov.in platform was observed. Positive perception of MyGov.in included two major sub-
themes: 1) Transformation focus included citizen’s perception of the change in status quo in
governance and citizen-government relationship and how digital platform leverages the
participatory ecosystem where citizens interact closely with the government 2) Inclusion focus
emerged out of citizens’ perception that the platform enabled even ordinary citizens a space in
governance and gave evidence for government’s bottom-up approach. Citizens’ negative
perception of MyGov.in included: 1) Political motive for providing the platform rather than
engagement motive 2) Biased information on the platform reflecting the lack of true intent in
inviting suggestions or opinions from people over what mattered. Negative perception leading to
conclusions such as the inappropriateness of the platform for deliberation of issues of concern
reinforces the need for unrestricted access to unbiased information. Citizens’ negative perceptions
of government-owned digital platforms was the result of the strong view that the technologies were
often realigned to better suit the interest of the political actors rather than the larger public.

Analysis of citizen responses led to the discovery of ‘who participates’ on MyGov.in
platform. As a platform provider, government elevate the citizens’ scope for participation.
Citizens response to provision of online mechanism could be varied. They participate on the
platform or they could be willing-to-engage on the platform. Citizens participate on the platform
because of altruism or because they are seeking information that is authentic. Platforms adopt
gamification strategy and promote contests or competitions that carry cash awards and certificates
or promote points for contributing entries. This also attracts participation. This group of citizens
continue to participate and do not look forward to engagement. On the other hand, willing-to
engage citizens are driven by sense of obligation, activism, frustration or their analytical and
questioning bend of mind. Shaping policies and decisions is not just about contributing ideas or
expecting individual suggestions to be considered, instead these citizens expect their contribution

to make a difference to the policy outcomes. On the basis of the above themes that emerged from



the citizen responses, a citizen typology is created that will guide the understanding of who
participates on government-initiated online platforms.

The next set of themes emerged out of the participation experiences shared by respondents
on MyGov.in platform. Willing-to-engage citizens had contributed in discussion forums on
MyGov.in as response to government’s invitation for inputs to policy drafts posted on the platform.
Citizens identified their experiences as one that offered 1) Limited deliberative effect owing to
lack of responses from the government and lack of citizen-citizen interaction 2) Lack of influence
in decision-making 3) Lack of accountability arising out of government’s limited usage of platform
to publicly articulate, explain, and most importantly justify decision or policy. Official responses
corroborated the citizen responses and highlighted how the MyGov.in system is not built for a two-
way dialogic communication experience. The study of MyGov.in shows that deliberation does not
happen unless the platform is designed for the same. It remains a platform that seeks citizen
suggestions and contributions and offers nothing more than a one-way experience.

Citizens registered on MyGov.in often compared the features of the platform and
engagement experience to that of their experience on other online portals (news websites, blogs).
This part of the study tried to understand the participation experiences of citizens on news websites
on social media platforms. Three themes were identified as recurrently occurring across the citizen
responses: 1) content on the platform 2) interactiveness of the platform and 3) participants on the
platform. The themes bring to fore some important aspects, especially with respect to the
participants on the platform. Firstly, this study observes that the audience is of importance to the
contributor. Digital platforms on social media enabled reach to an extended audience and this
amplified network of audience works in perfect alignment to the deliberative intentions of the
contributor. Secondly, the effectiveness of citizen engagement on online platforms is dependent
on the clarity of its purpose to the participants. This study observes how citizen participants on
online news portals were clear about the space provided to discuss and deliberate on issues and
decisions. Lack of clarity of a platform such as MyGov.in often reflected in citizen responses.
Thirdly, participants on the platform contribute to meaningful deliberation only if they possess
sufficient, appropriate and updated knowledge about government schemes and policies.

Further, this thesis also includes a case study to understand the extent of citizen engagement
in decision making on MyGov.in, a government-initiated national online platform. The case tries

to identify if the online participatory mechanism was leveraged by the government in the context



of the decision to abrogate Article 370. On August 5, 2019, the ruling national government of
India, Bharatiya Janata Party abrogated Article 370 by way of Presidential Orders. Alongside the
abrogation of Article 370, the special status of Jammu & Kashmir in force from 1954 onward was
revoked as well and the state was carved into two separate union territories of Jammu & Kashmir
and Ladakh. This landmark decision drew national and international attention and debates. In this
context, the objective of this study is not to critique the government decision weighed down by
multiple perspectives, but to understand the extent to which citizens have been engaged in this
decision. Abrogation of Article 370 was a decision of national importance. The portal MyGov.in
has been designed to engage citizens on national issues. Therefore, our analysis aimed at
understanding the deliberative and participatory experiences of Indian citizens based on their
engagement on MyGov.in against the backdrop of decision of abrogation of Article 370.

We sought to examine whether the government used MyGov.in and its interactive
participatory mechanisms for engaging with the citizens so as to ensure legitimacy of a landmark
decision. Participants interviewed were all registered users of MyGov.in. Out of the 75 citizens
who were interviewed, only 19 citizens spoke when asked about abrogation of Article 370, while
others refused to take part owing to the sensitive nature of the topic.

The themes that emerged from the analysis of the respondent interviews were: 1) Absence
of deliberation 2) Randomness of content 3) Limited influence in decision-making. Citizens were
not able to recall any discussion or deliberation on MyGov.in focused on the decision to abrogate
Article 370 before or after the implementation of the decision. They did not report any discussion
initiated by the government or instances of information regarding the abrogation of the article
being conveyed to them. Citizens reported the government as a passive recipient of the citizen
suggestions and reaching out to the citizen only to inform its decisions. Citizen perception about
their influence in government decisions is one of limited influence. They are not able to perceive
any significant implementation arising out of citizen suggestions on the platform. Citizen
engagement portals such as MyGov.in may prove to be a suitable space for discussion addressing
issues as to why the decision was taken and how it serves the larger purpose of national interest
among others. It could also serve as a space for citizens to engage in public debate. This follows
from the rationale that ICT facilitates citizen participation in democratic communication thus,
leading to the creation of an online deliberative space. However, it is interesting to note how

citizens recalled the absence of deliberation on any of the important decisions made by the



government. Citizen responses run counter to the essence of deliberative processes when they
perceive that decisions are only declared. The dominant mechanism in such cases continues to be
mere communication of the decision as information to passive citizen recipients though other
popular but one-way channels such as newspaper or traditional broadcast mechanisms. Citizens
continue to participate in discussion forums on the platform without any evidence of the
government using their inputs in public policy-making. Abrogation of Article 370 can be seen as
a government decision without debate and discourse on MyGov.in, leaving the citizens with little
scope for deliberation, influence and no evidence of accountability of the decision-making process.

On the basis of the themes that emerged from citizen responses, the study presents a
synthesis of findings of the government’s role that should seamlessly change into that of a
facilitator from that of a provider. The government should be able to promote commitment to the
whole process of enabling participating citizens on the platform to transition to engagement.
Government commitment to involve citizens can comprise of three important dimensions: 1)
Deliberative commitment 2) Administrative commitment 3) Participatory commitment.
Government’s deliberative commitment should account for two important aspects, namely,
responsiveness as well as interactive features. An engagement platform should feature interactive
traits i.e., features that enable interaction. The next is that of administrative commitment. While
the government provides the platform, the administrators act as the anchor point of its successful
implementation. Participatory commitment involves the government’s assurance of involving
citizens in decision-making and policy outcomes. These will reinforce the government’s true
intention for citizen participation in a way that shape policies and decision outcomes.

This research presents an initial effort toward understanding the citizens’ use and
perception of government-owned and initiated online platforms in policy and decision-making
contexts. The study reveals what the government must ensure beyond merely providing a digital
mechanism for participation. The deliberative, administrative and participatory commitment that
the government must ensure are the firm roots on which citizen engagement thrives. This synthesis
of findings enriches the literature on citizen engagement. The study essentially reveals who
participates on a digital platform for citizen engagement, how their actions and interactions on the
platform with one another and with the government shapes their intention to actively participate
or engage further. There are several frameworks of e-participation in literature, and the study

enriches the domain by contributing a typology of citizens on the platform. The study also
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recognizes the importance of understanding the demand side of e-governance equation and
explores if the citizens’ rationale for participation and their intention to engage matches the
platform provider’s vision. It also adds to the body of knowledge on digital platforms, marking a
clear deviation from the chosen path of several studies on commercial platforms. The government
provides the platform but it is to be noted that access to the platform does not guarantee citizen
engagement. Citizens are registered participants on the platform, aided by the participatory nature
of information and communication technologies that enable access, but their presence on the
platform does not guarantee engagement. The challenge for the government is to ensure that these
perspectives are not ignored. The findings of this study can guide government agencies providing
digital citizen engagement platforms to reassess the features provided to allow enhanced
deliberation, accountability and influence of citizens in policy and decision-making. Finally, the
findings of this study do not find application in government domain alone. The importance of
platform traits and participant traits for engagement holds good in any e-governance process,
whether in government or private sector. Any agency that looks at interaction with the user can
easily map the deliberative, administrative and participatory commitments that it must foster to
facilitate transition from participation to engagement. In this manner, the study finds relevance for

application in a wide variety of contexts.
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