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Online Participation and Mobilisation in Britain: 
Hype, Hope and Reality 

BY STEPHEN WARD, RACHEL GIBSON AND WAINER LUSOLI 

PREDICTIONS about the role of the Internet in political participation have
ranged from a reinvigoration of the political process through increasing
citizen engagement to the creation of a ‘couch potato democracy’ in
which participation is mechanistic and unthinking. Much of the initial
work was highly speculative and tended to be mostly wildly optimistic
about the Internet’s mobilising potential.1 More recently, empirical
studies, particularly from the US, have given a more moderate, albeit
predominantly sceptical, interpretation of Internet effects. This so-
called normalisation thesis2 suggests that the Internet and its associated
technologies, such as email, will not initiate any dramatic changes in the
current socio-political order but rather will actually be absorbed and
reproduce the existing biases. Thus, instead of producing any dramatic
enhancement or erosion of representative democracy, the new medium
produces few if any, tangible attitudinal or behavioural changes, and
those that are discernible are largely predictable, based on existing pat-
terns of participation. 

This article examines these debates in the UK context, where consi-
derably less empirical work has been conducted. It draws together
research on how a range of political organisations (parties, trade
unions, new social movements and protest networks) use the Internet
and how their members, and the wider UK public, respond to online
participatory opportunities.3 In particular, it asks how far the new
media can widen and deepen participation and whether certain types of
political organisation may beneft more than others. The article is in
four parts: frst it reviews some of the competing claims about the Inter-
net’s participatory potential; second it assesses how far organisations
are exploiting the participatory potential of Internet; third it looks at
how political activists and organisational members have responded to
Internet; fnally it examines the characteristics of the wider public
online, the political activities they are undertaking online and their
effect. 

Participation online: possibilities and pitfalls 
Debates about the participatory potential of the Internet have led to
contested claims about who is likely to engage in online participation,
what types of participation are likely to predominate, the quality of
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online participation and the overall impact of the Internet era on repre-
sentative political organisations and institutions. These claims are high-
lighted below. 

LOWERING PARTICIPATORY COSTS? One common line of argument
from a political economy or rational choice perspective is that use of Internet
technology could lower the costs of participation. This is based on the
supposed ease of Internet communication. One can participate quickly
via push button technology from the comfort of one’s own home at a
time of one’s choosing. For example, virtual meetings or discussions
can take place online through bulletin boards or chat rooms and act as
a replacement for the traditional type of public meeting in the
draughty town hall or public building. As a consequence, there is
potential to expand the number of participants and bring in tradition-
ally excluded groups such as housebound people, those with childcare
responsibilities and elderly people, all of whom may have diffculties
attending traditional political gatherings or voting. A recent UK par-
liamentary e-consultation exercise on domestic violence demonstrated
some of this potential. With the help of women’s refuges, online fora
allowed those who had suffered domestic violence to make their opin-
ions and experiences directly known to parliament. Most of these par-
ticipants had no previous contact with the political process. The
relative anonymity of computer mediated communication and the fact
that participants did not have to travel to London to give evidence
allowed new voices to be heard.4 

Nevertheless, others have noted that, far from lowering the costs of
participation, use of new ICTs could actually raise them. There are still
signifcant parts of the UK population who lack access to the technology.
In the main, these are from lower socio-economic groups who already
tend to be excluded from, or participate less in, the political process. The
costs of computer equipment, whilst falling, are still substantial and even
if access is provided publicly via community centres, schools or libraries,
computing skills are still required to use the technology. Public informa-
tion points do not provide access equal to home usage. Hence, as far as
sceptics are concerned, this so-called digital divide limits any potential of
the Internet for expanded participation. Indeed, there is a real danger of
exacerbating existing participatory divides. 

INCREASING THE EFFICIENCY OF MOBILISATION? From an organisa-
tional perspective, the Internet and email offer additional opportunities for
more effcient recruitment and mobilisation. Websites can be used as market-
ing devices to attract new members. The gathering of email addresses
and the use e-newsletters can also help organisations target members by
sending information, requests for donations, membership application
forms and renewal requests to supporters and sympathisers. Similarly,
organisations can create subsites or specifc pages devoted to particular
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groups in society, e.g. young people, women or retired people. Many
political organisations have acknowledged the appeal of the Internet to
younger people and the possibility of recruiting a new generation of
members and activists via the web. Given that visitors to organisational
websites are likely to have some pre-existing interest in the organisa-
tion, there is clearly the potential to convert sympathisers into actual
members. Moreover, the technology also allows organisations to target
groups and even individuals. Through information gathered on website
visitors, organisations can tailor websites to visitors’ individual prefer-
ences. One rudimentary example of this was developed by the Conserv-
atives during the 2001 election campaign. After completing a short
series of questions on the website the ‘My Manifesto’ feature would
highlight the policy commitments or issues of concern relevant to that
individual visitor.5 

Again, however, some of these supposed benefts are seen as debatable.
Since the web is a pull technology, it is more diffcult to communicate
with those who lack pre-existing political motivation. The technology
alone is unlikely to stimulate citizen interest in an organisation if none
existed previously. Therefore, websites could be seen as preaching to the
already politically converted, i.e. those with a political interest and in
particular political activists.6 Moreover, political organisations are also
cautious about sending unwanted, unsolicited, mass emails to the public
that may have a detrimental impact or are unlikely to be read anyway. 

STIMULATING PARTICIPATION THROUGH ADDITIONAL INFORMATION?

One reason why the Internet might provide a stimulus for more political
participation and activity is its ability to transmit and store vast quanti-
ties of information. Through thousands of news, politics and governmen-
tal websites, far more information is in the public domain and accessible
than ever before. Why should this make a difference to participation? One
argument is that exposure to increased political news and information
creates further political socialisation and stimulates additional political
activity. The Internet, therefore, can enhance the information available
to the public and in consequence make a better informed and more
engaged population. Buxton notes that through information sharing
facilitated by its website, the Jubilee 2000 campaign (for cancellation of
third world debt) produced extremely well-informed supporters who
had the confdence to lobby and challenge policy makers.7 

Whilst more information is undeniably available, a number of factors
erode such potential. Firstly, one has to be knowledgeable and political
motivated to fnd the information online in the frst place: people have
to have a reason to surf and know where to look. However, it is not
simply a question of fnding information. Given the vast number of
websites, how do people know which sites to trust and with the volume
of information available will citizens simply become overloaded? One
way of avoiding overload is to flter out information but this then
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creates a further problem. People have increased media choice with digital
and satellite television and the Internet so can flter out all the informa-
tion they do not want to read or do not like. They may passively absorb
news and political comment from radio and terrestrial television but on
the Internet can simply avoid politics altogether or reinforce existing
prejudices or opinion by only visiting websites created by like minded
people with similar interests. Effectively, therefore, citizens are increas-
ing able to cut themselves off from counter arguments and debate.8 

CREATING VIRTUAL POLITICAL NETWORKS? One of the apparent ben-
efts of new communications technology is the ability to communicate
with large numbers of people across time and geographic boundaries. It also
makes it easier to identify other individuals with common political
interests and create links and networks online. At the local level, one
might be able to foster social capital online, producing greater degrees
of community interest, trust and activity. At the national and interna-
tional level, it is now possible to form much more stable networks.
Many commentators have pointed to the role of the Internet/email in
assisting the globalisation of protest movements. This is notable in the
recent anti-capitalist demonstrations in Seattle (1999), London (2000)
and Genoa (2001) and the Stop the War campaign protesting against
conFict in Iraq (2003). Email, in particular, has helped coordinate and
mobilise protest quickly and simultaneously around the world.9 Despite
these possibilities, sceptics question whether strong ties can really
develop online, seeing surfng the Internet as a solitary and individual
activity that is unlikely to foster collective action or increase the levels
of personal trust required for direct action politics. Several studies argue
that the Internet is unlikely to create political social ties where non pre-
viously existed, i.e. most political activists who use the Internet already
have well developed networks which they then extend into cyberspace.10 

PROVIDING NEW FORMS OF PARTICIPATION? The arrival of the net has
opened new modes of participation. The last decade seen the emergence
of electronic voting, e-polling, e-consultation and e-petitions, all of which
now feature in the arsenals of political organisations and activists. The
Internet has also spawned new forms of direct action, notably political hack-
ing (hacktivism), where radical protesters have targeted and disrupted
the computer and information systems of multinationals, government
and economic agencies and organisations by defacing websites, creating
spoof sites, and rerouting web traffc. Whilst these are technically new
forms of activity, one could argue they are simply traditional protest
activities that are extended into a new (virtual) world. Moreover, some
radical activists have suggested that such virtual activity is no replace-
ment for the real world politics. In other words, sitting in front of a
computer screen is not the same as taking part in a live demonstration
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or protest. Nor is it likely to inspire people to further action in the same
way as face-to-face protest. 

INCREASING THE QUALITY AND EQUALITY OF PARTICIPATION? The style
of web based discussion could also bring benefts. The relative anonymity
of participants means that in e-discussion or consultation people are
judged on the quality of their participatory contribution rather than on
what they look like, how old they are and what accent they have. Those
people who might be discouraged from participating and speaking at
public meetings might feel more at ease and inclined to participate in a
web discussion. Furthermore, the textual format of web debates also
means that there is a transparent record of participation. However, the
experience of much open unmoderated political discussion online has
been disappointing. With online anonymity, participants are free from
normal social restraints on behaviour at face-to-face political meetings or
debates. One can easily give one’s opinions but no one is forced to listen
to others. It is sometimes diffcult to tell whether anyone is really listening
or who people really are online. 

INCREASING ORGANISATIONAL PLURALISM? In broader democratic
terms, an area that has been much discussed is what type of political
organisations are best placed to use the new technologies and gain the most
from any increased mobilisation. One school of thought suggests that
the Internet is likely to increase pluralism and organisational diversity
within liberal democracies. Some American commentators have sug-
gested that the big losers in the Internet era are likely to be traditional
representative organisations such as trade unions and political parties,
whilst single issue and Fash campaigns are likely to be the main winners
for a number of reasons.11 Firstly, the style of Internet communication
is more direct, therefore people are more likely to engage individually
or through more direct action, single-issue organisations. Secondly, the
non-hierarchical structures and Fexibility of Fash campaigns and pro-
test networks mean that they are more likely to experiment with the
technology. Thirdly, the relatively low cost of producing a website and
communicating one’s message means that even small fringe organisa-
tions can compete more effectively with the major political players.
Finally, unlike the traditional media, the lack of editorial control on the
web means that small fringe organisations can reach a much greater
audience than through the traditional press or television and radio,
where they are largely ignored. Yet despite these apparent benefts some
commentators have cast doubt on any levelling effect of the Internet.
Margolis and Resnick (2000) have suggested that a process of normali-
sation and commercialisation of the web is taking place, leading to the
predominance of the traditional resource rich political players — they
can afford to invest in sophisticated websites, advertise their sites more
effectively and attract far bigger online audiences. 
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In short, a major divide exists. Internet optimists argue that the tech-
nology can widen political participation, bring new people into the
political process, increase the range of protest and participatory oppor-
tunities, and foster the creation of new political networks and virtual
communities, thus deepening the quality of participation and facilitat-
ing a more vibrant pluralist democracy. On the other hand, sceptics
suggest that the Internet is unlikely to alter participation very much
and, if it does, it is likely to be for the worse, exacerbating social
divides, eroding collective political action and creating a shallow populist
style of democracy. 

Political organisations online: development, strategy 
and content 
In order to examine the issues outlined above the authors have tracked the
online activities of 30 UK based organisations (trade unions, parties, NGOs
and protest networks) over a two year period (2001–03). The results
reported below are based on an analysis of their website content, in Decem-
ber 2001 and December 2002 along with interviews with key personnel. 

Websites are no longer novel. Nearly all serious political organisa-
tions now feel it necessary to have an online presence. For the most
part, the formal political organisations we looked at have had public
websites since the mid to late 1990s. In most cases, parties, cause
groups and trade unions set up sites with little strategic thought as to
the benefts that the Internet could bring. Indeed, many were initially set
up as experiments by IT staff or informal groups of members before
being formalised into the organisation. They were often created as the
result of peer pressure as their competitor organisations already had
them. As websites developed and became part of the offcial communi-
cation machinery, organisations began to develop post-hoc strategies.
One noticeable trend over past few years is that the control of websites
within organisations has often moved from IT departments to cam-
paigns or press and publicity departments. This indicates the shifting
functions of a website — it has moved from a technical adjunct to a
political campaigning device. As web audiences have grown and the
value of websites has increased, many organisations have attempted to
integrate websites into their general communication strategy. However,
many organisations fully admit they still lack a sophisticated strategy
for ICT usage and, six or seven years on, they are only just beginning to
explore the potential of a website. Certainly, there is a general sense
that the sophistication of many governmental and political sites lags
well behind that of the corporate sector. 

Broadly, three interrelated potential functional benefts have emerged
for political organisations: 

— Administration and information: websites are used as archives or
libraries, informational resources that can provide large amounts
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of information to the public or interested parties without the need
to resort to mail or fax. This uses resources more effciently. 

— Campaigning and news production: organisations can use websites
to campaign about particular issues or themes, by delivering their
message unmediated into the public domain. In short, the web offers
the chance for pressure groups parties and protest campaigns to
set their own agenda. 

— Interactive participation: websites can be used to encourage recruit-
ment and donations online; campaign via e-petitions, or advertise
ofFine rallies. More uniquely, via bulletin boards, e–mail lists and
chat rooms, organisations can create participatory spaces for
members and supporters to engage in ongoing dialogue both with
the organisation and with each other. 

Our content analysis of websites, along with other surveys, shows clear
patterns. Most sites convey information about the organisation (see
Table 1). The standard political organisational website tends to have
history pages, a values section, news or press release pages, an organi-
sational map, along with policy papers and publications. Political web-
sites have often been seen as content light, propaganda or advertising
brochures but, in fact, many of the sites we looked at were actually con-
tent heavy, with policy and offcial documents, research and news
archives. In part, this reFects the rather elite audience that organisations
have discovered use their sites, in particular, journalists, researchers,
academics, students and their own members. 

Although sites often contain large quantities of information, cam-
paigning, mobilising and participatory features are considerably less

1. Information Provided by Organisational Sites (%) 

Results refer to the percentage of sites reporting each item of information. 

 December 2001 December 2002

Media releases/news (speeches, statements etc.) 96 94 
Structure of the organisation 92 90 
Article archive or library 92 93 
Policies 88 89 
People/who’s who 63 67 
Organisational newsletters/magazines/papers 63 67 
Values/ideology 54 60 
Event calendar 50 56 
Organisational history 42 38 
Conference information 42 44 
Frequently asked questions 42 40 
Organisation specialist group pages 29 32 
Documents (i.e. rulebook, constitution) 29 29 
Leader/key fgures focus 17 21 
n n = 29 n = 30 
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prominent (see Table 2). Many of the sites examined, around 80%,
contain webpages dedicated to encouraging recruitment and member-
ship. However, this is less impressive than it frst appears since often
one can not actually join fully online. Although online joining is grow-
ing it was still only possible on 38% of the sites examined here. In many
cases, one still has to download application forms to fll in manually
and send through the post rather than complete online. This is particularly
evident among UK trade unions, none of which made it possible to join
via an online transaction. Concerns about online payments and also
fear of undermining branch recruitment activities appeared to be hold-
ing back online recruitment. Overall, organisations report that the
Internet is a small but growing element of their recruitment machinery
and is likely to replace some of the more traditional modes of joining
such letters and fax. 

Most political organisations rhetorically acknowledge the potential
of the Internet to target groups and narrowcast, in particular, to attract
younger audiences, but actual use of active narrowcasting or targeting
tools is relatively limited and often amounts to no more than a web
page within a site. However, the TUC, in conjunction with the National
Union of Students, has invested signifcant resources in launching an
online service package for graduates to attempt to attract younger people
into the trade union movement. 

Much of the hype surrounding the participatory possibilities of the
Internet has centred on its interactive elements. However, interactive
communication on political organisations’ websites is not particularly com-
mon. On less than a third of the sites could one engage in interactive

2. Participatory and Interactive Opportunities Offered by Organisational Sites (%) 

Results reported refer to the percentage of sites offering each participation opportunity. 

 December 2001 December 2002

Joining information 79 83 
Email contact point 63 65 
Search engine 54 55 
Campaigning/volunteering

information 
50 52 

Downloadable campaign
material 

46 44 

Sign up for e-news 46 48 
Petitioning/surveys online 42 52 
Membership section 38 41 
Donating online 37 34 
Joining online 29 38 
Political dialogue (bulletin
boards, chat rooms etc.) 

29 31 

Trying to inFuence others’
opinions (e-postcards, e-messages)

17 16 

E-campaigning (online activism) 8 10 
n n = 29 n = 30 
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political dialogue. Although website email contact points are considerably
more frequent, these tend to be general organisational, rather specifc
personal, email addresses. Consequently, direct e-access to elected offcials
(party politicians and executive committee members, for example) is
more diffcult. Even where email is available, there is no guarantee of
receiving a reply from the organisation. There is considerable fear
amongst many organisations of being inundated with email (much of
which may be trivial or abusive) that they are unable to answer, which
would damage their reputation. Email often gives the appearance of
organisational transparency but in reality is much more limited. 

Although a minority of unions, NGOs and parties run relatively suc-
cessful member-only subscription based e-discussion systems, in the
main, open discussion fora are not used extensively by organisations
and many discussion areas are not well used by the public or members.
In the vast majority of cases, internal e-discussion areas tend to be used
for information exchange, questions and answer sessions, or more occa-
sionally for informal consultation. Few of these systems play any formal
or decisive role in policy making. The Labour Party has run several
online Q&A sessions with leading party fgures. However, it is diffcult
to tell how open such fora are and the agenda is still largely determined
by the party rather than the public or members. Age Concern has also
held similar sessions on its site with government ministers concerning
issues such as pensions policies. In some ways, the reluctance to
embrace open public e-discussion is not surprising. From an organisa-
tional perspective, investments in this sort of activity is time consuming
and potentially risky. Smaller organisations tend to lack the staff
resources to manage ongoing online discussion fora. The demand for
such spaces seems somewhat limited and the number of participants is
generally small. Even in large trade unions (with hundreds of thousands
of members), participants number only in the hundreds and regular
users are often only a handful. Organisations expressed concern that
they would be in danger of creating ‘virtual ghost towns’ or ‘empty des-
olate wastelands’,12 which would reFect badly on the vitality of website
and the organisation generally. Moreover, open fora are often of poor
quality. Open discussion fora run the risk of abuse from opponents.
The Ulster Unionist Party removed its guestbook as a result of constant
Faming (multiple abusive messages). This is not to argue that interactive
dialogue cannot be benefcial both to organisations and there wider
membership. One Green Party spokesperson indicated that email was
now becoming a central day-to-day dialogue and made ongoing discus-
sion, at least amongst elected offcials, considerably easier and made a
signifcant contribution to the running of a resource-poor organisation. 

We could fnd few examples of active and novel online mobilisation
campaigns which integrated different forms of technology (audio,
video, and mobile phone technology for example), allowing members
or supporters to take part in e-protest. However, several NGOs including



Online Participation 661

CAFOD, Age Concern, Greenpeace and Oxfam have started to develop
the notion of the e-activist, where web surfers can sign up not only to
receive additional regular information but also to ‘take part in cam-
paigns from the comfort of ones own armchair’, as Oxfam puts it
(www.oxfam.org.uk). 

A couple of campaigns show what can done online with only limited
resources. PayupTony.com (www.payuptony.com) is a site set up by
two undergraduate students concerned about student debt. With very
little fnancial support and no initial backing from any political organi-
sation, they created an e-petition for the abolition of students loans and
tuition fees which quickly gained momentum and press coverage.
10,000 signed the e-petition within the frst couple of months, which
was then delivered to Downing Street. At the time of writing, around 14
months later, a further 80,000 have signed the petition. Fax Your MP
(www.faxyourmp.com) is another example of a virtual campaign which
could not survive without the Internet. With no physical offces and
minimal resources, a handful of volunteers maintain a site that enables
the public to contact their MP by fax. The site provides fax numbers of
MPs, advice on contacting MPs and processes the fax messages. In less
than three years the site has carried over 50,000 faxes to MPs and
wider context highlighted the wider issue of diffculty of citizens being
able to contact easily their representatives, particularly by email. 

Overall, the online participatory opportunities provided by political
organisations are relatively limited. Mainstream political organisations
have developed a cautious approach and, in the main, have tried to
adapt new technology to do the things they traditionally done, only
more effectively. Organisations tend to want to keep control of the par-
ticipatory agenda. Hence, much of their communication with support-
ers and the wider public is one-way and top-down, rather than two-way
and interactive. The most novel uses of the technology not surprisingly
tend to come from protest networks who have a long tradition of deve-
loping new protest tactics and have a more direct participatory culture.
It is also not surprising that mainstream political organisations have
been relatively conservative, for they have more to lose and less to gain.
Parties, large pressure groups and trade unions come under more scru-
tiny both internally and externally. Internally, those responsible for web
campaigns have to justify their actions to both leadership and wider
membership. Externally, such organisations are subject to wider scru-
tiny from the traditional media. Hence, online experiments that fail are
likely to have far more detrimental consequences for such organisations
than they would for ad hoc protest campaigns or direct action
networks. 

Activists and members online 
In examining how members were using the new technology to partici-
pate in organisational life and, more importantly, whether it was

www.oxfam.org.uk
www.payuptony.com
www.faxyourmp.com


662 Parliamentary Affairs

enhancing their participatory experience, we undertook members sur-
veys with a number of organisations. Two of these are reported here —
the Countryside Alliance (CA) and the Liberal Democrats. The former
included both an online survey (with 1065 respondents) and a postal
survey of a sample of around 2000 members, with a response rate of
21%. The latter was an online survey of the Liberal Democrat email
list, with over 2000 responses. Clearly the fndings we report below are,
therefore, indicative rather than representative. However, fairly consist-
ent patterns emerge in all the membership surveys we have under-
taken.13 

THE COUNTRYSIDE ALLIANCE: Given the stereotypical picture of CA
members—rural, ageing, middle-class, conservative, obsessed with coun-
tryside sports — the group might be seen as offering fairly barren
ground for online participation. Yet, the CA have devoted considerable
resources to building up their new media strategy, a communications
centre has been created, databases of email addresses are maintained
and an e-news bulletin is distributed regularly to over 30,000 members
and supporters. In advance of the CA’s ‘Liberty and Livelihood’ March
on London in 2002 both the website and email updates were used
extensively to publicise the event to members. Some of this investment
is beginning to pay off with members. According to the postal question-
naire almost 60% of members reported accessing the Internet and, of
those, just over half say they have visited the CA website.14 Compared
to the average CA member, those visiting the site tend to be younger,
more recent recruits with higher incomes. Similar patterns were also
reFected in the online survey of website users. It seems that the Internet
is expanding the reach of the CA to a constituency which it has not
been able to attract through more conventional methods. Moreover,
follow-up questions to those using the Web and email services revealed
that these tools also have an impact on their decisions to become more
involved. Both visiting the website and receiving emails tend to produce
a mobilising effect by getting members out campaigning and involved in
direct action. For instance, almost one-third (31% of members using
the Internet) reported that website was an important stimulus in their
decision to take part in the march on London. Email also appeared to
stimulate members to undertake more activities such as contacting
media organisations and elected representatives, as well as keeping
them involved in the more routine activities of the CA through reminders
to attend meetings and prompts to volunteer help. 

THE LIBERAL DEMOCRATS: Unlike the CA, the Liberal Democrats were,
from the beginning seen as a good ‘test case’ to examine political parties’
propensity to using the technology in participatory and innovative
ways. The Liberal Democrats have a decentralist ethos that promotes
the grass roots involvement, a predominantly middle class membership
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who would be more likely to be using the Internet, and a former leader
(Paddy Ashdown) who championed the Internet as a vital tool for the
party to promote itself and, more broadly, as a way for people to have
more input into the political process. Since 1994 the party has run a sub-
scription based intranet for members to discuss party affairs and acquire
campaign software, the membership of which by late 2002 stood at
approximately eight hundred. In addition, the party keeps an email database
of members, which currently stands at around nine thousand. 

As with the CA, the youthfulness of the respondents was notable as
was their higher socio-economic status. The web’s utility in attracting
new members is exhibited by the fact that almost one third of all
respondents agreed that the website had been an important factor in
prompting them to join the party. For these more recent recruits, it is
also interesting to note that they tend to be less politically engaged than
the longer term supporters, meaning that the web may be opening up a
channel for the party to connect to individuals who might otherwise
have slipped through the net. Four ffths of the online members say they
have used the website and a quarter visit it every week. When compar-
ing the relative utility of the web and email for mobilising people and
stimulating further participatory activities, the web does not rate very
highly. Its principal use seems to be as a general information tool, and
also as an adjunct for joining. Email, on the other hand, does emerge as
a somewhat stronger stimulus, particularly in the more routine areas of
contacting and volunteering. Further analysis of those engaging in email
related activism, however, shows them to be highly engaged in ofFine
party activities. Thus, the greatest beneft of email would seem to lie
with the activists, providing them with an additional tool to carry out
their work for the party. 

Essentially, four key points emerge from the surveys of online mem-
bers and activists. Firstly, there is evidence to suggest that political
organisations’ constituency is being potentially widened by their using
new ICTs. The youth appeal of the new medium is clear and for older
organisations and those with a more ‘staid’ image, such as CA or politi-
cal parties, this represents an important avenue to exploit. In addition,
web and email do seem to be working to stimulate participation, but in
rather different ways. The web’s main mobilising role, based on these
fndings, stems from its ‘public’ dimension. It serves to inform and
thereby help to coordinate one-off, large mass rallies and demonstra-
tions. Also, by offering a more immediate and direct means for signing
oneself up, it appears to serve as a ‘joining’ tool. Email, however, while
it certainly is linked with getting members to be more active and attend
events, seems to occupy a niche in terms of sustaining members’ contact
with the organisation. The mass-based, but individualised mode of
communication it entails makes it particularly suited to such purposes.
Finally, the evidence from these organisations also suggests that an
intensifcation of activism is taking place. Thus, as well as widening the
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reach to new recruits, the medium is extracting more from the already
committed. 

The wider e-public 
In addition to examining specifc initiatives taken by a wide range of
political organisations in the UK in the area of online participation, we
also looked at the extent to which these efforts and use of the Internet
more generally, were leading to any mobilisation in the broader public.
In order to do this we commissioned a national survey of attitudes and
behaviour (run by NOP) in May 2002 that examined the online political
habits of the British public with a particular focus on their orientation
toward participation in the organisational context. Looked at in one
way the data clearly confrmed the ideas that online politics is of limited
interest for the vast majority of the population and those engaging in it
were largely drawn from the socio-economic elite. However, we also
found evidence of a potential underlying these results that strongly sug-
gested future possibilities for the Internet to widen the pool of partici-
pants and bring in some ‘unheard voices’. 

The survey revealed that as of May 2002 almost half (49%) of the
British population were online, a fgure that matched that reported by
Government data on Internet adoption in Britain during the same time
period.15 Since then, reports reveal that levels have risen quite signif-
cantly. By February 2003, approximately 28.7 million adults or 62% of
adults in Great Britain reported having accessed the Internet at some
time in their lives.16 

We then sought to specify the forms of political action that were
available to users online, and of particular interest were the new
options offered in terms of political activities. While we were conscious
that many online activities have an ofFine component, we did not want
to restrict ourselves to these latter forms of participation since, as stated
earlier, we reasoned that it was more meaningful to ask about more
Internet-specifc activities. Thus, we tailored the options to relate to
more specifc, and also some new uses of the technology such as visiting
a website, signing an online petition, sending an e-postcard, or partici-
pating in a chat room or email discussion board. 

Combining the results, it would appear that the politically active pop-
ulation among British Net users is quite small. 17%, or just less than
one in fve Internet users report having participated in any one of the
range of behaviours put forward. It should be remembered, however,
that we were asking about types of engagement other than voting which
would necessarily lower the level of activity reported. For example, in
our study we also asked about ofFine forms of participation and while
62% of people reported voting, only 18% reported that they had ever
contacted a politician. In addition, we also found that most people
tended to be non-cumulative in their online participatory behaviour,
engaging in only one or two of the specifed activities. Such fndings
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suggested that online politics was not confned to a small mob of politi-
cal fanatics but attracted a wider range of people, who dabbled in a
variety of areas. 

Overall, the most common forms of activity, mirroring trends in
traditional or ofFine participation, were the less active types, with most
people reporting either looking for political information online or
having visited an organisation’s website. However, interestingly there
was not a sharp divide between these and the more active types of
engagement such as signing an online petition or sending an email to a
politician. 

Not only were overall levels of activity low, online participation was
dominated by the educated upper middle-classes. Our data showed that
while professional classes made up 18% of the sample overall, they
comprised almost one third of online participators. Manual and semi-
skilled workers (DE), however, while they comprised 32% of the sample,
formed only 16% of the online participators. The more highly educated
were similarly over-represented with the 17% most highly educated seg-
ment of the sample, constituting almost two ffths of the online partici-
pators (37%). Men also tended to predominate in online politics,
forming only half of the overall sample but two thirds of the pool of
participators. 

Certainly, the evidence to this point strongly suggested that it was
participation as usual online (see Table 3). Three important caveats
emerged, however, to qualify this picture. First, the fndings about
young people clearly did not follow a ‘reinforcing’ pattern to that seen
in ofFine participation. Those aged between 15 and 24 years, despite
being one of the smallest age groups represented in the sample, formed
the biggest group of Internet-based participators, frmly displacing the
middle-aged (45–54 years) who typically dominate in the ofFine world.
A full 30% of the youngest age group reported that they had engaged in
some form of online participation compared with only 11% of this
older group. Second, in addition to this clear propensity among young
people toward online politics, our fndings revealed a very small, but
distinct group of people who engaged only in online participation.
While small in number, the striking characteristic to emerge was that
socio-economic status appeared to be of far less importance in identify-
ing these people. Indeed, as well as being younger, it was those lower on
the occupational scale (DE) who predominated (43%). Such results are
highly signifcant since they suggest that different, less material kinds of
resources may be important in predicting online participation and that
once issues of access are overcome, we may see a new type of activist
emerging. Finally, although the numbers visiting websites for informa-
tion were very small, follow-up questions that asked about the specifc
sites that had been visited (political party, pressure group, charity,
mainstream or alternative news media site) revealed that in all cases a
signifcant proportion of those visiting would not have sought information
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on the group or issue if they had had to rely on conventional methods
such as telephone or mail. This was particularly the case for general
news gathering, but even for political parties a full third of those access-
ing the site said they would not have bothered, had it not been for the
net.17 The effects of these visits were overwhelmingly benefcial for the
organisations since most people reported being more interested in them
after they had looked at their sites, this being especially true for the less
visible types of organisations such as anti-capitalist protest networks
and ‘indy media’ organisations.18 

In addition to the fndings about individual-initiated forms of partici-
pation, we were also interested in exploring the new possibilities the
Internet offers for external mobilisation through direct email from
organisations to individuals. To tap this dimension we asked a range of
questions about whether Internet users had ever received political mes-
sages online about an organisation or campaign. The format of these
messages was differentiated as: email postcards, newspaper articles,
petitions, e-newsletters, election material, and requests for funds or a
donation to a needy cause. While the vast majority (84%) of net users
had not received any one of these stimuli, those that had reacted
essentially very positively. Although just under a third ignored the
message, two thirds had some form of more active response. At minimum
this was to do nothing more than occasionally read them, however, one

3. Demographics of those Engaged in Online Politics (%) 

Source: NOP survey of UK population (15 years + ) 9–14 May 2002.

Demographic
Characteristics 

Overall Sample
Demographics 

Engaged in Online
Political Activity 

Gender   
Male 49 66 
Female 51 34 
Age   
15–24 15 30 
25–34 18 28 
35–44 19 23 
45–54 16 11 
55–64 13 7 
65+ 19 1 

Standard Class   
AB 18 30 
C1 29 43 
C2 21 11 
DE 32 16 
Years in Education   
Lowest 11 1 
 49 21 
 16 21 
Highest 17 37 
Students 7 21 
Totals n = 1972 n = 162 
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ffth of those in receipt of these stimuli actually said they would either
sometimes or always respond. 

Here again, while few people reported receiving these e-stimuli, there
is clearly an untapped market of interest in this type of political contact-
ing by organisations. Putting these fndings together with the evidence
reported above of how website visits provoked follow-up interest, these
tactics clearly could have a signifcant pay-off for organisations in terms
of motivating people to get more involved with them. Such cold calling
is cheap and easily implemented on the Internet and could clearly kick
start spirals of participation that do not exist in the ‘real world’. Also,
because it seems that the online environment attracts some new people
into participation that might otherwise not bother with the ofFine vari-
ety the proliferation of such stimuli could very effectively expand the
pool of the political active. 

Conclusion 
The initial hype surrounding the Internet’s emergence has meant that its
subsequent impact in the political sphere has looked rather limited.
However, if we simply dismiss the Internet as politically irrelevant we
are missing some of the more subtle changes it may facilitate in partici-
patory politics. Furthermore, at this stage, it would be foolish to make
defnitive predictions when the technology may change signifcantly
over the next ten to twenty years. Nevertheless, our early research indi-
cates that the Internet will make a modest positive contribution to par-
ticipation and mobilisation. Whilst the Internet does not universally
lower the costs of participation, it may bring some new individuals and
groups into the political process — notably younger people, many of
whom have grown up with the Internet as part of their daily lives. The
surveys of political activists and organisational members also indicate
that the Internet can deepen their participatory experiences and extend
their range of participatory activities. Although it does seem that the
types of participatory activities favoured are the less novel political infor-
mation gathering rather than interactive discussion or online networking. 

In terms of the wider consequences for representative democracy in
the UK, the Internet alone will not bring change. However, as Bimber
(1998) has argued, it may help accelerate some longer term trends in
politics. In particular, it seems most likely to assist the increasingly
prominent development of protest networks, Fash and single-issue cam-
paigns. This is not to say that the traditional political intermediaries,
such as parties, trade unions and large pressure groups, will become
redundant — they will adapt and use the technology for their own ends.
However, life may become more problematic for politicians and policy
makers. The Internet is likely to increase the pressure on our representative
system by facilitating more protest, more ad hoc campaigns, more
expectations of rapid and direct communication between government
and citizens. All of this makes it harder for governments to develop a
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more coherent policy agenda. It seems that democracy in the information
age is set to become more diffcult and more unpredictable. 
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