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a b s t r a c t
The social systems developed in the context of globalisation are further more complex that those arisen
within the rule-of-law of the nation–states. The local, national and international relations impose into
these social systems different force ﬁelds determining the space of possibilities in which they evolve.
In this situation, the decision-making is correspondingly further more complex as to drive democratic
participation from the root-level of individual members and stakeholders, all the way through until
the global system. eParticipation represents a possibility to make it possible determined by the member
perceptions of partaking in relevant decisions.
A paradigmatic example of these globalised social structures is the European Higher Education System,
in which very well deﬁned local and national structures coexist with a normative ﬁeld of globalised relations. Between 2010 and 2013 an eParticipation system was developed under EU support involving a signiﬁcant number of universities from Europe and abroad. A ﬂexible approach was used to adapt the
system to the different contexts, whereas an analytical framework was set up to evaluate the experience
in order to ﬁnd guidance for future eParticipation developments. The socio-technical and analytical
frameworks and the corresponding results are discussed aiming to propose a new architecture for eParticipation. This solution targets the challenges of the 21st century University in which the crossroads of
learning analytics, eAdministration and eParticipation are deeply re-structuring the academic
environment.
Ó 2014 Elsevier Ltd. All rights reserved.

1. Introduction
‘‘If we would set up a long-lived form of government, let us not
even dream of making it eternal. If we are to succeed, we must
not attempt the impossible, or ﬂatter ourselves that we are endowing the work of man with a stability of which human conditions do
not permit.’’ (Rousseau, 1913: III, 11)
The society in which Rousseau had direct experience was not so
different from the Greek polis in which the people involved could
discuss face-to-face the issues arisen in a rather culturally homogeneous society. The early development of the optical telegraph at
the end of the 18th century was regarded by some visionary as
the possibility to realise Rousseau’s democratic model at the scale
of a large nation–state as France (Mattelart, 2003). It is needless to
⇑ Corresponding author at: Calle San Lorenzo 2, 2D, 24007 León, Spain.
E-mail addresses: jdian@unileon.es, diaz-naf@hm.edu (J.M. Díaz Nafría), javier.
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argue that the slowness of such rudimentary telegraph – not so different from ancient precursors – was not appropriate to deploy the
required deliberative stage at such large scale. Nonetheless a brand
new socio-political organisation – not determined by these communication means – was dawning with the form of representative
democracy. Some 140 years later, the possibility of deploying a real
participatory democracy at large geographical scale was again
envisioned hand by hand with new telecommunication means
(Mumford, 1934).
Such means have made possible the globalisation as a kind of
political–economic integration in which the world is becoming a
kind of cultural melting pot far away from democratic archetypes.
In this context, social organisations evolve in a ﬁeld of forces in
which international relations constitutes not only border conditions but also a space of possibilities and threats in which the social
system may satisfy its needs and solve its issues (Dahrendorf,
2001). Each level of interaction (local, national and international)
is determined by different rules and actors and impose further conditions to the other levels. This situation puzzles the individual
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called to participate in issues and opportunities here and there,
being only able to gaze a rather superﬁcial perception from all
these issues (Zimmermann, 2012). On the other hand, common
problems are separately tackled with signiﬁcant strength loses
because stakeholders do not ﬁnd the stage in which the issue could
be more easily coped by aggregation of strengths.
Undoubtedly the information technologies offers a new kind of
ubiquitous interaction that introduces a breadth of new interplay
possibilities into the social game (Álvarez Álvarez, 2012; Díez
Gutiérrez, 2012a,b; Marcelo, 2012; Zimmermann & Díaz Nafría,
2012). Whether we manage to use them to boost a transparent
and participatory democracy or to strengthen a surveillance and
dominant order (as we have observed in the Snowden case) is
probably a matter of strategy we have to devise cautiously (Díaz
Nafría, 2011; Fleissner, 2012; Fuchs, 2014; Macaskill & Dance,
2013; Susha & Grönlund, 2012).
A university constitutes in itself a rather sophisticated social
system in which the deploying of proper participatory democratic
processes is a challenge due to its inherent heterogeneity. Nevertheless, the well-deﬁned set of rules of traditional universities simpliﬁed signiﬁcantly the social game within the institutions. Such
scenario has been dramatically overwhelmed by the international
rules and markets imposing important changes into the ruling of
the universities, which are being signiﬁcantly commodiﬁed, with
loss of some of their constitutive principles (Díez Gutiérrez,
2010; Verger, 2013). In the case of Europe, the previous system
of autonomous entities who recognised each other under different
national laws is becoming a supranational system in which European regulations coexist with national and local legal frameworks
and funding mechanisms. To this respect, the European Higher
Education Area (EHEA) constitutes a paradigm of complex social
system in which participatory tendencies are confronted to the dissolving drifts of market rules. On the other hand, the possibility of
erecting a transnational system in which either local, national or
international matters could be effectively handle in a participatory
manner, instead of being driven by dominant forces, is a challenge
worth to be tackled (cf. Álvarez, Álvarez, Dominguez, & Kiczkowski,
2011).
This is in short the objective of the European project MyUniversity evaluated herewith with respect to its ability to build up eParticipation (eP) from the local to the global scale. This evaluation
will additionally serve to ﬁnd guidance as to improve the approach,
following previous Rousseau’s statement of considering the form of
government provisional.
The case study, developed among 14 European universities during three years and involving 13 additional ones in the last period,
represents a relevant case of Educational Decision Making at the
crossroads of a 21st century University, in which learning analytics, eAdministration and eParticipation are deeply re-structuring
the environment of Higher Education at the global scale (García
Peñalvo, 2011; Verger, 2013). This environment represents opportunities as well as threats that must be properly tackled in order to
boost better learning, more efﬁcient administration and more
democratic decision-making (Laviña Orueta & Mengual Pavón,
2008; Álvarez et al., 2011).
Furthermore, it is the emergence of a new university dynamic,
more detached from face-to-face contexts, what imposes the
necessity to explore social and democratic mechanisms capable
to bring about an effective hybrid context of proper education, as
well as scientiﬁc and cultural reproduction (Álvarez et al., 2011).
In other words, if learners and teachers are going to be more than
customers and service providers, hybrid learning and learning analytics are not enough to support the kind of human interaction able
to deliver the basic university commitments with respect to education, science and civic culture (cf. Scott, 2006). To this respect, the
possibility to discuss issues related to educational policy at
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different levels of concern (from the disciplinary scale to international education matters) and to engage in the institution’s life in
a strong sense, thus participating in the decision making, must
be blended into a participatory learning environment. On the other
hand, it is the learning analytic technologies and methodologies
deployed within the endeavour of the development of eLearning
what provides insightful means to support eParticipation channels.
In the ﬁnal phase of MyUniversity project this merging – not initially conceived – was indeed explored and positively assessed
for future guidance.
The paper is structured as follows: Section 2 covers the technical and socio-organisational solutions adopted by the experience carried out, as well as the analytical means used to gather
and scrutinise achieved results. In Section 3 the problems concerning the achievement of genuine democratic processes in complex systems – as universities – are analysed, particularly with
respect to globalisation, the role of ICTs and rising inequality. This
contextualisation is set in order to derive conclusions beyond the
case study properly and to ﬁnd guidance for future work. Section
4 presents the results of the case study according to the analytical
framework described in Section 2. Taking into account both the
results shown in Section 4 and the contextual analysis of Section
3, e-Subsidiarity is then proposed in Section 5 as enhanced eP in
higher education contexts covering from the local to the international levels. Finally, Section 6 presents conclusions including
achieved results and lessons learnt, and proposing future working
lines.
2. Material and methods
In order to achieve the objectives of developing participation in
decision-making through electronic means at the EHEA and to subsequently assessing the achieved results to improve participation
in such a complex scenario, particular care was taken to follow
European and international guidelines and recommendations
issued before the development of the project (CE, 2009; ITU,
2008; Millard et al., 2009; OECD, 2009). In addition, other normative research carried out in the ﬁeld before and after was also
observed (Álvarez et al., 2011; András, 2011; Bingham, Nabatchi,
& O’Leary, 2005; Brown, 2005; Chadwick, 2003; Chrissaﬁs &
Rohen, 2010; ePractice, 2014; Galindo, 2006; Janssen & Kies,
2004; Participedia, 2013; Petrauskas, 2006; Sæbø, Rose, &
Skiftenes Flak, 2008; for the detailed adopted guidelines, and their
corresponding sources cf.: MyUniversity, 2011).
According to this guidance, it is of utmost important addressing
the issue at different analytical levels: from the infrastructural
grounds, related to the resources needed for the eParticipation
deployment, to the highest level of the general impacts related to
the societal objectives achieved, and including two intermediate
levels, referred to operational outputs (coming out from the interaction with the eParticipation tools, thus immediately above the
resources) and outcomes (concerning speciﬁc impacts on decision-making processes addressed during the eParticipation deployment) (Millard et al., 2009). Hence, the issue clearly overwhelms
the technological approach and must be tackled in both a technical
perspective and a socio-organisational perspective (Bingham,
Nabatchi, & O’Leary, 2005; Álvarez et al., 2011) which can be analysed at the aforementioned levels with adequate evaluation
models.
2.1. Project context
MyUniversity project was supported by the European Commission (EC) and a consortium of 14 universities (representing a population of 423,443 members) together with three research
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institutions (settled altogether in seven EU countries). It was run
between 2010 and 2013 (35 months) with a global cost of
2.3 M€, under the objective of contributing to a uniﬁed EHAE
through the enhancement of direct participation of the involved
community, civil society and stakeholders citizens and civil society
in the decision-making process itself, by using information
technologies.
At the operational level, these objectives were articulated in 20
operational objectives that will be considered below (Sections 2.4
and 4). During the run of the project – particularly during the last
period – 13 additional universities joined cross-border initiatives,
thus broadening the scope of the eParticipatory experience spread
over 17 countries. (For a preliminary brief review of the project cf.:
Cucurull, Álvaro, & Puiggalí, 2013).

2.2. Technical perspective
At the lowest analytical level, a set of resources have to be
deployed in order to carry out eParticipation experiences. According to the objective of boosting e-participation at the EHEA, a ﬂexible but integrative architecture was targeted, on the one hand,
because different cultural contexts impose different drivers and
inhibitors to the development of eParticipation (András, 2011);
on the other hand, because at the same time linkage had to be provided to address global issues. Hence, the system should be able to
tailor eParticipation tools, identiﬁcation protocols, user management, language tools, linkage to social networks, and so on; and
additionally, subjects of common interest should be handle in a
similar adaptive way offering to the parts access in equal
conditions.
To this end an adaptative architecture was deﬁned from which
an eParticipation system was tailored by each participant university (eP System). This architecture served at the same time to the
customisation of a Supersystem offering equal access from each
participant partner (eP Supersystem). Since the scope of the participatory process can be below the institution level – as a whole- or
above, the user management constitute a key issue. eP Processes
may concern just a university collective, faculty or department,
and even external stakeholders could be concerned. For this purpose, eP processes could be internally tailored as to address the
proper users, subjects and eP tools.

From a connectivity perspective, Fig. 1, shows the general architecture that allows connecting with the targeted participants to
address decision-making issues of different scope. Two infrastructural levels enable to focalise the eP processes: the local eP systems
if the decision-making issues concern the university as a whole or
any subgroup; the eP Supersystem if the issues concern higher levels (national or international).
Fig. 2 illustrates the eP system of portals from a managerial
point of view, constituted during the trial period by 13 university
eP systems corresponding to consortium universities which collectively amounted a population of 351,567 members (only considering the population involved during all the development phases).
Each portal can be managed from its corresponding back-end,
while users interact through the public portal. At the highest level,
new eP portals can be opened to broaden the scope of the system,
though this is anyhow open to external stakeholders, as it was the
case of 13 universities outside the consortium engaged in the last
trial period, for which access gates were opened without deploying
the eP system for each additional institution.
Fig. 3 shows, from the user perspective, an example of the adaptable platform in which users interact to participate in decision-making processes. Customisable elements are described around the
snapshot of this trial in which all the available eP tools were used:
pool, forum, library, consultations (or voting), news, open letters, calendar, e-Petitions, social-networks linkage which shows the broad
scope of the eParticipation processes the system handled.
At the level of speciﬁc eP processes, which concerns can be narrowed down to a focused group, the system can be further adapted
to the speciﬁc needs of the decision-making, as shown in Fig. 4,
selecting appropriate eP tools, agenda, highlighted topics, achieved
results, etc. The user management system enables the accessibility
of tools depending on the type of user (non-identiﬁed user, community member, student, administrator, etc.).
In addition to the eP platform, several customised social networks were linked (as shown in Fig. 3) enabling: dissemination
of the on-going initiatives, publication of background information
and related issues of social concern, call for participation activities,
publication of results, publication of community concerns, user
viral interaction, and even linkage to some learning analytic tools
to retrieve eP inputs from focused groups. (For further details of
the technical solution, and its corresponding development and service policy, cf.: MyUniversity, 2012, 2013a).

eP Supersystem

External
Stakeholders

University eP
system 2

University eP system 1
Faculty 1

University eP
system N

Department A
Department B

…

Faculty 2
Department C

Students

Scholars

Staff

External Stakeholders

External Stakeholders

External Stakeholders

Fig. 1. Infrastructural solution for addressing local, national and European issues.
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Fig. 2. Managerial perspective of eP systems.

Highlighting most relevant on-going
eP processes and activities

Concept, help and
ethical code

Local
institution
Logo

Adapted
project motto

Linking to
Superportal

News
section

processes

eParticip.

Access section
& user
identifier

Open
Fora

Active
pool

Open user letters

Linkage to
MyUniversity
Social Media

Feeding of
MyUniversity
Social Networks’
posting

Fig. 3. Platform layout example for a participating institution (Superportal have a similar structure).

2.3. Socio-organisational perspective
As it has been broadly discussed in the literature, the key-factor
of eP concerns the socio-organisational dimension in which the
participation, driven by the available electronic means, is actually
involved in decision-making (Álvarez et al., 2011; Bingham,

Nabatchi, & O’Leary, 2005; Brown, 2005; Chadwick, 2003;
Galindo, 2006; Janssen & Kies, 2004; Petrauskas, 2006). As argued
by Susha (2012), it even depends on these aspects whether the eP
tools are used to boost proper democratic processes or rather nondemocratic ones, which in the case of the type of institutions
involved is susceptible to occur due to its inherent heterogeneity,
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Access to specific
participation tools (Library,
Fora, Calendar, Blog)

Process name

Introduction &
planning

Invitation to
participate

Access to
eParticipation
Results

Transversal tools

Viral replication
Fig. 4. Process main-page example: access to focalised tools, activities and outcomes.

though it were in contradiction with the project objectives. To
achieve these aims, and in order to set up a commensurable scenario for all the subsystems involved, a ﬁve step protocol was
agreed by the consortium after a preliminary exploration of
applied approaches to the ﬁrst running eP processes. This protocol
comprised the following phases, represented in Figs. 5–7: (1) planning, (2) launching, (3) execution, (4) decision-making response,
and (5) evaluation.
As illustrated in Fig. 5a, the planning phase (1) concerns the contacting with stake-holders and decision-makers, content provision,
deﬁnition of appropriate tools, agenda for the development of the
eP process, and dissemination activities. As shown, eP topics can
emanate from either stakeholders or community users through ePetitions, which must collect a deﬁned number of supporting signers.
Once the topic is focused, the space of choice has to be identify with
the decision-makers, agreeing upon the most appropriate ways to
raise awareness and participation. Finally, when all this preparatory
elements have been fulﬁlled, the eP process is announced and introduced to the community in the launching phase (2) providing
focused information and opening ﬁrst deliberation topics.
The very participation process corresponds to the execution
phase (3), in which the user provides participation inputs through
the platform eP tools and social networks, as displayed in Fig. 5b.
According to agreed participation methods, some of the tools
require authentication while others can be anonymously used.
Though the execution phase constitutes the core of the participation, the response phase, depicted in Fig. 5c, corresponds to the
key stage concerning decision making, since it is now when the
operational outputs are provided to decision makers (2) to determine selected options. Finally, the evaluation phase concerns the
evaluation of the impact on decision-making through direct consultation to decision-makers (3). Besides its relevance for the eval-

uation of the participation process, the reporting of these results is
essential from the user and community perspective to provide
feedback to their participation inputs. (For further details of the
socio-technical solution, cf.: MyUniversity, 2013a).
2.4. Analytical perspective (evaluation framework)
In order to compensate the lack of generally accepted evaluation frameworks (Millard et al., 2009; Macintosh & Whyte, 2006)
this study draws on several models that have been developed with
relative success. In particular, two studies conform the core of our
approach: the DEMO-net layered evaluation model (Aicholzer
et al., 2008) and the eParticipation Analytical Framework for the
European eParticipation study (Smith, Macintosh & Millard,
2009). According to them, it is important to distinguish from the
most focused but measurable results to the wider impacts on society, more directly referred to the targeted objectives but harder to
measure. Through this criteria, and considering here the need to
address the ﬂexibility of the technical solution adopted (Section
2.2; Millard et al., 2009), four analytical layers can de distinguished
for evaluation purposes which are directly linked to the analytical
levels described above:
1. the infrastructural layer, referred to the resources actually
deployed and maintained for the development of eP processes
(thus related to eP potential);
2. the project layer, concerning operational outputs;
3. the socio-technical layer, concerning decision-making outputs;
4. the social or democratic impacts, related to participatory behaviours, culture build up in the community, including the actual
extent of the participatory community at the different levels
of concern (local, national and international).
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(a) Planning and Launching

(b) Execution

(c) Response and Evaluation

Fig. 5. (a) Phase 1 and 2 – planning and launching; (b) Phase 3 – execution; (c) Phase 4 and 5 – response and evaluation.

Additionally, in order to provide a sharper analysis to the latter
evaluation layer with respect to the general objective of building
eParticipation from the local to the global scale, three different
aspects can be distinguished:
4.1 intension, regarding the real involvement of the community
in decision-making processes
4.2 horizontal extension, regarding the eParticipants involved
with respect to the population of the communities
concerned.
4.3 vertical extension, regarding the actual interplay between
levels above the local.
An insufﬁcient achievement in any of these aspects represents a
deﬁcient development of democratic participation throughout the
levels of concern. A proper combination of the evaluation parameters discussed in Section 4 allows the assessment of these aspects.
Due to the extent of the trial, an additional aspect of the evaluation involves granularity levels from the general perspective of the
project as a whole, concerning the university consortium, to the

level of university trials, and ﬁnally to the level of each eP process.
Though in the last evaluation stage, all the measures were based on
same categories, these were actually casted in a cyclic way: preliminary results enable to reﬁne the assessment variables.
Furthermore, due to the complex nature of the processes
involved, the evaluation methodology used multiple data source
gathering in order to cover the different analytical levels and multiple user perspectives (Macintosh & Whyte, 2006). To this end, the
evaluation instruments were drawn from across the qualitative
and quantitative spectrum: (i) Key Performance Indicators – KPIs,
(ii) proﬁle measurements (iii) web analytics, (iv) questionnaires
for end-users, (v) questionnaires for trial managers, (vi) trial manager interviews and focus group, (vii) seminar with students, (viii)
technical and usability evaluations, and ﬁnally (ix) project documentation. Table 1 describes the analytical coverage of each instrument and the way it is used for the global analysis. At the same
time it manifests their respective complementarity, actually
derived from the adaptive deﬁnition of evaluation instruments
from early ﬁndings as to cover aspects unattended by the original
instruments, from which the KPIs constituted its ﬁrst element.
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Information
Consultation
Collaboration
Empowerment

9%
73%
15%
3%

Management team
Student
Teacher
Administrative Unit
University Management
Bologna National Expert Group
Other

27%
9%
9%
8%
43%
3%
0%

Target population was:

Restricted Group
Faculty
University
National (multi-university)
Cross-Border

32%
8%
52%
1%
7%

Target decision-makers
were:

None
Trial Manager
Student representative
Teaching representative
Head of Administrative Unit
University Management
National Government
Bologna Experts Group

0%
5%
5%
8%
18%
56%
1%
5%

Addressed subject were:

MyUniversity
University life
HE local matters
National HE
EHEA

8%
30%
31%
7%
24%

Non relevant
Improved access to relevant options
Feedback on status and available options
Collaborative input to decision-making
Decision-making

17%
17%
40%
22%
5%

less than 1 month
between 1 and 4 month
higher than 4 months

21%
53%
26%

Engagement level were:

Specific Outputs

General Impacts

Initiated by:

Duration was:

Fora
Used tools were:

Resources & Operational output s

Achieved outcomes were:

Polls
e-Consultation
e-Petition

No. of contributions
eP processes using the tool
No. of contributions
eP processes using the tool
No. of contributions
eP processes using the tool
No. of contributions
eP processes using the tool

280 eParticipation Processes

32

7755
58%
18160
26%
1637
14%
163
2%

Fig. 6. Results of trial proﬁle measurements from the joint project perspective (similar proﬁles were developed at the granularity level of university trials).

In order to gather evaluation data different channels were
simultaneously used. On the one hand, data, automatically collected in the participation tools through direct interaction with
participants constituted the most basic data (operational output).
Beyond this level, additional data gathering were implemented
through: online questionnaires sent to ﬁnal users, project managers, decision-makers of different levels; web analytics; interviews and focus group with trial manager digitally recorded;
usability evaluation using surveys and technical assessment documentary reported; project documentation developed by project
managers.
As it will be pointed out in Section 4, by using the progressive
accumulation of evaluation measurements and the related analysis
carried out by the coordination team according to the aforementioned evaluation framework, a cyclic recasting of analytical variables were developed until the ﬁnal assessment stage. By that
means it was target a most conﬁdent results concerning the highest analytical level, namely the social or democratic impacts.

In the last evaluation stages, the instruments were speciﬁcally
oriented to be used in a conclusive analysis of strengths, weaknesses, opportunities, and threats (SWOT) for exploring future
options. This included the quantitative questionnaires and the
qualitative discussions held with trial managers. For the evaluation
of these interviews and focus groups, which amounted 51 audio
ﬁles of 27 min average length, an automatically assisted semantic
analysis was performed using NVivo software, based upon the
Grounded Theory approach (Corbin & Strauss, 2008). To this purpose, several nodes (e.g. ‘eParticipation’, ‘Bologna process’. . .) and
subnodes (e.g., ‘anonimity’, ‘motivation’, ‘social factor’. . . under
‘eParticipation’) were used as to classify utters with respect to
the analytical parameters used. Concerning the focus groups with
trial managers, and the discussions, held at the conclusive stage,
were staged according to the Participatory Action Research
approach (McIntyre, 2008) in order to ﬁnd further insights regarding the evaluation of the eP trial experience and improved
developments.
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EHEA Identity
assurance (sys.5)
EHEA Forecasting &
planning (sys.4)

Sys.1
Algedonic system

National Council

Regional Council

University

University Council

Faculty 1

Department 1

Faculty 2

…

Input/output analysis - Coordination activities (sys.2)

E n v i r o n m e n t s

EHEA operation and
control (sys.3)

Fig. 7. Scheme of eSubsidiarity (enhanced eP system for EHEA).

Table 1
Analytical levels covered by the evaluation instruments used.
Evaluation
instruments

Measurements
KPIs
Proﬁle measurements

Analytical levels
Resources

X
X

Web analytics
End-users
questionnaires
Trial managers
questionnaires
Qualitative analytics
Trial managers
Interviews and
focus group
Usability evaluation
and student
seminar
Project
documentation

Observations

Operational
outputs

Speciﬁc
outcomes

Democratic impacts
Inten

HExt

VExt

X
X

X
X

X
X

X
X

X
X

X

X

X

X

X
X

X

X

X

X

X

X

X

X

X

X

X

Set up a-priori for checking the achievement of speciﬁc goals
Set up a-posteriori to sharp the impact analysis concerning: engagement,
topicality, involved participants, decision-making, community building, etc.
Useful to evaluate extensively the usage and visibility of the platform as well
as its timely evolution
Useful for a quantitative evaluation of the population involved, usability and
trustworthiness
Useful for a quantitative evaluation of the technical, socio-technical and
democratic perspectives
For a non-guided, categorically-open SWOT analysis from the trial
management perspective through automatically assisted semantic analysis
Evaluation of the available resources and the eP potentials from the technical
and user perspective

X

X

X

X

The variety of methods in the study of the complex social phenomena involved, on the one hand, results in greater conﬁdence in
the achieved ﬁndings through cross-checking derived from quantitative and qualitative methods; on the other hand, it offers raw
information that might be of eventual relevance for evaluation
from different analytical grounds. (For further details of the evaluation framework, including a detailed description of all the measurement instruments, cf. MyUniversity, 2013c).

3. Democratically seizing complexity in a globalised world
There is a straightforward way to cope with the complexity of a
system comprised by too many functional parts and interactions
of both internal and external nature: arranging the system in a

X

Compilation of progressive analysis and ﬁndings throughout the project
development from the trial management perspective (ca. 1000 pp)

hierarchical levelism in which at each level its agents follow the
rules and mandates given by upper level, interact with other
agents of the same level, and manage its constituent subsystems
of the underneath level. This is a strategy we can recognise in feudal societies but also in the traditional university order, or in the
current industrial organisations which productive relations are
spread over the globe – just to provide a few examples–. A similar
structure can be also recognised all over nature, though in this case
there is no external intention to cope with the related complexity,
it is thus self-organised complexity in which new ways of agency
may emerge (and it does necessarily emerge in an evolutionary
perspective, otherwise self-organised complexity would never
occur; cf. Zimmermann, 2012).
Nevertheless, this is clearly alien to the very concept of
democracy in which agents operate under relative equalised
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opportunities and make decisions in a participatory manner (in the
case of participatory democracy) or through delegation (in the case
of representative democracy). But, can this concept be properly
devised at the global scale? Can electronic means – as considered
since the 19th century – serve as a means to deploy democracy
globally or even to implement the ideal of participatory democracy
(Bingham et al., 2005)? And ﬁnally, the inequality we have seen
constantly growing globally since the 18th century (Milanovic,
2009) is actually compatible with democracy?
3.1. Globalised social systems: undermining or enabling democratic
dynamics?
The new geopolitical reality of globalisation clearly overwhelms
the cast of the democratic nation–states in which the rule-of-law is
still preserved (Dahrendorf, 2001). Such order was actually developed within the nation–states, and particularly in the liberal
democracies, through a continuous negotiation between the capitalist and labour forces. As Bowles has shown (2007), this negotiation enabled the reproduction of the productive forces and
relations in exchange for a power balance opposed to the natural
tendency of capitalism. But this reservoir of power balance, crystallised in a rule-of-law guaranteeing social rights, has been progressively undermined through several historical factors concerning:
(i) The introduction of automatic production processes, which
brings about a structural unemployment that impairs even
more the negotiation ability of the working forces at the
level of the nation–states in which such regulations are kept.
(For a detailed study of the actual use of automation to
undermine working negotiation ability with respect to its
potential in beneﬁt of better socio-economic achievements
see the excellent Noble’s work: 1995, 2011).
(ii) The networking technologies at the service of the ﬁnancial,
commercial and productive economies, which operation is
nowadays indivisible from the information and communication infrastructures upon which its related processes are carried on.
(iii) The constitution and advocacy of capitalist interests by unobstructed international institutions, which provides additional
means to press the terms of the agreement with the
nation–states, which still legitimate the productive and
property relations;
(iv) The growing power of transnational corporations, which since
early post-war years and under support of legal and infotechnical mechanisms has constantly spread over the globe,
concentrating enormous amounts of economic value (highly
ﬁnancialised) and often surpassing the economic size of
many countries.
As shown by one of the authors (Díaz Nafría, 2011; Díez
Gutiérrez, Fernández, & Mallo, 2014), the political–economy
dynamics triggered by these four historical factors can be suitably
analysed into Marx’ conceptual framework of the dialectical development of productive forces and productive relations (Marx, 1973;
Marx & Mengual Pavón, 1859). It is in the latter that the democratic
component was stabilised as a means to enable the reproduction of
the system, but through the introduction of both new productive
forces and new relations its reproduction occurs at the global scale
where no democracy has been properly constituted. How could we
rehabilitate a democratic mode?
According to Dahrendorf’s liberal advice (2001), we must rely
on international rule-of-law (similar claims can be found all over
the spectrum of European recipes, for instance concerning eP, cf:
CE, 2009: G44; Millard et al., 2009; OECD, 2009). However, if we
take into account that the rule-of-law has actually been passed

at the level of the nation–states and international institutions at
the same time (see point iii), we observe that it actually crystallises
the power relations that are undermining the average citizens’ possibility to cope with their real-life problems, even the most humble
ones. The case of the European rule-of-law is particularly interesting regarding its alleged democratic values: when the peoples
manifested their reluctance to pass the Treaty establishing a Constitution for Europe, they were considered to be wrong and equivalent regulation was adopted through different mechanisms in the
form of the Treaty of Lisbon. What is then the democratic value of
this transnational rule-of-law? Should not we rather speak of façade democracy?
Regarding the foundational connection between genuine
democracy and the pursuit of the general will which ultimately rest
on a deep normative sense of identity, MacIntyre (2006) considers
that it is only within small communities where it can be properly
pursued. This would obviously annihilate the possibility of democracy at the posed globalised scenarios, but it is indeed the question
of the general will what must be addressed here.
By analysing the possibilities of deploying a sort of general will
at the EU level, Moravcsik and Sangiovanni (2003) points to a clue:
even the faded version of public-interest, which is ultimately based
on the satisfaction of nested ‘‘problems-solving concerns’’, relies on
some common values, thus on a kind of identity. Hence, similarly
as we can conceive cultures in terms of (evolving) sets of wellproved solutions to common problems, the legitimacy that may
once back up the EU (or other globalised contexts) might be
regarded as a complex hierarchy of cultures of different granularity. The general will may then be seen as a multi-layered attribute
of the hierarchical self-organised complexity in which globalised
societies might be articulated. But neither the top-down conceived
EU (provoking people’s political disaffection) nor the more heterogeneous global system are organised as such. If the Information
technologies have decisively contributed to the architecture of global system, should not it be a means to boost a new modus operandi, a sort of new global constitution in which the bottom-up
causation were as well integrated?
Habermas relies indeed on the potentialities of information
technologies for the generalisation of the political archetype,
devised in the enlightenment for the international community of
scholars, to the global public (1995). He even contemplates the
hope beyond the representative democracy-reliant nation–state
towards a deliberative democracy-reliant political organism, based
on the equal rights and obligations of citizens (1981). For Habermas this requires an activist public sphere contributing to debates
on matters of public importance, oriented to decision-making
and based on his discourse ethics. But we are obviously distant
from the fulﬁlment of these requirements, therefore his critics
argue that this view is a rather utopic, neither its historical dimension has been considered nor its material conditions (Capurro,
2011; Fuchs, 2010; Vattimo, 1989). The historicity of public opinion, as UNESCO has claimed for half a century, shows a highly concentrated ﬁeld in which just a few hands have effective control
(Díaz Nafría, 2011). Then if both the global socio-politics and the
IT realm seem to have severous structural constraints, how can
the conundrum be solved?
Certainly, by reviewing eP practice we often observe participation facades with no democratic intention behind (CE, 2009; Reniu,
2012), but we also ﬁnd some bottom-up processes in which the
ICTs are successfully appropriated in connection with a collective
emancipation and identity construction (Coenen, Hofkirchner &
Díaz Nafría, 2012; Golubeva & Ishmatova, 2013; Gravante, 2012;
Castillejo & Semova, 2012; Garrido, 2012). Consequently, several
authors consider at the agendas of eP practise and research (based
on thorough analyses of the state of the art in the ﬁeld) the
fundamental objectives of addressing the deepest problems of
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democracy as lack of real bottom-up participation in relevant matters, power relations, or the foundational aspect of equality and
inclusion (Macintosh, Coleman, & Schneeberger, 2009; Medaglia,
2007; OECD, 2009; Sanford & Rose, 2007).
In the speciﬁc ﬁeld of Higher Education, Verger (2013) brilliantly analyses the multidimensional process of commodiﬁcation
in which both the global economics and the states are reshaping
the institutional fundaments, where democracy is not a beneﬁted
feature. Are these commodiﬁcation trends that not only scholar
analyses but also massive protestors condemn in the streets (Hall
& Stahl, 2002; TNI, 2012; Tremlett, 2012) actually compatible with
building up eP-decision-making in the EHEA? MyUniversity project results provide some clues.
3.2. Inequality and subsidiarity
Though the aspect of inequality is widely considered in eP studies, this is often addressed in terms of digital divide (CE, 2009;
Millard et al., 2009; OECD, 2009). Nevertheless, this very concept
has been shifted from the technological perspective of connectivity
to the broader aspect of social inclusion (Warschauer, 2004). The
issue is then quite more complex than usually addressed, on the
one hand, what the digital divides encapsulates are divides of deeper social kind; on the other, eP at a global scale is hindered by
additional divides concerning civic, linguistic and cultural gaps
(Capurro & Díaz Nafría, 2010; Macintosh, Coleman, &
Schneeberger, 2009). But at the fundamental level of democratic
principles in which eP is strictly rooted, we can distinguish a tight
connection to equality.
Democracy since its Greek roots is conceived as linked to both
equality and liberty (Aristotle, 2004: VI, 2). Equality with respect
to the capacity to decide upon available common options; liberty
with respect to the self-determination or autonomy of the community members, who should not depend on some authority in order
to make real free choices. Equality thus concerns the right to participate equally (social value), but it also entails that a minimal satisfaction of needs is provided as to ensure real autonomy (material
value). Therefore concerning material equity democracy admits a
certain degree of inequality, but in the long-term this is strictly
bounded by the need to guaranty autonomy (Houle, 2009; OECD,
2009; Post, 2003; Solt, 2008).
In historical perspective, it can be observed that despite the
constantly growing global inequality since the 18th century (measured for instance through the Gini coefﬁcient), the local reduction
of inequality has often been associated to democratic processes, as
in Western Europe, where the strengthening of social security systems improved the autonomy of the citizens during the post-war
decades (Cornia, 2004; Jolly, 2006; Milanovic, 2009). But since
the 1980s, we observe within these countries a heterogeneous
increase of national inequality, as well as between EU countries,
thus a basis for the EU democratic deﬁcit.
To this respect, it is remarkable to recall that, it was in the context of the dramatically increasing inequality, observed in the
industrialised areas of the 19th century Europe, that the principle
of subsidiarity was developed and incorporated into the socio-political agenda (von Nell-Breuning, 1990). Although the concept is historically rooted in the Calvinistic understanding of community, it
was the arisen contradiction between work and capital that made
evident the undermined autonomy of the many and subsequently
the inability to accomplish the principles of democratic liberalism.
Hence, it progressively became a fundamental principle of democratic liberalism, a pillar of the Catholic Church social doctrine,
and it is now one of the foundations of the EU who has taken the
principle as one of its constitutional norms (s. EU (European
Union), 2008: art.5). Internationally the principle has been coded
as a foundation of decentralization and co-responsibility (UNDP,
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1997) and it has been even devised as a core concept for the organisation of complex systems (for instance, in the ﬁeld of neuropsychology and cybernetics).
In this last respect, there is an interesting historical case not signiﬁcantly addressed in the eDemocracy literature which actually
concerns an early development and remarkably successful case of
eDemocracy: the CyberSyn project developed between 1971 and
1973 in Chile under Allende’s government. The case is of signiﬁcant
interest because it addresses at a time the issue of democracy,
inequality and subsidiarity, and it has been extensively documented, in particular since the last Medina’s book (Medina,
2011; Beer, 1975; Díaz Nafría, 2011; Medina, 2008; Ortiz, 2014).
Even concerning eP methodology, the project devised several evaluation instruments ‘‘to conduct experiments on how technology
could further popular participation and democracy’’ (Medina,
2011: 91). Nevertheless, despite Allende’s strong concern of furthering radical democracy in an efﬁcient way, it must be born in
mind its direct connection to nation–state political–economy and
how the leeway of the latter has signiﬁcantly changed since, as
argued above (Section 3.1). But the scalability of the organisational
core model of subsidiarity (to be branded eSubsidiarity) is capable
to address the additional complexiﬁcation that should be address
in order to handle eP at a global scale as we will discuss bellow
in Section 5 (cf. Díaz Nafría, 2011).
Such democratic approach to complexity, though sharing some
common objectives with libertarian- or soft-paternalism (Thaler &
Sunstein, 2003, 2009) and cognitive democracy (Farrel & Shalizi,
2012), must be distinguished from these approaches. However
eSubsidiarity does not consider a top-down delimitation of choice
(as in libertarian paternalism), neither a broad horizontal stage of
decision (as in cognitive democracy), but rather a heterarchic
architecture of choice in which choice is determined within the circle of the agents for whom the effect of decision is relevant.
Through this strategy of seizing complexity, cognitive channels
are reinforced to achieve democratic decision making, as in cognitive democracy, but trying to minimise the perception–(re)action
loop. In other words the previously pointed out upwards–downwards causation for the effective pursuit of a multi-layered general
will might have a model.
4. Results
4.1. Harvesting evaluation data: assessing community building from
the local to the global level
As stated above, the project was devised at the very outset considering the criteria established in the Key Performance Indicators
(KPI). These were conceived as to ensure the achievement of significant results according to previous experiences, substantiated in
the criteria referred above (in particular CE, 2009; Millard et al.,
2009; OECD, 2009; Sæbø et al., 2008). But alike with other assessment means, KPIs were reviewed after a ﬁrst period of experience
(the intermediate trial period, between month 9th and 20th) in
order to establish better orientation for assessing success at the
operational level with respect to global objectives (Section 2.1).
Table 2 thus summarises the achieved results according to this perspective. As it can be clearly seen, results concerning the global
scale or voting tool (eConsultation) are restricted to the second
period in which the super-system and the voting tool was operated
(s. Fig. 1). Similarly, the assessment of ultimate impact on decisionmaking corresponds to the last period in which comparative criteria was deﬁned upon ﬁrst results. To the purpose of measuring different aspects of the targeted objectives KPI are grouped under
different categories: community building, regarding the extension
of eP usage within the involved community; eParticipation outputs,
in operative terms, regarding the amount of collected participation
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Table 2
Key performance indicators – intermediate and ﬁnal results. The relation between performance and objectives (right column) enables the evaluation of objective achievements.
Key Performance Indicator

Community building
KPI 1
KPI 2
KPI 3
KPI 4
KPI 5
eParticipation outputs
KPI 6A
KPI 6B
KPI 6C
Crossing borders
KPI 7
KPI 8
KPI 9A
KPI 9B
KPI 10
Decision-Making Impact
KPI 11A
KPI 11B
KPI 12
KPI 13
KPI 14
Dissemination
KPI 15
KPI 16
Global achievement

Intermediate period

Final period

Objective

Objective

Performance

Relative
Performance

Number of universities participating in the project
Number of active portals
Mean number of initiatives per active portals
Mean number of portal visits
Mean number of registered users

14
14
8
1000
2%

14
13
10
5356
2%

18
14
10
2000
4%

22
13
11
11,697
6%

Mean number of forum replies per initiative
Mean number of eConsultation replies per initiative
Mean number of poll votes per initiative

25
n.a.
25

39
n.a.
315

50
50
50

40
31
189

Number of cross-border initiatives
Mean number of universities per cross-border initiative
Mean number of forum replies per cross-border initiative
Mean number of eConsultation replies per cross-border initiative
Mean number of initiatives related to the Bologna process

n.a.
n.a.
n.a.
n.a.
2

n.a.
n.a.
n.a.
n.a.
3

5
4
50
50
6

12
5
32
45
5

Mean number of reports sent to decision makers
Mean number of replies from decision makers
Mean number of reports sent to national Bologna expert groups
Impact on university decision-making
Impact on national Bologna expert groups

0
n.a.
n.a.
n.a.
n.a.

n.a.
n.a.
n.a.
n.a.
n.a.

8
15%
5
4
4

14
74%
2
4
4

Number of references to the project in media
Number of third party events

25
10

25
26

18
6

20
29

per initiative; crossing borders, regarding the extension and intension of international eP processes; decision-making impact, regarding the actual interaction with decision-makers (including within
cross-border impacts); dissemination, regarding the diffusion of
the eP experience towards the general public.
Measuring the relative achievement as relation between the
reached results with respect to the a-priori-established objectives,
Table 2 shows a very positive global achievement, which yields
also sufﬁcient success at the mentioned categories. In ﬁner analysis, we observe a relative lack of success concerning some of the eP
tools, and the intensiveness of cross-bordering eP processes with
respect to both participation and decision-making impact (which
value has to be shaded by the fact that EU experts were only asked
about information usefulness, instead of impact on decision-making as it was asked in the case of universities). As it is conﬁrmed
by other assessment instruments, these results shows that dense
deliberation was only partially achieved (KPI-6a), as well as direct
impact on decision-making (eConsultation, KPI-6b).
From the KPI perspective, it is not possible to distinguish among
eP processes of different engagement level, community involvement, target decision-makers, etc. But these differences are however important to assess properly the democratic impacts on the
aspects referred to in Section 2.4 (intension, horizontal extension
and vertical extension). Moreover KPIs were rather oriented to
evaluate the achievement of reasonable and signiﬁcant results
(through the deﬁnition of thresholds based on previous experiences) than to an adequate assessment of absolute achievements.
Aimed at covering some of these gaps, proﬁle measurements
(referred to in Table 1) offers a fundamental complement.
Table 2 shows the proﬁle measurements for the trial as a whole
(that is, comprising the results of all trials) which were ﬁrst conceive in a preliminary stage, then reﬁned after the intermediate
period to improve assessment on the absolute achievement of
the global objectives (Section 2.1).
Ordered according to the analytical levels described in Section
2, different categories than the ones used in the KPI enable to evaluate the accomplishment of the participatory community building
from the perspective of the aforementioned aspects:

Achievement
2.12
1.22
0.93
1.10
5.85
1.50
1.73
0.80
0.62
3.78
1.20
2.40
1.25
0.64
0.90
0.83
1.82
1.75
4.93
0.40
1.00
1.00
2.97
1.11
4.83
1.91

 Intensity
 (In) of the global eP achieved, measured as the product of the
average values of engagement level, achieved outcome, and bottom-up ratio: 0.4  0.5  0.36 = 0.072. The engagement level is
valuated as: 0 for informative processes (since they do not commit any participation in decision-making, in fact, totalitarian
regimes are quite effective communicators); 1 for empowerment processes. The achieved outcome is valuated as: 0 if not
relevant, 1 if it directly affected decision-making. The bottomup ratio is valuated as the relation of processes initiated by students and teaching staff with respect to the sane value of a balance between bottom-up and top-down initiation, thus being
maximum when half of the processes are initiated by others
than governing bodies. The combination then yield a maximum
value (1) for an empowerment action which decided upon a collective option, proposed by both population and governing
bodies.
 Horizontal extension
 (HE), measured in terms of the community involved in the eP
processes but discarding those focused in restricted groups:
0.1  0.7 = 0.07 (7%). Discarding restricted group participation
is justiﬁed by the fact that restricted-groups are usually purpose
oriented, therefore their participation do not allow to distinguish properly the searching of the general interest, as intended
in genuine democratic processes. The maximum value, 1
(100%), corresponds to a community absolutely present in the
deliberation of issues of general interest (at any level of
concern).
 Vertical extension
 (VI), measured as the product of the average rate of target population above university level and the average rate of target
decision makers above university level: 0.08  0.06 = 0.0048
(0.5%); corresponding the maximum value to all processes
involving and affecting the national and international level.
According to this characterisation the eP achieved, eP (In; HE;
VI) = (0.07; 0.07; 0.0048), shows the constitution of a community
which starts to be involved and who starts to deal with matters
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having a moderate impact on decision-making, but which participation beyond the university horizon is extremely low, particularly
regarding decision-making. Though these values are only relative
to the development during a short period of time – concerning
the slow timely evolution of democratic values and behaviours –
they can be indicative if we consider the community actually
involved as lead users (von Hippel, 1986).
Beyond proﬁle metrics, the evaluation measurements were
complemented with the others brieﬂy described in Table 1 (of
quantitative and qualitative nature), where purpose and complementarity is indicated. In addition, all gathered measurements
were organised according to a top-down approach with different
levels of granularity (international consortium, trial and processes)
with the aim of enabling comparative analysis at different levels
and the possibility to go downwards or upwards to contrast ﬁndings (these results are publically available in the assessment
reports: MyUniversity, 2013b,c).
These instruments (progressively deﬁned under continuous
monitoring and early ﬁndings) were oriented, as indicated in Section 2.4, towards the SWOT analysis summarised in Table 3, which
offers signiﬁcant guidance for future eP developments. The highlighted strengths, weakness, opportunities and threats are categorised according to the assessment perspectives mentioned in
Section 2 (technical, socio-technical and democratic). Furthermore,

Table 3 (continued)
External
Opportunities

Threats
Democratic perspective

Social trust development
Higher transparency
Bottom-up approaches
Greater awareness of democratic
processes
 Knowledge sharing on general
interest matters
 Contribution to EHEA building
(I)
 Gain knowledge on international
issues (I)





Distrust in political affairs
Resistance to change
Policy makers’ attitude
Hard to Engage the academic
audience
 Non-democratic power relations at
the global scale (I)
 Poor language skills (I)
 Lack of knowledge on Bologna process (I)





Sociotechnical perspective





Higher engagement in eP
Bottom-up approaches
Accelerate the Bologna processes
New knowledge about eP (I)

 Need support from the university
management
 Financing
in
economic
crisis
contexts
 Sustainability
 Digital divides
 Lack of users’ interest
and
engagement
 Complicated concepts involved
 Misuse potential

Technical perspective
Table 3
SWOT analysis summary. It has been marked as: (I), the ﬁndings concerning the
international level; (M) the ﬁndings of methodological value.
Positive

 Extended technology
 Connectivity to social networks

 Competitors
 The
advancement
technologies

of

new

Negative
Internal

Strengths

Weaknesses
Democratic perspective

 Inﬂuenced decisions locally
 Participatory management
 Involvement of the whole
university
 Student involvement
 Enablers for ideas of common
interest
Users showed an interest in local
issues
 An introduction to democracy
 Ofﬁcial democratic space
 Increased collaboration among
European universities (I)
 Greater awareness of Bologna
process (I)

 Low national level engagement
 Lack of important initiatives
 Low international level engagement
(I)
 Low impact on decision-making at
non-local levels (I)

Sociotechnical perspective
 Use of ICT in decision making
processes
 Extending users’ knowledge
about eP
 Implementing e-participation
principles
 New knowledge about eP (M)

 Low interaction with university
management
 Need for on-elected moderation
 Low user involvement
 Identiﬁcation vs Privacy and
Autonomy
 Underestimation of social dimension
(M)
 Lack of contextual pre-studies (M)
 Trial and error (M)
 Focused on technical implementation (M)

Technical perspective
 Openness of the portal from the
user perspective
 Variety of tools and adaptive
design
 Open source architecture

 Not embedded in the workplace
context
 Unappealing portal layout design
 Technical and design issues
 Standalone portal
 Security of participation
 Questionable sustainability

(I) has been used to differentiate ﬁndings concerning the international level; (M) for ﬁndings of methodological value. (For further
details about the meaning and extent of each ﬁnding cf.,
MyUniversity, 2013c).
4.2. Assessing democratic achievements
Increasing concern has been raised about the fallibility of the
lead-user method regarding eParticipation (Galbraitha et al.,
2013). Indeed this method assumes a market vision of the problem
which can hardly be adapted to democratic participation. Extending von Hippel’s approach (1986) to our case means that a sort of
homogenous community of users will ‘‘consume’’ eP later and then
we will know better how to address their eP consuming likes. But
this has sense at all? Raising up partaking implies actually community building related to some kind of identity, values, and trust
which is signiﬁcantly different from market places. For instance,
trust corresponds in consuming markets to a bipolar relation
between the provider and the consumer, whereas in cooperative
or participatory contexts, it represents a multidimensional relation
between the member and the community of members. Hence trust
is rather a categorical relation between one and all, as discussed
elsewhere (Díaz Nafría, 2011; Díaz Nafría & Zimmermann, 2012).
This means that the ﬁndings at the democratic dimension must
be relativised; particularly those reﬂecting positive values since
they reﬂect a proactive tendency among lead-users, hard to be generalised for the community as a whole (Galbraitha et al., 2013).
Nonetheless comparative conclusions can be extracted with conﬁdence between commensurable variables (for instance, horizontal
and vertical extensiveness). On the other hand, negative values
reﬂect however barriers that not even these users got to overcome.
Nevertheless concerning lower level perspectives (the technological and the organisational ones), we can feel more conﬁdent
about both positive and negative ﬁndings, since they are lesser
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committed to broader social behaviours. For instance, upon
ﬁndings on the encountered drivers and inhibitors with respect
to authentication policy (with effect on both sides of the eP process, the participation itself and the impact on decision-making)
some guidelines could be stated, as the necessity to federate identity systems better, or the usage of an anonymity check box. However, even regarding these socio-technical matters is important to
be cautious, because as we can see in this very case, reluctance to
authenticate is often associated to a lack of sense of belonging, or
institutional mistrust that can be overcome if the conditions are
given to develop real democratic participation (as discussed in
Section 3.2). In addition this case serve to dawn on the cultural bias
that we may often encounter, here related to the question of privacy which in the global context requires an intercultural account
(Capurro & Díaz Nafría, 2010). In this sense, the ﬂexibility rule
referred to in Section 2.2 has been positively assessed with respect
to authenticity policy and used tools. (For the discussion of other
guidelines concerning eP technical and social-technical design, s.
evaluation report, MyUniversity, 2013c).
Regarding the evaluation at the EU level, the experience has
methodologically succeeded as to combine a small-scale political
experimentation (Mendez, 2007) with cross-national comparative
analyses (ITU, 2008; OECD, 2009). Greater awareness on international issues, increased cross-border collaboration, cultural differences regarding how deliberation and participation can be
effectively deployed (as also argued by Janssen and Kies (2004)),
language borders, security and interoperability concerns (as also
argued by András (2011)), democratic deﬁcits at the national and
European levels (as discussed in Section 3.1) are some of the observation assessed.
In sum, though the possibility to develop eP in the context of
European Universities has been positively assessed, the results
show that in order to be really inﬂuential on decision making other
barriers have to be overcome. These barriers include: political disaffection (linked to the phenomenon dealt in Section 3.1); multidimensional divides highly dependent on inequality (as discussed in
Section 3.2), which in turn is experiencing signiﬁcant increases –
particularly in the context of the political–economic crisis; lack of
deliberative culture aggravated by the shortage of common spaces
of dialog under the chaotic lectures scheduling of the Bologna
modular and individualistic approach. Furthermore, the national
and European level, where signiﬁcant decisions are being taken
regarding the future of the higher education system (Verger,
2013), seem to be practically out of reach concerning eP.

5. Devising eSubsidiarity as enhanced eP at the global scale
As discussed in Section 3.2, subsidiarity can be seen as a means
to address at a time democracy and equality. This requires moving
beyond the negative account of subsidiarity (as it has been extensively done in the EU in order to prevent action of public bodies)
and developing instead a positive strive by public institutions to
act where no other closer instrument is actually acting as to ensure
fundamental rights, in particular those enabling the development
of real democracy. The Cybersyn project, as mentioned in Section
3.2 and discussed elsewhere (Díaz Nafría, 2011), was devised to
that purpose within the context of a nation–state in which the productive relations and rule-of-law were relatively stable and within
reach, which is not valid for the case we wish to address, but provides fundamental clues to conceive subsidiarity in this positive
sense.
The Cybersyn approach was committed, on one side, to guarantee the satisfaction of basic needs to enable self-determination of
the members and the equality among parts (in our case, this can
be translated into the necessary autonomy of the university com-

munity members and bodies involved); on the other, to bring off
that relevant issues reaches the level in which they can be most
efﬁciently addressed, thus enabling the peoples to participate in
the decision-making at different levels. All in all, given the eP
inhibitors observed, the objectives are aligned to what should be
pursued for the EHEA, but considering here the features imposed
by the international context which threatens were discussed in
Section 3.1.
First of all the system modelled according to the Viable System
Model (VSM) devised by Stafford Beer (Medina, 2011) should be
organised according to the levels of democratic deliberation and decision-making existing in the EHEA, which usually comprises:
department or faculty level (depending on the actual university
structure); university; regional (not always relevant); national;
European; therefore including a levelism missing in the architecture schematised in Fig. 1.
Second, the following subsidiary rules should be implemented as
a means to devise democracy in the complex environment of EHEA
(as argued in Section 3.2): (1) the issues has to be addressed at the
lowest level in which they can be solved; if not, then these can look
for a higher level to be solve. (2) The unsolved issues, interests or
wills may go upwards, and whenever a critical mass is reached,
action must be taken. (3) Non-attended issues must be recorded
to be eventually handled or considered if they become relevant
in the future.
Third, in order to address the problems linked to the globalisation context, as described in Section 3.1, three additional features
has to be added to the model: (a) sustainability feature, as principle
for determining the space of freedom (choice), related to the carrying capacity of the socio-economic and natural environment in
which it is immersed; (b) heterarchical feature, concerning the possibility that component subsystems belong to several systems; (c)
fuzzy boundary feature, for enabling the emergence of new relations or entities; (d) horizontal networking capabilities have to be
ensured to avoid the security threatens of a too hierarchical
structure.
The eSubsidiarity system schematised in Fig. 7 is nothing but a
proposal in order to cope with the observed problems of deep democratic deﬁcit and lack of democratic governability at the global
scale. But concerning other speciﬁc lessons learnt (discussed in
MyUniversity (2013c)) additional features should be also
considered:
From a technical perspective:
 Deployment of the IT management system from national level
downwards.
 Usage of a federated structure based on a semantic protocol
aimed at lightening the identiﬁed language borders and to facilitate the search of commonality and triggering of relevance, as
proposed, for instance, in the interoperability solution of the
Security-By-Consensus (CBS) approach (Kowlasky, 1997; Wang,
Al Sabbagh, & Kowlaski, 2013).
 Development of embedded interfaces.
 Linkage to social networks and broader connection to the Internet environment through the development of search engines of
participation inputs.
 One-step federated authentication system with eligible
anonymity.
From a sociotechnical perspective:
 Promotion of deliberative culture (Kovalcikova & Petrucijova,
2013) and democratic values, which – as it has been shown –
are often undermined by educational practice despite its explicit support (Díaz Nafría, in press; Díez Gutiérrez, Martínez Coco,
& Díaz Nafría, 2013).
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 Hybridization of face-to-face and electronic participation.
This proposal, though devised in more detail for the European
university system can be in any case straightforward generalised
to other complex social systems articulated at a global scale.
Indeed at the local level, the same technical substratum, used in
the MyUniversity project, is being operated by municipalities,
whereas the eSubsidiarity architecture has been also proposed
for the coordination of cooperatives operating in globalised contexts (Walker, 2006). Nevertheless a golden rule should be added
using Standford Beer’s own words, whose equivalence to the statement from Rousseau’s Social Contract that we started with is clear:
‘‘a self-organised system must be always alive and without ﬁnalising, since conclusion is another name for death’’.

6. Conclusions
The problem of developing democratic participation in decision
making at the different levels of globalised social system (from the
local to the international stages) assisted by electronic means has
been tackled in both empirical and theoretical analysis. The empirical case concerns the development of eDemocracy at the EHEA as
means to promote a participatory culture in the European university system involving 27 universities in its most active phase. The
theoretical and comparative inquiry observed the problem in a
broader and more general perspective, looking for the ultimate
obstacles blocking democracy at the different levels of concern,
as well as the possible enablers to develop effective eParticipation
in globalised complex scenarios (and particularly at the context of
a new higher education dynamic in which eLearning, eAdministration and eParticipation bring about new challenges but also new
opportunities).
The methodological approach to the empirical problem requires
addressing carefully issues of completely different kind (but interwoven) from the technical, the socio-technical and the assessment
perspectives. This last aspect is particularly critical in order to evaluate the achievement of an intangible objective as the development of democratic values in the involved communities with
respect to issues arisen at different levels. The evaluation framework developed offers a multitude of instruments combining operational measurements, internet analytics, quantitative and
qualitative surveys, focus groups, technical assessments and interviews integrated in an automatically assisted semantic scrutiny
oriented towards a SWOT analysis ultimately aimed at ﬁnding
guidance for future developments.
The case study shows the ability to develop participatory practises but mainly focus on local matters. The possibility of blending
eP with eLearning and even the application of learning analytic
means to deploy eP practises offers promising perspectives. But
at the same time barriers of fundamental democratic deﬁcits at
global and national scales were identiﬁed, which according to the
study, are emphasised by the economic–political crisis. This democratic deﬁcit visible, in the effective democratic participation at
the local institutions, is much more acute regarding the possibility
of reaching decision-making opportunities at national and European levels, which manifest a signiﬁcant distance between decision-makers at these levels and the community (even though the
latter shows growing interest in international affairs and
cooperation).
In a more general perspective, the complexity of the social systems involved requires approaches that not only overwhelms the
ancient and classical view of democracy but also the one grounding
the democratic nation–states. Due to a number of factors discussed, the political–economic evolution of the last decades at
the global scale has undermined the traditional negotiation
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between labour forces and capital that used to be carried out in
the liberal democratic nation–states, which still legitimates the
productive relations. This creates a fundamental democratic deﬁcit
in the globalised social systems. However the subsidiarity principle, which indeed conforms one of the rector rules of the EU, can
be used in its positive account as a means to boost democracy at
different levels of the globalised complex systems. Thus an e-Subsidiarity approach is proposed as enhanced eParticipation at the
global scale using the lesson learned in the empirical and theoretical inquiry.
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