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Exploring Online Engagement in Public Policy
Consultation: The Crowd or the Few?
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Governments are increasingly adopting online platforms to engage the public and allow a
broad and diverse group of citizens to participate in the planning of government policies.
To understand the role of crowds in the online public policy process, we analyse participant
contributions over time in two crowd-based policy processes, the Future Melbourne wiki and
the Open Government Dialogue. Although past evaluations have shown the significance of
public consultations by expanding the engaged population within a short period of time, our
empirical case studies suggest that a small number of participants contribute a dispropor-
tionate share of ideas and opinions. We discuss the implications of our initial examination
for the future design of engagement platforms.
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Governments are increasingly adopting online
platforms to engage the public and allow a
broad and diverse group of citizens to partic-
ipate in the planning of government policies.
However, some are concerned that using online
platforms for public engagement may worsen
the uneven representation in the public consul-
tation process because of administrative design
and the information selection process (Hind-
man 2008). Many people cannot access the In-
ternet, do not know how to voice their opinions
online, or simply have no interest in express-
ing their views. A more fundamental question
is whether the ideas and opinions generated
by online crowds on public policy consultation
platforms come from a majority of contributors
or from a small percentage of elite contributors.

Three streams of literature have addressed
the debate on the crowds or the few. First,
Lippmann (1922) argued that the public is
more likely to be manipulated by self-interested
elites because of information and attention de-
ficiency. By contrast, Dewey (1927) posited
that technology and media can help citizens
communicate better and solve problems that
have direct consequences in their lives. Sec-

ond, the public engagement literature highlights
the dilemmas of inclusion in direct citizen
participation (Hong 2015; Roberts 2008).
Third, social media studies have discussed how
the design of the Internet platform, including
features such as ranking systems, might affect
users’ attention and information selection and,
hence, their ability to participate and contribute
online (Duan et al. 2009). These debates be-
tween the few and the crowd raise an impor-
tant issue for scholars to explore: patterns of
contributions from the crowd in public policy
consultation settings.

This paper seeks to determine whether the
ideas submitted by the crowd come from a large
portion of the user base or from only a small
percentage of contributors; this work then ex-
amines variations in the contribution patterns of
the crowd and the few. This paper empirically
examines two online public engagement cases:
the Open Government Dialogue and the Fu-
ture Melbourne wiki. The paper uses two panel
datasets based on participants’ daily contribu-
tions and interactions (such as commenting on
ideas) on these platforms. To understand the
patterns of contribution for both the few and
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the crowd, this work adopts the analytical ap-
proach of Kittur et al. (2007) and distinguishes
and presents the activities of two types of actors
– repeat contributors and one-time contributors
– in trend graphs.

Literature Review

The Exchange between Lippmann and
Dewey: Capacity

Lippmann (1922) and Dewey (1927) presented
two perspectives that addressed the capacity
in which the public can or should be included
in solving public problems; these perspectives
continue to be a source of discussion in the
literature (e.g. Box 2002; Malin 2011; Jacobs
2014). Lippmann (1922) argued that the pub-
lic cannot resolve problems because it lacks
the competence to obtain the necessary in-
formation and the attention needed to make
decisions on public issues. Lippmann (1922)
observed that people often rely on secondary
information sources, and this tendency cre-
ates an opportunity for experts and opinion
leaders to guide public opinion (Box 2002).
Furthermore, Lippmann (1922) expressed con-
cern that even when the mass media includes
more diverse opinions, experts could use their
resources to manipulate the public’s attention
on certain issues. Therefore, Lippmann (1922)
concluded that only the technocratic elites who
show concern about policy issues and possess
the necessary knowledge are capable of ad-
dressing those issues, thus shifting the focus of
effective democratic governance from citizens
to elites (Jacobs 2014).

Dewey (1927), by contrast, argued that cit-
izens can and should resolve public problems
that directly affect their lives. Dewey acknowl-
edged the concerns of information accessibility
mentioned by Lippmann (1922), but he posited
that new technology and media could increase
the public’s capacity to participate in public
deliberation (Box 2002; Malin 2011). Dewey
(1927:219) claimed that the public would not
be manipulated by the few if discussion of
public affairs can be generated at the commu-
nity level through discussion among commu-

nity members. However, such a view contrasts
with Lippmann’s (1922) observation of a con-
flict between open communication and atten-
tion focus because more information from an
open communication channel might reduce the
public’s attention to a specific opinion or topic
(Malin 2011). Nevertheless, Dewey’s strong be-
lief in reforming public life to create an environ-
ment that fosters informed and engaged citizens
constitutes an important foundation for schol-
ars studying direct citizen engagement (Jacobs
2014).

The Debate on Direct Citizen Engagement:
Inclusion

Scholars such as Barber (1984) and Pateman
(1970) are optimistic about direct citizen en-
gagement because they believe that the ability
of technology to broadcast information more
efficiently and cost-effectively has allowed cit-
izens to be included in the policy-making
process. Existing direct citizen engagement
studies have shown that wider and more rep-
resentative inclusion of direct engagement can
emerge from the use of technology (Hong
2015), better planning (Fung 2015), and a
deeper understanding of the context of engage-
ment (Nabatchi and Amsler 2014). Thus, many
scholars remain hopeful for direct participa-
tion despite the barriers and challenges of in-
cluding more citizens (Boswell et al. 2014;
Roberts 2008). For instance, in a recent study
of participatory budgets, Hong (2015) found
that the inclusion of more participants through
information and communication technologies
may encourage the wisdom of crowds because
it allows greater information access for par-
ticipating citizens. Other recent studies have
found that online engagement can facilitate the
participation of distinct groups, such as youth
and women in the United States (Oser et al.
2013) and youth at risk of social exclusion in
Australia (Notley 2009).

Nevertheless, political science studies have
criticized this view, noting that it is not pos-
sible for every citizen to participate in every
public decision because of the limited knowl-
edge and lack of motivation (Dahl 1989; John
2009) and other barriers to inclusion, such as
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the rules of public participation (King et al.
1998), self-censorship in a polarized environ-
ment (Hayes et al. 2006), participants’ negative
views of authority, poor awareness of participa-
tion opportunities, and social inclusion issues
(Lowndes et al. 2001).

Thus, Urbinati and Warren (2008) argued
that adopting online platforms for direct citi-
zen engagement might create misconceptions
of greater inclusion, and they claimed that cit-
izen representation through online platforms
was misunderstood as direct democracy, not-
ing that ‘only a tiny percentage of citizens are
actively involved in any given venue’ (p. 405).
Additionally, Hindman (2008) observed that
emerging elites are replacing traditional elites
in the online political world. The problem is
that the new elites emerging from the Internet
are not selected through public elections. Of-
ten, new elites are determined by the nature of
the Web. A popular idea may draw the attention
of other participants because it is a good idea
or simply because it is featured on a popular
website.

Although Urbinati and Warren (2008) and
Hindman (2008) offered sound critiques of on-
line engagement in online platforms, empirical
evidence is lacking. To further understand the
behaviour of online contributors on public pol-
icy consultation platforms, we consider social
media studies that focus on analysing patterns
of voluntary online contribution on online plat-
forms.

The Crowd versus the Few: Design

Social media studies examining online contri-
butions on Amazon, YouTube, Facebook, and
Wikipedia focus on various designs for har-
nessing the capacity of the crowd, known as the
‘wisdom of crowds’ (Surowiecki 2005), and re-
ducing the gatekeeper problem on social media
platforms (Frank and Cook 2010). Studies of
contribution patterns often focus on two types:
user-generated platforms (e.g. Wikipedia) and
forums with ranking systems (e.g. TripAdvi-
sor).

The debate on the development of Wikipedia
serves as a good illustration of how technol-
ogy improvement can increase the inclusion

and contribution of crowds. In 2005, Jimmy
Wales, the cofounder of Wikipedia, announced
that only 2.5% of the site’s registered users con-
tributed approximately 50% of the edits on the
site (Swartz 2006). Wales challenged the notion
of the crowd, noting that the work on Wikipedia
has largely depended on a small group of con-
tributors, especially during the first 5 years of
its existence. In response to criticism of the
notion of the crowd, Kittur et al. (2007), in
their study of Wikipedia, spoke of the ‘rise of
[the] bourgeoisie’ and noted that the propor-
tion of the total contribution from common
users had increased after 2006, whereas the
proportion of the total contribution from elite
users had declined. More importantly, Niederer
and van Dijck (2010:1372) argued that the in-
creasing openness of Wikipedia to inexperi-
enced users and the empowerment of the crowd
were made possible by ‘a sophisticated techno-
management system, which facilitates collabo-
ration on various levels’.

Other investigations of user contributions
have found that elite users have great influ-
ence over other users because of how rank-
ing systems are designed. For example, users
who visit a website without perfect informa-
tion on the products or services are likely to
follow previous users’ online ratings and rank-
ings; Duan et al. (2009) defined this process as
an ‘informational cascade’. As a result, prod-
ucts that receive higher rankings are more likely
to be adopted by online users, creating a self-
reinforcing loop.

Methods

Case Selection

To understand how the crowd and the few con-
tribute to online engagement in the public sec-
tor, we apply Yin’s case selection method and
examine two critical and revelatory online pub-
lic engagement cases (Yin 2014): Future Mel-
bourne and Open Government Dialogue. As we
focus on understanding patterns of online con-
tribution to public policies by the crowd and
the few, we select cases in which governments
used online platforms to solicit public ideas for
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formulating policies. More importantly, we aim
to select cases that allow the aggregation of
public ideas to influence final policies. The
first example, Future Melbourne, allows partic-
ipants to edit one another’s contributions to the
city’s plan; the second, Open Government Di-
alogue, allows participants to vote for the best
ideas for making government agencies more
transparent. Both cases have attracted a large
number of participants within a short period,
which allows us to study the behaviours of par-
ticipants with different contribution levels.

Future Melbourne

Background
Future Melbourne was initiated in early 2007
by the City of Melbourne; it was approved as
the overarching structure for the Council Plan
of the Melbourne City Council (Future Mel-
bourne 2008). The Future Melbourne Plan is
a 10-year strategic plan serving as the founda-
tion for the Council Plan, which then serves as
the basis for the city’s branch business plans,
individual performance plans, and annual bud-
get (City of Melbourne 2009). The consultation
process began in early 2007, and partners from
the private and non-profit sectors were invited
to participate through public forums, face-
to-face meetings, and roundtable discussions.
Towards the end of the consultation, the city
government sought to expand the channels of
collecting comments and feedback from the
public and decided to adopt a wiki model.1

Therefore, from 17 May 2008 through 15 June
2008, the Future Melbourne wiki (the online
version of the plan) was opened for public par-
ticipation and consultation. During this period,
the public could read, edit, discuss, share, and
contribute their ideas about the drafted plan
(Future Melbourne 2008).

Engagement Process Designs
Membership to the wiki was free and open to
the public worldwide, but the registration pro-
cess required detailed information, including
a participant’s first name, last name, country,
postal code (if applicable), and disclosure of
any relationship to the City of Melbourne. The
platform had clear rules and regulations on

what and how to discuss. Contributions from
the crowd were selected through wiki editing.
Contributors were advised to be civil. When
differences among contributors arose regarding
the use of the wiki, members could seek expert
opinions by contacting the Future Melbourne
team (Future Melbourne 2008).

Outcomes
In a comparison of pre- and post-editing Fu-
ture Melbourne wiki plans, notable changes in-
cluded the naming of strategic areas; additional
research and references on debated areas; and
more refined tables outlining the goals, indica-
tors, and outcomes across all six strategies. For
instance, the original plan contained only the
descriptive outcomes and responsibilities for
each strategy, whereas the edited wiki plan fur-
ther included goals, measureable outcome in-
dicators, and descriptions (Figure S1). Further-
more, the Future Melbourne city plan that has
undergone public consultation and wiki editing
received the Council endorsement in Septem-
ber 2009 and has been undergoing a process of
implementation (Future Melbourne 2008). The
endorsed Future Melbourne draft plan served
as the backbone for the Council Plan for the
City of Melbourne, which served as the pur-
pose of the annual budget plan for 2013–2017
(City of Melbourne 2009). Future Melbourne
incorporated a number of outcome indicators
to measure the six strategic policy areas.2 For
instance, in the area of water efficiency, the
plan provided detailed indicators, such as the
reduction of water consumption by residents
and by commercial workers by 40% and 50%,
respectively, by 2020. Upcoming surveys and
reports that measured the outcome indicators
were also included in the reference section to
enable citizens to follow up and see how the
plans were implemented. In addition to the in-
fluences on policy making, the draft plan was
said to greatly enhance social capital in city
and regional planning through online platforms
(Mandarano et al. 2010; Elliott 2006). Notably,
the first plan also led to the second Future
Melbourne 2026, beginning in 2016 (Future
Melbourne 2016).
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Open Government Dialogue

Background
President Obama issued a Memorandum on
Transparency and Open Government on 21 Jan-
uary 2009 (The White House 2009). In re-
sponse to this memorandum, Obama’s chief
technology officer recommended that the
White House implement an Open Government
Dialogue on May 21, together with the Office of
Management and Budget and the General Ser-
vices Administration (The White House 2009).
The program initially consisted of three phases:
brainstorming, discussing, and drafting the col-
laborative plan for the Open Government Di-
rective (National Academy of Public Adminis-
tration (NAPA) 2009). The Open Government
Dialogue’s online brainstorm session was open
to the public from 21 to 28 May 2009; citizens
could submit ideas, make comments, and vote
for submitted ideas with respect to three pol-
icy goals that involved making the government
more ‘transparent,’ ‘participatory,’ and ‘collab-
orative’ (The White House 2009). The most
important themes and ideas that emerged from
the first brainstorming session provided the ba-
sis for the two later phases of the Open Gov-
ernment Dialogue. This project was unconven-
tional because it inverted the traditional consul-
tation process and sought public ideas before
creating the final policy (Bingham 2010).

Engagement Process Designs
To register as a member of the Open Govern-
ment Dialogue page, a user was required to pro-
vide their real name, but members could choose
whether they wanted to disclose their real iden-
tity to the public.3 All members also had mem-
ber profiles, which included badges to indi-
cate their status and activity streams outlining
their activities. All registered members were
able to vote, post, and comment on ideas. More
importantly, to identify the most useful ideas,
the platform adopted a rating system. Each en-
try was given a score by summing the totals
for thumbs-up (+1) and for thumbs-down (–1).
Entries with the highest scores were arranged
at the top of the website, allowing officials to
easily track suggestions.

Outcomes
Ideas and discussions generated from the Open
Government Dialogue subsequently formed the
basis for the Open Government Policy launched
in 2009. Approximately 501 ideas generated
in the first phase were incorporated into the
second phase of the Open Government Dia-
logue, which lasted from 3 to 26 June 2009,
and were channelled into the third phase of
the Open Government Initiative, which lasted
from June 22 June to 6 July 2009. The net re-
sult was the Open Government Directive, which
was announced on 8 December 2009. Follow-
ing the Open Government initiative, the U.S.
government has implemented a series of new
initiatives, such as WhiteHouse.gov, data.gov,
and Challenge.gov. The initiative has also be-
come a global movement and an international
initiative known as the Open Government Part-
nership.

Data Collection

To systematically explore the two cases, this
study collected multiple sources of infor-
mation, including government reports, inter-
views, websites, and behavioural data, to
cross-examine this information and ensure the
validity of our two cases (Yin 2014). Two panel
datasets were generated from the Future Mel-
bourne wiki and the Open Government Dia-
logue Phase I4 website. We tracked data until all
contribution activities ceased, as large amounts
of idea submission, voting, commenting, edit-
ing, or discussion activity5 were recorded af-
ter the deadline for consultation. Therefore, for
the Future Melbourne project, we tracked the
project for a year rather than only a month,
as the Future Melbourne administration team
continued to work on the plan after the public
consultation period. For the Open Government
Dialogue project, we tracked for a total of 2
months rather than only a week.

Analytical Approach

Because little is known about the relative dis-
tribution of contributions from the crowd and
the few in the public consultation setting, this
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study’s approach to data analysis is exploratory.
The method of analysis draws mainly on the
work of Kittur et al. (2007), whose analysis ex-
amined the distribution of work on Wikipedia
over time. Kittur et al. focused on two groups
of participants: elites and crowds. They defined
the elites by either status (such as a position) or
level of participation. Kittur et al. (2007) pre-
sented a clear method to distinguish different
levels of contribution.

This study calculates each group’s total and
percentage contribution for each day consid-
ered in the analysis. We empirically examine
the participants’ contribution levels and asso-
ciated behaviours over time to inform the dis-
cussion of the few versus the crowd in the on-
line public consultation process. We examine
two levels of contributions within the stud-
ied observation periods: those made by a one-
time contributor and those made by a repeat
contributor.6 However, our analysis is limited
by the amount of information publicly avail-
able. In the Future Melbourne case, we ex-
amine two different statuses, government and
crowd, because of the availability of informa-
tion about the contributors’ government affil-
iation. In the Open Government Dialogue, we
further examine three different activities: con-
tributing ideas, commenting, and voting. We
determine whether different types of contribu-
tors focus on specific topics in either case. We
also seek to determine whether repeat contrib-
utors create a majority of the content through-
out the entire consultation process or for only
part of the process. Finally, we aim to investi-
gate whether the repeat contributors remain the
same throughout the consultation.

Results and Discussion

Future Melbourne

Future Melbourne was open from 17 May to
15 June 2008, for the public to contribute ed-
its to Melbourne’s strategic plan. During the
public consultation period, there were approx-
imately 30000 page views and 7000 unique
visitors, 131 of whom contributed to several
hundred edits. Our study tracked contribution

data for this platform for one year because a
large amount of editing and discussion activ-
ity occurred before and after the official con-
sultation and those numbers were counted as
the final statistics in the official report and on
the website. From the dataset available on wiki
website, we recorded 86 total contributors who
have contributed to the wiki editing, with 60
repeat contributors and 26 one-time contribu-
tors. Among the repeated contributors, the top
17 contributors, who accounted for 20% of all
total contributors, contributed nearly 90% of
the content in 2008.

Figure 1a shows the raw number of edits
made by both repeat and one-time contribu-
tors, which defines their contribution levels.
Figure 1b shows the percentages of edits made
by the two different types of contributors. The
repeat contributors contributed nearly 100% of
the wiki content after March, including during
the official consultation period from mid-May
to mid-June. The official consultation period
featured little increase in the content produced
by one-time contributors.

The Future Melbourne website requires par-
ticipants to indicate their relationship to the
city government to avoid conflicts of inter-
est. Thus, we can identify the contributions of
government officials and others after February
2008. Figure 2a shows the raw number of ed-
its made by each group per month. The figure
shows that the number of edits made by gov-
ernment officials increased faster than the edits
made by non-government contributors during
March and April 2008. Figure 2b shows the
percentages of edits made by the government
and non-government contributors each month.
Apart from the month of February, the percent-
age of government officials’ contributions in-
creased throughout the entire period, with the
exception of a small decrease during the month
of September 2008. During the official public
consultation period, government officials’ edits
amounted to approximately 80% of the entire
wiki content.

Through adaptation of the wiki technol-
ogy, wiki editing and discussion clearly led
to several changes during the drafting of the
plan. For example, one member who iden-
tified himself as a researcher interested in
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Figure 1. Number (a) and Percentage (b) of Edits per Month Made by Repeat Contributors (Solid
Line) and One-time Contributors (Bold Solid Line) to the Future Melbourne Wiki.

nanotechnology’s impact recommended the use
of new technologies, such as nanotechnology-
enhanced solar photovoltaic power, to achieve
zero net carbon emissions in Docklands. His
post stimulated considerable discussion and,
eventually, edits to the drafted plan, which
now states that ‘existing houses and apart-
ments will be retrofitted’ and ‘usage of pub-
lic transport will be encouraged to reduce gas
emissions,’ as indicated by the government
post-implementation report online (City of
Melbourne 2009).

Furthermore, one can observe how discus-
sions on Future Melbourne were adopted for
the final official city plan. For instance, mem-
bers argued for the inclusion of carpooling in
the plan, increased use of public transporta-
tion and new technologies, accessible trans-
portation for residents and visitors, and more
frequent transportation service for commuters
(Future Melbourne 2008). All of the aspects
mentioned above were included as targets in the
plan; the city’s goals including having ‘effective
and integrated public transport’ and ‘regional
and global transport connections’ as part of its

vision to be a Connected City (City of Mel-
bourne 2009). For instance, ideas based on var-
ious outcome indicators, such as increasing the
percentage of people who use public transport,
cycle, or walk to work from 72% to 90% by
2020, were developed for the city to implement
(Future Melbourne 2008).

In total, Future Melbourne participants con-
tributed 3459 edits, and 91% of the wiki content
was submitted by only 20% of the contribu-
tors. Furthermore, 29 of the repeat contribu-
tors were government officials or contractors
with the City of Melbourne, and contributed
approximately 80% of the content throughout
the consultation period. The initiative received
praise because these government contributors
also spent time discussing and communicating
with other contributors on the platform. Requir-
ing disclosure of a relationship with the City of
Melbourne also helped to establish the account-
ability of the contributors and the platform.
In addition to holding contributors accountable
for their edits and opinions, City of Melbourne
government officials provided timely re-
sponses that enhanced communication among
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Figure 2. Number (a) and Percentage (b) of Edits per Month Made by Government Officials (Solid
Line) and Non-official Contributors (Bold Solid) to the Future Melbourne Wiki.

contributors and resolved conflicting views, as
observed in a discussion of CO2 emissions lev-
els.

Open Government Dialogue

In Open Government Dialogue, 4205 ideas
emerged during the week-long brainstorming
session. The Open Government Dialogue drew
considerable attention from the public, with
30822 visits from 20830 unique visitors (NAPA
2009). From our dataset, we recorded 1686 to-
tal contributors, with 570 repeat contributors
and 1116 one-time contributors. The repeat
contributors7 thus represented 34% of the to-
tal participants for the year of data tracked in
this study. On average, the repeat contributors
made 5.06 edits during the observation period;
one participant made 100 contributions.

Figure 3a shows that the major peak in idea
submission from active contributors occurred
after the official public consultation period.
Overall, repeat contributors’ ideas constitute
72% of the total contributions. Furthermore,

the number of ideas submitted by each group
generally increased over time, and this num-
ber is characterized by two distinct peaks, one
during the consultation period (before 29 May)
and one after the official period had closed.
More importantly, our trend analysis reveals
two groups of repeat contributors, based on
analysis of each contributor’s unique ID.8 One
group of repeat contributors posted ideas dur-
ing the consultation period, from 21 to 28 May,
and this group’s contributions decreased dra-
matically after 29 May. However, a new group
of repeat contributors entered the community
and made substantial contributions from 29
May to 6 June (i.e. the second peak). Fig-
ure 3b shows the percentage of ideas made
by contributors with different levels of contri-
butions. Similarly, for repeat contributors who
contributed during the consultation period, we
observe a consistent contribution before 29
May followed by a rapid decrease. For the sec-
ond group, we observe a sharp increase af-
ter the official public consultation; this group
eventually represented nearly 90% of the total
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Figure 3. Number (a) and Percentage (b) of Ideas per Day Made by Repeat Contributors Before 28
May (Bold Solid Line), One-time Contributors (Dash Line), and Repeat Contributors (Solid Line) to
the Open Government Dialogue.

contributions during the observation period.
Because of the popularity of the Open Gov-
ernment Dialogue initiative, some political in-
terest groups used the same online platform
to promote their own political agenda that dif-
fered from the Open Government Policy (FCW
2009).

We discuss the association between idea con-
tribution and other activities associated with the
Open Government Dialogue. Figure 4a shows
the raw number of votes made by contribu-
tors with different levels of contribution. Two

peaks of voting activities occurred after the of-
ficial public consultation period, and both were
influenced by repeat contributors. The percent-
ages in Figure 4b show that before May 28,
the votes of the repeat contributors constituted
only approximately 10% of the total votes. Af-
ter the consultation period, the repeat contrib-
utors accounted for 50% to 80% of the votes,
sometimes reaching nearly 100% of the total
votes. The comment data also clearly show a
contributing pattern similar to that for voting
activities, and a subset of repeat contributors
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Figure 4. Number (a) and Percentage (b) of Votes per Day Made by Repeat Contributors Before 28
May (Bold Solid Line), One-time Contributors (Dash Line), and Repeat Contributors (Solid Line) to
the Open Government Dialogue.

was active in both commenting and contribut-
ing ideas (tables are available upon request).

In total, participants contributed 4001 ideas,9

25193 comments, and 286286 votes; 34% of
the total participants contributed 73% of the
ideas in the Open Government Dialogue brain-
storming session. Furthermore, we find that the
first group that contributed to the platform (dur-
ing the official consultation period) supplied a
greater percentage of relevant ideas and that the
second group supplied a greater percentage of
irrelevant ideas. The results of the Open Gov-

ernment Dialogue brainstorming session were
mixed. The summary report suggests that the
project was successful in terms of generating
awareness among the US populace (Open Gov-
ernment Dialogue 2009). However, the site re-
ceived criticism because the top contributions
on the Open Government Dialogue front page
were not applicable to Open Government Pol-
icy goals, especially when data after 2009 June
were included (Konieczka 2010).

Moreover, as discussed earlier, participants
may have more difficulty focusing attention on
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the original policy goal (i.e. making the gov-
ernment more transparent) when using an open
communication channel with diverse opin-
ions (Lippmann 1922; Malin 2011). The rat-
ing system adopted by the Open Government
Dialogue was intended to help participants fo-
cus on important and specific issues by al-
lowing them to vote for the best ideas. How-
ever, the rating system only calculated the rate
of activity without evaluating the relevance
of that activity; the site eventually began to
feature controversial issues, such as President
Obama’s birth location and marijuana legaliza-
tion, rather than issues related to the intended
policy goals of transparency, participation, and
collaboration.

Limitations of the Study

This study explores online contribution be-
haviours in public policies, but it cannot gen-
eralize its claims because it is based on only
two empirical cases. Notably, although our data
provide valuable information on contributor be-
haviours, these data have limitations.

Because both sites had limited registration
information and identity verification, we can-
not accurately identify unique contributors (i.e.
contributors can create multiple user names).
However, if some users contribute under mul-
tiple user names, this would only reinforce our
finding that the few had generated a dispropor-
tionately high number of ideas or edits. Fur-
thermore, our current analysis does not indi-
cate the content of the contribution and does
not thoroughly explore differences in the na-
ture of the contributions of one-time contribu-
tors (non-government officials) versus repeat
contributors (or government officials). Such
a distinction is important because the large
number of contribution from government of-
ficials could be related to the management
and maintenance of the website. Future re-
search should adopt content analysis to ex-
plore the impacts of contributions by par-
ticipants with different types of contributing
behaviours.

Additionally, the time frame of our data col-
lection may influence the concentration of con-
tributions. For instance, some citizens may have

had more to say during the data collection pe-
riod, and once their concerns were addressed
by the government, they may have become less
active. By contrast, other online participants
may have become more engaged over time. In
this case, the concentration of contributions
could become substantially lower if one ex-
plores data over a longer time frame. We can
address the time frame issue in two ways. First,
we could examine a shorter period by includ-
ing only the actual period of consultation. We
find that in this shorter time frame, the distri-
bution results for the crowd and the few remain
similar. Second, future studies could examine
cases with consultation periods of different du-
ration. However, the trend analysis cannot pro-
vide information and assessment to determine
whether some contributions are less impactful.
Future studies could consider further analysis
of the content in relation to the timing of posts.

Conclusions and Recommendations

Building upon three streams of literature, this
study explored the contribution patterns of the
crowd and the few on public consultation plat-
forms. Both Future Melbourne and the Open
Government Dialogue demonstrated that large
crowds could be engaged in online consul-
tations over a short period. Official reports
viewed both consultation platforms as success-
ful because they generated a great deal of
ideas and interest from citizens and substan-
tially influenced policy outcomes. Even with
this perceived success, when further explor-
ing the concentration of contributions in these
two cases, this study illustrated that the online
contributions reflected a relatively small per-
centage of citizens who were actively involved,
despite the platforms’ crowd-based designs.
The discussion between Lippmann (1922) and
Dewey (1927) continues to be relevant to to-
day’s society despite the advance in Internet
communication technologies and online plat-
forms. Our literature review suggests that the
government should continue to empower citi-
zens by building their capacity to participate,
removing barriers to be more inclusive, and im-
proving the decision-making process through
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well-designed system to continue to strengthen
the effectiveness of citizen contributions, as
technology itself cannot empower the people
or make the process more inclusive.

Our study preferentially captured the be-
haviour of more active Internet users and more
politically savvy people rather than average cit-
izens. Learning from the behaviours of con-
tributors on the studied online platforms, our
study offers several recommendations for the
future of online public engagement in public
policy issues. First, governments should con-
sider making online deliberation more trans-
parent and informative for citizens by disclos-
ing how citizens’ inputs will be incorporated
into the policy. Prior to the start of a con-
sultation period, the government should also
clearly state how citizens’ contributions will
be selected and implemented. For instance, Fu-
ture Melbourne declared on its front page that
the online strategic city plan edited through the
wiki would be the final version submitted to
the Council in Melbourne for approval. Fur-
thermore, governments can take another step
by announcing whether the ideas contributed
by the public are implemented. As an example
in the private sector, Dell IdeaStorm, an idea
forum for improving Dell’s products and ser-
vices, could regularly update participants about
which ideas have been implemented after on-
line users’ voting and the company’s internal
review. Although making participation proce-
dures more transparent and clear to contributors
might not directly change contribution patterns,
this approach would help contributors to make
informed decisions about their future contribu-
tions and would ideally increase the quality of
contribution, as found in a previous study in the
private sector (Bayus 2013).

Second, making contributors’ backgrounds,
positions, and political/ideological belief sys-
tems transparent would ensure that participants
are well informed, which is important for effec-
tive deliberation (Carpini et al. 2004; Lampe
et al. 2014). In the Future Melbourne case,
to avoid conflicts of interest, the participants
disclosed their relationships with the City of
Melbourne when applicable; these included
contractors, consultants, and employees. For

policy idea forums, it might be helpful to give
participants an option to disclose a political
background, such as ‘liberal’ or ‘conservative’
(Lampe et al. 2014).

Third, our results show that repeat contrib-
utors not only contributed ideas frequently to
increase their visibility but also actively used
the Internet as a tool to gain public attention
through self-commenting and voting. To pre-
vent people from abusing voting systems, gov-
ernments can consider designing their systems
to allow each participant to have one vote or to
restrict voting for oneself.

Fourth, rating systems are adapted to sort
and select information to inform public deci-
sions. However, the existing system often rein-
forces popular information instead of the most
useful and relevant posts because the host in-
stitutions use vote quantity and rank partici-
pants based on their activity level rather than
on the relevance of their ideas. A sophisticated
techno-management system should be in place
to monitor the quality and accuracy of content
(Niederer and van Dijck 2010). Governments
can consider adopting a more refined idea clas-
sification or labelling system to sort different
types of ideas.

Future research is needed to examine whether
the power of the few remains dominant in the
public consultation process and in calls for in-
novation. The current open government move-
ment and online platform technology allow us
to track the behaviour of public participants
and the process of idea generation. This study
serves as an empirical strategy and model for
government managers and scholars to further
explore online behaviours in the policy consul-
tation setting. Accordingly, we propose using
more datasets that are available in the public
domain to understand how different contribu-
tors’ behaviours lead to the pattern of contri-
butions shown in our study. We remain hopeful
that this new form of participation could serve
as an important supplement to the existing citi-
zen engagement channels (Hong 2015; Roberts
2008; Urbinati and Warren 2008), especially
with well-designed mechanisms and incentives
to facilitate appropriate contributions of mean-
ing, knowledge, and opinions.

C© 2016 The Author. Australian Journal of Public Administration published by John Wiley & Sons Australia, Ltd on behalf of Institute of
Public Administration Australia



Liu 45

Acknowledgements

I am grateful to Professor Jim Perry, Professor Ian
Thynne, and other colleagues from the Department
of Politics and Public Administration at HKU for
their useful comments and suggestions on an earlier
draft of this paper. This research was funded by Seed
Funding for Basic Research from the University of
Hong Kong.

Conflict of Interest

This is an independent research project. I have
no conflict of interest.

Endnotes

1. This information was obtained from an in-
terview with Future Melbourne’s strategic man-
ager.

2. The government report (City of Melbourne
2009) listed suggestions from Future Mel-
bourne that were considered by the City of Mel-
bourne as well as other suggestions that would
be considered together with the state govern-
ment or other institutions because the ideas
could not be implemented by the city alone.

3. Initially, individuals did not need to log in
to submit ideas. However, a change was subse-
quently introduced on 23 May 2009 in response
to concerns that anonymous posting would al-
low members to vote more than once on the
same idea (Ginsberg 2011).

4. We use only Phase I data because informa-
tion on individuals’ engagement activity during
Phases II and III is not publicly available.

5. These high-level activities are not necessar-
ily relevant to the policy, but some were fea-
tured on the front page of the Open Govern-
ment Dialogue website. We thus include them
in our analysis.

6. Visitors are excluded in our analysis, as we
seek to measure the distribution of contribu-
tions.

7. In our analysis, the number of ideas (3982)
is 222 less than the announced total of 4205
submitted ideas because unknown users were

not included in this analysis; the site’s admin-
istrators allowed users to register anonymously
on the first day before changing the policy.

8. Because the Open Government Dialogue did
not require contributors to register with their
real names or to provide any formal ID, we
cannot verify whether some of the contributors
were the same person using more than one user
name.

9. In the analysis of the Open Government Di-
alogue, ideas sharing the same name are treated
as separate ideas because each idea generated
different comments and discussions. The anal-
ysis shows that 116 posts shared the same idea
names; these were posted by 62 contributors.
The extreme case included one contributor who
posted the same idea 16 times: ‘Birth Certifi-
cate’.
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