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ABSTRACT
This white paper proposes the concept of integration as an organizing principle for crafting a research agenda for e-democracy. Some important facets of integration are described, along with the disciplinary perspectives that can be brought to bear on these facets.

Categories and Subject Descriptors
K.5.2 [Legal Aspects of Computing]: Governmental Issues; K.4.2   [Computing and Society]: Social Issues; J.4 [Social and Behavioral Sciences]
General Terms
Design, Human Factors
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1. INTRODUCTION

Clearly the term e-democracy covers a wide range of topics and methods designed with the broad goal of fostering more, and more informed, participation of citizens in the workings of their government. While this paper is written from the perspective of information science, gaining a deeper understanding of the potential e-democracy holds will require coordination of effort across a number of disciplines and explicit examination of the interrelationships between these perspectives. 

For the purposes of this discussion we will define e-democracy very broadly to encompass any of the myriad ways that citizens and governments communicate with one another, whether that be for the purposes of information gathering information dissemination, service transactions, governance decisions, or other types of interaction. It also encompasses various kinds of intra-governmental communications. 

2. PARTICIPANTS IN E-DEMOCRACY
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One of the first steps in setting out a research agenda for e-democracy is to identify and analyze the participants and the ways in which they relate to another.

· Government agencies. Government agencies have a number of reasons to maintain a digital presence. They may wish to disseminate information about their mission and the services they provide to citizens, as well as providing a resource for information in a general sense in their domain of operation (as, for example, the US Environmental Protection Agency provides a number of resources about residential water quality). Many government agencies are investigating the kinds of services they can provide online, such as voter registration, vehicle registration, updating contact information, applying for various kinds of benefits or services, reporting problems under the purview of the agencies, etc. In addition, government agencies may provide services to one another or to agencies at the state or local level (and vice versa).A more subtle kind of communication is undertaken between the individual agencies and the branch of government involved in appropriations – an agency may use its provision of information resources and services as part of its argument that it adds value and that its programs therefore deserve continued funding.

· Citizens. Citizens have a wide variety of needs for information provided by government agencies, both personal and professional. Government statistics, for example, are used by journalists in their reporting; educators both in teaching and in research; lobbyists and elected officials for formulating and influencing future policy; industry analysts and financial forecasters for projecting future trends; corporate executives for strategic planning purposes; and “regular citizens” for activities such as planning a career, buying real estate, etc. In addition, citizens have been very interested in taking advantage of opportunities to interact with government agencies online, as evidenced by the numbers of citizens in the US who have begun to file their income taxes online and to participate in many of the government services described above. 

In between the agencies and the citizens lie the information systems that facilitate communication between agencies and citizens, and while not a stakeholder in the sense that either the agencies or the citizens are, it is still a vital piece of the puzzle that cannot be overlooked.

3. INTEGRATION AS A FRAMING CONCEPT

One way in which we can conceptualize the e-democracy problem is in terms of integration. There are a number of facets of integration that e-democracy in all its forms attempts to accomplish: integration of citizens into the workings of democratic society; integration of data across agencies to promote better interoperability; integration of information across agencies into a seamless presentation to users (as has been stated as a goal for US government statistical agencies, for example); and perhaps even integration across governments (as could be useful in federations such as the European Union).

Integration encompasses a variety of different aspects of the e-democracy problem, and can be applied from a number of different research perspectives and disciplines. Below we outline some of the integration problems and the fields and methods that might be brought to bear to investigate solutions.

· Integration within government agencies. In many agencies, the programs that operate within the agency are more or less independent from one another. This can cause large differences in how concepts are communicated to citizens even within one agency. Research in organizational communication and in discourse can contribute to helping government agencies present concepts and services in a consistent fashion.
Additionally, different programs within agencies may rely on the same data, but that data may not exist in a format, with adequate metadata, that it can be re-used throughout the agency. This is a data integration problem, best addressed by research in data structures and information architecture.

· Integration across government agencies. There is often overlap between government agencies in terms of the domain in which they operate. However, the agencies may use and define the vocabulary and concepts that they use in very different ways. It would be helpful for the citizen if there was either some normalization of the vocabulary use by the agencies, or at least if there were some way to compare how one agency is using a term vs. how another agency is using it. This is an area of research for those interested in ontologies and the Semantic Web.
There is the potential for the same problem with data integration across agencies that exists within the agencies, so work on information architectures would be appropriate here as well.

There may also be a need to integrate vertically, with government agencies at the regional, state (province), or local levels. This would involve both data integration and conceptual integration, for example in cases where state or local regulations supersede federal regulations.

· Integration between government agencies and citizens. In addition to the intra- or inter-agency terminology problems described above, there may also be problems with a mismatch between the way agencies use terms and express concepts and the way the citizens understand those concepts. This is a topic for research in language use and again, ontologies and the Semantic Web.
There may also be differences in expectations between what services and information the agencies are willing to provide online and what the citizen expects to see (and how she expects to see them presented). Work in human-computer interaction and communication can help to integrate what agencies provide with what citizens expect.

A government as a whole may wish to use the online presence of its agencies to more fully involve citizens in the democratic process. This kind of integration requires that communication be two-way, between citizens and the government, and across citizens as well. Providing ways for citizens to provide input, both to one another in discussions as well as to the government agencies is an area for research in communications, sociology, human-computer interaction, and computer-supported cooperative work.

Developing a comprehensive research program that brings together all of the different disciplinary approaches relevant to e-democracy is no small feat. This paper suggests that perhaps integration is a valuable framing concept for working toward such a program. 
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