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Abstract: This paper presents a tool for participatory decision-making in
local governments using crowdsourcing and e-democracy. The concepts of
crowdsourcing and participation are discussed from the perspective of
decision-making in local governments and an overview of existing tools and
solutions for citizen participation in decision-making is given. The
enabling/limiting aspects of national, as well as EU-level legislation related to
crowdsourcing and participation are also discussed. The process design
perspective, describing changes in the process of decision-making when
utilising crowdsourcing, is considered. Furthermore, new phases and steps are
proposed to the process of decision-making when utilising crowdsourcing and
participation through the Kunta.live platform. The requirements for a platform
that enables direct democracy and the obstacles that arise in the adoption of this
kind of a platform are examined. Finally, theories on public decision-making
and the opportunities and limitations in utilising software to supplement
decision-making are discussed and topics for future research to promote
utilisation of ICT, Web 2.0 technologies and e-democracy software for policy
decision-making are indicated.
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1 Introduction

Local governments use the opportunities offered by digital platforms and the capacity and
willingness of non-governmental actors to participate in regional affairs to a limited
extent. Csaki (2020) describes the phenomenon as “There are regions where
eParticipation projects are still in their infancy”. Usually, cases are handled internally by
officials and trustees. There is a need for the concept of participatory decision-making to
be clarified, explaining the role of actors and functions enabled using technology. Mees
et al. (2019) note that there is a need for government actions to become more
collaborative and responsive. Alternative forms of citizen engagement can be created
with the use of information technology (Van Montfort et al., 2021). The use of
technology also has consequences that must be taken into account such as changes in the
operating process and regulation.

In public decision-making, case initiation, preparation, and evaluation are largely the
responsibility of individual authorities, a kind of gatekeepers (Joensuu and Niiranen,
2018). Majority of the available literature supports for instance assembly-oriented
participation while voting-based decision-making has a smaller role. This kind of
imbalance highlights the authorities” power in agenda-setting (Nelimarkka, 2019). Thus,
the quality of the preparation depends largely on the authority’s skills, knowledge, and
the time available. In her article, Ledger stated that officials’ skill levels are low and there
are instances of self-interested and unethical behaviour (Ledger, 2020). The authority
may become a significant bottleneck in the decision-making process because their role as
a gatekeeper is at the heart of the action. However, it is possible to share responsibility in
decision-making by utilising the residents’ knowledge, time, experience, and skills. When
a case is put on a committee’s agenda, the committee members i.e., the next gatekeepers,
are decisive in terms of their skills, knowledge, and available time to look into the issues
concerning the case and to determine what kind of attitude they are going to take
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regarding the decision. These are the most relevant steps in the local government
decision-making process. The skills, attitude, knowledge, and time available are limited
when there are only a few people dealing with the case (Ianniello et al., 2019; Rafique
et al., 2023). In the worst scenarios, the case is decided with incomplete information, lack
of skills, and in a hurry. At the same time, using technology and activating citizens more
effectively can break down bottlenecks and create a new kind of information society.

This article reviews various ways of using digital tools and platforms for citizen
participation. Examples of existing participatory decision-making solutions are discussed
and compared with the Kunta.live platform, implemented by the authors. Kunta.live
enables the implementation of every step of the local government’s decision-making
process by utilising participation, but the platform can also be used alongside current
systems, bringing participation into the process. The matters where electronic
participation can provide significant improvements are pointed out and the limitations
and requirements posed by the legislation are discussed. Subsequently, the Kunta.live
platform is introduced in more detail and the ways it affects the decision-making are
considered. The concept of participatory decision-making enables many functions that
are already in use in other areas of society to be brought more strongly into public
decision-making. Finally, the advantages of and obstacles in the adoption of participatory
tools for local government decision-making are discussed.

The following research questions are addressed:

1 Which are the phases where participation and crowdsourcing can be used to enable
participatory decision-making?

2 What are the enabling/limiting factors posed by the legal framework on participatory
decision-making?

3 What kind of requirements should be met by a platform enabling citizens to
participate in public decision-making?

We focus on the gap in the study of local decision-making that utilises citizen
participation, examining the current order and practices of local decision-making, and the
possibilities or limitations set by the legal framework.

1.1 Crowdsourcing, e-democracy, and participation platforms in public
decision-making

Participatory decision-making is a way to make public decision-making utilise citizens’
power for the common good. In the current model, decisions are made in committee
meetings and the schedules can be slow, depending on the meeting intervals. If the cases
are poorly prepared, they can be returned for a new round of preparation. The return is
decided by the official or committee before or during the meeting. A higher institution
such as the council, may also retrospectively revoke cases already decided and
handle them again. This can lead to delays of months or even years. By using
crowdsourcing and participation in decision-making, it is possible to achieve much higher
transparency, efficiency, financial savings, and better quality (Rexha and Murturi, 2019;
Lenart-Gansiniec, 2021; Lenart-Gansiniec and Sutkowski, 2020)

The concept of participation refers to the implementation of policies and providing
channels of influence for citizens. The different commitments of the local government as
well as external pressure make it necessary to enable participation (Royo et al., 2014).
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The key is to provide citizens with a time- and place-independent, genuinely
participatory, user-friendly way to participate in decision-making in the
home community. The term ‘e-democracy’ refers to the electronic channels used in
decision-making (Bindu et al., 2019; Lindner and Aichholzer, 2020). However, these
channels may be the systems implemented for individual functions, the application
platforms more commonly used for other communications such as the social media
platforms, or electronic devices for other communications. The steps identified in the
development of e-democracy are emerging, interaction, transaction, and seamless
integration (Klassen et al., 2017).

The term ‘crowdsourcing’ refers to the voluntary provision of a service, in this case,
local government decision-making, without separately agreed-on compensation, with the
content produced jointly by the participants (Lenart-Gansiniec, 2021). Chiu et al. (2014)
describe crowdsourcing as “distributing work to a large number of workers”. This
production of content involves the creation, preparation, collection of background
information and opinions through direct democracy. The term ‘crowdsourcing’ was first
introduced by Howe in 2006 (Liu et al., 2021; Bhatti et al., 2020; Chittilappilly et al.,
2016). Bhatti et al. (2020) define crowdsourcing as “a method of solving a specific set of
functions by outsourcing and utilising distributed human computational capabilities
through the Internet”. Erickson (2011) defines crowdsourcing as “tapping the perceptual,
cognitive or enactive abilities of many people to achieve a well-defined result such as
solving a problem, classifying a dataset, or producing a decision”. Consequently, the
crowd plays the key role. Thus, by using the crowd in executing tasks, the company, user,
or community can outsource problem-solving and increase transparency, speed, and
quality at the same time. It is more likely that better results will be gained when using
crowdsourcing for simple tasks rather than more complex tasks (Rexha and Murturi,
2019).

Most countries in the world have plans for e-democracy and participating citizens.
Actions have already been implemented in many countries. Klassen et al. (2017) have
studied e-governance projects implemented in South Korea, where in 1998 Kim Dae Jung
launched 18 projects for developing e-governance, including public-oriented government
services, business process reengineering for administrative efficiency, information
sharing among agencies, renewing government information infrastructure, enhancement
of public authorities’ ICT skills, and improving legal and institutional arrangements.
Van Eijk (2014) has studied citizen participation in Dutch municipalities. Van Eijk
(2014) finds that measures differ widely, with some municipalities trying to innovate
while others do not take advantage of participation. She states that the total number of
inhabitants correlates with the amount of participation. The more inhabitants, the higher
the level of participation. Also, she found that citizen participation is often not seen as an
end in itself but is more likely to achieve better acceptance of decisions and increase
justification (Van Eijk, 2014). When crowdsourcing is digital, two benefits can be
achieved compared to conventional methods of communication: decision-making comes
closer to the citizens involving wider audiences, and costs can be significantly reduced
(Aitamurto and Chen, 2017). In this era of e-governance, the quality of participation,
responsiveness, and commitment are highlighted. The Pew Research Center stated that
31% of internet users use the government’s social media channels (Klassen
etal., 2017).
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Crowdsourcing, e-democracy, and participation enabling platforms seem to be still
underutilised. Most of the applications implement only a certain aspect of the decision-
making process: kansalaisaloite.fi! in Finland, for example, implements only the function
of formulating and delivering initiatives; X-Road? in Estonia offers a platform to collect
applications implemented by others; Mygov.in? engages citizens in India in initiatives
and voting; participatory budgeting in Tampere* and Helsinki® in Finland allow the
citizens to participate in the allocation of money used for the development of individual
areas. Involving citizens more comprehensively in public decision-making is challenging,
because in matters aimed at involving them in individual tasks, there are hardly any
measures for more comprehensive citizen participation in every decision-making phase.

In many countries, participation platforms have only been introduced at the national
level whereas local tools are less often used. At all levels of public governments, social
media services have been used to promote participation, even though these measures
have not been directly integrated into the decision-making process. In Saroj and Pal
(223), these channels are used to share important information, interacting and seeking
opinions related to the matters under discussion.

Research.com® listed 20 citizen-engagement software in August 10, 2023, many of
which provide platforms for creating services to citizens concerning licences, payments
or other public services. Some of the listed software also provide solutions for
participating citizens to decide selected matters. Most of the selected systems are
commercial, but there are also a couple of open-source systems such as Decidim and
Consul, which can be freely used for participating citizens. Consul provides solution for
several phases of public decision-making process: proposals, voting, and participatory
budgeting, while Decidim is closest to Kunta.live in terms of features, providing
solutions for every phase of the decision-making process. The most significant
difference between Decidim and Kunta.live is in collecting agendas and minutes from
decision-making boards’ websites. Decidim does not provide solution for that, but in
Kunta.live agendas and minutes can be acquired from websites by using Web scraping.
This feature enables Kunta.live to utilise existing systems, while other systems have to
replace existing systems, transfer data manually or build integrations into them. Other
software solution to be mentioned include Bang the Table, Publiclnput, CentralSquare,
CivicPlus, Insights, Consul, Zencity and District Engage. Table 1 presents some
examples of participatory services for citizens.

2 Local decision-making in Finnish and EU context

Examples of crowdsourcing tools used in Finnish local government are limited. The
authorities listen to citizens using web survey forms or through social media platforms.
Majority of the actions are one-way, hence genuine dialogue is still missing. Local
governments mainly publish news and events, and citizens do not usually react to them.
Falco and Kleinhans (2018) describe the situation as follows: “we seem to still be locked
in the one-way communication ‘paradigm’ where citizens are more receivers rather than
conscious producers or creators of information, data, ideas, solutions, and decisions in the
context of public policies”. Correspondingly, survey forms filled in by citizens rarely
initiate a dialogue between the authorities, politicians and citizens. There are actions in
some local governments to execute inclusive budgeting, involving a single or a limited
number of projects or targets. Inclusive budgeting and platforms for participating citizens
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are exploited in some cities such as Tampere or Helsinki. Falco and Kleinhans (2018)
identify three levels of interaction:

1 information sharing
2 interaction
3 civic engagement, involvement, and collaboration.

Apparently most local governments are still stuck at the first level.

2.1 Legal context

Participatory decision-making consists of the local government decision-making process,
enriched by the power of citizens and technologies enabling electronic co-creation
between citizens and local government authorities. The requirements of local government
decision-making derive from the law, local government regulations, authority behaviour,
citizen behaviour, and technological restrictions. However, the main goal is to enable
seamless, transparent actions that consider different points of view with as little effort as
possible but reaching as large a portion of the citizens as possible to participate in the
public decision-making process and enabling direct e-democracy. In Finland, actions
concerning the decision-making of local governments are regulated by Local Government
Act 410/2015 (Finland’s Ministry of Finance, 2015). The European Union regulates
actions inside Europe and directs the enactment of national laws (Royo et al., 2011;
Christensen and Leagreid, 2020). The regulation creates convergent practices but also
limits possible changes in the stages of the process by setting stricter requirements. The
problematics of regulation from the participation perspective has been identified in local
government decision-making (Royo et al., 2011; Christensen and Lagreid, 2020).

Local Government Act 410/2015 regulates the decision-making process in Finnish
local government and formulates uniform procedures for the authorities, committee
members and citizens on how to use public power. In Finland, the local government
should have a council, a board of directors, and an audit committee. The council wields
the highest power in the local government and the audit committee is responsible for
monitoring the legality of the local government’s actions. The council may, if necessary,
reconsider a case. Cases dealt with by the council are decided by the board of directors,
but the council can also decide to consider individual matters. Decisions taken by the
committees and officials are forwarded to the council for information, which may
reconsider the matter if needed. The members of the council are elected every fourth-year
local elections. The minimum number of members for the council is determined
according to the population of the local government area. Normally, the council
members together with the local government authorities decide to establish several
committees dealing with issues concerning specific areas of life. The council delegates
decision-making power to the committees in cases that are defined in the administrative
regulations. The committee members are selected by negotiation between political parties
(Finland’s Ministry of Finance, 2015).

Local Government Act 410/2015 regulates participation and the possibilities to
influence decision-making, but how and when participation should be enabled is not
strictly defined. The council takes responsibility for these operating models. The law
gives examples of how participating and influencing can be arranged, but every local
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government can decide how the functions are implemented. These examples include
(Finland’s Ministry of Finance, 2015):

e  consultations and discussions
¢ finding out the opinions of residents before making a decision
e clecting representatives of service users to local government institutions

e arranging opportunities to participate in the planning of the local government’s
finances

e designing and developing services together with service users

e supporting the planning and preparation of matters on the initiative of residents,
organisations and other communities.

The second research question deals with legal factors enabling and limiting participation.
Ministry of Finance in Finland sets both enabling and limiting requirements for
participation. The methods of participation are largely limited to initiatives and
consultative votes. At the same time, however, participation is enabled by setting
requirements for taking initiatives. Every resident has the right to make an initiative
concerning the local government’s actions. The council may decide that a local
referendum be held on a case concerning the local government. The referendum is
consultative. All those entitled to vote shall have an equal right to vote. The vote is
secret. Matters belonging to the institution may be decided at an ordinary meeting, an
electronic meeting or electronically before a meeting (electronic decision-making
procedure). Except for public meetings of the committee and other institutions, the
decision-making process of the institution may take place in a closed electronic
decision-making process. The matter is considered after all the members of the institution
have expressed their views and the time limit has expired (Finland’s Ministry of Finance,
2015).

There will also be legal requirements for participation from the EU level, although
their binding force is lighter. The European Union’s (EU) actions to increase
participation are diverse. Directive 2003/35/EC (European Parliament, 2003) and
regulation 1367/2006 (European Parliament, 2006) are concerned with participation in
environmental issues. There are also a couple of directives and regulations concerning
participation in research work: Regulation (EC) No 2321/2002 (European Parliament,
2002) and Decision (EU) 2017/1324 (European Parliament, 2017), for example, but no
directive can be found related to participation in decision-making. In 2017, European
Union member states and EFTA countries signed the ‘eGovernment Declaration’” which
aims to ensure high-quality, user-centric digital public services for citizens and seamless
cross-border public services.

The EU seems to have taken more of a guiding and supportive approach to
participation in decision-making rather than strict regulation. At the same time,
difficulties in exploiting directives and regulations to improve inclusion have also been
explored. Kiiver (2009) found that many EU countries have laws that are inconsistent
with EU rules on participation and have their own interpretations of the guidelines.
Kavrakova (2021) found the same kind of results. According to her research results, the
European Citizens’ Initiative was introduced as a board to increase participatory
democracy but found it to be “an agenda-setting instrument, challenging to use and with
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limited legislative impact” (Kavrakova, 2021). As a rapporteur of the European
Parliament, Scholz published a draft report entitled “Citizens’ dialogues and citizens’
participation in the EU decision-making” dealing with participation basics, actions,
shortcomings, and plans in the EU. The report emphasises the importance of the
participation of the public (Scholz, 2020).

The EU launched a collaborative platform called Joinup® for eGovernment
professionals in 2011. In Joinup, public administrations, businesses, and citizens can
“share and reuse IT solutions and good practices and facilitate communication and
collaboration on IT projects across Europe”. The EU eGovernment Action Plan Steering
Board® published conclusions, principles, and targets in a new Digital Government Policy
in January 2022. Many of the principles presented are related to participation. Targets
like “democratic life and public services online will be fully accessible for everyone” and
“user-friendly services will allow citizens of all ages and businesses of all sizes to
influence the direction and outcomes of government activities more efficiently and
improve public services” emphasise the importance of participation. The target
“Government as a Platform, as a new way of building digital public services, will provide
a holistic and easy access to public services with a seamless interplay of advanced
capabilities, such as data processing, Al, and virtual reality” highlights the importance of
technologies. The EU launched the Digital Government Compass to “act as an umbrella
policy to ensure the complementarity of initiatives and include a monitoring and
reporting framework based on an objective assessment of progress and a joint
consideration of results with member states”. The three principles of the Digital
Government Compass are human-centric public services, resilience, and innovation:
Government as a Platform.

The regulation of public decision-making affects the concept in many ways. The
strengths, weaknesses, opportunities and threats of participation and crowdsourcing in
local decision-making by the legal framework are indicated in Table 2. The SWOT
analysis has been made by comparing the impact of the legal framework governing
public decision-making on technology utilisation from the local crowdsourcing and
platform development perspective. The exploitation of participation and crowdsourcing is
affected in many ways by regulation (Schmidthuber et al., 2022; Randhawa et al., 2019).
Regulation is also limiting the development of crowdsourcing and digital platforms
(Cammaerts and Mansell, 2020).

Table 2 SWOT analysis considering the impact of legislation governing public
decision-making on technology utilisation from the local crowdsourcing and
platform development perspective

Strengths Weaknesses

e Harmonises practices ¢ Loose requirements

e Local government should have a plan how o Legislation does not allow certain matters to
to utilise participation be dealt with by crowdsourcing

Opportunities Threats

e Opportunity to increase reliability, e Real participation is lacking

transparen articipation . .
sparenicy, participatio e Actions missing

e Cost reduction
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Regulation harmonises practices by giving examples of participation and stating broadly
what actions can be taken. However, it also requires that plans are made to implement
participation. Regulation offers an opportunity for reliability, transparency, participation
and reduction of costs by using the power of citizens and technology. At the same time,
regulation sets some limitations. Regulation requirements are loose and can lead to
uncertainty about what needs to be done, which may cause a lack of response. The mere
handling of cases by crowdsourcing is also partially prevented as decisions are required
by law to be taken by a committee, council or official. However, this could be
circumvented by returning a matter dealt with through crowdsourcing to the committee or
official, to confirm the decision. Clear threats to participatory decision-making coming
from regulatory shortcomings include a lack of action and a lack of genuine participation.
The Local Government Act regulates but also offers opportunities to utilise
technology in many of its sections. Table 3 describes the limitations and the sections in

the law that encourage participation and the use of technology.

Table 3
government decision-making

Aspects in the legislation limiting and encouraging the use of technology in local

Limiting

Encouraging

Regulations may entrust an administrative task
to a party other than an authority only if so
provided by law

In the administrative regulations, the council
may delegate its powers to other local
government institutions as well as to trustees
and officials

Competence may not be delegated in cases
when the council is required to decide under
this or any other provision of law

Competence in a case involving the use of
administrative coercion may be delegated only
to the institution

The cases to be dealt with must be specified
on the agenda and a time must be specified in
which the case can be dealt with in the
electronic decision-making procedure

The case was considered after all the members
of the institution had expressed their views
and the time limit had expired

The case shall be referred to the meeting if a
member so requests or fails to make known
her/his views

Residents and users of services have the right
to participate in and influence the activities of
the area

The council must provide diverse and
effective opportunities for participation

A resident, as well as the association and
foundation operating in the area, have the right
to take initiative in cases concerning the
operation of the area

A referendum initiative can be taken by at
least 4% of the residents over the age of 15

The local government must inform how
citizens can participate in and influence the
preparation of decisions

The strategy must consider the possibility for
the residents of the area to participate and
influence

The administrative rules shall lay down the
necessary provisions for the delegation of
powers to the decision-making and
administrative procedures

The case can be dealt with in an electronic
decision-making process

Source:

Finland’s Ministry of Finance (2015)

In the Finnish local government context, the Local Government Act is the primary
legislation when implementing public decision-making. The Act sets restrictions on the
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actions but largely enables the utilisation of new technologies and techniques if there are
local governments brave enough to try to depart from established practices.

2.2 Local decision-making process in Finland

The processes of decision-making in Finnish local governments are congruent with the
operating framework created by the legislation. Broadly speaking, the local government’s
decision-making process has seven phases (Figure 1). Firstly, the case is initialised by an
official, citizen, company, association, or politician. Secondly, it should be decided
whether or not to pass the matter on to the respective committee. Thirdly, if taken to the
committee, background information should be gathered, the effects of the decision should
be considered, and the case should be prepared for the committee responsible for
decision-making. Fourthly, the matter is added to the committee’s agenda. Fifthly, the
committee evaluates if there is enough information for a decision. If more information is
needed about the case, it is sent back for preparation. Sixthly, if there is enough
information, the committee makes a decision. Seventhly, the decision is saved in the
minutes and executed after the appeal period. If a claim for rectification of the decision is
made, it is processed by the designated institution.

Figure 1 Conventional decision-making process in Finnish local governments

Whether the matter is being

The new case is initialized decided?

! THE ACTOR ROLES
The citizen/ The

official / The Gathering background
committee member| information and effects of

The official/ The alternatives
committee
Case added on The decision is

agenda minutes

Case preparation:

The decision is
implemented

Is there enough
information required for making
the decision?

Admittedly, in principle, it would be possible for the local government council to
delegate decision-making power over the desired issues to direct democracy in the same
way that it delegates certain decision-making powers to various councils, committees of
directors, and institutions. Also, it would be technologically possible to make final
decisions through crowdsourcing; however, this is at least partially limited by the
Local Government Act (Finland’s Ministry of Finance, 2015). The law assigns the
decision-making power to the council, but it would be possible to deal with specific cases
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using crowdsourcing, in the same way as the council delegates decision-making power to
committees.

3 Participatory decision-making enabled by Kunta.live

3.1 Platform for participatory decision-making: Kunta.live

In this paper, we introduce the platform called Kunta.live for collecting data in support of
local government decision-making and sharing it with citizens over easy-to-use user
interfaces. The main reason for implementing Kunta.live is to enable local decision-
making to utilise crowdsourcing and achieve a higher level of citizen participation.
Kunta.live is built upon open-source tools employing state-of-the-art technology. A more
detailed description of the technology choices and technical issues related to Kunta.live
are beyond the scope of this paper and will be presented elsewhere. The front page of the
platform introduces services and presents the available functionalities, which are:

e viewing local government committees’ schedules and agendas
e viewing meeting agendas

e viewing cases to be dealt with and related proposals

e writing initiatives

e  voting on initiatives

e writing alternative proposals

e writing and saving background information on cases

e  voting on proposals.

The platform is used by starting from the front page and navigating to the target or by
choosing the target straight from the menu. A new case initiative is made on the platform
as indicated in Figure 2. Initiatives are voted on and a selected number of initiatives are
added to the committee’s agenda, as described in step 2 of the figure. All the committee
meetings are shown on the platform. It is possible to filter the view and show only the
meetings for one committee. After choosing the meeting, the agenda will be shown and
the desired case can be chosen from the list. Next, case information will be shown
together with alternative proposals for it. New proposals can be saved. Also, more
background information is provided for participation in the case preparation phase (see
Figure 2). Proposals are voted on from the same view. In the initial application, initiatives
can be written. Submitted initiatives are shown and it is possible to vote on the case’s
importance. The last phase shown in Figure 2 where Kunta.live is utilised is decision
making, which can be done by voting on proposals.

3.2 Effects of utilising Kunta.live on the decision-making process

When specifying the requirements for a platform enabling e-democracy, the possible
users and use cases (i.e., places and times of use) should be considered. In Figure 2, the
phases of the decision-making process where the crowdsourcing platform Kunta.live is
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involved are indicated in green. These are points where technology can add value to the
process. At the same time, technology changes the process and transfers power from
trustees and officials to the participant involved in the process through technology. Next,
we go through the steps where additional value is generated using technology. Initialising
cases is usually done by the authorities or committee members, but there is also a demand
in the law, Local Government Act 410/2015, that every citizen has the right to create an
initiative for the committee to handle (Finland’s Ministry of Finance, 2015). Case
initiation is the first phase in the decision-making process where the participatory
decision-making concept is applied. Participation is done by using a webform in
Kunta.live. With this form the residents describe the case in text format, adding web links
and other media such as images, audio or videos that should be taken into account. Other
users can add their comments and facts about the case on the comment web form.

The next phase in the process is estimating which cases will be handled and
prioritizing the cases. In the traditional process, this step is performed by the authorities,
but in the participatory decision-making concept, it is natural to use the power of citizens
in evaluation by voting. Everyone can support cases by voting for them. The case’s
urgency affects the time when the case will be decided. In the participatory process,
citizens set the urgency by selecting a value for the case on a ten-point Likert scale. For
the initialisation phase, there will be a set time limit for passing a certain number of cases
to decision-making. Naturally, the most urgent cases will be decided first. Cases that are
already on an agenda cannot be added to the initiative rating application. By rating and
commenting on the initiatives, participants can refine the idea and improve the initiative
even before the actual processing in the preparation phase. Even rejected initiatives can
be kept and presented openly. At a later phase, a rejected initiative may become topical,
and can be dealt with again. By reading and using the initiatives given before, it is
possible to propose new cases using the power of crowdsourcing.

Moving forward in the process, background information for the case is gathered for
preparation. All the data obtained in the initialisation step will be exploited in the
preparation phase. In addition, with the participatory process, background information is
collected using a web form, which may include text, audio, videos, images, real-time
visualisations, measured data affecting the case, etc. The collected data is rated by voting.
The most relevant or the information voted for most rise to the top of the list, so it is
easier to see what should be taken into account.

With the information collected through the electronic platform, committee agendas
can be created automatically for everyone to read. In addition, there will always be cases
created by officials and they can be added in the conventional way. Agendas represented
in electronic format have several advantages over traditional paper agendas. Electronic
agendas can contain links to real-time discussions or facts about the case as well as
supplementary material in the various formats described above. At the same time, the
preparation of the proposal for a decision can be refined by using crowdsourcing and
voting. Participants can write proposals through the electronic application form and after
the agreed time limit, there may be competing proposals for a decision, which can be
voted on. After the time limit, the proposal with the most votes will be put on the agenda.

At each step of decision-making where Kunta.live is involved, time limits are set for
citizens to provide their input. After that time limit, no further contributions can be made.
Otherwise, the participatory platform enables citizens to take part in decision-making in a
time- and location-independent manner as long as they can be identified. Cases that
contain secret information are more complicated and cannot be processed openly due to
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sensitivity. User access management and strong identification are required to process
cases that contain secret information through the electronic application. Only people with
permission to handle them are allowed to read or deal with such cases. Consequently,
cases that contain secret information will not be implemented at least in the first stage of
the adoption of the Kunta.live platform. As Local Government Act 410/2015 states, local
referendums can be made whenever the council or the committee decides, but when using
the participatory decision-making process, referendums are carried out electronically in
every phase of the process and in every selected case.

The traditional and the participatory decision-making processes are not mutually
exclusive. The decision-making process can use a hybrid model, where selected phases or
cases use the traditional process, and all the others use the participatory process.
According to Local Government Act 410/2015, a local government council or committee
can make changes in management rules and allow use of a participatory decision-making
process in selected phases or cases. The biggest bottleneck is not the law, but the will of
the local government, more precisely, their authorities and committee members, to
involve the citizens more effectively and to use their power regularly in the decisions,
preparation, and initiatives made in their local government.

Figure 2 Proposed model for local government decision-making using the Kunta.live platform

Whether the matter is being decided?

The new case is initialized

‘The background
information

‘The case initialization
is sent by using

Case preparation

The decision is
implemented

Kunta.live i Gathering background is sent by using
information and effects Kunta live
cf alternatives
Mo
THE ACTOR ROLES The decision is saved in the
The citizen/ The Case added on the minutes
official/ The committee’s agenda
committes member
The official The
committee
Is there enough The decision is

information required for making done by using

m the decision? Kunta.live

The committee /
Crowdsourcing
participants

Kunta live \ /The committee

Making and voting
&~ 'the proposals is dene by using
Kunta live

4 Discussion

Srapilov et al. (2023) highlighted the need for the development of public administration
as a part of the information society. At the same time, Mergel et al. (2023) found that the
change towards true digital public administration is urgent and public services supported
by Artificial intelligence have emerged. Batista et al. (2022) described e-governance,
implemented with the help of ICT, as a link between the government and stakeholders.
As digitalisation progresses and management requirements change towards a model that
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takes citizens better into account, the demand for electronic administration and electronic
citizen-oriented services has become a basic assumption (Pour et al., 2022; Hooda and
Singla, 2020; Lee-Geiller and Lee, 2019).

There are several reasons for the failure of e-government and thus the small number
of implementations, but a crucial problem is the lack of citizens’ participation and
acceptance. Pour et al. found that “the positive relationships between perceived
usefulness and perceived ease of use with the intention of use” is important but security
and trust have no role in improving usefulness (Pour et al., 2022). At the same time,
Hochtl and Edelmann (2022) state in their study related to Vienna that increasing
information security and reliability are important issues together with fast internet,
increasing awareness and web accessibility. Reddick and Norris’ (2013) research using
statistical models highlights the importance of demand. Based on Oliychenko and
Ditkovska (2022), the systems’ approach does not produce the desired results in the
organisation of electronic administration in the context of rapid changes in the economy
and society, but a synergistic approach works better.

This study focuses on how public decision-making can be modified using the
participatory concept with modern technologies and on the challenges that lie in the
regulations and processes. We propose the Kunta.live platform to help citizens to
participate in local government decision-making. In his article, Petrik (2009) describes
the following common political issues for an e-democracy system to solve:

1 accessible and transparent processes

2 high sample size

3 influential commercial lobbies

4  equal opportunities for all citizens to participate.

Kunta.live solves all of these challenges by offering everyone the opportunity to
participate through a single platform. The decision-making phases are accessible and
transparent for Kunta.live users and everyone can observe actions in every phase of the
process. When Kunta.live achieves a large number of users, the sample size grows and at
the same time influential commercial lobbies may find themselves taking advantage of
the platform. In addition, Aljarallah and Lock (2020) considered usability, security,
performance, transparency and flexibility to be the most important features for a
platform.

Crowdsourcing is a technique that enables citizens to participate in public
decision-making. The power of the crowd can be utilised when the aim is to increase
transparency and to engage people to become genuinely involved in deciding on common
issues. These actions involve content production and voting. The legal framework is
described in Finland’s Local Government Act 410/2015 and the European Union has
guiding principles even if there are no specific directives or other strictly regulated
guidelines. In the long run, however, the most influential factor in the successful use of a
software as an enabler of participation and e-democracy is how participation is ultimately
considered and whether participation can genuinely influence public decision-making.

At the beginning of the paper, we defined the goals for utilising Kunta.live as a
platform to enable participating and reaching as large proportion of citizens as possible.
Kunta.live can be implemented to support the decision-making and the crowdsourcing
phases in the process. It is possible to utilise social media platforms or crowdsourcing
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platforms like Amazon Mechanical Turk in individual phases; however, supporting the
whole process is harder with these platforms, because their intended use is much wider,
and they are harder to configure to meet all requirements. By designing and
implementing a platform for a specific purpose, it is possible to tailor the properties
according to the requirements of the particular decision-making process.

One may ask how the level of participation can be measured. Aitamurto and Saldivar
(2017) found that people participate because they want to improve, learn and solve
problems. There is no exact standard for measuring participation. If the aim is to express
the participation enabled by the local government, one way is to calculate the percentage
of the matters to be decided where citizens have been given the chance to participate. If
the aim is to measure how actively the citizens participate, one way is to count the
number of participants or the amount of material they produce.

In this study, the phases in the local decision-making process were identified where
crowdsourcing and participation could be introduced to increase efficiency, transparency
and public awareness. Also, the possibilities and limitations posed by the legal
framework were indicated. It was found that although the legislation enables participation
and crowdsourcing on many occasions, further development is needed to clarify the
requirements and take into account the possibilities offered by state-of-the-art
technology.

A couple of issues were raised in the discussions with the local government
authorities when launching Kunta.live. These issues are not handled in this paper, but
they merit further investigation. The first issue is related to identity theft and disruptive
behavior, a cause for concern when strong identification is not used. However, using
strong identification may reduce user-friendliness and exclude users who cannot use
strong identification. The EU has come to the same conclusion, and their solution is
electronic identification (eID) within the EU. Also, the EU eGovernment Action Plan
Steering Board concurred. In the future, researchers should focus more on developing
practices to increase smooth personal identification in Internet environments without the
need for technical skills or endangering the user experience. Authorities also stated that
adopting a new channel of participation alongside existing ones may cause more work
and they may need to hire a new employee to monitor and produce content for this
channel. It is true that many local governments already have their channels for citizen
participation, but as previous studies show, local government participation is usually only
one-way, and genuine participation is missing. Local governments have many
opportunities to innovate and launch new services. However, it is a challenge to select the
most sensible options and naturally the threshold to participation increases whenever
something new is offered.

5 Conclusions

Direct democracy or real participation in public decision-making is still quite rear, even
though there are many statutes, laws and petitions demanding action. The concept of
participatory decision-making is still not an integral part of municipal administration. The
development of electronic systems and their utilisation in public decision-making has for
the most part progressed slowly and even electronic voting is not used in most countries.
Services aimed at inclusion are usually developed to implement only one step related to
decision-making. Local governments also use systems for participation, for example,
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social media platforms, which are intended for a different kind of communication
between people and not specifically for participation in decision-making. The authors of
the article have implemented the Kunta.live service to implement the entire
decision-making chain and this distinguishes Kunta.live from most other services.
Kunta.live is a fully functional implementation, but not in production use for now.
Kunta.live fills the gap in the participation of public decision-making, supplementing the
organisation’s set of tools. It differs from other systems that offer various stages of the
decision-making process in that it does not demand changes of the current systems, but
works alongside them. Agendas and minutes can be read into Kunta.live by editing the
configuration case by case. Kunta.live is designed and implemented by finding out the
decision-making processes and adapting them to a digital format to make use of
participation and crowdsourcing. The platform offers applications for drawing up
initiatives, drawing up and reading agendas from other systems, drawing up and reading
minutes from other systems, drawing up decision proposals, voting, collecting
background information and applications for admin users to manage contents and
functions.

More research is needed in the future on adding direct democracy to larger entities.
Participatory budgeting implementations are an example of a working individual
implementation of direct democracy but, for example, implementing the decisions of an
entire board with direct democracy assisted by artificial intelligence would be a good way
to dismantle bureaucracy, increase transparency and speed up processes. At the same
time, it would be possible to transfer the resources saved from maintaining the boards to
other areas deemed important.
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