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ICT Strategies of Democratic Intermediaries: A View on the Political System in the 

Digital Age  

 

1. Introduction 

 

Among the rhetorical claims that have been made about the impact of ICT on 

democracy is the argument that such technology can erode the position of 

intermediaries [6,25]. Some (early) ICT visionaries welcomed the prospect of such 

disintermediation of political parties, legislative representatives, traditional interest 

groups and journalists, as it would allow for an unbiased representation of citizens’ 

demands. Grossman’s view on the emerging ‘electronic republic’ is one example of 

this perspective, although he does acknowledge some dangers [24]. Others have 

argued that disintermediation is a major threat to democracy, as democratic 

intermediaries fulfil a variety of filter functions that are essential to the quality of 

democratic processes. According to this view, the fact that political tasks are 

‘delegated’ to intermediaries (each of which has its own autonomy, perspectives and 

expertise) should be seen as positive [45].  

 Empirical evidence has cast doubts upon the proposition that the Internet 

encourages disintermediation. Traditional intermediaries appropriate ICT gradually as 

they attempt to strengthen their positions or to re-intermediate themselves in the 

public domain. Moreover, the Internet encourages the emergence of various new 

intermediaries, including voter information websites, moderated online discussion 

forums and mobilisation platforms on specific issues. Increased competition between 

intermediaries and an ensuing reconfiguration of positions between ‘old’ and ‘new’ 

intermediaries in democracy thus appears a more likely outcome than does the 

outright disappearance of intermediaries [1]. Although the literature on how various 

intermediaries appropriate ICT is developing rapidly [8,10,12,19,38], no attempts 

have yet been made to develop a broader framework for analysing how ICT – 

particularly the Internet – affects democratic intermediation. This paper sketches the 

contours of such a framework, focusing on one element that directly bears on the 

competition between intermediaries, the ICT strategies that intermediaries may pursue 

in their relationships with citizens. The argument in this paper proceeds from the 

proposition that democracy in network societies has differentiated itself into a range 

of practices that are situated in institutional arrangements, which correspond to 
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specific models of democracy. In these practices, ‘old’ and ‘new’ intermediaries 

(whether Internet enabled or available only online) compete for citizens’ attention.  

Furthermore, there is a differentiation in the orientations of citizens toward politics in 

terms of various styles of citizenship. The main line of reasoning in this paper is that 

disintermediation and re-intermediation have to be related to specific models of 

democracy and styles of citizenship. Section 2 provides an overview of the relevant 

institutional and social factors that must be included in such a perspective. Section 3 

elaborates on democratic intermediation in the digital age, making distinctions 

between preference intermediaries, information intermediaries and interaction 

intermediaries. Section 4 outlines the main ICT strategies that these intermediaries 

pursue. Section 5 presents a number of conclusions for the nature and quality of 

democracy.  

 

 

2. A contextual approach to the use of ICT in democracy 

 

A growing literature within the study of ICT in politics and public administration 

addresses the interplay between human agency, technology, social processes and 

institutions (e.g.,1,3,17,27). I propose the concept of ‘system of technologically 

mediated democratic practices’ (STMDP) for considering the uses of ICT in 

democracy. This concept refers to Giddens’ notion of a social system, which he 

defines as a set of situated activities of interrelated human agents, reproduced across 

time and space [21]. Because social systems can be identified at any level that is 

appropriate for specific research purposes, and because they may vary in their degree 

of ‘systemness’ [20,21], the STMDP concept refers to a wide array of phenomena, 

ranging from (practices within and around) formal organisations that have 

appropriated the Internet to digital discussion platforms or virtual advocacy networks. 

Systems of digitally mediated democratic practices have specific outcomes, such as 

the articulation of demands or the provision of information, as well as commentary on 

policy proposals. The interplay between human agents, technologies, democratic 

practices and democratic institutions is depicted in Figure1.1

 
                                                 
1 The design of Figure 1 is derived from the framework that is depicted in Figure 1.1 of Fountain [17]. 
For similar approaches, see: [27] and [40]. 
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[Figure 1 about here] 
  
    

Human agents may figure into STMDPs as citizens, decision-makers or 

intermediaries. In line with Giddens [21, pp. 28-29], this perspective considers the 

frames of democracy that are held by citizens, decision-makers and intermediaries, 

and, at the level of interaction, the ICT strategies that these parties pursue. 

Technologies encompass the whole range of old and new media that human agents 

may use. As noted by Agre [1], ‘political activities on the Internet are embedded in 

larger social processes and the Internet itself is only one element of an ecology of 

media’. Social systems have structure, which is understood as a set of social rules and 

resources. The structure of STMDPs is comprised of the institutional properties of the 

democratic regime within which these practices function. By democratic regime, I 

mean a configuration of institutional and organisational elements surrounding a 

specific decision-making mechanism [14]. As depicted in Figure 1, STMDPs 

reproduce the institutional properties of the democratic regime in which they function. 

While this may serve to enhance the institutional ‘status quo’, it may also lead to 

innovation. According to Snellen [46], ICT may elicit certain perceptions about 

opportunities for innovating democracy. Democratic intermediaries may develop new 

‘business models’ for providing political information, articulating demands and 

performing other political functions. 

On the basis of this framework, we develop a contextual approach to the 

disintermediation discussion, which allows for the possibility that an intermediary can 

be disintermediated in relation to one type of citizens, while maintaining its position 

in relation to another type, dependent on the ICT strategies that this intermediary 

pursues. This paper considers only the relation between intermediaries and citizens. 

To highlight the context in which intermediaries develop their ICT strategies, the two 

sections that follow provide further elaboration of the institutional context in terms of 

various democratic regimes or models of democracy, followed by a discussion of 

various frames of democracy that citizens may use to orientate themselves to politics.  

 

2.1 Democratic intermediation and models of democracy 

 

In modern network societies, collective decision-making has been dispersed or 

‘relocated’ to networks of (semi-) public agencies (which span various levels of 
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government), (semi-) private organisations, civil society organisations and companies 

which has led to the emergence of new forms of governance [41]. This has generated 

a concomitant diversification of the targets that citizens can attempt to influence 

beyond the nation-state or the governmental levels that exist within it [39]. The 

emergence of these new forms of governance has led some to argue that we are 

moving towards a ‘post-parliamentary state’, in which the centrality of parliaments 

has become eroded [5]. Figure 2 depicts various ways by which democratic influences 

can be channelled in network societies.  

 

[Figure 2 about here] 

 

I define democracy as ‘responsive rule’, with regard to the correspondence between 

acts of governance and the (equally weighted) interests of citizens with respect to 

those acts. Borrowed from Saward [43], this outcomes-based definition does not 

indicate a specific mechanism for achieving responsiveness. I do this by 

distinguishing six models of democracy, each of which specifies a mechanism, 

appropriate institutions and intermediaries for achieving responsiveness. The six 

models are as follows: representative democracy, direct democracy, deliberative 

democracy, pluralist democracy, associative democracy and client democracy. 

Representative democracy and direct democracy involve citizens in the role of voter. 

In representative democracy, political parties aggregate citizen demands into political 

programmes, recruit candidates for legislative office and compete for electoral 

support. In contrast, direct democracy provides citizens with the opportunity to make 

political decisions on specific issues, with political leaders obligated to adopt these 

decisions. Deliberative democracy and pluralist democracy address citizens as active 

participants and co-producers of policies. Deliberative democracy includes all those 

arrangements in which citizens can discuss public issues with politicians and officials, 

who represent the agencies that are involved in public policies. Examples include 

participatory governance procedures, citizen juries and online policy exercises [9]. 

Pluralist democracy constitutes the arena in which interest groups, social movement 

organisations and other citizen initiatives articulate the concerns and demands of 

citizens and try to exert influence on political agenda setting and decision-making. 

Associative democracy and client democracy address citizens as users of services. 

Client (or consumer) democracy provides citizens with opportunities to give feedback 
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on the delivery of public services [4]. In associative democracy, service provision is 

devolved to self-governing associations that function internally as representative, 

deliberative or direct democracies [26]. Within each of these types of democracy, ICT 

may be used to facilitate new forms of representation, political involvement and 

accountability [2,18]. Because the use of ICT creates opportunities for new 

intermediaries in democratic processes, (traditional) intermediaries may encounter 

more competition. 

 

2.2. Styles of citizenship  

 

As outlined by various authors, processes of modernisation have affected the political 

orientations of citizens, thus generating new demands in terms of political issues and 

forms of participation [30,39]. Modernisation has led to changes in value orientations, 

with expressive and moral orientations emerging alongside the more traditional 

instrumental and materialist orientations. Furthermore, citizens have acquired higher 

levels of personal skills that allow a wider repertoire of both institutional and non-

institutional forms of political participation. According to Richardson [42], citizens 

have an increased understanding of the ‘efficacy of different modes of participation in 

post-industrial societies’ (p.120). He also points to the reactive and episodic forms in 

which political participation occurs (p.133). 

Little in-depth research has been conducted regarding the extent to which 

these tendencies have actually affected the orientations of citizens towards politics, 

including their conceptions of their political roles, civic duties and competences. 

Along these lines, a group of Dutch social researchers [37] identified four ‘styles of 

citizenship’: pragmatic-conformist, critical-responsible, deferent-dependent and 

inactive outsiders. ‘Pragmatic’ citizens are oriented primarily towards their own self-

interest, are reactive in their attitude towards government and politics and are highly 

selective in their information needs. Schudson’s [44] model of ‘monitorial 

citizenship’ anticipated this style. Pragmatic citizens are inclined to perform the role 

of voter; while they can be mobilised for collective action, especially when their self-

interest is at stake, they are not easily motivated to participate as co-producers in 

forms of deliberative democracy. Their dominant media are the commercial 

broadcasting channels and newspapers, as well as the Internet. In contrast, ‘critical-

responsible’ citizens are more likely to have cosmopolitan or post-materialist 
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attitudes. They are well informed, politically involved and can be recruited as active 

participants or co-producers of policies. Their dominant media are the quality 

newspapers and magazines, along with public broadcasting associations. They use the 

Internet for a variety of purposes and appreciate the interactive possibilities that it 

offers. ‘Deferent-dependent’ citizens are oriented primarily towards the local 

community. They adhere to traditional values and consider the role of voter as a civic 

duty. They can be mobilised as active citizens, but primarily for their local 

environment. Their local orientation is also reflected in their media usage. Although 

their material access to ICT has gradually increased, deferent citizens have difficulty 

keeping up with the information society. ‘Inactive outsiders’ are primarily 

convenience oriented. In general, they are not interested in politics. There are many 

non-voters in this category. They can be mobilized for protest action, if they perceive 

a major infringement on their immediate physical environment. Although ‘outsiders’ 

are Internet enabled, they tend to use this medium solely for their convenience and 

entertainment. 

 Apart from the somewhat normative undertone of the given designations 

(‘deferent’, ‘responsible’ etc.), the characterizations of these styles are rudimentary 

and especially lacking in their relative neglect of participation outside the realm of 

institutional politics and public administration. Further research into citizenship 

styles, including the ways in which people use various media, is needed in order to 

provide a more complete account of the relative importance of various sorts of 

intermediaries in the digital age.  

 

 

3. Types of democratic intermediaries 

 

In The Digital Divide, Norris [38] portrays ‘the virtual political system’ as ‘mirroring 

the nondigital world’ by following a conventional political system model in which 

political parties, interest groups, new social movements and the news media mediate 

between the citizens and the state (p. 96). This picture is helpful for describing how 

the Internet affects political participation, interest representation and information 

provision in liberal democracies. This view may tend to neglect a number of new 

forms, however, particularly those that exist only online (and that have not moved 
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online). A more complete account requires a new approach to the study of democratic 

intermediation in the digital age.  

In modern democracies, citizens delegate a variety of complex tasks involving 

the articulation of preferences, provision of political information and decision-making 

to intermediaries. The principal form of delegation in democracy involves the popular 

election of political representatives. Within the context of pluralist interest 

representation, many organisations engage in ‘credit card participation’, in which the 

members pay contributions, thereby ‘contracting out’ their campaigning and lobbying 

tasks to professionals or activists [42]. Research on referenda has indicated that voters 

may rely on the endorsements of political parties and interest groups [33]. With regard 

to the gathering of information, instead of monitoring the activities of their 

representatives directly, citizens tend to rely on third-party testimonies, as when 

journalists and other actors act as information intermediaries. Together with 

participation, delegation forms the foundation of democracy [34].  

Political intermediaries are agents who perform a connecting function between 

citizens and political decision makers, or between citizens and other actors in the 

public domain.2 Because the focus of this paper is on relations between citizens and 

intermediaries in which citizens hold the principal position, this discussion does not 

address the relation between intermediaries and decision makers. Intermediation can 

take one of three forms: 

• Articulating and aggregating political demands. Preference intermediaries, 

particularly political parties, interest groups and elected representatives, 

specialise in these kinds of tasks. 

• Providing information. Citizens need information in order to perform the 

political roles of voter, active participant or service user. In addition to their 

own experiential information, citizens tend to rely on information 

intermediaries, who select, interpret or comment on primary information. 

• Facilitating interactions. The trend whereby more and more collective 

decision-making processes are taking place in networks has increased the 

importance of the roles of various interaction intermediaries. Interaction 

intermediaries fulfil facilitator roles in deliberation (moderators [15]) 

                                                 
2 The identity of the ‘decision makers’ depends on the context. While elected representatives fulfil an 
intermediary role in the relationship between citizens and the executive, they may figure as decision 
makers in other relationships. 
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negotiation (mediators [36]), exchange (e.g., vote swapping) or transactions 

(e.g., facilitating the agreement and settlement phases in service transactions, 

[23]). 

 

Strictly speaking, this typology refers to functions and not to agents, as a specific 

intermediary can fulfil several functions in combination. Intermediary functions can 

be performed in both the physical and the virtual domain. A distinction can be made 

between intermediaries that originate in the physical domain and those who emerge in 

cyberspace. As increasing numbers of intermediaries from the first category move 

online, and as ‘virtual’ organisations become increasingly likely to engage in face-to-

face encounters, the distinction between ‘physical’ and ‘virtual’ organisations is 

becoming a matter of degree. Cybermediaries (i.e., digital intermediaries), however, 

operate exclusively in cyberspace. These entities are comprised of software systems 

that perform their functions without human interference. Voting-indicator tools, 

which are software programmes that provide users with recommendations for political 

parties or candidates, are one example of a cybermediary. Although the most obvious 

location of human agency in this example is in the role of the users, it is also 

manifested in the design of cybermediaries. In this sense, the designers of 

cybermediaries could be considered as a kind of ‘meta-intermediary’. The advent of 

ICT in political processes has been accompanied by a shift towards mixed 

constellations of Internet-enabled (traditional) intermediaries and new intermediaries 

that are available only online. For example, Internet-enabled political parties, 

candidates and elected representatives can be encountered within representative 

democracy, as can new intermediaries that started their activities on the Internet and 

that can be reached almost exclusively through the Internet. Examples of the latter 

include web-logs, voting-indicator tools and vote-swapping websites. Edwards [16] 

describes how the Internet favours the extension of the organisational infrastructure of 

a social movement within pluralist democracy. Using the example of the Dutch 

women’s movement, he shows that, in addition to existing associations that have 

moved online, new virtual organisations and cybermediaries have emerged. These 

new entities include specialised information portals and platforms for mobilisation 

and lobbying, as well as platforms for discussion and the exchange of knowledge and 

services.  
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4. Democratic intermediaries and their ICT Strategies 

 

Because preference intermediaries perform the most prominent role in political 

processes, this section begins with a discussion of the linkage strategies of political 

parties and interest groups, followed by a discussion of the supportive strategies of 

information intermediaries and the facilitative strategies of interaction intermediaries. 

A further distinction between function-enhancing strategies (which are directed 

towards the existing ‘core business’ of the intermediary) and function-expanding 

strategies allows the consideration of various patterns of competition. For example, by 

expanding their activities to include preference intermediation, information 

intermediaries and interaction intermediaries may pose additional competition for 

(traditional) preference intermediaries. 

 

4.1 Preference intermediaries and their linkage strategies 

 

The core business of preference intermediaries is to provide political linkage (Fig. 3). 

Political linkage establishes a connection between two elements, the wishes of 

citizens and the decisions of public leaders [31]. As indicated by Luttbeg’s [35] 

definition of linkage, (i.e., a ‘mechanism that allows public leaders to act in 

accordance with the wants, needs and demands of their public’), political linkage can 

be established in a variety of ways. First, the connection can be established with or 

without intermediaries. Second, the underlying mechanism can be coercive or non-

coercive. The electoral process is the quintessential example of a coercive linkage 

mechanism. Non-coercive mechanisms are represented in Luttbeg’s ‘sharing model’ 

and ‘role-playing model’. In the sharing model, leaders give expression to public 

demands, as they share their preferences with the public. The role-playing model is 

based on a normative belief on the part of leaders that they should give expression to 

the desires and concerns of the public. 

The presence of intermediary organisations introduces several ‘phases’ in a 

linkage chain. A three-step model emerges when the linkage chain between citizens, 

intermediary organisations and public leaders is taken into account and the 

organisation’s relationship with its members is distinguished from its relationship 

with the wider public. First, intermediaries serve as agencies within which citizens 
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participate in making the organisation’s policies. As members of political parties and 

interest groups, they fulfil this role by formulating the organisation’s programme and 

choosing its representatives or candidates. In a discussion of linkage by political 

parties, Lawson [31] refers to this process as ‘participatory linkage’. Second, 

intermediaries provide certain means with which the public can control the 

functioning of these organisations in the articulation and aggregation of interests. 

Although Lawson refers to this process as ‘electoral linkage’, I prefer the term 

‘representative linkage’, as it can also be applied to interest groups.3 In the latter case, 

representative linkage refers to such ‘thin’ forms of activism as (e-) petitioning and 

donating, by which interest groups mobilise support for their policies. Third, 

intermediaries serve as agencies for ensuring that public decision makers are 

responsive to the desires of citizens. Interest groups accomplish this by lobbying, 

bargaining or protest politics, while political parties do so through parliamentary 

control. I refer to this as ‘policy-directed linkage’. A number of ICT strategies can be 

proposed for each of these types of linkage. Because the focus of this paper is limited 

to the relationship between citizens and intermediaries, I address only participative 

and representative linkages. 

Löfgren and Smith [32] develop a typology for the ICT strategies of political 

parties. The typology includes the traditional mass party and the currently more 

dominant cartel party, in addition to two emerging strategies: a consumerist strategy 

(which represents ‘an extreme form of the cartel party’) and a grassroots strategy. The 

classical mass party provides both participatory and representative linkage, whereby 

elected representatives are seen as delegates of well-defined interests rather than of 

the electorate at large. A clear distinction between members and non-members is a 

central feature of the mass-party strategy. Key ICT applications include those that 

broaden the range or would “widen members’ input to the policy process” and “would 

allow for mobilisation of the members when needed and swift dissemination of 

information from the leadership” [32, p.44-46]. For non-members, such websites fulfil 

a service function and operate as outlets for information.  

The cartel party strategy emphasises representative linkage, whereby the party 

is accountable to the electorate at large, rather than to its members. Political 

marketing tactics are more important in this strategy, and the distinction between 

                                                 
3 Löfgren and Smith [32] use the term ‘representative linkage’ as an alternative for ‘electoral linkage’. 
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members and non-members is blurred. Dominant ICT applications are ‘mainly 

concerned with the campaigning and narrowcasting facilities of the new technology’. 

Consumerist parties expend even more effort to anticipate and discern the preferences 

of voters. In the inter-election period, they offer individuals opportunities to express 

their discontent about public services, although this input tends to be treated as 

marketing information. The grass-roots strategy is based “upon the participatory ethos 

of new popular movements such as environmentalists and peace activists” [32, p.49]. 

The uses of ICT are directed at facilitating “a new public sphere in which deliberation 

and the creation of new identities is conceivable” [32, p.49]. 

This typological approach to ICT usage by political parties could also inform 

the study of the ICT strategies of interest groups and social movement organisations. 

A wide range of specific strategies is available to (public) interest groups for 

recruiting members and involving them in their political activities. Jordan and 

Maloney [28] refer to the diversity of ideological and tactical orientations among 

environmental groups. They characterise a large part of the environmental movement 

as a ‘protest business’, which pursues strategies resembling those of the cartel party in 

terms of reliance on supporters rather than members, centralisation of policy-making 

and the usage of professional marketing strategies. With regard to ‘memberless 

groups’ (e.g., Greenpeace) they argue “there is little in participatory terms which 

distinguishes them from political parties” [28, p.187]. Grass-roots participation is 

restricted to the small ecological and direct-action fraction of the movement (28, pp. 

30-31]. Research on how ICT contributes to the strategies that are developed by social 

movement organisations, indicate that these groups tend to use ICT primarily to 

distribute information and support mobilisation. Interactivity is largely limited to 

feedback opportunities and correspondence by e-mail [12].  

 Their emphasis on participatory or representative linkage strategies clearly 

leads preference intermediaries to make different choices. In other words, political 

parties and (public) interest groups offer a variety of options for interest 

representation and participation, each of which attracts a different public. To the 

extent that the citizenry shares the notion of a political division of labour, 

representative linkage constitutes an appropriate mode of political intermediation, 

which is particularly well suited to the pragmatic-conformist style of citizenship 

indicated above. Pragmatic citizens will tend to combine various ‘thin’ action forms, 

such as voting, (e-)petitioning and donating. They will make pragmatic choices in 
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terms of which intermediaries to address for which issues. According to this line of 

reasoning, the disintermediation of political parties in their representative linkage 

function is not very likely (except for the category of the ‘inactive outsiders’), if the 

representative linkage they provide has substance with regard to at least a few salient 

issues that are important to the citizens. With regard to participative linkage political 

parties and interest groups will primarily appeal on critical-responsible citizens, 

dependent on attractive grass-roots strategies. Neighbourhood-based organisations 

could mobilize deferent-dependent citizens, using grass-roots strategies, with easy 

accessible Internet facilities, and combining these with face-to-face interactions. 

  

4.2 Information intermediaries and their supportive strategies 

 

Many new information intermediaries have emerged since the advent of the Internet. 

They include various types of voter-information websites (e.g., the well-known 

voting-indicator tools), alternative news platforms that are related to social 

movements, web-logs with interactive features, online client communities and other 

websites that support client choices. Information intermediaries assemble information 

from decision-makers and from other actors that are involved in governance practices 

(see Fig. 4). Three strategies are available for enhancing the information function of 

these intermediaries: (a) manipulating the information base, (b) expanding the range 

of users and (3) adopting multi-channel approaches. The discussion below addresses 

these strategies with reference to voting-indicator tools and websites that support 

client decisions. 

 It can be argued that voting-indicator tools have the potential to improve the 

quality of electoral linkage, depending on their power to generate ‘correct’ voting 

advices. To date, most voting-indicator tools are restricted to matters of policy 

content. It is possible, however, for voters to have multiples reasons (e.g., a party’s 

ideology, personal characteristics of its candidates and various strategic reasons) for 

choosing a particular party. By trying to include these factors, designers could 

broaden the information base of voting-indicator tools. Because their development is 

still in an incipient phase, competition between different versions of voting-indicator 

tools can be expected to increase. The second strategy is aimed at expanding the 

number of users. The success of the Dutch StemWijzer voting-indicator tool, which 

provided two million voting recommendations in the 2002 election period, was partly 
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due to syndication agreements that were made with national newspapers and 

broadcasting associations, Internet providers and the Ministry of the Interior. In a 

multi-channel strategy, voting-indicator tools can be used in television ‘infotainment’ 

formats or similar applications.  

Within the context of client democracy, Griffin and Halpin [23] examine the 

role of the local authority website as an intermediary that links consumers to the 

products and services of other organisations. They evaluate the websites with respect 

to two life events: (a) the selection of a local school and (b) finding a hotel to stay as a 

tourist. The first life episode lies within the realm of public service delivery. Griffin 

and Halpin identify various options that would allow local authorities to develop into 

‘mature’ information intermediaries. First, websites could broaden their information 

base by including information about private schools, or by providing information 

about schools outside of their administrative areas (for parents living in communities 

that are served by schools from two or more local authorities). Websites could also 

provide contextual information from schools or government agencies that would assist 

parents in their evaluation of schools. Specific sub-strategies include ‘matching’ (i.e., 

helping users to identify their needs and matching each service to these requirements) 

and ‘aggregating’ (i.e., including such related information services as the contact 

details of council members).  

Some websites that originated as information intermediaries have extended 

their role to other functions. In their account of patients’ online communities, 

Josefsson and Ranerup [29] indicate that these communities originated as information 

intermediaries, later adding functionalities for interaction with fellow patients. They 

also began to perform as preference intermediaries by trying to influence public 

opinion in order to affect the way patients are treated by the healthcare system.  

 Several disintermediation and re-intermediation scenarios are conceivable in 

relation to specific styles of citizenship. An example is the complete disintermediation 

of the traditional news media among young, pragmatic citizens, while these media 

would retain their strongholds among ‘responsible-critical’ citizens. Traditional media 

develop several strategies to counter this scenario. In contrast, weblogs could attract 

pragmatic citizens and also ‘outsiders’. Löfgren and Smith [32] mention voting-

indicator tools as examples of the consumerist party strategy, although political 

parties do not generally provide these tools themselves. The use of these tools, 

however, can be linked to the pragmatic-conformist style of citizenship. Voting-
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indicator tools are particularly attractive to pragmatic citizens, as they reduce the 

information costs of comparing election platforms.  

 

4.3. Interaction intermediaries and their facilitative strategies 

 

Experiments in several countries have been carried out with online deliberative policy 

exercises in which citizens act as co-producers of public policy [9]. Experience has 

shown that these experiments attract few participants and that participation is often 

skewed to the more highly educated. In terms of citizenship styles, the experiments 

appear to attract critical-responsible citizens. Deliberative arrangements, however, 

should not be discarded as avenues for democratic interest representation. First, some 

studies indicate that this ‘participation elite’ of critical-responsible citizens expresses 

a greater diversity of views than might be expected, given the social homogeneity of 

this group.4 Second, participation from categories that are expected to be under-

represented can be stimulated by specific measures in the management of these 

exercises. More locally oriented ‘deferent’ citizens could perhaps be mobilized if the 

issues are related to their life-world, if the technologies are user-friendly, and if online 

discussion is combined with face-to-face meetings [13].  

Awareness is growing concerning the importance of moderation in online 

discussions. In an exposition of moderator roles, Edwards [15] distinguishes three 

main functions for the management of online discussions concerning public issues: 

(1) The strategic function: establish the boundaries of the discussion and embed it 

within the political and organisational environment; 

(2) The conditioning function: set conditions and provisions for the discussion 

(e.g., information provision and representation of affected interests). 

(3) The process function: further the progress of the discussion as a collective, 

purposeful activity.   

 

Moderators are involved primarily in the process function. As interaction 

intermediaries they invest considerable effort in enhancing the interactivity of the 

                                                 
4 Dutch studies: See Van der Tuuk [47], who coined the term ‘representative elite’, and recently Van 
Doorn and  Schippers [13] in their research on online policy exercises. It has to be emphasized that 
these studies looked at government-run discussions, not at Usenet newsgroups as recently investigated 
by Davis [11].  
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discussion, particularly in situations in which they encourage politicians and other 

institutional actors to react to the contributions of citizens (see Fig. 5).  

Moderators can expand their involvement in online discussions by taking roles 

within the conditioning and strategic functions. Within the conditioning function, they 

can act as information intermediaries by inviting public agencies, interest groups and 

political parties to provide information or state their policy stances on particular 

subjects. Moderators can also assume responsibility for communicating the results of 

the discussion to decision makers, thereby extending their roles to include preference 

intermediation. Moderators can provide representative linkage by consolidating the 

results of a discussion into a document that is commonly agreed upon by the 

participants. 

  

 

5. Conclusion and reflections 

 

This paper has addressed the question of how ICT affects the position of 

intermediaries in democracy. Counter to the proposition that ICT contributes to 

disintermediation, I have argued that the disintermediation discussion has to be related 

to specific models of democracy and styles of citizenship. At the institutional level, 

democratic polities are becoming increasingly differentiated with respect to various 

models of democracy. The new institutional arrangements that are emerging provide a 

variety of niches for new intermediaries. From a socio-cultural perspective, there is a 

differentiation in the orientations of citizens towards politics. People develop various 

frames of democracy or styles of citizenship, each of which involves a different 

conception of political roles and civic duties. These styles of citizenship affect 

citizens’ patterns of democratic involvement, their information behaviour and the 

relationships they seek with intermediaries.  

Against this background, I have sketched a general framework that focuses on 

the ICT strategies that are available to intermediaries as they compete for citizen 

attention. The competition between democratic intermediaries can be studied at two 

analytical levels, each with a unique bearing on disintermediation. Focusing on 

preference intermediation, we can look, first, at the competition occurring between 

intermediaries that belong to the same category within the same model of democracy. 

An example of competition within this arena would be competition between 
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individual political parties. Competition between members of the same ‘species’, 

however, does not lead to disintermediation of the species; instead, competition may 

invigorate the species, as a result of imitation and selection of promising ICT uses. 

Second, competition occurs between different types of preference intermediaries, 

including those intermediaries that expanded their functions to preference 

intermediation. In relation to styles of citizenship we can point to the competition 

between political parties, interest groups, protest networks, moderators, consumer 

groups and online communities. In this context, there is a chance of a partial 

disintermediation of an intermediary, ‘partial’ in relation to a specific style of 

citizenship, in participative linkage, representative linkage or both.  

One of the central notions underlying representative democracy is the 

‘division of labour’ between voters, political parties and elected representatives. In the 

differentiated democratic polity sketched in this paper, there is rather a differentiation 

in terms of various democratic practices (STMDPs) involving different intermediaries 

and types of citizens. This points to a much wider branched pattern of ‘virtual 

political delegation’ between democratic publics and ‘their’ intermediaries. The 

quality of democracy would be dependent on the interplay between these practices, 

publics and intermediaries, and on the checks and balances they provide in 

governance. For elected representatives, these dynamics involve both threats and 

opportunities. The erosion of the centrality of representative institutions in the 

network society places the position of representatives under pressure. They may stand 

up to these challenges, however, by re-inventing (and expanding) their roles as 

interaction intermediaries and fulfilling facilitator roles: “In a world in which direct 

and participatory democracy coexists with representative democracy the role of the 

representative changes, and becomes one of ring holder, advocate, broker- listening to 

and bringing together the views of different communities. The job of the 

representative becomes that of integrating different sorts of democracy and different 

sources of democratic legitimacy” [22, p.135]. ICT provides representatives with new 

channels of connection within the network society. The models of democracy provide 

different communicative infrastructures for new forms of representative politics. 

For the researcher interested in the interplay between the various democratic 

practices, we would recommend a shift to the study of whole policy domains, such as 

public health and housing, focusing on how specific publics operate in this domain, 

how they specialise in (or combine) different action repertoires, in their role of voters, 
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co-producers of policies or service users, their adoption of ICT, and how they respond 

to the ICT strategies of intermediaries. The effects of ICT strategies on democratic 

intermediation can be explored by taking a longitudinal approach [7]. 
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Figure 1: A contextual approach to the use of ICT in democracy (‘Systems of digitally 
mediated democratic practices’) 
 
Figure 2: Democratic arrangements in the network society 
 
Figure 3: Preference intermediaries 
 
Figure 4: Information intermediaries 
 
Figure 5: Interaction intermediaries 
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Fig. 1: A contextual approach to the use of ICT in democracy (‘Systems of 

technologically mediated democratic practices’)  
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