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Abstract:  

The paper identifies the relevant literature focused on studying the influence of internet on 

democracy. A classification scheme for the relevant literature is proposed in the paper in order 

to conceptualize the current state of knowledge. The aim of this paper is to conduct a literature 

review by evaluating the theories, models and approaches employed by the researchers to 

understand the current standing, strengths and weaknesses of relevant research studies. 

Finally, the paper attempts to produce a systematic compilation of the key findings and outline 

future research directions.  
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1. Introduction 

Since 1990s, internet has penetrated into every walk of life and has influenced democracy by 

fundamentally revolutionizing, among other things, the manner in which citizens interact with 

the government and vice versa. Internet is an instrument which has the power to transform 

democracy from multiple perspectives.  

In the book titled - Capitalism, Socialism and Democracy, Joseph Schumpeter defines 

democracy as: 

“an institutional arrangement for arriving at political decisions which realizes the 

common good by making the people itself decide issues through the election of 

individuals who are to assemble in order to carry out its will.”(p.250) 

Keeping in mind the above definition, it can be argued that internet has the potential to 

influence democracy and the processes which govern it.  

Owing to the importance of the topic, a lot of research studies have attempted to explore it 

further. Numerous research studies advocate extensive use of internet as a tool to enhance 

democracy. In the literature it has been outlined that internet promotes the development of an 

accountable, transparent and efficient governance mechanism (Heeks, 2001) and it might also 

influence the manner in which citizens participate in democratic debates.  Internet has also 

been argued to bring positive effects such as enhanced reflexivity, transparency, accountability 

(Marche & McNiven, 2003) to democracy. However, some of the research studies point 

otherwise.  A few of the research studies outline the fact that due to the extensive penetration 

of the internet, the new networked society is vulnerable to threats to stability, privacy, security, 

and stewardship (Dawes, 2008). As a whole, it has also been argued that the role of internet in 

promoting democracy has either been exaggerated or underestimated in the literature (Baber, 

2002).  

Additionally, owing to the highly multidisciplinary nature of the topic - the influence of internet 

and democracy has been a topic of prime interest to researchers from the field of information 

systems, social science, public administration and politics. As a result, a lot of research in 

multiple disciplines has been conducted leading to contributions and debates from variety of 

fields.  Also, due to the multidisciplinary nature of the topic, the researchers have employed 

variety of theories, and models to formulate often contrasting opinions leading to a variety of 

conclusions. 

All these factors coupled with the growing importance of the discourse around this domain 

make this topic an enduring research topic for academicians, policy makers and practitioners. In 

the literature, a lot of attention has been devoted to e-democracy or cyber democracy which is 
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indicative of the importance of the need to adopt appropriate technology models capable of 

enhancing democracy.  

Due to extensive research being conducted in this domain the current state of knowledge is in a 

state of transition and continuously growing. Hence, there is a need to critically evaluate and 

review the relevant literature on the topic in order to develop a clear understanding of the 

essential insights on the topic. The paper aims to accomplish this goal by identifying the 

relevant literature for studying the influence of internet on democracy in an attempt to capture 

the current state of knowledge by proposing a classifying scheme for the relevant literature.   

The structure of paper is as follows: Section 2 outlines the criteria for identification of relevant 

literature, Section 3 classifies the relevant literature into seven categories, and Section 4 

includes the critical discussion about the literature based on these categories. Section 5 

provides the conclusions of the literature review along with the limitations of the study. 

2. Identifying Relevant Literature 

The relevant literature was identified by analyzing articles in a sample of key academic journals, 

covering the 10-year period from 1999 to 2009. Also, some of the seminal articles (eg 

Habermas (1989), Winner (1980) etc) related to the topic were also reviewed. Owing to the 

multidisciplinary nature of the topic, appropriate journals focusing on political science, 

information systems and public administration were selected. Within each journal issue, 

specific titles were used to identify articles for inclusion in the analysis. The criteria for full 

assessment of an article was a political system focus, consideration for the impacts of IT (or 

internet), and a clear description of the research method and recommendations in the paper.  

3. Classification Scheme for the Literature 

After identifying and analyzing the relevant literature on the topic it was broadly classified into 

seven theoretical categories as shown in Figure 1, for the sake of simplicity of analysis. It will be 

useful to point out that this classification of literature is based on the theories, models, 

approaches employed, and the research methodology used in the research in addition to the 

conclusions presented thereon. The aim of the classification is to capture and consolidate the 

current state of knowledge and debate around the topic. The categories and the classification 

are neither exclusive nor exhaustive. And there is a sufficient overlap among the categories as 

most of the relevant literature falls in a few, if not all of the categories. Also, these categories 

constantly interact with each other and provide knowledge and information on this topic to 

drive further research in their as well as other categories. Moreover, the relative amount of 

literature in each category is different.  
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Figure 1: Literature Classification Scheme 

4. Literature Review 

Section 4 aims to review the relevant literature on the topic based on the categories, defined in 

Figure 1, to show and contrast the theories, approaches that have been used and reflect on 

further insights gained from the study.  

4.1 Positive or Negative Influence of Internet on Democracy 

The literature presents both radically utopian and dystopian expectations (Baber, 2002) on the 

effect of internet on democracy as internet has been observed to either enhance or diminish 

democratic principles prevalent in the society. However, the general opinion in the literature 

points out the fact that internet enhances democracy in societies. 

 

With regards to enhancing democracy - the internet is viewed as a platform, a medium or an 

opportunity that promises to usher in participative democracy (Baber, 2002), rejuvenate 

political participation (Weare, 2002), expand the idea of citizenship (Cavanaugh, 2000) & cyber 

coalition (Becker, 2001), provide a foundation for cyber dissent and activism on a broad range 
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of social & political issues (Rohlinger & Brown, 2009) in order to support the  highest principles 

of democracy (Berman & Weitzner, 1997). Also, internet being a non monopolized interactive 

communication network makes it a unique and an effective forum for democratic discourse 

unlike the TV and Radio which possesses these architectural limitations (Berman & Weitzner, 

1997; Rohlinger & Brown, 2009).  

 

Alternatively, social polarization due to inequitable access to ICT (Noam, 2005), enhancement 

of the existing power structures (Calhoun, 1998), and surveillance through the omnipotent 

forms of social control & censorships (Weare, 2002) undermine the benefits brought by the 

internet. Also, in the face of hectic lifestyle of the 21st century the provision of active citizenship 

made available by the internet may get diminished (Vigoda & Golembiewski, 2001). Arguing 

from a different perspective, Rohlinger & Brown (2009) argued that internet will go the way of 

other technologies of communication (TV, Radio) that have failed to live up to the expected role 

of agents of democratization.  

 

Hence, there are variety of opinions among scholars on the influence of internet on democracy 

within societies and the reasons leading to it. These factors make it a significant topic in 

addition to bringing to light the fact that contrasting and often controversial conclusions have 

been drawn from the research. Thus, the research merits further attention of the scholars with 

an objective to completely understand the nuances of the transformation in order to leverage 

the benefits of internet to enhance democracy. 

  

4.2 Technology Determinism or Social Determinism 

In the literature there is a general agreement that both internet and democracy are 

multidimensional, complex, evolving concepts (Weare, 2002; Cavanaugh, 2000; Vigoda-Gadot, 

2007) and their research demands analysis from a multi-disciplinary perspective. The topic has 

attracted the interest of a number of specialists from a variety of domains such as technology, 

political science, public administration, and social policy. Hence, the discourse around this topic 

has a diverse focus. It makes the research interesting and useful for a variety of audiences from 

diverse fields. 

Due to these facts multiple constructs such as technology determinism (Baber, 2002), rational 

choice theory (Weare, 2002), mediatization of politics (Habermass, 1989), communicative 

affordance (Hutchby, 2001), lessig’s model (Hoff & Bjerke, 2005), concepts from constitutional 

economics literature (Kumar & Vragov, 2009), mobilization hypothesis and reinforcement 

politics hypothesis (Weare, 2002) have been used by researchers to propose an interaction 

between internet and democracy. Alternatively, Coleman, Morisson & Svennevig (2008) argue 

that proper analysis of the interaction between internet and democracy requires knowledge of 
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the inter-relationship between politics and communication. Hence, it is quite evident that 

research has been founded on the fundamentals of either technology theories or social 

theories.  

The relevant literature can also be broadly understood on the basis of the causal direction of 

the relationship between democracy and technology as it has been observed from the 

literature that the technology determinists focus on technology as the causal variable, and the 

social determinists focus on politics or democracy as the causal variable. Additionally, Baber 

(2002) argues that the internet maybe visualized simultaneously as the producer and product of 

social change. 

4.3 Research Methodology – Qualitative or Quantitative 

It is quite evident from the literature that the research methods used to study the bi-

directional, multidimensional relationship between internet and democracy (Weare, 2002) 

range from case studies (Baber, 2002), causal research (Weare, 2002), empirical observations 

(Mirny, 2004) to longitudinal research (Cavanaugh, 2000). 

The research methodology employed for studying the influence of internet on democracy is 

mostly qualitative. Also, most of the research is based on case study approach. Democracy, as a 

concept is difficult to measure and quantify as the relevant literature varies widely on the 

meaning on democracy in the context of nation states, and also on the nature of factors which 

need to be analyzed to investigate the extent of democracy prevalent in societies (Kossick, 

2002).  As a result, quantitative research based on analyzing the causal effect of internet on 

democracy is challenging and hence clearly elusive. 

The effect of ICT adoption on media citizenship (Hoff & Bjerke, 2005), media freedom (Mirny, 

2004) and information flow (Westen, 1998) has been explored in the literature to study the 

causal relationship between internet and democracy. Alternatively, it has been argued that 

democracy maybe equally affected by citizen participation or governance mechanisms. 

Moreover, some of the research studies emphasize that there are a range of causal links and 

relationships between internet and democracy. As a critique to this approach Noam (2005) 

argues that it is difficult to study the impact of internet on democracy as it suffers from the 

error of composition making the above exercise of extrapolating the micro effects to formulate 

a macro conclusion counterproductive.  

 

In some research studies internet is assumed to be correlated to democracy (Berman & 

Weitzner, 1997; Mirny, 2004; Rohlinger & Brown, 2009) whereas in others it is assumed to be 

causing it (Baber, 2002; Cavanaugh, 2000; Coleman, Morrisson, & Svennevig, 2008; Kossick, 

2002; Weare, 2002). It can be argued that in some research studies there is a possible confusion 

between correlation and causation between the internet and democracy. Hence, the relevant 
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literature seems to have overlooked this ‘correlation and causation’ aspect of the relationship 

between technology and democracy – a factor which will need to be taken into account in the 

future. 

 

Moreover, the effect of internet has been observed to have a long gestation period for 

influencing democracy. As a result, suitable analysis of the nature of relationship and 

interaction between internet and democracy demands longitudinal research based on specific 

contexts. 

4.4 Nature of Literature – Descriptive, Prescriptive, Analytical 

In one of the landmark studies, Marche & McNiven (2003) distinguish between the concept of 

e-governance and e-government and contrast the citizen centric and organization centric view 

to propose a two dimensional framework considering the impact of internet on public 

administration. However, except this study and a few others, most of the relevant literature on 

the topic is analytical.  

Internet and democracy are concepts embedded and influenced strongly by nature of 

governance in countries in addition to their social, cultural, legal and technology climate. 

Hence, the researchers possibly find it challenging to prescribe measures or frameworks which 

can be generalized. As a result, limited prescriptive literature is available on the topic.  

In the future, the scholars must aim to broaden, expand and further research the idea of 

technology implementation and governance. It would help to shape an efficient manner 

through which technology might enhance democracy in societies in order to encourage the 

development of prescriptive literature around this topic.  

4.5 Rationalities – Administrative, Economic, Engineering 

The topic has been of prime interest to social scientists, policy makers, and public 

administrators. The above fact might explain the disproportionate focus on economic and 

administrative rationality. Also, it is quite apparent that the topic is yet to become a very 

enduring topic for technologists and IT specialists – a fact proven by the lack of literature with a 

strong engineering rationality focus. However, the topic has a significant IS theme to it and 

within due course of time it is bound to attract the attention it deserves from the IS 

researchers. 

Currently, most of the relevant literature focuses on the administrative and the economic 

rationality – policy formulation, citizen engagement, cost effectiveness (Dawes, 2008; Hoff & 

Bjerke, 2005; Mirny, 2004; Rohlinger & Brown, 2009) whereas few papers elaborately concern 

themselves with the engineering rationality. It has been observed that the papers which focus 
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on the engineering rationality mostly provide recommendations for developing a reliable and 

useful technology artifact (Becker, 2001; Kumar and Vragov, 2009).  

In order to develop understanding of the issue from an engineering rationality, the scholars 

must aim to develop and use ICT tools in a way that go beyond public administration and also 

aim to develop frameworks for continuous innovation and improvements in it (Marche & 

McNiven, 2003). Moreover, in the future the IS researchers must focus their research on 

developing recommendations for better ICT tool development to enhance democracy.  

4.6 Country Specific Research – Case Study Approach 

Every political entity (country) supports a different governance framework, possesses different 

internet usage and penetration patterns which in turn are influenced by cultural and societal 

norms prevalent in the society. Hence, in order to satisfactorily understand the inter 

relationship between internet and democracy within these considerations the scholars 

generally study the effects within an observable single political entity. It makes the country 

specific case study approach particularly appealing for them.  

As a result, there are a number of country specific case studies (Baber, 2002; Coleman, 

Morrisson, & Svennevig, 2008, Kossick, 2002; Mirny, 2004; Rohlinger & Brown, 2009) available 

on the topic. However, there seems to be a dearth of cross country comparisons on the 

influence of internet on democracy. Moreover, it is quite evident from the relevant literature 

that the scholars mostly undertake case studies of developed and democratic countries of the 

western world – particularly USA (Kumar & Vragov, 2009; Dawes, 2009). Hence, the results or 

recommendations of the research studies are difficult to consolidate and generalize across 

countries which possess distinct political, economic, social and legal climates.  

Different patterns of concern are evident in research focused on different countries, e.g. 

studies based on western democracies focus primarily on improving governance and cost 

effectiveness of government operations through the internet (Becker, 2001; Hoff & Bjerke, 

2005; Kossick, 2002; Marche & McNiven, 2003) whereas the studies based on Middle East focus 

on improving citizen participation (Shirazi, 2008). Hence, it is quite evident from the relevant 

literature that the current needs and the interest of the society drive contemporary research 

topics in this domain.  

4.7 Time Eras – Pre 2002 and Post 2002 

An interesting observation is quite evident from the literature that the research published prior 

to 2002 mostly advocates a positive relationship between internet and democracy whereas the 

literature published post-2002 is more divided in its opinion about the influence of internet on 

democracy. It’s difficult to confidently attribute a single factor leading to such an observation as 

there might be a complex web of multiple reasons behind it.  
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Firstly, the perception of internet as a ‘panacea’ during the initial years of its infancy might have 

caused the researchers and policy makers to be too optimistic about the effects of internet on 

democracy leading to conclusions proposing a positive relationship between them.  

Secondly, it might be due to the political environment in the world in general, and United States 

in particular post 9/111. The 9/11 incident prioritized national security over civil liberties as 

governments began to increasingly regulate and monitor internet after the incident (Rohlinger 

& Brown, 2009) thereby leading to a decrease in the benefits internet could deliver to society in 

order to enhance democracy. 

5. Concluding Remarks and Limitations 

In spite of a dedicated effort to understand completely in detail, the influence of internet on 

democracy it might be the case that some important aspects or approaches may have been 

overlooked. One of the other limitations of the literature review is that for it the literature from 

only the peer reviewed academic journals was reviewed. There are other numerous sources of 

research namely online media, books, and conference papers which the literature review may 

have failed to account for.   

Working within these constraints, the paper tries to capture the current state of knowledge and 

produce a systematic and analytic compilation of the key findings of the relevant array of 

studies focusing on the internet and its influence on democracy. The paper aims to 

conceptualize the domain of internet and democracy within seven broad classifications. The 

paper illustrates the theoretical perspectives through which the chosen topic has been 

discussed in the literature to formulate questions that need further research.  

Some of the key observations from the literature maybe outlined as - researchers generally 

employ the country based case study approach to understand the relationship between 

internet and democracy, there is a lack of quantitative studies on the topic, there are varied 

opinions among the researchers on the nature of bi-directional relationship between internet 

and democracy, the literature is mostly analytical and the literature mostly focused on 

administrative and economic rationality.  

It is evident from the paper that the literature on this topic is constantly evolving. Also, the 

continuing interactions and relationships among the technology development process, social 

trends, political actions and policy responses will continue to provide an active field for 

                                                           
1
 The September 11 attacks (often referred to as 9/11) were a series of coordinated terrorist attacks in the United 

States on September 11, 2001 killing 2,976 people. They are widely regarded as one of the most deadly terrorist 
attacks ever. 
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continuous learning on the topic. Therefore, it is an enduring topic both from an IS perspective 

and social science perspective. Specifically, there are prospects of growth in categories namely 

quantitative research, prescriptive research, and the literature focusing on engineering 

rationality as the available literature seems to lack these aspects of research. In future, the 

discourse around the topic should focus specifically on investigating the relationship between 

internet and democracy in order to synthesize and consolidate the current state of knowledge 

and debate in order to suggest future research directions.  
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