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Abstract: With the introduction of ICT, new dimensions of participation have developed: e-
participation and m-participation. This contribution focuses on the latter and questions 
whether m-participation can be considered as a specific method of participation or as a 
separate concept. Special attention is given to the concept that m-participation challenges 
existing conceptions of space and time from an urban planning perspective. 
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1. Introduction 

ith the introduction of ICT, new dimensions of participation have developed: e-
participation and m-participation. This contribution focuses on the latter and questions 
whether m-participation can be considered as a specific method of participation or as a 

separate concept that is subject to the characteristics of mobile devices. While there are certainly 
several similarities to be found between technological and socio-political aspects that are being 
ascribed to both e- and m-participation, some research results provide hints that m-participation 
really isn’t just “e-participation with mobile devices” (Wernecke 2007). 

1.1 Research Question and Methodology 

One characteristic ascribed to both e- and m-participation is the ubiquitousness in time and space 
of ICT. This might challenge existing assumptions of context-related participation and urban 
development processes (Zeile 2012). In the following, this contribution tries to analyse in what 
terms mobile apps challenge the importance and meaning of time and space in participation 
processes. 

After a short literature review on the benefits of e-participation in general and mobile apps for 
participation in urban development, aspects of opening the temporal and spatial dimension of 
participation will be described and analysed from an urban planning perspective. This will be 
added to by test results and reflections on an ongoing research project that develops a mobile 
polling app for urban development. Empirical insight was gained on a small scale by short 
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interviews with 21 people - ten randomly chosen municipal administrators and eleven members of 
civil society in 2013 and 2014. All interview partners had been introduced to the app in question, 
and took part in at least one poll before reacting to a short list of expressions in order to 
characterize the app. These short interviews aimed at understanding how and why this specific 
mobile app could be used by both members of civil society and administrators. Answers, in 
consequence are subject to the specific features that the app offers. In addition, consequences for 
m-participation will be discussed and conclusions for their uses in urban contexts will be drawn. 

2. Mobile Apps in Urban Development 

General potentials of e-participation listed in the academic literature refer to a greater efficiency of 
processes, to greater productivity as well as societal impacts (European Commission 2009; Haller/ 
Höffken 2010). In addition, positive effects on regional or national democratic systems are being 
hoped for by the introduction of ICT (European Commission 2009; see table 1).  
Table 1: Important opportunities and challenges of the application of ICT to participation (European 
Commission 2009: 7). 

The term m-participation is commonly used to describe participation via mobile devices such as 
smartphones and tablets [1], quite similar to e-participation which is defined as “the use of ICT to 
support … democratic decision-making processes (Macintosh 2004)”. In the context of urban 
planning, the definition would be more precise stating that e-participation refers to the goal-
oriented interaction of civil society and administrators/ politicians via Internet and mobile 
devices. 

When referring to a similar or the same definition for e- and m-participation, it should be 
questioned whether the potential positive aspects of mobility and mobile devices have been 
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acknowledged enough. Nonetheless, some additional benefits of introducing smartphones and 
tablets (m-participation) are listed in the academic literature; they include 

• to facilitate instant communication, interaction and support between groups and 
individuals (Zeile; Knudsen et al. 2011, Evans-cowley 2011). In addition, mobile 
participation (m-participation) is being placed in relation to more playfulness, more 
productivity and responsiveness (Evans-Cowley 2011).  

• to allow for better connecting administrators, experts and the public (Evans-Cowley 
2011),  

• to provide better quantitative and qualitative data on individual lifestyles and choices 
Höffken/ Streich), and, rather visionary, 

• to strengthen the role of citizens (“citizen planners”; Drohsel et al. Jahr 499f) and to bring 
forward ”citizen planners (that) will soon join professionals in our search for the liveable 
cities of tomorrow” (ibid. 508f; cp. Haller/ Höffken 2010).  

Mobile apps for participation in urban development are a recent, but growing segment in the 
landscape of mobile participation. 

While these hopes were formulated by people who see the contribution of ICT to participation in 
a rather positive light (compare, for example, table 1), there are also critics who doubt benefits of 
m-participation, mostly because of the poor quality of socio-political aspects such as information, 
transparency paradoxes, poor communication cultures, digital divides, populism, elitism or social 
polarization need for constant monitoring (Evans-Cowley 2010; Lindner 2007; Ertiö 2013). Others 
criticise in turn that the introduction of ICT to participation has any or major effects on socio-
political aspects: “From the point of view of democracy the technology of communication [it] is of 
minor importance in relation to how different means of communication are connected to planning 
and decision-making” (Bäcklund/ Mäntysalo 2010).  

3. Amplification in Spatial and Temporal Dimensions 

In the context of urban planning, the most distinctive feature that might add to the value of mobile 
apps is that it “amplifies participation in a spatial and temporal dimension and … widen the range 
of possible uses for urban planning and design“ (Höffken 2010). Ertiö (2013: 3) argues similarly 
and emphasizes the portability of the devices as “the biggest benefit of mobile participation”.1  

Compared to other areas of implementation, the overall percentage of apps that relate to 
participation in urban planning and development seems to be small. Most existing apps simply 
provide information, many allow for social interaction in the form of information sharing between 
users or between users and administrators (Evans-Cowley 2011; Conroy and Evans-Cowley 2006). 
Rather successful are so-called issue management or reporting apps that allow users to instantly 
interact with local administrations regarding public services.2 Some other mobile apps offer 
education on various urban development topics (Evans-Cowley 2011; Zeile et al. 2012). Polling 

1 Additional equipment, such as cameras, GPS, audio, voice recognition, and other sensors might even 
widen the use (Ertiö 2013) towards crowdsourcing, participatory sensing, emotional mapping (Estrin 
2010) or towards urban storytelling, 3DS, augemented reality, Near Field Communication (NFC) (Evans-
Cowley 2011; Zeile et al. 2012). 
2 Ertiö (2013) argues in this context that “The increased popularity of reporting apps has, at least 
momentarily, caused a ‘lock-in’ of these features without considering the versatility of technology at hand. 
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apps, or crowdsourcing apps on the contrary exist for almost anything, except for the field of 
urban development (Bohoj et al. 2011). But according to a European report, the variety is growing 
as different forms and degrees of interaction between administrators and civil society can be found 
(Figure 1). 

 

Figure 1: Typology of participatory planning apps (Ertiö 2013: 4). 

And despite the rapidly growing number of mobile applications in general , it has to be stated 
that, in practice, “the impact of participatory planning apps is modest” (Ertiö 2013), that “mobile 
features are not so extensively exploited in e-participation contexts” (Wimmer 2013) and that in 
academia “mobile participation has so far not reached wide attention as a concept”(Wimmer 2013). 
An exception is indeed the urban planning sector where people from different disciplines explore 
the introduction of ICT and mobile apps to urban participation.3 

So, why do we know so little about m-participation? One possible reason is the low number of 
actual implementations and case studies since the emergence of the idea of m-participation some 
ten years ago. According to a German study, conducted in 2011, 75% of German municipalities see 
e-participation as a means to create more opportunities for participation. Even 80% indicate that 
they do already offer it, but only every second municipality considered their e-participation offers 
successful or very successful (Materna 2011). This goes along with findings from Cape Town 
(Bagui/ Bytheway 2011) and with findings on m-participation from the FlashPoll project that will 
be presented below (Schröder 2014). 

Ubiquity in space alludes to the idea that all services are accessible from any place for anyone 
(ubiquitous connectivity, Castells et al. 2006). In the context of participation this means that neither 

3 An overview, though very rudimentary, can be found in the references.   
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participants nor facilitators need to be physically present at a meeting place. First and foremost, 
this is an asset for users and civil society and works only if the opportunity for m-participation is 
known. Ubiquity in time, in contrast, alludes to the idea that all services and participation offers are 
accessible at any time (day and night), and that participants and facilitators do not need to be 
physically present at a specific time. This again, is mostly an asset for users/ civil society - and 
somehow contradicts the idea of real-time interaction which may be facilitated through ICT 
(Castells et al. 2006; Höffken/Streich 2011). 

Indirectly, both aspects can be considered as a positive asset for administrators as they might 
increase the number and diversify the groups of users, but both ubiquity in time and space work 
only if the opportunity for m-participation is known. The portability of the devices (especially of 
smartphones) in that context adds to this effect of ubiquity and allows the users, in principle, to 
use these apps in all situations of daily life. The question is whether they make a difference to 
participation and to democracy too.  

4. FlashPoll: A Specific Mobile App 

FlashPoll (flashpoll.eu) is a mobile app aiming at a qualitative better integration of civil society in 
municipal decision-making processes through location based, instantaneous polling and opinion-
giving. The original impulse to start the project was a hope to overcome shortcomings of face-to-
face participation and to develop a tool that: 

• facilitates instant, place-related interaction between individual members of civil society 
and urban planning administrators and politicians by polling within a limited time and 
space and  

• makes participatory processes in urban development more productive, shorter in time 
and more transparent by avoiding high coordination and transaction costs,  

Basically, FlashPoll works as follows: After downloading, users can take part in instantaneous, 
geo-located polls. Polling is possible within a specified physical space such as a building, a 
neighbourhood, a city or a region. Polls do consist of an introduction text, several questions and a 
final remark. Polls can have different lengths, allow for different answer options (single, multiple 
choice, ranking, scale, open text). Results are visible via the app immediately after polling and after 
a poll has been completed. 

In consequence, each person that downloads the app and visits a given polling area will be 
invited to take part in a poll. With this specific feature, the developer team wanted to make sure 
that people have been to the respective area at least once and are thus familiar with the space 
targeted through a poll. The idea to offer short questionnaires enables users to give their opinion 
right away in situ, or if they wish to reflect on the questions, they can answer any time later from 
anywhere.  

In accordance with figure 1, FlashPoll could be described as a people centric, limited interactive 
mobile app on both the operational and strategic levels (with leverage in both areas). At this stage 
of the research process, several small-scale tests have been conducted in Germany, and users were 
asked about their opinions of this mobile app.  
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4.1 Amplifiction of Participation in a Spatial Dimension 

With FlashPoll, polls can be accessed within a limited space, the specific geofence. Each poll only 
becomes visible if the users have physically been within that geofence (what the poll is about) at 
least once. All 21 interviewees answered the questions within the respective geofences and in the 
physical presence of a team member. While the interviewees were able to download the app, to 
answer the questions and to obtain information on the mobile app and the topic of the polls from 
the team member, everyone else who did not have the opportunity to visit the polling space was 
excluded from the polls. In that regard, participation via FlashPoll is as exclusive as face-to-face 
participation and somehow negates the ubiquity of access that is often associated with the use of 
ICT in urban participation – unless one manages to mobilize users to visit the polling space.   

From a different perspective, not only legal residents can be invited to participate but also short-
time visitors, people without legal voting rights, people that work in those areas, i.e., people who 
are sometimes hard to reach by any informal participation. On the contrary, setting up and 
answering the polls can be done anywhere. This is an asset for both users and administrators as it 
allows for setting up or answering from the workplace, in bed, or during the holidays.  

Given the fact that the questions in some tests were quite simple, closely related to the specific 
test situations4 and rather asked for personal rather than for informed opinion, users tended to 
answer the questions right away and did not opt for polling later at a different place. With a wider 
geofence and less specific questions5, users were less inclined to answer the polls.  

4.2 Amplifiction of Participation in a Temporal Dimension 

With FlashPoll, all polling services can also be accessed around the clock within a limited time 
span that may last from one hour to several months. This might be considered as a major asset for 
users/ civil society. Realtime interaction (Castells et al. 2006; Höffken/Streich 2011) can be 
enhanced if the time span for polling is short or if the final results are integrated in some sort of 
discussion. Otherwise, interaction is not very much in real time. Setting up a poll can be done 
conveniently any time, e.g., during working hours.  

What seems to have more influence on the type of m-participation that can be implemented with 
FlashPoll, is the project’s objective to develop a fast tool. The portability of the devices (especially 
of smartphones) allows the users, in principle, to use these apps in all situations of daily life. But 
the screen size of a smart phone visually limits the length of texts, the number of answer options, 
the degree of detail of pictures and maps as well as the general amount of information provided 
within the app. Fast Polling, on the other hand, asks for poll designs that make sense for the users 
and allow for quick understanding and answering. Results of the interviews indicate that 
descriptions of polls should be as short and precise as possible. Both questions and answers 
provided should be rather precise than short (single-word answers were not very popular as they 
left too much in the uncertain). Polls should also provide different, carefully chosen ways of 
answering which means not only single and multiple choice questions, but also – where suited – 
scales, or pictures (Schröder 2014). Nonetheless, there seems to be not much correlation between 

4 Questions such as: „How did you like this event?“, “Which ideas for improvement do you have?”, 
Which features of the app do you like best/least?” etc. 
5 “Did you already participate in urban development processes?”, What do you think about e-
participation?”etc. 

 

                                                      



Social and Mobile Media for Public Administration 139 
 

the time-span of a poll and the number of users: A longer time of polling (for example one week or 
four weeks) did not necessarily result in higher numbers of participation. The majority of the 
interviewees explained in that context that being in personal conversation about the mobile app as 
well as about a specific topic was the major motivation to take part in the polls.  

5. Consequences for M-Participation in Urban Contexts 

Most participation urban planning is limited in space and time: Participation processes run for a 
certain time on a specific topic which in many cases is space- or place-related. At their best, urban 
participatory processes are well integrated in both administrative/ political structures and 
communities of different sizes (Nanz/ Fritzsche 2012: 24). In consequence, it should be asked 
which app is best suited for what purpose, target group, objective, etc. It should also be asked in 
which cases the amplification of space and time, the ubiquity of services is a positive asset – and in 
which cases it might be counterproductive to the quality of a participation process. The concept of 
FlashPoll consciously challenges the idea of spatial and temporal ubiquity – a feature it shares with 
(many) other urban apps for information, issue management or deliberation (Ertiö 2013; Drohsel 
2010) and that similarly can be found with face-to-face participation where different tools (i.e., 
apps) are being designed and used for different purposes (Nanz/ Fritzsche 2012). 

Looking at empirical results, it remains unclear whether m-participation allows for a larger and 
more diverse group of participants. Assumptions that m-participation may allow for more and 
more diverse participants and contributions are not easy to verify: For one, the number of case 
studies available is very limited. For another, as happened while testing FlashPoll, the overall 
number of users was too small to draw conclusions. Regarding diversity, test results were even 
more disappointing: While the gender divide with eParticipation is getting smaller “because of the 
different ways in which men and women are taking advantage of the proliferating opportunities 
for more interactive and relational technologies” (Oser 2012: 9; Fallows 2005), this cannot be 
assumed for m-participation yet: People that participated in testing FlashPoll were mostly male, 
middle-aged, politically and technically interested and already participating in public discussions. 
This is definitely related to the context in which the app was used and needs further exploration. 

One final remark when it comes to talking about numbers of participants: The app is being 
developed for an urban development context, and the number of potential users is therefore 
limited. Civil society must be professionally or individually interested in either urban 
development in general or the topic of the respective poll – or be curious about the new app. 

A major practical challenge for reaching larger and more diversified groups of participants is – 
according to the experiences of the FlashPoll team - to make the app’s existence known to 
institutions and to members of civil society – even if the geofence is very small and local forms of 
information about the participation process are targeted through different media and formats. The 
number of people reached seems to be higher if a test announcement is either publicized through 
several online and offline media, coupled with a specific event, or an on-going face-to-face 
participation process (Schröder 2014). In accordance with that finding, even the actual 
participation process seems to be more popular if offline, online, and mobile solutions are mixed 
complementarily (European Commission 2009). But such a multimedia process is, for one much 
more resourceful than a straight e- or m-participation process, and for another, this challenges 
assumptions of an easily achieved ubiquity of mobile and electronic participation.  
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6. Conclusion 

In consequence, it can be doubted if the overall assumptions on ubiquity of services can be realized 
with each mobile app to the same degree. In the case presented, smartphones proved to be a good 
device for fast polls and quick answer displays because answers can be presented right after the 
polls and can be accessed instantly by municipalities as well as members of civil society (Schröder 
2014). In consequence, the specific features of FlashPoll can be modified and improved. This may 
not serve all purposes in urban development as more detailed information and communication are 
certainly needed in many participation processes.  

But if users of mobile apps for urban participation prefer in general to click prepared answers to 
write open text, and if the screen size of a smartphone or tablet has an effect on the general 
structure of a poll, this might indicate that m-participation allows on the one hand for (instant) 
interactivity, for fast, ubiquitous collection of opinions and for quick public visualisation of 
answers. On the other hand, it may indicate that with such a type of m-participation there are 
limits to the qualitative understanding and voicing of the participants as motivations, reasons and 
lines of argumentation may not be explained via single or multiple choice answers. Thinking 
further, one could ask what consequences this has for the relations of socio-political and technical 
aspects of m-participation. From a different perspective, it could also be assumed that the 
potentials of mobile apps in amplifying spatial and temporal dimensions are not yet explored 
fully.  

Mobile apps for participation in urban development are one of many tools and methods for ICT-
supported participation processes. Results from the tests and interviews indicate that a greater 
mobility of participation can be achieved and should be explored more systematically. “FlashPoll” 
as an instant tool for informal opinion-giving might facilitate a specific form of participation, but 
with its specific objectives and technical architecture, FlashPoll certainly has its limitations when it 
comes to facilitating urban participation. And it is unlikely that it will be successful if it remains a 
stand-alone application; something it has probably in common with other urban apps and urban 
participation apps. Another major challenge – and in that m-participation does not seem to be very 
different from face-to-face and e-participation - is the motivation of users, both in civil society and 
administration to use smartphones and tablets to give their opinions on various topics.  
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