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ABSTRACT 
The era of conventional governance system has almost been ended in developed 

countries. These countries are now using electronic governance system and on the 

other hand mobile governance system is taking its place rapidly and prominently. 

What about the present governance system in developing countries and what is the 

nature of citizen’s participation in those countries? Whatever the nature is, at present 

mobile phones provide huge possibility for governments and other organisations of 

developing countries. It offers a direct channel to communicate with its own 

population. To take benefit of this, and to broaden it even more, governments and 

other organisations of developing countries should include offering access to these 

mobile devices as part of their Universal Access to Communications Strategy to 

promote people’s participation widely.   
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1. INTRODUCTION 

We live in a time of revolution. Citizens are more concerned about issues that affect 

their daily lives. However governments in developing countries are not fully equipped 

to meet expectations of their citizens. Either meeting expectations or even trying to 

meet expectations of citizens is one of the main sign of a democratic government. In a 

real democratic situation people want to take part in decision-making process.  

 

Citizens in developing countries are dying to have accurate information on several 

issues that affect their daily lives. Apart from the election period, citizens do not get 

any opportunity to participate in policy making process even in the local level. 

However, very often governments are neither able to provide this opportunity to their 

own citizen to participate in decision-making process nor to provide right information 

on time. These are really challenging for any government especially, governments of 

developing countries.   

 

The purpose of this paper is to identify different challenges faced by governments 

of developing countries and finds ways to overcome those challenges. This paper will 

also introduce a model of m-participation to overcome some crucial challenges to help 

governments and other organisations to empower common citizens for the sake of 

better and smart governance.  

 

                                                 
* PhD Research Scholar at the University of Bologna, Via Galliera 3, Bologna, Italy .Buddhadeb.halder@unibo.org 

mailto:Buddhadeb.halder@unibo.org


 

2 

 

1.1 Democracy and Democratic Process 

The Oxford dictionary states ‘democracy’ as ‘a system of government by the whole 

population or all the eligible members of a state, typically through elected 

representatives’. However most people define democracy as a form of government 

that is ‘of the people, by the people and for the people’ (Lincoln, 1863). If we analyse 

the Oxford dictionary definition and also the general understanding about democracy, 

we would identify that ‘of the people’ means comprised of population; ‘by the people’ 

means the government is elected by the people; and ‘for the people’ means the 

solitary purpose of the government is to act for the greater benefit of the people. To 

make these happen we use some methods and these are called democratic processes 

and the two main pillars of democratic processes are elections and lawmaking. 

 

1.2 M-Governance and M-Participation 

Mobile governance, or M-Governance, is about supporting governance system with 

the help of mobile technologies. The process could start within government, between 

the state and civil society, and within civil society. Given the fact is that in most 

developing countries the outreach of mobile phones and related technologies is 

greater than that of the Internet. Several economically developed countries and some 

developing countries are increasingly turning to m-governance to deliver public and 

private services. Many governments are trying to reach marginalized populations, to 

enhance access to public information and to increase people’s participation (UNDP 

2012). And here the Mobile Participation (M-participation) comes.  

Mobile Participation or M-Participation is about providing mobile technologies for 

engaging citizens on different social, cultural and political issues, and empowering 

citizens with variety of information. M-participation is just simply the next phase of e-

participation and it is basically an extension or evolution of e-participation through 

utilisation of mobile technologies (OECD, ITU 2011). Technological progress in ICT 

sector, specially in mobile communication have already led to the expansion of m-

participation systems, allowing common citizens to be involved in decision making 

processes, even outside the office hour or even on the move. Thus, it is about being 

“of the people, by the people and for the people” through mobile technologies.     

 

1.3 How m-participation Emerged 

The conventional participation (C-participation) in the governance is mainly a 

bureaucratic process. People use phone, fax, and make several visits to offices in 

person. Citizens are allowed to participate within only for eight hours a day and five 

days in a week. For the electronic participation (e-participation) in the governance is 

mainly based on process engineering using Information Technology (IT) like PC and 

Internet. Citizens are allowed to participate up to 24 hours a day and seven days per 

week. People do not need to visit offices in this participation process instead they can 

use their PC and Internet at home or in any cyber café and people can participate by 

making several clicks to web portals. In regards to the Mobile Participation (M-

Participation) people neither visits offices nor uses their computer and Internet. 

People use wireless device. This is a non-stop service for 24 hours a day and for 365 

days a year. Citizens can participate in m-participation even when they are on move 

and they can access this service at their fingertips.  
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2. STATE OF THE ART 

As we have been discussing about m-participation for democratic practice in 

developing countries, let us see how some European countries, developing countries 

and USA used e-participation and m-participation for their democratic practice. Some 

civil society organisations also used m-participation for social and political 

movement.  

 

1. The first known example of using mobile for participation is from Finland in 

2004-2005 where Mobile Participation has been used in City Planning and 

Management (Lahti P., Kangasoja J. and Huovila P. (eds.) (2006). 

 

2. In July 2011, a group of 25 citizens presented a draft of the constitution to 

Iceland’s parliament. This group of ordinary residents, compiled the document 

online with the help of hundreds of others ordinary residents. The constitution 

council posted the first draft in April on its website and then let citizens post 

their comments via a Facebook Page.   

 

3. ‘Rock the Vote’ campaign helped approximately 120,000 people to register 

for vote in San Francisco in 2004 election. The campaign also helped to 

increase voter registration and turnout during the 2008 US presidential 

election as well (Stein, M & Verclas, K 2007).  

 

4. Increased participation of women voting in Macedonia in the 2006 national 

elections, with a 29% increase of women in Parliament (OECD, ITU 2011). 

 

5. Citizens in China and the Philippines can actively text message members of 

their legislatures.  

 

6. Casting of ballots via mobile phone by over 70% of 300,000 voters in the 

Republic of Korea in the October 2007 poll for the presidential candidate for 

the United New Democratic Party. The Party has selected its chair in 2012 by 

using mobile voting.  

 

7. During the 2006 Presidential Election in Venezuela nearly 8 million voters 

used SMS to find their polling station.  

 

8. Direct Active Participation:  

 

a. Ushahidi used mobile phones to report violence following the 2007 

presidential election in Kenya (Jeffery 2011): 

 

b. The Nairobi People's Settlement Network used mobiles and the 

Internet to get organised against evictions. They used what we would 

call flashmobbing to call people from across the many different and 

rival settlements together where big evictions were planned, and 

threatened to sit down in front of the bulldozers; 

 

c. Pakistani civil society organisations and activists used FrontlineSMS 

(an SMS-based system) to co-ordinate peace rallies and candlelight 

vigils against martial law; 
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d. The Women of Uganda Network’s used social networking tools such 

as websites, email, SMS and mobile phones to reduce violence against 

women.    

 

9. In 2009, the administration of La Plata, Argentina, launched a $4.1 million 

Participatory Budgeting initiative with an innovative participatory design that 

consisted of two main phases. The second phase consisted of a larger process 

of voting among the options previously selected by the deliberative meetings, 

where a secured system allowed votes to be cast through paper ballots, 

electronic ballots and text messages (SMS). As a result, during the second 

phase, a total of 29,578 people participated, representing over 10 percent of 

the city’s electors. Particularly noteworthy and elucidating is that the second 

phase attracted over 9 times more participants than the first, face-to-face phase 

(3,200) (Verclas 2009).  

 

When summing up above-mentioned government and non-government initiatives of 

e-participation and m-participation, some basic characteristics have been identified.   

 

 These initiatives clearly showed different types of mobile uses for different 

purpose that were really result oriented.  

 

 Mobile devices had been used mainly either for sending information to 

citizens or to receive information from citizens as SMS. (Limited character i.e. 

160).  

 

 Almost all initiatives were just one-of. No communication or very little 

communication had been made after the post project period. So, there was no 

sustainability with most of those initiatives.   

 

 There was no initiative to involve citizen in decision making process by using 

mobile devices.  

 

 There was no proper universal model for m-participation that was neither for 

policy making process nor to receive information regularly on some issues that 

affect daily lives of citizens.  

  

Having these shortcomings in mind, I have started focusing on just one question:  

 

How to establish a sustainable digital active participation model for as many citizens 

as possible to participate in decision-making process?  

 

Inspired by the idea of developing a sustainable digital active participation model, I 

had to acknowledge the issue of digital divide first. Acknowledging the digital divide, 

the next obvious question came into notice was that how to bridge the digital gap? 

Yes, the answer was with the help of mobile devices we could bridge the gap and only 

mobile can ensure the highest level of citizen participation in any planning process to 

have a real impact in the society.  
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3. THE MODEL 

3.1 M-participation for Democratic Practice in Developing Countries 

Let us think about a simple user-friendly mobile phone with the following 

applications installed. Now let us give a name for this particular mobile. Let us call 

this mobile as Peoples’ Mobile (PeMobile).  

  

 
 

Fig 1: M-participation model for democratic practice 

3.2 Functions and Technical infrastructure of PeMobile 

PeMobile will have some basic functions like making and receiving calls, sending and 

receiving texts i.e. SMS, taking photographs i.e. camera and identifying the PeMobile 

carrier’s location i.e. GPRS. Different pre-installed mobile applications (mobile apps) 

will enable PeMobile carriers to practice their basic rights being anywhere even being 

on the street. The following mobile ‘applications for better and smart governance’ 

(APPS4BSG) would be mainly public sector focused and pre-installed on each 

PeMobile device and ideally, all information will be available for citizens in local 

language(s).  
Different Sector-

wise Mobile Apps 

Main functions 

APPS4BSG 1: 

Local Government 

This mobile application would enable citizens to receive information about various 

local issues. At the same time citizens will also be able to participate in discussion on 

different local governance issues; participate in decision-making process by providing 

valuable feedback on different policy proposals.  

APPS4BSG 2; 

Parliament 

This application will allow citizens to receive updates on various debates and bills. 

This application will also allow citizens to participate by providing feedback on 

particular law, amendment etc. 

APPS4BSG 3: 

Election 

Commission 

This application will be used only for election related matters either in local or 

national level. It means this application would help citizens to register as voters, 

casting votes, identifying the vote casting centres, etc 

APPS4BSG 4: 

Weather and 

Climate 

This application will provide information on daily weather condition and it will 

inform people about real time temperature, sunlight, rain etc. so people will be able to 

take precaution. On the other hand, it will be extremely beneficial for farmers. 

Farmers will receive real time weather updates and they will take further actions to 

save their crops.  

APPS4BSG 5: 

Agricultural  

This application would enable agricultural workers to get information on different 

agricultural products. Agricultural workers will receive information on how, when 
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 and what to crop in the land. Also this apps will guide farmers to find the place where 

agricultural workers would get the best price for their agricultural products and the 

best place to buy good quality seeds. 

APPS4BSG 6: 

Employment 

This application would enable job seekers to receive information on vacant positions 

and job seekers will be able to apply for job using this application.  

APPS4BSG 7: 

Transport 

This application would enable citizens to have information on traffic and will notify 

the arrival time of bus, train and tram in a particular stop. 

APPS4BSG 8: 

Education  

This application would enable citizens to receive education related information on 

regular basis. People will also have information about the local educational 

institutions; exams; exam results; date of admission etc, Also state education 

department could potentially use this application to provide optional education on 

human rights, social justice, environment and other important emerging issues. 

APPS4BSG 9: 

Health  

This application would allow citizens to receive health related information on regular 

basis. People will also have information about the working hours of local hospitals 

and doctors. Also the Health Department could use this application to make citizens 

aware either during sudden outbreak of diseases or during some seasonal diseases so 

people can take proper precaution. This application will also provide optional 

education on basic health care.  

APPS4BSG10: 

SOS service for 

women and 

children 

In developing countries women and children are not hundred percent safe. By using 

this SOS application, women and children and other potential victims would be able 

to communicate with the rescue workers instantly. As the PeMobile would be GPRS 

enabled, victims do not need to tell the name of the place. Rescue workers will find 

the victims by monitoring the location of the device.   

Table 1: Table describes different functionalities of different mobile applications.  

 

 

3.3 Functionalities of different mobile applications 

Some of these applications are not new innovations. However the innovation is to 

have all above-mentioned applications and other APPS4BSG in one mobile device. 

This device will also allow citizens to participate in any local and national level policy 

making process. 

 

3.4 Basic Principles of PeMobile Model:  

Governments should play huge role to develop this kind of model for better and smart 

governance to secure wider citizens participation. The initiative has to come from 

governments as ideally, PeMobile would be used for better services to its’ own 

citizens. An ideal PeMobile Project would be government aided. Government would 

provide up to 100% financial support (the financial support has to be defined 

according to the family income) to the family of the PeMobile owner and at the same 

time government has to ensure that every family owns at least one PeMobile.  

 

3.5 Ensuring Citizens’ participation 

In terms of citizens’ participation- if asked, PeMobile will also allow citizens to 

contribute by providing feedback directly into policy-making at local and national 

level using some sophisticated mobile apps i.e. APPS4BSG. These will allow citizens 

to participate directly in decision-making process on issues, from those affecting their 

day-to-day lives to the creation or amendment of local or national legislation. 

PeMobile will allow citizens to have information on different important areas of 

governance and policy making like agriculture, education, environment, health, 

transport, finance etc. Different public sector focused applications i.e. APPS4BSG will 

be installed on PeMobile by which citizens can access local or national government at 

their fingertips. PeMobile will also have SOS service for victims especially for 

women and children. PeMobile will be GPRS (General Packet Radio Service) locator 

enabled to identify the relevant location of every user. Thus, having all types above-

mentioned services, progressive and democratic governments can ensure a pure 

democratic condition to its’ citizens. 
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3.6 Why all applications for better governance have to be pre-installed in 

the PeMobile?  

Now, it is obvious that the idea of PeMobile produces different questions. You might 

think why different apps (i.e. APPS4BSG) have to be installed in this particular device 

i.e. PeMobile or why do we need a new mobile device while people can use mobile 

sets as they like?  

 

The limitations of the mobile devices put a limit on their use in governance (Lallana 

2007).  The PeMobile would be really unique in terms of uses and services. The 

PeMobile will be designed only for public sector oriented applications i.e. 

APPS4BSG. The PeMobile will also allow citizens to send feedback or to ask for 

something to the government on issues that affecting their daily lives.  

 

As ideally, this PeMobile would be used for democratic participation in different 

public sector, it has huge implication on cost, service and time. One of the main 

reasons of advocating the PeMobile Model for governance is to save expenditure of 

the government for primary services in different sectors like health, education, 

environment etc.  Once started, this mobile will save money and time. Let me give 

some examples:  

  

The Indian Parliament allocated $200.5 million for 2009 General Election of India. In 

India there are three-tier administrative system. It means India should use at least 

$600 million only for organising several elections in every five years. In India one job 

seeker pays around $10 (Aveg.) only to apply for a single job. For an Indian job 

seeker, it is really high. Thus, in both cases, government and job seekers both 

potentially could save money, time and labour if PeMobile has been used.   

 

There are some other socio-economic issues as well. For example, it is not possible to 

financially compensate a rape victim. It is also neither possible to measure the cost of 

‘honour’ if saved a girl from becoming a rape victim nor possible to measure the cost 

of a life of a child if he is saved because of the application i.e. APPS4BSG that 

installed on the PeMobile and that helped rescue worker to save them.  

 

Thus, by implementing m-governance and encouraging citizens for m-participation 

using the PeMobile model, governments can uphold its democratic duty for its own 

citizen. By doing this, governments also can convey messages to the citizen that all 

citizens are important; every citizen has values and government is really care about 

them. On the other hand by participating in this process, citizen would feel that the 

government is hearing their voice and they are practicing their rights freely and they 

are also the part of governments.      

 

3.7 Implementation: M-participation using PeMobile Model 

To implement this model of m-participation successfully, the following factors have 

to be handled pro-actively and carefully. These factors are very crucial to implement 

m-governance and m-participation as well.  

 

3.7.1 High penetration rate of mobile phones 

The main factor for implementation of m-governance and encouraging m-

participation through PeMobile is to have high penetration rate of mobile phones.   
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3.7.2 Concrete Strategic Plan of Mobile Service Architecture 

Governments need to have a concrete strategic plan of PeMobile Service Architecture. 

Governments need to consider socio-economic and political situations of citizens 

while developing the strategic plan.   

 

3.7.3 Active Private Participation 

There is a huge role of private initiatives in the Global South. Developing countries 

want to see some positive result of such initiatives first. Mobile manufacturing 

companies could uphold their Corporate Social Responsibility (CSR) role by offering 

resources for different types of devices that installed in PeMobiles. Different non-

government development organisations could develop the strategy to implement a 

project like this.  

 

3.7.4 Active M-Participation by citizens 

There should be a set of duties and responsibilities of common citizens as well. As 

government is encouraging common citizens to participate in the m-governance 

process, citizens have to encourage other citizens to participate in the process. After 

all, this initiative is to provide better access to the government.  

 

3.7.5 Legal Factors 

Government has to create laws (if needed) for its own peoples’ well being. While 

government has responsibilities to take care of its’ own citizens, citizens also have 

duties towards their own government. Good governance is not possible without the 

active help of common citizens. To help governments to fulfil its responsibilities, 

citizens also have to be obliged of having at least one PeMobile in a family. As 

government will provide financial aid to have one PeMobile device for every family, 

government can introduce laws
1
 to ensure every family has at least one PeMobile 

device with some minimum public sector focused applications installed in it. 

Government could potentially penalise the family if a family fail to do so.   

 

3.7.6 Awareness / Promotion:  

Without the promotion of this particular device, government will not receive expected 

outcome. So, its again the government has to take main responsibility to promote the 

PeMobile device among their citizens. At the same time non-government 

organisations also could have a bigger role to promote the device to the people. Also 

government could offer some sort of incentive for those who will be using the device 

on regular basis.  

 

 

4. DISCUSSION 

What are reasons behind advocating for using m-participation model for governance 

and why governments, semi-governments and other organisations should be 

encouraged to implement ubiquitous m-participation model? Yes, there are vital 

reasons:  

                                                 
1 Several countries in Europe have a law called ‘failure to provide assistance’. For example, in Germany, 

"Unterlassene Hilfeleistung" (failure to provide assistance) is an offense according to paragraph 323c[29] of the 

Strafgesetzbuch; a citizen is obliged to provide help in case of accident or general danger if necessary, ….”. 

Governments could introduce such type of laws to ensure total citizen participation.  
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4.1 Meet citizens where they are 

Mobile has made things easier for governments. Now a day, governments do not need 

to “make the effort (or just don’t know how) to connect with residents in meaningful 

ways” (Burgess, 2011). A democratic government that take care of “active 

participation” “will meet people where they already are, use the tools they are using, 

communicate in a way they can understand. This doesn’t mean that citizens are dumb, 

it just means that agencies need to cut the jargon, red tape and long lines as much as 

possible if they truly wish to empower the people. Mobile efforts are an ideal step in 

this direction. Through mobile interfaces, governments can offer no-wait access to 

services like bill payments, licenses and registrations, transit information, citizen 

reporting and beyond. Bringing these options TO the people, meeting them where 

they are, demonstrates a true democratic mindset and a sincere effort to connect with 

citizens” (Burgess, 2011). 

 

4.2 Promote affordable democratic practice 

M-participation also can help to promote e-democracy.  It can strengthen existing 

democracies by enhancing existing representative institutions and it also helps to 

create a more vibrant civil societies. M-Participation makes government and other 

institutions connections and interactions more affordable for citizens in terms of 

effort, flexibility, and convenience. Given m-participation options, citizens are more 

likely to communicate with their governments frequently, increasing faith and 

acquaintance in ways that should be the goal of every democracy irrespective of 

geographical location. “For a true democracy, a government striving for openness and 

accountability, getting on board with mobile technology just makes sense”(Burgess, 

2011). 

4.3 Engage more citizens  

M-participation can bring citizens closer to the government and vis-à-vis. 

Physically challenged citizens, youth, housewives, people on the move, marginalized 

and disadvantaged groups mostly in rural areas where Internet is not accessible but 

mobile phones are connected- all can benefit from mobile access to government 

information and services. As mobile use is growing everyday and is affordable, 

governments can provide valuable information and receive feedback from a large 

section of the citizen by utilizing m-participation methodology (Burgess, 2011). 

Engaging people in policy making process is most important crucial component for a 

real democracy and m-participation method can offer this opportunity very easily. 

 

4.4 Cheaper than computer based service 

This is an established fact that the price of mobile and mobile related service is 

declining rapidly and costs related to m-participation services are cheaper than 

computer based services. 

 

4.5 Easier interoperability  

Public can access real-time data at their fingertips via m-governance process. On the 

other hand location based process result in quick and easily accessible data and 

communications. 
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4.6 Mobile as common part of daily life 

Irrespective of geographical location, mobile phone has now become a common part 

of most citizens’ daily lives. 

 

4.7 Power to the hands of citizens 

Information is always powerful for the both government and citizen, and the 

democratic concept of empowering people through the offering of government data is 

a large part of the open government movement. It seems inevitable that different 

government and other agencies should aim jumping to start this process by using 

mobile for governance. Governments especially from developing countries hold huge 

and potentially helpful data in their hands. “Opening this data by releasing it on public 

websites is good, but using mobile interfaces to disseminate it in a usable form is even 

better, and puts the power where it belongs — with the people” (Burgess, 2011). 

 

 

5. BARRIERS 

So far, based on previous discussion and information, it is true that m-governance will 

bring governments and citizens very close to each other. M-governance will reduce 

the cost for different services of governments. Apart from these, some exciting and 

inspiring examples of m-participation have been provided earlier in this article. These 

examples have proved that there is real and strong need for ‘Universal M-participation 

Model’ to enhance better and smart public governance system. These examples also 

have proved that M-participation Methodology provides unexpectedly better results 

for both parties i.e. government and citizen. In most cases m-participation system 

were used for one-way communication (either sending or receiving information). 

Initial examples of using mobile for popular participation were mainly one-way push 

services. However, there were some non-government initiatives as well and those 

initiatives were the examples of  ‘interactive m-participatory model’ for a particular 

cause. Ando it has been noticed that there were some barriers like social, 

organisational, technical, financial and governance. As this paper talked about an 

innovative model of m-governance for democratic practice in developing countries, 

let us highlight on two main issues that affect most citizens in developing countries. 

 

 

5.1 Financial 

Paying for a text (SMS) is not an issue for citizens in developed countries. However it 

is an issue for some citizens from developing countries. Again citizens need at least a 

2G mobile connection to have proper information on any issue and to participate fully 

in any decision making process.  2G service enabled is costly for a low-income 

citizens based in developing countries.  

 

5.2 Technical  

So far, there has been no initiative for citizens to take part in national debates by using 

mobile phones. So, how can people participate in decision making process by using 

m-participation method as it is neither realistic nor possible to send detailed feedback 

to the government on some issues using a mobile. If someone wants to send a text 

(SMS) about the issue, he has to send it within 160 characters that is absolutely 

unrealistic.  
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In connection with above-mentioned barriers, the main question now is what things 

need to be highlighted in future work to have an ideal and sustainable model of m-

participation for democratic practice in developing countries?  

 

 

6. CONCLUSION AND FUTURE WORK 

In this paper, I have explored how mobile technology could be used for democratic 

practice through m-participation model. From the model, I found that, to achieve the 

ultimate goal of a real democratic world in the era of Information Technology, we 

have to solve some issues as well.   

 

6.1 Legal issues 

There are several important issues that have to be solved. Government needs to 

identify whether the legal issues have to be solved with the existing laws on 

Information Technology or have create different rules and regulations.  

 

6.2 User Generated Contents (UGC) 

Government also need to identify the copyright issues of user-generated contents 

(UGCs) and also to identify the possible legal issues related to user-generated 

contents (UGCs). 

 

6.3 Identification  

Government has to take measure if someone does not wish to disclose his 

identification. What solution will be provided for that particular person? Also it has to 

be kept in mind that the PeMobile device will be GPRS enabled. So, the PeMobile 

handler would easily discoverable.      

 

6.4 Security 

Currently, in most handsets, privacy and security standards are not up to the mark, 

which can involve the collection and exchange of very sensitive information. Also as 

the numbers of mobile users are increasing everyday, m-government services could be 

the target of attack more often.  

 

6.5 Cultural resistance  

As m-participation is a huge shift from c-participation, still a big number of people 

believe that visiting office is better than doing something via mobile devices. So, 

governments have to overcome this challenge as well. 

 

To conclude, I must say that the developing world should take necessary steps to 

ensure m-governance system for each of their citizen without any delay. This would 

enable governments to be with citizens at all time.  

 

 

*********** 
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