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Introduction: co-ops, democracy and technology

E-democracy has already been widely studied in institutional settings, such as government-to-citizens relations, elections and political campaigns. Many scholars have explored the relationships between governments and citizens or among citizens concerned with public matters. However, I argue that, in order to expand the understanding of how new technologies affect citizenship and democratic participation, it would be tremendously interesting to look at how these new media affect patterns of democracy inside enterprises and businesses.  Indeed, democracy has not to be understood as a practice exclusively bound to governmental procedures. Rather, we can fruitfully look at the idea of democracy as a set of practices that can be embedded in a number of different human settings. One of these settings, of course, is the world of economic relations, between and within enterprises. 

This study is an attempt to expand the understanding of the relations between new technologies and democratic practices in a specific business sector: co-operative enterprises. There are many reasons lying behind our choice of co-ops as the object of this inquiry.

First of all, we are dealing with an international phenomenon whose size is not insignificant. It has been calculated that in over 100 countries all over the world co-ops associate nearly 1 billion people and provide over 100 millions jobs.

Co-ops is a kind of enterprise stressing mutuality, solidarity and democracy as its founding values. In particular, according to the International Co-operative Alliance’s definition approved in 1995 “a co-operative is an autonomous association of persons united voluntarily to meet their common economic, social, and cultural needs and aspirations through a jointly-owned and democratically-controlled enterprise”. In the same document, the ICA states “co-operatives are based on the values of self-help, self-responsibility, democracy, equality, equity and solidarity. In the tradition of their founders, co-operative members believe in the ethical values of honesty, openness, social responsibility and caring for others”. Technically, co-op may differ (or may not) in substantial ways from standard business societies. For example, in Italy, the Constitution recognizes the social role of co-operative enterprises and there is a special legislation providing co-op with some tax incentives and other special provisions. However, what is interesting, is that behind many different legislative applications, co-ops all over the world share a core of basic principles among which democratic values are paramount. 

Basically, a co-op is an enterprise owned by its workers or users. As a consequence of this model, the idea of democracy has always been strictly connected with the idea of co-operative enterprise since its very beginnings. This, for instance, is clear in the principles behind The Rochdale Equitable Pioneers' Society, founded in 1844 by a group of artisans in Britain, that is regarded as the prototype of the modern co-operative society in all of its various guises. The Rochdale Pioneers Society was not the first Co-operative in Britain but from its decisions, methods and practices, the Rochdale Principles of Co-operation were evolved which provided the pattern for consumer Co-operation in Britain and abroad. In these principles we find the following ideas:

· Open and voluntary membership 

· Democratic control (one member, one vote) 

· Fixed and limited interest on share capital 

· A surplus allocated in proportion to members' purchases (the dividend) 

· Provision for education 

· Co-operation amongst co-operatives 

· Political and religious neutrality 

· No credit 

· Quality goods and services

Open membership (also known as the “open door principle”) and “one member, one vote” are the basis of what has evolved to be called “co-operative democracy”. 

I am not arguing that co-op is the only form of enterprise embedding democratic values in its functioning. However, as it should have become clear by discussing the founding principles of the movement, in co-ops the democratic practices have assumed a special and role. As a consequence,  it becomes tremendously interesting to look at the way new technologies have been integrated in and have affected these practices. 

In the following part of the paper I am going to propose a specific method to assess the impact of e-democracy in co-ops through a form of content analysis of their websites. This approach has many advantages: a) it may be easily adopted to look at the situation in different countries and obtain cross-national comparative data (identifying websites is not an easy tasks in itself, however it is tremendously easier than conducting other types of direct research); b) the quantitative side in the approach enables many researchers to work together; c) it enables us to use other tools derived from textual analysis, by considering websites as text to analyze; d) it can be easily integrated in more complex research designs. 

Of course, this method implies a number of limitations as well. First, it takes in consideration a single aspect of the communicative process (the conveyed messages in the guise of texts); second, it may fail to understand how technologies are integrated in processes that are not linked to the websites.

However, communication through websites has become such a widespread phenomenon that it is reasonable to expect to catch at least a significant part of the phenomenon. Of course, more advanced studies on the subject are going to articulate more complex and sophisticated methods. 

Feature analysis

The conceivable approaches that can be adopted in studying websites are different. Our proposed method can be looked as a feature analysis.  

Pivotal to this approach is the concept of feature. Feature means any kind of action that an user can accomplish on a website. I argue that the concept of functionality is crucial in our understanding of a website’s communicative strategy. Indeed, this concept enable us to establish two important theoretical linkages. In the first place, it draws on  the concept of feature as it is adopted in the study of computer interfaces (Laurel 1991). Within this context, features are operations that an user can perform through a computer program. Along these lines, I argue that websites represent environment in which users can perform actions. In the second place, the concept of feature can be linked to the concept of narrative function as it has been developed in the framework of text semiotics. Within this context, in a story, functions are organized in paths (called syntagms). As a consequence, thanks to this second linkage, we can regard the navigation on a website as a path aimed at completing a given task. This task or action can be regarded as the mission that an user, as he or she explores a website, wants to accomplish; other tasks that take place in a navigation may be subordinated to this single mission. Features, then, represent the possibility to accomplish a navigational mission within a website. 

An approach oriented to the study of features has already been adopted to analyze electoral websites in 2000 American election year in a research project at the University of Pennsylvania (Schneider 2001) and to analyze political parties’ websites in the last Japanese general election (Tkach 2000). Personally, I first adopted this approach to analyze Republican and Democrat candidates’ websites in February-March 2000 primaries (just before “Super Tuesday”). Also, Gibson and Ward (2000), in their proposed methodology for analyzing parties’ and candidates’ web sites, approach this problem by focusing on features: their declared aim is looking at web sites as they speak for themselves.

Feature analysis can be regarded as a new version of content analysis aimed at studying websites in which features represent the main significant unit. Another facet of this approach is represented by the internal perspective: websites are considered as autonomous texts, they being independent from producers’ communicative intentions and the actual users’ reception.

Three approaches at defining features 

At this point, it is clear that the crucial methodological challenge of every  feature analysis is defining the “features”. This operation is especially important because features have to become indicators of the latent phenomena under study. In particular, in our context, features have to been understood as indicators about the democratic usage of the websites in co-operative practices. 

Generally speaking, there are three general approaches to creating set of indicators for a feature analysis:

1) From “autoritas” (authority): the indicators are derived from another study; this strategy can be especially useful in benchmarking exercise, if you want to produce comparative data with other surveys; however, it is entirely clear that the problem of how the indicators have been conceptualized remains.

2) From “deep knowledge of the domain”: the indicators are based on the subjective judgment of an expert (or of a group of experts) who have an intimate knowledge of the domain; most of times, in these cases, indicators are tested at “face value”.

3) From an underpinning theory: the indicators are derived from a theoretical construct useful to understand the object. For example, the Italian scholar Martelli (2003) ha proposed a general method to assess websites derived from Parsons’ theory of social action. 

All of these strategies entail advantages and disadvantages. The first approach is very practical, but it only hides the problem of the way indicators are “justified”. The second approach may be effective, but is not really theoretically grounded. The third approach may well produce theoretically crystal clear models that may be completely ineffective. 

All of these approached however share something in common: they are based on considerations of “internal validity”. However, I argue that a set of indicators can be better judged though external validity. The ultimate validity of a set of indicators, indeed, can be judged  in reference to its effectiveness in satisfying some cognitive goal. In our case, the goal is to understand the usage of websites as a tool of co-operative democracy. As a consequence, we have developed a set of indicators describing two phenomena:

1) A conceptual framework for co-operative democracy

2) A conceptual framework for e-democracy

As a framework for understanding co-operative democracy I have chosen ICA’s statement of co-operative identity adopted by the association at its Manchester Congress in September, 1995. The statement includes a definition of co-operatives (see above), a listing of the movement's key values, and a revised set of principles intended to guide co-operative organizations at the beginning of the twenty-first century. In particular the statement points out six basic principles (see table below). Not all of the six principles in the declaration deal with the democracy directly: however in each of them there are some dimensions that can be associated with this central idea. We have chosen ICA’s definition because since its creation in 1895, the International Co-operative Alliance has been the final authority for defining co-operatives and for elaborating the principles upon which co-operatives should be based. Previously, the Alliance had made two formal declarations on co-operative principles, the first in 1937, the second in 1966. These two earlier versions, like the 1995 reformulation, were attempts to explain how co-operative principles should be interpreted in the contemporary world.

1st Principle: Voluntary and Open Membership 

Co-operatives are voluntary organisations, open to all persons able to use their services and willing to accept the responsibilities of membership, without gender, social, racial, political or religious discrimination. 

2nd Principle: Democratic Member Control 

Co-operatives are democratic organisations controlled by their members, who actively participate in setting their policies and making decisions. Men and women serving as elected representatives are accountable to the membership. In primary co-operatives members have equal voting rights (one member, one vote) and co-operatives at other levels are also organised in a democratic manner. 

3rd Principle: Member Economic Participation 

Members contribute equitably to, and democratically control, the capital of their co-operative. At least part of that capital is usually the common property of the co-operative. Members usually receive limited compensation, if any, on capital subscribed as a condition of membership. Members allocate surpluses for any or all of the following purposes: developing their co-operative, possibly by setting up reserves, part of which at least would be indivisible; benefiting members in proportion to their transactions with the co-operative; and supporting other activities approved by the membership. 

4th Principle: Autonomy and Independance 

Co-operatives are autonomous, self-help organisations controlled by their members. If they enter to agreements with other organisations, including governments, or raise capital from external sources, they do so on terms that ensure democratic control by their members and maintain their co-operative autonomy. 

5th Principle: Education, Training and Information 

Co-operatives provide education and training for their members, elected representatives, managers, and employees so they can contribute effectively to the development of their co-operatives. They inform the general public - particularly young people and opinion leaders - about the nature and benefits of co-operation. 

6th Principle: Co-operation among Co-operatives 

Co-operatives serve their members most effectively and strengthen the co-operative movement by working together through local, national, regional and international structures. 

7th Principle: Concern for Community 

Co-operatives work for the sustainable development of their communities through policies approved by their members. 

Source: ICA News, No. 5/6, 1995.

http://www.ica.coop/ica/info/enprinciples.html

Finding a conceptual framework for understanding e-democracy is more difficult. Our operative definition of e-democracy will be the following:

Digitally conveyed information (transparency) and the political influence (participation) exerted by citizens and business on the opinion-forming processes of public – state and non-state – institutions. (Bertelsmann Foundation 2002).

As the definition points out there are two main dimensions in an operative definition of e-democracy: information (“digitally conveyed information”) and “participation” in decision-making processes. These two dimensions can be better qualified:

1) Information aims at improving transparency and accountability of political bodies: the assumption is that transparency and accountability through information are powerful enablers of democratic practices and create the conditions in which people can really exert influence decision-making

2) Participation aims at creating interaction opportunities between elected and executives bodies (vertical flows) and the members, but also among the members (horizontal): the assumption is that both flows of communication can promote influence upon the decision-making process. 

The proposed list of indicators

By combing the two conceptual framework I have outlined above, we can obtain a tentative list of indicators. The table below shows a number of indicators associated with each co-operative principle. Please note that I did not provide the “operative definition” of each indicator, but just a general ovrview.

	Principles
	Indicators

	1. Voluntary and Open Membership
	1. The way a subject can become a member is clearly stated (transparency)

	2. Democratic Member Control
	2. The electoral procedures are clearly stated (transparency)

3. The member of the government bodies are presented online (transparency)

4. The members can contact their representatives in the executives bodies (interaction)

5. The members are asked to interact with the members of the executive bodies (interaction)

6. The executive bodies provide periodic account of their work online (accountability)

	3. Member Economic Participation 
	7.The rules regarding economic participation (dividends, etc.) are clearly stated online (tranparency)

	4. Autonomy and Independence
	8. The sources of the capital are clearly stated (transparency)

	5. Education, Training and Information
	9. Presence of a section about co-op principles and history (tranparency)

10. Usage of the website to educate new members to democratic values in the co-op (interaction)

11. Updated news about the activities of the co-op (transparency)

	6. Co-operation among Co-operatives
	12. Link to a co-operative business association (transparency)

13. Links to others co-ops (transparency)

	7. Concern for Community
	14. Statements of social responsibility / social accountability (accountability)

15. Links to community initiatives (transparency)

16. Spaces of interaction with the public (interaction)


Internet, extranet and intranet

The usage of this set of indicators face a major challenge: many of this functions may be or may not be performed by a company’s public webiste. In many cases, companies run intranets (or extranets) in which a significant part of these features can be embedded. As a consequence, any research design aimed at using this coding should be concerned with studying at least a sample of co-operative intranets (or extranets).

E-democracy in Bologna’s co-operative web sphere: early results

This method is going to be applied to a specific web sphere: websites belonging to co-ops associated with one of the major Italian business organization of the sector: Legacoop Bologna. Legacoop Bologna associate 282 enterprises, co-ops or normal societies owned by co-ops. In the research design, I am going to analyze the sites belonging to these co-ops and a sample of intranets. At the moment, only the site identification part of the study ha been carried out. According to the most recent data (april 2003) 108 co-ops out of 282, that is 38%, run a web site. The quality of this presence varies considerably. Some co-ops run sophisticated e-commerce portals (i.e. www.e-coop.it), while other just  have some simple pages detailing the company’s activities. As one could expect, the presence of a web site is positively correlated with the company’s turn over. 

In the following part of the analysis, I am going to apply the set of indicators in order to assess to what extent e-democracy functions are integrated into web sites (and intranets as well).

Conclusions: expanding the concept of e-democracy

This study has two major ambitions. On the one side, analyzing co-operative websites from the point of view of e-democracy brings a methodological interest in the way we can develop set of indicators in order to assess the quality of on line communication. On the other side, this study should clearly show that e-democracy practices are not limited to institutional websites. There is a democracy embedded in many corporate systems of governace, such as in the one under scrutiny. As a consequence, this kind of exercise is important to expand our understanding of the dynamics of innovation related to technology in democratic practices as a whole.   

