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Can ICTs Improve Civic Engagement?
An Exploratory Analysis of the Case of
Taiwan

Don-yun Chen®, Chung-pin Lee™ and Tong-yi Huang™™"

Since the 1990s, the utilization of information and communication
technology (ICTs) has become an important instrument for promoting public
management reforms. Governments around the globe have made enormous
investments in e-government initiatives. However, at the same time, critics
have argued strongly that electronic government has gained objectives of its
own, regardless of what citizens really want from it. According to a national
survey, besides online service deliveries, Taiwanese people want
e-government to play a more active role in government information
dissemination and public policy consultation. In other words, people want
e-government to be more “democratic” through promoting “civic
engagement” in society. The key question thus becomes: could and how does
ICTs promote civic engagement? This will be the key question to be
answered in the next stage of e-government initiatives in Taiwan.

However, scholars are still debating whether the internet has a
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“reinforcing” or “mobilizing” effect on civic engagement. The main purpose
of this paper is to analyze national survey data to identify whether utilization
of the internet encourages civic engagement in Taiwan.

The results show that there is a strong correlation between utilization of
the internet and online civic engagement. However, ICTs has a reinforcing
rather than mobilizing effect on civic engagement. In other words, those who
are already active in real-world civic engagement tend to be mobilized online
to engage with others. At the end of this paper, three policy recommendations
are proposed. They are: (1) more resources should be allocated to reduce the
digital divide; (2) user-centered technology should be the core value of the
next step of the e-government initiative in Taiwan; and (3) simultaneous
reforms between online interfaces and the real world system should be

included in the initiative.

Key words: civic engagement, e-government, e-democracy, internet, ICTs,

democratic consolidation



