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Information and communication technologies (ICT) are increasingly used to
engage civil society in intergovernmental negotiations on sustainable de-
velopment. They have emerged as a potential remedy to the democratic le-
gitimacy deficit that pervades traditional mechanisms for civil society
representation and, ultimately, intergovernmental policymaking. However,
many observers have contested the benefits of ICT for democratization on
both theoretical and empirical grounds. This article contributes to this de-
bate by evaluating the democratic legitimacy of ICT in civil society consul-
tations in intergovernmental policy, taking the numerous online dialogues
of the 2012 UN Conference on Sustainable Development (Rio+20 confer-
ence) as a case study. The article argues that, despite its promise, ICT rein-
force rather than reverse embedded participatory inequalities in a global
context, and fail to substantially increase transparency and accountability.
This prevents, in turn, a meaningful participation of civil society in inter-
governmental negotiations, thus indicating the limits of "cyberdemocracy."
KEYWORos: ICT civil society, sustainable development.

ONE OF THE MAIN CHALLENGES FACING GLOBAL GOVERNANCE TODAY IS THE

growing democratic deficit of the intergovernmental policymaking system.1

The lack of responsiveness of intergovernmental norms and policies to collec-

tive concerns and preferences as well as the lack of accountability of inter-

governmental organizations and institutions are generating a crisis of

legitimacy.2 Resolving this crisis requires, among other things, the develop-

ment of institutional mechanisms that allow citizens to participate in a mean-

ingful way in the creation and implementation of global norms and policies.3

One widely cited example of such novel institutional mechanisms for

global participatory governance is the creation of nine overarching cate-

gories,4 called "Major Groups," in the context of the 1992 UN Conference on

Environment and Development (UNCED) held in Rio de Janeiro. Through

these new categories, "all concerned citizens" were envisioned to be able to

participate in the UN activities in the field of sustainable development.5 The

Major Groups are based on organizing partners who act as facilitators between

their constituencies and intergovernmental processes. Twenty years after its in-
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ception, however, the system of Major Groups raises doubts about its capacity
to offer all concerned citizens direct access to global norm production.6

As a consequence, researchers and practitioners have provided numerous
reform proposals for further democratizing intergovernmental policymaking
outside the Major Groups system. While some proposals-such as the increas-
ing use of qualified majority voting in the UN 7-are mainly state centered, oth-
ers give a stronger institutionalized role to civil society (i.e., the organizations,
movements, and citizens who are engaged in negotiations and debates about the
character of the rules with governments and international organizations).8

In particular, a number of proposals advocate the establishment of sepa-
rate decisionmaking or consultative bodies in intergovernmental institutions
such as an international forum of civil society within the UN, 9 a UN parlia-
mentary assembly,10 or a deliberative global citizens' assembly." However, it
is unlikely that these proposals will materialize in the foreseeable future as
they lack support, particularly from most larger countries, at present. 12

In this context, information and communication technologies (ICT) may
offer a promise to overcome these constraints by providing alternative ways of
direct participation. The Internet, in particular, appears to be an ideal channel
to provide civil society with direct access to intergovernmental policymaking,
given its character as a low-cost horizontal means of communication that tran-
scends barriers of space and time.

And yet it remains an open question as to whether the Internet can indeed
contribute to improving the democratic character of intergovernmental policy-
making through the development of inclusive, transparent, and accountable
channels for civil society participation. The existing scholarly work on the use
of the Internet at local, national, and regional levels of governance shows a
mixed picture. On the one hand, "cyberoptimists" argue that this technology can
facilitate and even broaden the public participation that was lacking in twentieth-
century representative democracies. Intemet-based participation is supposed, in
this view, to promote political knowledge, cultivate citizenship, and produce
more equitable and impartial policy outcomes, which in turn deepen democ-
racy.13 On the other hand, "cyberrealists" doubt the relevance of the Internet in
these domains, citing two main reasons for why the Internet falls short in realiz-
ing its democratic promise.14 First, cyberrealists argue that the extent to which
online participatory processes attract significant new numbers of citizens to pol-
icymaking is less than clear. Second, they maintain that these processes are
rarely tied in any accountable way to actual intergovernmental policymaking.

What then is the prospect for cyberdemocracy at the global level (defined
here as the democratization of decisionmaking processes through the use of
ICT)? At a time when global online consultations are proliferating, the debate
for cyberdemocracy gains in importance. We contribute in this article to this
debate by a detailed empirical study on recent experiences with global online
consultations. Consultations through Internet-based discussion and voting
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platforms are used by governments and international organizations to solicit
public input with regard to global norm production.

In this article, we analyze in detail the extent to which the use of the Inter-
net in such civil society consultations in fact addresses the participatory biases
that are often found in the analysis of traditional face-to-face participation.15

Will the increasing use of the Internet in such consultations reduce the demo-
cratic legitimacy deficit that pervades global governance, especially in the field
of sustainable development?16 To address this question, we conducted a de-
tailed empirical study of the Rio Dialogues, the series of online consultations
that were organized around the 2012 UN Conference on Sustainable Develop-
ment (Rio+20 conference), held in Rio de Janeiro. We introduce these dia-
logues in more detail in the following section.

The article is organized as follows. First, we present an overview of the Rio
Dialogues and our methods of analysis. The sections thereafter delineate in detail
the key indicators of democratic legitimacy employed in this article and empiri-
cally evaluate them for the Rio Dialogues. Specifically, we examine the inclu-
siveness of the dialogues, then the issues of effective participation, transparency,
and accountability. Finally, we conclude the analysis and reflect on the results.

The Rio Dialogues
The Rio Dialogues were organized in the framework of the Rio+20 conference
by the government of Brazil with the support of the UN Development Pro-
gramme (UNDP) and the office of the executive coordinators of the UN for
Rio+20. The Rio+20 conference itself has arguably been the largest-ever
global summit on environmental protection and sustainable development;
some have even hailed it as a global expression of democracy.17 The Rio Dia-
logues, which aimed to foster discussion on ten topics related to sustainable
development and to engage civil society in the decisionmaking process related
to the conference, consisted of three phases.

First, the dialogues were launched through a digital platform' to provide
civil society with a space for discussion (Phase 1-16 April to 3 June 2012).
After filling out a form, participants could enter this digital space and share
their experiences, express opinions, and contribute ideas. A number of aca-
demic experts were then tasked with facilitating the online discussions, with
the participants having the opportunity to formulate their own recommenda-
tions and upload them on the platform. Participants could also express their
support of their preferred recommendation(s) on the basis of a "like" feature
similar to that available on social media. The academic experts then identified
the ten most supported recommendations for each theme. The online discus-
sions resulted in a set of exactly 100 recommendations. These were then trans-
ferred to an open websitel9 and submitted to the vote of a broader public for
ten days (Phase 2-6 to 15 June 2012).
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This vote resulted in ten recommendations (the most voted recommenda-
tion from each of the ten dialogues). This final top ten was presented by the
facilitators of the online discussions to the participants in the onsite dialogues
(Phase 3-16 to 19 June 2012). The results of the dialogues were eventually
conveyed to governments in the high-level roundtables convening in parallel
with the plenary meetings of Rio+20.

Overall, the discussions on the online platform engaged more than 10,000
participants, who submitted over 843 recommendations (Phase 1). Addition-
ally, more than 55,000 people cast their vote to select their preferred recom-
mendations among the initial set of 100 (Phase 2).

As this article aims to evaluate the democratic legitimacy of Internet-based
civil society consultations, we concentrate on the online part of the Rio Dialogues
(Phases 1 and 2). The parallel off-line part resembled more a traditional con-
ference, consisting of onstage dialogues between ten expert panelists, with
some question-and-answer time for an audience of about 1,300 people.

Building on the work of global democracy scholars, we use the dimen-
sions of input and throughput legitimacy in evaluating the democratic legiti-
macy of the Rio Dialogues. Input legitimacy refers to the inclusiveness and
effectiveness of participation within an online consultation.20 Throughput le-
gitimacy is satisfied when civil society consultations are transparent and ac-
countable.21 We operationalize these two defining elements of democratic
legitimacy into the following four sets of indicators: inclusiveness, effective
participation, transparency, and accountability. The precise operationalization
of these indicators is discussed in detail in the relevant sections and further
summarized in Table 1.

We assessed the democratic legitimacy of the online Rio Dialogues with
both quantitative and qualitative empirical data.22 To assess inclusiveness, we
collected quantitative data from two main sources. First, we gathered sociode-
mographic data on the set of participants in the online discussion platform
(Phase 1) through a self-designed anonymous web survey. Our survey ques-
tions aimed to gather information regarding the gender, age, country of origin,
and level and field of education of the participants.2 3 We e-mailed the survey
to the 330 participants who registered on the web platform of the Rio Dia-
logues to partake in the discussion on "Sustainable Development as an Answer
to the Economic and Financial Crises," which was facilitated by the Institute
for Sustainable Development and International Relations (IDDRI). The evalu-
ation of inclusiveness on the web platform of the Rio Dialogues is limited in
its scope because we could not access the database of the participants who
took part in the other nine online discussions. We therefore base our assess-
ment of inclusiveness on a limited sample of participants. Twelve percent of
the initial 330 participants responded to our survey.

Second, we collected sociodemographic information on the set of partici-
pants in the online vote (Phase 2). The data was provided by Seed Media
Group24 and disaggregated by gender, age, and country of the voters.
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Table 1: Operationalization of Democratic Legitimacy

Criteria Indicators

Inclusiveness Democratic Equal participation of women and men
inclusiveness Equal participation of age categories

Equal participation of Human Development
Index (HDI) level group of countries

Substantive Equal representation of policy preferences
inclusiveness

Effective Empowerment Codesign
Participation Interaction with governments

* Decisive power
* Collaborative learning

Transparency Substantive * Number of reference documents available on
the online platform

* Diversity of sources of reference documents

Procedural * Number of procedural documents available
on the online platform

Accountability Internal * Feedback report from organizers to participants
* Feedback questionnaire from participants to

organizers

Third, we collected qualitative information to assess effective participa-

tion, transparency, and accountability. Evidence comes, first, from a desk re-
view of documents provided via Internet (either by e-mail or on the online
platform) by the government of Brazil and UNDP to the participants and fa-
cilitators. These documents included the concept note of the Rio Dialogues,
the thematic reference documents available on the online platform, and feed-
back reports on the outcomes of the dialogues. Evidence also comes from
twenty-four semistructured interviews, conducted on the condition of confi-
dentiality; interviewees are indicated only by a general title in the text (e.g., as
"a civil society participant" or "a UN officer") and by number (e.g., "Intervie-
wee 2" in the endnotes).

As IDDRI both facilitated and participated in the online dialogues, we ini-

tially identified interviewees within the IDDRI database based on their level

of engagement in the dialogues. Then, we further targeted interviewees based
on snowball sampling. Although this sampling method does not offer the rep-
resentativeness of a random selection approach, it nonetheless allowed us to
access a broad-enough range of participants. Specifically, we interviewed rep-
resentatives from international and national nongovernmental organizations

(NGOs) and social movements as well as organizers from the three entities co-

ordinating the dialogues: the UNDP, members of the bureau of the executive

coordinators for Rio+20, and the government of Brazil. We then systemati-
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cally transcribed the interviews from which we identified the key qualitative
data on the basis of our democratic legitimacy indicators. The interviewees
made no distinction between the two phases of the online dialogues, and our
results thus concern both Phase 1 and Phase 2.

Inclusiveness
The criterion of inclusiveness posits that an online consultation is democrati-
cally legitimate once it includes a broad range of actors who are representative
of global civil society. Such representativeness would require that the set of in-
cluded participants matches the demographics of the global population, in-
cluding the ratios of women to men, young people to other ages, and richer to
poorer countries. We defined these categories in accordance with the Seed
Media Group,25 with age categories of 5 thirty-four years old, thirty-five to
fifty-four, fifty-five; and country categories based on the Human Develop-
ment Index (HDI), with low HDI countries, medium HDI countries, high HDI
countries, and very high HDI countries. The results of our survey of the par-
ticipants in the online discussion on sustainable development as an answer to
the economic and financial crises give a primary indication of the inclusive-
ness of the dialogues (Phase 1), which we then corroborated by the voting re-
sults on the 100 recommendations (Phase 2).

As for possible gender biases, we found that participation was fairly bal-
anced across gender, both in the online discussions (Phase 1, with 58 percent
of the participants who answered the online survey being men) and in the on-
line vote (Phase 2, with 52 percent of the total 55,317 voters being women).
The demographics of the set of participants in the online Rio Dialogues reflect
to a certain extent the gender ratio of the world's population in 2012, where
50.4 percent were men and 49.6 percent were women.26

In terms of age representation, young adults (5 thirty-four years old) par-
ticipated less than other age categories. While young adults account for 60
percent of the world's population, their participation was much lower in the
online discussions (Phase 1), with 34 percent, and even lower in the online
vote (Phase 2), with 27 percent. Conversely, the group of thirty-five- to fifty-
four-year-old adults accounts only for 25 percent of world population but par-
ticipated with 48 percent in the first phase and 36 percent in the second phase.
The older generation, aged fifty-five years and older, makes up 15 percent of
the world's population and also participated in rather equal shares in the dia-
logues, with 18 percent of participants in the first phase and even 37 percent
in the second phase (Figure 1).27 In sum, and maybe surprisingly, the youth-
those under the age of thirty-five years old-are significantly underrepre-
sented in the online Rio Dialogues.

As for biases among the representativeness in terms of countries, we
found, to start with, that 23 percent of the participants in the online dialogue
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Figure 1 Distribution of the Participants in the Online Rio Dialogues (Phase 2) and
the World Population by Age Category (percentage)
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Source: UN Population Division database, 2012. https://esa.un.org/unpd/wpp/dataquery.

on sustainable development as an answer to the economic and financial crises

(Phase 1) were from Brazil, the host country of the conference, hence, creat-

ing a strong pro-host bias that could be expected, though probably not to this

degree. More importantly, however, is the generally large bias toward very

high HDI countries. These were strongly overrepresented (with 57 percent) as

compared with medium and low HDI countries, which accounted only for 10

percent and 5 percent, respectively, of all respondents to our survey (Figure 2).

The results of the global vote on recommendations (Phase 2) show similar

trends: although all 193 countries were represented by at least one voter, 76

percent came from a very high HDI country, even though these countries ac-

counted in 2012 for only 17 percent of the world's population (Figure 2). On

the other hand, people living in developing countries (low, medium, and high

HDI levels) account for 83 percent of the world's population, but contributed

merely 24 percent of the participants in the dialogues (Figure 2).28

Additionally, nearly 50 percent of the voters came from only four English-

speaking countries-namely, the United Kingdom, the United States, Canada,

and Australia-while these countries account for only 6.2 percent of the

world's population. Conversely, while Chinese and Indians account for almost

40 percent of the world's population, they represented only 1.7 percent of the

total participants in the second phase of the online Rio Dialogues (Figure 3).
Although the organizers of the consultation acknowledged that the voting

results were not intended as a complete representation of the opinion of global
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Figure 2 Distribution of the Participants in the Second Phase of the Rio Dialogues
(left) and of the World Population (right) by Level of Development
(percentage)

100

90 83

80

70

60

50 N Rio online dialogues (Phase 2)

40 0 World

30

0
Developing countries Developed countries

Source: UN Development Programme, Human Development Index, 2012. http://hdr.undp.org
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civil society, the overrepresentation of voters from very high HDI countries cre-
ated a likely bias of the results of the global vote. Indeed, the recommendation
that gathered most votes globally matched the preferred recommendation of the
voters from very high HDI countries in nine dialogues out of ten, whereas it
matched the preferred recommendation of the voters from low HDI countries in
only five dialogues out of ten. In other words, the preferences of very high HDI
voters were excluded in only one dialogue out of ten while the preferences of
low HDI voters were not selected in five dialogues out of ten (Table 2).

The results of our online survey further indicate that civil society actors
who participated in the online discussions all completed tertiary education,
most of them holding a master's degree and some even a PhD, often in areas
closely linked to the issues addressed in the dialogues such as environment
and development studies, economics and finance, or political science. It was
therefore difficult to engage civil society actors beyond those who already
had the knowledge and skills to participate. Therefore, we can assume that
participation from lay citizens and grassroots organizations, especially those
representing indigenous communities, remained low, all the more since the
discussions on the platform were held only in English. A civil society partic-
ipant representing an NGO corroborated this assumption, stressing that "if
you go to these online platforms, it means that you are already informed; if
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Figure 3 Distribution of the Rio Dialogues Voters (left) and World Population
(right) by Selected Countries (percentage)
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you have the motivation to contribute, it means that you are already involved

in the process and that you are part of civil society networks. It's not for the
general public."29

In sum, although the Internet reduces the cost of participation, our results

indicate that, as far as the Rio Dialogues are concerned, the use of the Internet

in global consultations does not increase inclusiveness. On the contrary, online
consultations tend to reproduce participatory biases that favor the participation

of Northern-based, well-resourced, and English-speaking civil society actors.
Our results demonstrate that the Internet has a positive relation to inclusive-
ness only as long as people have Internet access as well as the capacities and
skills to use it. The digital divide, understood as the differences between and
within countries in terms of their levels of ICT development, remains impor-
tant. Globally, there are 4.3 billion people not yet using the Internet and more
than 90 percent of them are from the developing world.30 In 2014, 78 percent
of households in developed countries had Internet access, compared with 31
percent in developing countries and 5 percent in least developed countries

(Figure 4).31
Additionally, the quality of Internet access is unequal as differences in

broadband speed persist between developed and developing countries. Inter-
national bandwidth is a key indicator to gauge the quality and speed of Inter-
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Table 2: Divergences and Convergences Between Low HDI Voters' Top
Recommendation, Very High HDI Voters' Top Recommedation,
and Global Top Recommendation

Top Recommendation from Top Recommendation from
Voters from Countries with Voters from Countries with

Dialogue Very High HDI Low HDI

Sustainable Cities
and Innovation

Economics of
Sustainable
Development

Sustainable
Development as
an Answer to the
Economic and
Financial Crisis

Sustainable
Energy

Promote the use of waste as a renewable energy source in urban
environments

Phase out harmful
subsidies and develop
green tax schemes

Promote tax reforms that
encourage environmental
protection and benefits the poor

Take concrete steps to eliminate
fossil fuel subsidies

Unemployment Ensure all jobs and workplaces
and Migrations meet minimum safety and health

standards

Water

Promote a holistic approach to
sustainable development, taking
into account environmental,
economic, political, and social
aspects

Educate future leaders about
sustainable development
(PRME Initiative)

Educate people about energy
efficiency

Put education in the core of the
Sustainable Development Goals
agenda

Secure water supply by protecting biodiversity, ecosystems, and
water sources

Food and Promote food systems that are sustainable and contribute to
Nutrition Security improvement of health

Sustainable
Development for
Fighting Poverty

Promote global education to
eradicate poverty and to
achieve sustainable development

Forests Restore 150 million hectares
of deforested and degraded
lands by 2020

Oceans

Promote grassroots innovations to
fight poverty and achieve
sustainable development

Governments should support
agroforestry as a promising
alternative to balance the need for
food and fuel wood while reducing
pressure on natural forests

Avoid ocean pollution by plastics through education and community
collaboration

Note: A recommendation in bold indicates that there is convergence with the global top
recommendation. HDI, Human Development Index; PRME, Principles for Responsible Manage-
ment Education.
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Figure 4 Percentage of Households with Internet Access by Level of
Development, 2014 (estimated)
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net networks. Recent data show that there is almost five times as much inter-
national bandwidth per user available in developed countries compared to de-
veloping countries.32 Finally, within developing countries, the rural-urban
divide in terms of Internet access and use is pronounced. Access to the Inter-
net is extremely low for rural households in developing countries, while rural
households in developed countries enjoy access comparable to their urban
counterparts. Considering that people living in rural areas in developing coun-

tries generally have a lower socioeconomic status compared with their urban
counterparts, online consultations therefore fail to bring the voices of the most
marginalized populations to intergovernmental policymaking.

Effective Participation
Secondly, we consider an online consultation to be democratically legitimate
from an input legitimacy perspective if participants participate effectively. We
define effective participation as the capacity of participants to monitor and in-
fluence the online consultation process and outcomes. Although caution should
be raised since the effectiveness of participation depends on each actor's expec-
tations and the goals they assign to the participatory process, it can nonetheless
be measured by a number of qualitative and quantitative criteria.
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Codesign
First, to effectively take part in the online consultation, participants should
have the opportunity to codesign the process, including setting the agenda and
rules of the consultation and selecting the facilitators and panelists and the
background information. This is important because it directly impacts issue
framing; that is, how the sustainable development issue in question was con-
ceptualized prior to or during the consultation. As such, codesign has been
identified as one way that influences the process.33

In this respect, we found, however, that the organization of the Rio Dialogues
was mainly top-down and led by the government of Brazil. The other two insti-
tutions involved played only a supportive role in providing their expertise on
web-based discussion platforms34 (UNDP) and in coordinating outreach activi-
ties (executive coordinators for Rio+20). The topics, format, and facilitators of
the online dialogues were thus selected by the highest instances of the Brazilian
government: for instance, President Dilma Rousseff's office decided on the ten
topics of the dialogues.35 While the government of Brazil incorporated a few de-
mands from the Brazilian civil society, such as a tenth topic on forests,36 overall
civil society actors remained excluded from the design of the consultation. The
Brazilian civil society initially saw the Rio Dialogues as a positive initiative for
an honest and inclusive discussion on the issues to be addressed in the Rio+20
conference. However, as the organization moved forward, the dialogues lost le-
gitimacy because the process was not participatory from the ground up.37

Although civil society actors did not have their say in setting the agenda,
procedures, and output format of the dialogues, the academic experts in charge of
facilitation were given some leeway to frame the online discussions according to
what they themselves deemed most relevant. In each online discussion, the facil-
itators developed and selected respectively kick-started messages and reference
documents aimed to engage civil society actors and to structure and stimulate the
discussions. A UNDP facilitation support staff then reviewed and agreed on these
messages and documents.38 In the online discussion on food and nutrition secu-
rity, for instance, one of the facilitators developed structural questions in such a
way as to steer the discussion on food security away from agriculture issues,
which, he argued, are often the only focus in mainstream debates on food secu-
rity.39 In addition, the government of Brazil invited facilitators to propose a first
set of recommendations so as to "set the tone.'"

In sum, our results indicate that the use of the Internet in global consulta-
tions does not allow for a higher ownership of the process by civil society ac-
tors. Instead, the design of the consultations mainly depends on the organizers'
conception of the consultation and the extent to which its organization should
be collaborative.

Interaction with Governments
Second, effective participation requires that all civil society actors have the
opportunity to engage in direct dialogue with international organizations and
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governments. Interaction is important because it allows for identifying shared

interests and developing relationships among themselves. Therefore, the more

interaction with governments, the more chances civil society participants will

have to influence their positions.
In the online Rio Dialogues, however, interaction with representatives

from governments was low, simply because their participation in the dialogues

was discouraged. The website of the Rio+20 conference indeed specified that

"there [would] be no participation of governments or UN agencies."41 Simi-

larly, the concept note of the dialogues stipulated that they were a "space cre-

ated for an open and innovative discussion amongst the representatives of civil

society about ten priority issues in the international agenda relating to sustain-

able development."4 2

Such lack of direct dialogue with delegates created significant frustration

among those civil society participants who considered the space as an oppor-

tunity to break down the barriers between governments and civil society. A
civil society participant representing an international NGO bluntly stated that

"you need to have governments in the discussions; civil society organizations

talking among themselves is useful if we are doing it 10% of the time, other-

wise it's just a waste of time; it's bad participation."43

Again, our results indicate that the degree of interaction between civil so-

ciety actors and representatives of governments is not correlated with the use

of online participatory methods, but rather depends on the decisions made by
the organizers of the consultation.

Decisive Power
Third, effective participation would entail that participants in a global online

consultation have decisive power; that is, the right to produce recommenda-

tions and decide on those either by vote or consensus. Such a decisionmaking

role of participants is important because it provides participants with an op-

portunity to share authority and, eventually, increases their chances to influ-

ence negotiations."
On the one hand, the innovative technical features developed in the online

platform were empowering. Participants indeed had the opportunity to craft their

own recommendations and support the recommendations they preferred. This

last feature allowed participants to keep track of the support garnered by their

input or recommendation. Similarly, the voting system allowed them to trace

whether their input or recommendation ended up in the final top ten. Besides,

such a system resulted in the prioritization and selection of ten recommendations

for the future that civil society wants.45 This clear and succinct output may even-

tually be more powerful and influential than a consultation report.'

Because the online dialogues were a pioneering exercise and therefore a

learning process, their technical features may also have hampered effective par-

ticipation. For instance, some participants claimed that there were too many

participatory tools and their relative use lacked clarity. On the online platform,
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participants could indeed formulate recommendations, participate in discus-
sions and blogs, upload articles, and comment on all of the above-mentioned
features. A UN officer recognized that "most of the Dialogues looked like a for-
est of comment, blogs, articles, and discussions."4 7 The lack of legibility and
intuitiveness of the web platform may have overwhelmed those participants
lacking skills and resources, and who were eventually less able to support their
position. For instance, the most-voted recommendation from the dialogue on
energy, "Take concrete steps to eliminate fossil fuel subsidies," received twice
as much support as any other recommendation from any other dialogue. In fact,
the international NGO Avaaz led an online campaign on its website to get its
network to vote for this recommendation. Therefore, the civil society partici-
pants who were best able to get their preferences in the final top ten recom-
mendations were the most organized, with significant financial and human
resources and communication and social mobilization strategies.

Therefore, the Internet has a positive impact on the capacity of civil society
participants to have a decisive role in the consultation only to the extent that (1)
the organizers of the consultation are willing to share authority; (2) the partici-
patory tools are simple and few in number, and (3) the civil society actors them-
selves have the capacity to participate and mobilize voters.

Collaborative Learning
Fourth, effective participation would require that an online consultation allows
for collaborative learning and ultimately triggers mutual understanding among
civil society participants, which depends on the degree of interaction among
participants. This is important because, by sharing experiences, collaborative
learning is thought to facilitate better decisions as both substantive and proce-
dural knowledge is gained.48 Besides, mutual understanding may foster the
building of coalitions between civil society actors and strengthen their negoti-
ating position and eventual influence.

On the online platform, however, interaction among civil society participants
was low: according to facilitators, 15 percent of the participants came to the plat-
form for continuous interaction while 85 percent came for one-time contribu-
tions.4 9 Participants used the platform as a "drop box" to upload position papers
and formulate recommendations rather than as a space for live discussion. There-
fore, civil society participants did not enter the platform with a learning objective.

Moreover, some participants from civil society considered that the space
provided on the online platform to craft their recommendations was too small to
get into the subtleties of the issue considered, and thus to disseminate knowledge
and trigger learning. The ideal format for the recommendations delineated by the
government of Brazil was a title specifying what should be done and by whom,
and an explanation of three to six lines going over pros and cons with exam-
ples.5 0 Therefore, the online dialogues resulted in broad, simplified, and non-
technical recommendations,51 which might eventually have harmed the
credibility of civil society and its influence on the Rio+20 conference.
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Yet the space created through the web platform still was useful because it
allowed identifying the issues that could garner consensus, and may have in
this sense triggered some mutual understanding and the creation of new al-
liances among civil society participants.52

In sum, our results indicate that the capacity of participants to monitor and
influence the online consultation process and outcomes was undermined in the
online Rio Dialogues. The criteria of codesign, decisive power, and collabora-
tive learning were only partly fulfilled while interaction with governments was
not fulfilled at all. However, the extent to which effective participation (or the
lack of) is attributable to Internet use is not always clear. In particular, code-
sign, decisive power, and interaction with governments rather depend on po-
litical decisions made by the organizers of the consultation.

Transparency
Did the dialogues enhance the transparency of the Rio+20 conference process?
We understand transparency here as the degree to which information is available
to civil society in a way that enables it to have an informed voice in decisions or
to assess the decisions made by governments.5 3 We consider an online consulta-
tion transparent if both substantive and procedural elements of the transparency
notion are met.

First, the criterion of substantive transparency would require an online
consultation to enhance access to and dissemination of information related to
the substance of the consultation. Specifically, participants should be provided
with reference documents stemming from a variety of sources (including aca-
demia, international organizations, and NGOs) that set out the challenges of
the theme of the consultation.

In the Rio Dialogues, the Internet provided better access to and dissemi-
nation of information on the topics of the discussions. Six to fourteen refer-
ence documents (i.e., briefs, notes, papers, and reports), prepared by academic
facilitators with the support and oversight of UNDP staff, were available on
each of the online discussion pages.54

However, substantive transparency was limited in the diversity of the
sources from which the reference documents were selected. According to the
list of documents available on the online platform in October 2014, in eight
out of ten dialogues, all reference documents came from international organi-
zations, either from specialized agencies of the UN or international financial
institutions. Only two out of ten dialogues included reference documents au-
thored by academic institutions or NGOs.

Second, the criterion of procedural transparency would expect an online
consultation process to provide information on all procedures, specifically the
access to and dissemination of information related to the consultation process
and outputs. In the case of the Rio Dialogues, however, the potential of the In-
ternet for increasing procedural transparency was not fully materialized. The
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government of Brazil sent a concept note to participants, detailing the aims of
the online dialogues, the different stages of the process, and its technical fea-
tures. Additionally, information notes for participants on how to join the on-
line dialogues were available on the website of the Rio+20 conference.
However, to the best of our knowledge, this information was not available on
the online platform.

Furthermore, some procedural rules were not clearly defined by the or-
ganizers and not communicated to the participants. For instance, the criteria
for the selection of recommendations were not transparent. Officially, facili-
tators selected the recommendations according to how much support they re-
ceived and to their relevance. Yet as this last criterion was subjective, the
selection of recommendations eventually depended on the good judgment of
the facilitators whose decisions were likely to be biased toward their own
preferences. A representative from the Brazilian government acknowledged
that "the main difficulty of Internet use in civil society consultations is that,
from this mass of contributions, it is sometimes hard to separate what is im-
portant from what is not. There will always be some degree of subjectivity in
this decision."55

In addition, there was an overall lack of traceability of the contributions
uploaded by civil society participants on the online platform. In some cases,
participants were upset by the final reports and recommendations produced by
the facilitators because they did not match their initial input. A participant
from civil society referred to the lack of procedural transparency as one of the
major complaints formulated by civil society actors who "send their remarks
and bullet points to the consultation but then . .. feel like it goes into a black
hole [or that] it's not used, or [that international organizations or governments]
just really pick up what they want."56

Such lack of procedural transparency has implications in terms of account-
ability as well: indeed, without appropriate follow-up information, civil society
cannot make accountability claims to UN and governments representatives. We
turn to this point below.

Accountability
Accountability is conceptualized as the capacity of civil society participants to
exercise oversight and constraint on the making of consultation outputs and
their effective integration into intergovernmental negotiations.57 There are two
types of accountability: internal and external.58

First, we define internal accountability as accountability to the people in-
side a process or institution.59 It is an accountability relationship that institu-
tionally links civil society participants in a consultation with the cochairs and
member states of the intergovernmental negotiations for which civil society
input is sought. Second, external accountability is accountability to people
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outside the acting entity.6 It refers to the accountability relationship be-
tween the actors who do not have the opportunity to participate in the online
consultation but whose lives may be affected by the policy process in which
it is embedded.

However, as we lack data from civil society representatives or other ac-
tors who did not directly participate in the dialogues, we focus here alone on
internal accountability. We evaluate internal accountability using two criteria.
First, we determined whether the organizers provided feedback report(s) to the
participants on the outputs of the online consultation and its impacts on inter-
governmental negotiations (top-down feedback). Second, we determined
whether the participants were able to provide feedback information (e.g., com-
ments, opinions) on the consultation and its outputs (bottom-up feedback).

Top-down Feedback
Each report of an online discussion was written by the academic facilitators
and uploaded onto the online platform. In addition, participants received an e-
mail with the dialogues' final report that detailed the set of thirty recommen-
dations presented to governments during the Rio+20 conference. However, the
organizing parties did not provide participants with follow-up information on
how the Rio Dialogues in general and their contribution in particular affected
the Rio+20 conference process and outcomes. Without this specific informa-
tion, participants could not formulate accountability claims vis-h-vis the or-
ganizers. In fact, many civil society participants as well as the facilitators did
not have a clear idea of exactly how the recommendations were to fit into the
official segment of the Rio+20 conference, nor did they have a clear idea of
the potential policy implications of the dialogues' outputs after Rio+20.61

Although the recommendations from the dialogues were incorporated in
the annexes of the report of Rio+20, such a document does not have any legal
value and cannot be taken up in future negotiations by civil society to hold
international organizations and governments accountable.62 Besides, as a UN
officer put it,

You can have all these voices and make all these consultations but if it does-
n't feed into the process, who's going to write the reports to these people say-
ing "here's how what you said affected the intergovernmental process, here's
how what you said affected what the world is going to do"? Nobody has the
mandate to do that. And if we had to do that, people [at the UN or govern-
ments] would be much less willing to do more consultations for the sake of
doing consultations. Because they would have to report back.63

Therefore, while increasing access, Internet use in civil society consultations
may actually decrease accountability since the organizers often lack the ca-
pacities to process, address, and report back on an ever increasing amount of
civil society contributions.
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Bottom-up Feedback
Regarding bottom-up feedback, civil society participants were not given the
possibility to comment on draft versions of the facilitators' reports mainly be-
cause of time constraints, nor were they given the opportunity to provide their
feedback on the online consultations. However, UNDP asked the facilitators
for their opinion about the discussions, recommendations, and voting phases
of the dialogues as well as the technical features of the online platform and the
voting site. They also provided their suggestions on whether and how future
online dialogues needed to be improved.'

All in all, the use of the Internet in the Rio Dialogues did not foster inter-
nal accountability between governments and international organizations, and
civil society. In fact, the only accountability relationship was between UNDP,
the main entity in charge of coordinating the online phases of the Rio Dia-
logues, and the government of Brazil, from which it received financial support
and moral authority and which led the entire consultation.

Conclusion
With the example of the Rio Dialogues, our research showed that cyberdemoc-
racy is not a panacea for the lack of democratic legitimacy of intergovernmen-
tal negotiations. On the one hand, online civil society consultations have
substantial strengths, including their openness and nonhierarchical nature com-
pared to, for instance, the more traditional face-to-face dialogues between rep-
resentatives of Major Groups and governments. On the other hand, using the
Internet in consultations also brings major limitations that tend to reproduce the
biases that characterize face-to-face participation based on the representation of
broad constituencies.

Specifically, the use of the Internet may reinforce exclusion and favor the
participation of the most powerful and well-organized civil society organiza-
tions over that of a broader and unspecialized public. Furthermore, the poten-
tial of online consultation tools for increasing transparency and accountability
in intergovernmental negotiations on sustainable development issues has not
yet been materialized either: although it allows for greater access to and shar-
ing of substantive information, Internet use has not fostered procedural trans-
parency and accountability. In some cases, it might have even reduced the
capacity of civil society participants to hold governments and international or-
ganizations accountable concerning the input they provided.

The Internet is thus only a tool: whether it can effectively involve civil so-
ciety in intergovernmental negotiations will have much to do with what the or-
ganizers and members of this process decide to do with such technologies.
Consequently, the performance of such technologies in enhancing democratic
legitimacy depends on the willingness of international organizations and gov-
ernments to involve civil society beyond tokenistic practices and on the inter-
est and ability of civil society actors to engage in such interactions. 0
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