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Abstract 
 
This paper outlines the concept of a communication architecture and applies it to the study of policy 
communication flows between stakeholders and American elected local government officials. The 
paper begins by elaborating the relationship between communication technologies and architectures of 
communication. The first section outlines the concept of a communication architecture and the 
signatures of different architectures. The second section details the data, methods of analysis, and 
operationalization of the contrasting communication architectures. The third section empirically 
examines the impact of internet and email use on shaping the architecture of communication from the 
vantage point of local government elected officials. Finally, the paper concludes with some 
observations regarding the significance of the internet for empirical democratic practice. The key 
findings are that communication flows do not singularly follow a liberal interest aggregation 
communication architecture and that communication flows correspond more to an informational logic. 
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Today we are said to live in a network society. This is not to say networks are totalizing and exclusive 
of other forms of social and political organization. Rather, the term network society “emphasizes the 
form and organization of information processing and exchange” (van Dijk, 2006, p. 20). Hence, this 
describes a society that has undergone not only a quantitative transformation in the volume of 
information circulating but also a qualitative transformation in the dominant mode of organization 
reflected in the communication environment. That is, not only should the integration of digital-
networked communications into these practices increase the volume of communications, there should 
be evidence that the flow of communications differs from what would be expected in the industrial 
information age (Kallinikos, 2006). In particular, communications should increase as network societies 
involve highly informational operations and the overall architecture of these communications should 
reflect this informational orientation. This paper examines the effect of internet and email use on the 
architecture of communications – that is, the structure and norms of communications – received and 
used by American local government elected officials in the process of making public policy decisions. 
 Historically, the diffusion and integration of new communication technologies into social and 
political life has been linked to great changes in social and political organization. This has resulted in 
greater levels of information circulation, decentralized production, and transformations in spatial and 
human relationships (Adams, 2009; Innis & Watson, 2008; McLuhan, 1962). Digital communication 
technologies intensify many of those dynamics but differ from their analogue ancestors in important 
ways. In comparison to analogical transmission of information digitization of information and 
communication facilitates its compression, manipulation, and transmission (Poster, 2001). These 
characteristics of the technology situate each user as sufficient both a transmitter and receiver of 
information (Castells, 2009, pp. 22-3). This sufficiency in the transmission and reception of 
communication allows for horizontal and dispersed communications, enabling the formation of flexible 
and scalable organizational structures (Kallinikos, Aleksi Aaltonen, & Marton, 2010) – key requisites 
for functioning networks. The speed of digital communication reduces not only transmission time but 
also geographic distance (Adams, 2009). Digital media therefore include a variety of fixed and mobile 
devices that can access the internet, where, via a “network of networks,” digitized information is 
transmitted instantaneously with global reach (Terranova 2004, 41). The global reach of networks 
enables each node to engage in “mass-self broadcasting” (Castells 2009, 58), representing a qualitative 
change in the structure of information transmission and circulation in comparison to the centralized 
broadcast model.  
 If there are significant changes in the manner in which communication occurs, it would seem 
reasonable then that this effectuates changes in the patterns of political communications between 
individuals, groups, and governments. Furthermore, these changes should produce a signature in the 
patterns of communication that is at least in principle empirically observable. Hence it is an appropriate 
question to ask, what are the consequences of recent innovations in communication technologies, in 
particular digital communications, for the flows of communication from segments of society to elected 
political officials? In answering this question, the paper develops the idea of a communication 
architecture referencing the structure of patterns of communications as well as the norms by which 
communications are acted upon. By comparing empirically observed communication patterns with the 
simulated properties of an industrial-era architecture, we can begin to draw inferences about the 
changing nature of political relationships in network society.  
 This paper outlines the concept of a communication architecture and applies it to the study of 
policy communication flows between stakeholders and American elected local government officials. 
The paper begins by elaborating the relationship between communication technologies and 
architectures of communication. The first section outlines the concept of a communication architecture 
and the signatures of different architectures. The second section details the data, methods of analysis, 
and operationalization of the contrasting communication architectures. The third section empirically 
examines the impact of internet and email use on shaping the architecture of communication from the 
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vantage point of local government elected officials. Finally, the paper concludes with some 
observations regarding the significance of the internet for empirical democratic practice. The key 
findings are that communication flows do not singularly follow a liberal interest aggregation 
communication architecture and that communication flows correspond more to an informational logic. 
 
 
Communication Architectures in Modern political Systems 
 
Treating political activity as communication operations is hardly novel. Both Karl Deutsch (1966) and 
Niklas Luhmann (Luhmann, 1982, 1995) regard the political system as exclusively constituted by 
communications. David Easton differentiated his view of systems from concepts that had taken hold in 
sociology and economics on the basis that he drew his inspiration from “the communications sciences” 
(1965a, p. xi). Some of Rein Taagepera's most influential theories about the emergence and behavior of 
institutions comes from theories regarding the operation of communication channels (Taagepera, 1972; 
Taagepera & Shugart, 1991), and Bruce Bimber has characterized evolutions in American government 
over time with respect to the dominant mode of communication, concluding that American politics had 
entered a stage of “information abundance” with the growth of internet use (2003). The condition of 
information abundance, however, does not tell us much about the connection between the overall 
structure of and norms of contemporary policy communications. To address that question, this section 
will elaborate the idea of communication architectures as a way to categorize the structure and norms 
of these communications and outlines the architectures of two sources that may help account for 
contemporary policy communications: a population-based model and a digital media use model. 
 
Communication Architectures 
 
The predominant focus in research on digital media use has concerned its effects on individual 
behaviors or internal institutional operations. Within these confines, the array of relationships between 
digitally-networked actors remains opaque resulting in a gap between these literatures and system-level 
accounts of an emerging network society. While literatures on the network society stress profound 
changes in the operation of political organizations, a great deal of empirical work regarding 
computerization (and later the internet) and politics indicates that on the whole, not much has changed. 
Digital computing reinforces dominant power structures within governments and political parties 
(Danziger, Dutton, Kling, & Kraemer, 1982; Ward & Gibson, 2009) as authorities regard digital 
technology as merely an efficient means to execute otherwise traditional strategies (Vaccari, 2010). 
Similarly, electronic government systems have a negligible impact on the level of citizen participation 
at the local level (Garrett & Jensen, 2011). Yet, digital networks support more dynamic communication 
relationships than were previously possible. So it remains an important question, in what ways does a 
network society inaugurate different relationship between political authorities and members of a 
political system than had previously existed in an industrial age? To do this I develop the concept of a 
communication architecture, drawing upon elements of systems analysis, particularly David Easton's 
account. The empirical strategy used in elucidating this concept draws upon the policy-making 
environments of American local governments, though the analytical utility extends beyond this limited 
geographic and analytic terrain.  
 A communication architecture refers to the patterns of communication flows between elements 
in a political system such as individuals, groups, aggregates, or classes. This very closely parallels 
Easton's definition of political structure (1990, 60). However, “communication architecture” denotes a 
narrower subset of political structures composed of communications between actors in a political 
system. While much more can be said about the mode and content of communications in structuring 
patterns of relationships (Burke, 1969), for our present purposes we will consider these 
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communications in a limited sense as “vector forces with a directionality” in that they are oriented 
towards particular actors (Easton, 1965b, p. 117). Communication architectures may be differentiated 
along two dimensions: the norms regulating the manner in which communications are acted upon in 
some way and second, the resources to send and receive communications and have those 
communications acted upon in a desired manner. Hence if the relationships between segments of the 
political community change, we would expect this has consequences for the composition of public 
policy outputs. 
 We are particularly interested in transformation rules as the norms for converting demands into 
decisions.2 These norms may be either normative in the sense that they describe how things should be 
related or they may describe the operations governing extant political relationships by establishing 
ground rules indicating how persons are expected to behave (Easton, 1965b, p. 200). Taken in the first 
sense, democratic theories have much to say about these norms regarding what should be 
communicated and how demands should be acted upon. Liberal democratic norms require the equal 
representation of interests across a polity (Pitkin, 1985, pp. 190-208). Both Habermas and Dryzek 
argue for inclusivity of voices in the context of a deliberation in which interests are formed (Dryzek, 
2002, 2010; Habermas, 1996) In representative systems, interest representation in the first instance is a 
function of the institutional structure of government. Alternatively policy networks may operate under 
a normative frame termed “good governance” by its advocates. In this view, policy promulgation and 
implementation is the locus of government steering rather than “noise or stochastic variables…lurking 
in the shadow of conventional liberal institutions” (Bang & Esmark, 2009, p. 16). Unlike corporatism 
and critical pluralism, governance networks orchestrate collaboration on policy promulgation and 
implementation rather than the representation of prior interests. Hence, the decision norms are oriented 
in policy terms rather than the language of interest representation. Additionally, norms can be formal, 
that is regulated by law, or informal practices emerging from political or organizational cultures and 
subject to varying degrees of individual discretion. For instance, legal stipulations typically 
circumscribe the conversion of votes into electoral outputs while authorities have considerably greater 
leeway with the handling of less institutionalized inputs such as emails, face-to-face contacts, or other 
communications between elections.  
 Political relationships may be structured in a second sense by access the resources at one's 
disposal. While the history of research on political participation research documents a high level of 
various stratifications in the communication of demands, as Easton notes, “not all participants in the 
structure are likely to have equal access to centers of decision making and equal resources to execute 
their will.” As such, “certain participants will be in a position to exercise greater influence than others 
over the input of demands and support and over their conversion to policies” (1990, 264). Hence, the 
ability to access political authorities can be circumscribed by power relations as well as the distribution 
of communication resources. If media constitute “extensions” of human communicators (McLuhan, 
1994), different media can extend in varying manners and to differing degrees, or change the political 
opportunity structure providing new and different configurations of options for political 
communication (Kriesi, 2008). The diffusion and integration of digitally media therefore constitutes a 
resource as these devices increase the capacity for communication. In a network society, certain 
communication opportunities may be greatly expanded as hierarchies have given way to horizontal 
networks of communication transmitters and receivers (Castells, 2009), yet the digital divide or the 
emergence of elitist policy networks may create new forms of exclusion.  
 In wedding the norms and structure of communications as an architecture, we are integrate basic 

                                                
2 This conception reflects Easton's specific use of demands as denoting “an expression of opinion that an authoritative 

allocation with regard to a particular subject matter should or should not be made by those responsible” (1965b, 38). 
While there are of course many more channels through which inputs are communicated, for simplicity, we focus here on 
explicitly articulated demands regarding public policy.  
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processes of the political system through which relations are created and maintained between actors in 
a political system as these factors correspond to the range of relations and how they are structured and 
acted on. While norms and structures are analytically distinct categories, in practice, they are difficult 
to separate as one influences the other. Here we are concerned with the communication of demands 
specifically with respect to policy decisions. Two elements that drive the flow of demands in a political 
system include the technological environment as well as a polity's population.3 Increasing the number 
of channels as well as channel capacity enables the transmission of greater volumes of communication 
flows and, all things being equal, as a population increases, it is reasonable that the overall volume of 
communication regarding policy matters in a polity should increase even as the level communications 
per capita remains constant.  
 We will begin by considering the role communication technologies play in influencing the level 
of communications. A great deal of debate has centered on whether or not online participation 
represents an expansion of the segment of the population participating in politics. Early work tended to 
downplay the role of online participation as increasing the ranks of political inclusion (Best & Krueger, 
2005; Bimber, 2003; Hill & Hughes, 1998; Margolis & Resnick, 2000). However, more recent work 
has tended to suggest that internet use in general, and online politics in particular, is connecting 
younger and more disengaged cohorts in various ways with the political system (Anduiza, Gallego, & 
Cantijoch, 2010; Boulianne, 2009; Gennaro & W. Dutton, 2006; Jensen, Danziger, & Venkatesh, 
2007). Apart from the question of digital inclusion at the individual level, there is significantly less 
debate about the “revolution in the middle” digital communication flows have greatly increased the 
production and circulation of information (Bimber, 2003, p. 229). While the expansion of political 
inclusion and circulating political information via digital communications are important findings, this 
tells us little about the consequences of online participation or information abundance: in what ways 
are people now connecting with the political system and to what effect?  
 Moving from an individual level to a system level, scholars of the network society argue that 
contemporary informational dynamics such that the political world is rendered as informational objects 
which begets more communication as such objects are acted upon and responded to within 
communication (Crozier, 2010; Luhmann, 1990, pp. 102-3) Information abundance is therefore but a 
symptom of changing structural communication capacities as digitization affords informational 
decomposition and recombination enabling alternative action and engagement (Kallinikos, 2009). 
Hence, the relationship between both a polity's population and the level of policy-related 
communications may be nonlinear and neither would the relationship between the level of 
communications and an official's use of digitally-networked communication devices. Considered from 
inside the political system, looking out, elected officials have a unique vantage point with which to 
observe the structure of the communication flows that enter the political system as demands as well as 
the norms by which elected officials regard demands communicated via online channels. 
 Governing institutions also play a critical role in mediating the level of communications 
received by an elected official. Certainly the higher the population, the higher the likely level of 
demands overall. This can impact the process of political representation, Dahl and Tufte (1973) argue, 
in that, if each act of participation consumes an elected official’s time, then holding time constant, the 
larger the population, the less per capita time an official has for receiving and acting upon citizen 
communications. This also means that each individual, if equally represented, has less influence the 
larger the size of the polity. There is some evidence there exists an inverse relationship between 
population and per capita levels of participation (Oliver 2000; Rose 2002).4 One explanation for this 

                                                
3 Certainly changes in the environment can produce stresses resulting in greater levels of demands; however we are 

interested in factors that, ceteris paribus, drive the level of demands. 
4  Though there is some evidence to the contrary depending on how participation is measured (Kelleher & Lowery, 2008; 

Newton, 1976). 
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may be the recent finding that persons living in larger cities tend to have lower levels of internal 
political efficacy and thus are less likely to communicate demands (Lassen & Serritzlew, 2011). There 
may also be a synergistic relationship between a polity's population size and the level of 
communications as social complexity increases with higher populations (Corning, 1983, pp. 341-2; 
Lewis, 2011) Under these circumstances, governments have often increased their institutional capacity 
to process these inputs (Taagepera 1972; Easton 1990, 70). The use of digitally-networked 
communications such as email or other internet transmissions increases communication capacities as 
communications can be asynchronous yet interactive without loss from transmission time. While 
research on this question is not extensive, there are indications that larger municipalities have higher 
levels of online participation – and therefore more communication inputs per capita – than there are in 
smaller municipalities (Saglie & Vabo, 2009).  
 Thus we may identify four separate system-level processes resulting from higher population 
levels and the diffusion of digital media. First, larger populations by themselves may result in more 
demands by virtue of the fact there are more people articulating demands. Second, larger populations 
may result in greater levels of social differentiation and societal complexity, and this variation can be a 
source of system stress. Such stress may give rise to additional communications requiring greater 
differentiation in governmental responses (Easton 1965b, 109-11; Beck 1997). Third, the diffusion and 
integration of digital communication technologies into political life expands the number of channels 
through which demands can be communicated. In part, whether or not this has an effect on the level of 
demands, depends on the extent to which other channels are already saturated. Finally, the diffusion 
and integration of digitally-networked communication technologies in particular may give rise to a 
new, highly informational dynamic in policy making as greater expanses of experience are more 
readily decomposed and rendered in terms of units of information. This process is synergistic as digital 
information can be easily circulated, often engendering the generation of additional information in 
response.  
 The analysis in this paper investigates the communication architecture that predominates policy 
discussion in American local governments. Because we are interested in the relationship expressed by 
the communications between stakeholders and elected officials, identifying the structural capacities for 
communications and the norms by which it acted upon are key variables. This research is therefore 
motivated by two concrete questions: 

1. Does the volume and diversity of communications received and used in making policy 
decisions correspond more closely to institutionally mediated communication flows or 
the level of technology use. If the latter, this would indicate that digital channels play a 
more significant role in shaping the architecture of communications. 

2. To what extent do the norms in which demands are acted upon correspond with the logic 
of network governance or equal interest representation?  

 
 
Data and Measures 
 
Data 
 
The study was conducted with the assistance of the National League of Cities (NLC). The data are 
composed of 348 respondents from 316 randomly selected American cities of 10,000 or more 
inhabitants. They were stratified by size: 10,000-25,000; 25,000-100,000; and more than 100,000. 
From each city, three elected officials were randomly selected. The sample was constructed by the 
NLC. At least one response was received from 72.2% of the cities and there was an overall 36.6% 
response rate for the sample at the respondent level. Differences in contextual variables (population, 
electoral system, and government structure) were insignificant between respondents and non 
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respondents. With respect to the distribution of offices, 85.4% are council members and 14.6% mayors. 
Regarding the distribution of electoral systems, 44.4% are elected in at-large districts, 26.4% are 
elected through districts, and 29.2 were elected in municipalities using a combination of districts and 
at-large selection methods. The research was conducted using a mail survey with an online option for 
respondents and carried out during the spring and summer of 2007.  
 The survey queried officials regarding a variety of behavioral and attitudinal factors regarding 
their use of digital media and other communication technologies, interactions with stakeholders, and 
contextual factors regarding their office and professional responsibilities. These questions were 
developed on the basis of informal interviews with city-level elected officials as part of our field 
research. The field research indicated that to answer questions about stakeholder contact and use of 
information in policy decision making, it was necessary for officials to couch their responses in terms 
of a concrete policy decision. We therefore asked officials to contextualize their answers regarding 
these issues to a major policy issue that “generated input…from the largest number of citizens, 
community groups and business interests.”  
 Therefore these data reflect communication patterns regarding policy matters that are both 
significant and controversial thereby representing the largest diversity of interaction with stakeholders. 
The communications received by elected officials provide a unique opportunity to analyze the political 
communication environment from the viewpoint of elected officials. The range of issues on which they 
reported generally fall into eight policy areas: administrative matters (4.3%), budget and taxes (15.5%), 
city ordinances (18.6%), city services (5.2%), development and zoning (44.4%), education (0.3%), 
environment (0.6%), property sales/acquisition (4.9%), with no information on 6.3% of the decisions. 
This diversity of policy areas provides a sufficient basis to map communication practices of local 
officials in the policy decision-making process. 
 
Measures 
 
In considering the flows of demands received by elected local government officials, we are interested 
in two sets of dependent variables: the structure of political communications viewed from the 
perspective of elected local government officials and the norms by which they convert these demands 
into decisions. We therefore use two measures. The first is an additive scale indicating the frequency of 
communications received across various stakeholders within the community regarding the relatively 
major policy decision specified earlier. The groups include: neighborhood associations, service clubs, 
issue groups, business or merchant interests, political parties, and religious groups. Each individual 
item was scored from 1-5 where 1 represented no contact and 5 extensive. The additive scale ranges 
from 6 to 30 with a mean of 14.6502 (s.d. 4.87626). This gives us an approximate scale of the total 
communications received by elected officials regarding an important policy issue.  
 The second dependent variable measures the range and frequency of “information 
sources…consulted when forming an opinion” about the previously identified policy issue. This 
captures the range of communications that an official considered in some sense during a policy 
decision process. These sources included items produced by council staff, other local government 
officials, citizens and citizen groups, business interests, state or federal government sources, and 
national organizations. This captures the range of communications that an official considered in some 
sense during a policy decision process. These sources included items produced by council staff, other 
local government officials, citizens and citizen groups, business interests, state or federal government 
sources, and national organizations. Finally, these measures reflect both inputs from outside the 
government as well as from other council members and staff. The items were summed into a scale 
ranging from 6 to 30 with a mean of 15.2931 (s.d. 3.80707). In contrast to the first dependent variable 
indicating the overall level of inputs from the political community, this variable indicates segment of 
communications that officials have selected out as relevant to rendering a policy decision.  
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 With respect to the independent variables, we are interested in the dynamics of population-
based complexity and technology-induced complexity in communication flows regarding public policy. 
The population level of a municipality is by itself an insufficient measure of demand as these are 
distributed across members of a local council. American local government officials either represent the 
members of a district or they are selected at-large, representing interests that are not institutionally tied 
to a geographic region of the city. Hence, the number of communication channels (Cc) per constituency 
is roughly equal (or at least proportional) to the population (P) divided by the assembly size (A), minus 
one since the elected official does not need a channel with him or herself. This figure corresponds to an 
official's effective representation.5 Given that we cannot reasonably expect the entire population is 
mobilized on any issue, Taagepera (1972) argues that we consider one-half of the adult population at 
any given time likely to be the politically active population. While more channels may in theory exist, 
we are only interested in the active channels for the purposes of this simple model. Therefore, for any 
official, on average, we should find, Cc = P/2A – 1.  
 Given that when policy decisions are rendered, policymakers often consider communication 
flows from both members of the political system (Cc) and communication flows in the course of 
deliberations with other authorities (Ca). Ca is a function of the size of the assembly such that for A 
members of a council there are A(A-1) communication channels. If we combine Cc and Ca, we have Ct 
which is the total communication flows an elected official normatively considers when making a policy 
decision. Cc ranges from 504.6 to 100,789.4 with a mean of 5,590.4 (s.d.: 8,756.2). Ct ranges from 
702.9 to 100,999.4 with a mean of 5,652.5 (s.d.: 8,760.7). This measure captures both the structure of 
the council and the population-based communication channels. There are two additional institutional 
factors. First, whether the municipality is a mayor-council or a council-manager system where the city 
manager is charged with many executive powers can influence the degree to which council members 
are held accountable for policy. Second, the electoral system for selecting council members – 
geographically-defined wards, at large, or a combination of both – reasonably influences whether there 
is a direct tie between specific officials and a group of residents. 
 Internet and email use is operationalized as an additive scale based on six items. They include 
getting news either online or through email, using an online news summary service, using the internet 
in the course of conducting official duties, using the internet to conduct research on council issues, 
posting information on one’s official actions on a website or blog, and using email to communicate 
with citizens and groups. The responses for each individual were a frequency measure ranging from 1-5 
where 1 indicated never, 3 weekly, and 5 daily. The the reliability of the index has a Crombach’s α of 
0.770 (std. α 0.776) which indicates these items are highly associated and adequate for constructing an 
additive measure. The scale ranges from 7-30 with a mean of 20.12. 
 The norms and structural communication capacities are integrated elements of the resulting 
patterns of relationships that constitute communication architectures. An architecture that operates in 
accord with the norm of equal interest representation will be reflected by a significant role of 
institutionally mediated interest representation both in terms of the communications received and those 
that are consulted in the process of policy decision making. Results consistent with a network “good 
governance” architecture would be signaled by a dominant explanatory role for the use of digital media 
by elected official. If representative functions are simply carried out through digital-networks, the 
technology and the representation variables should display a high degree of collinearity. A final 
indication of the norms concerning digital communications is the extent to which elected officials 
regard these communications as useful in determining the overall distribution of interests on an issue.  
 Studying these dynamics at the local level provides a “critical case” (Eckstein 1992) for getting 

                                                
5 While the populations of electoral wards are not equal, they are not known to be highly disproportionate either. For the 

simple model presented here, representatives of electoral districts and those from cities using a mix of at-large and 
electoral districts are assumed to have roughly the same level of effective representation as other council members. 
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a handle on the structure of communication flows in the policy-making process. Tocqueville regarded 
local governments as Americans' primary point of democratic practice due its proximity to the people. 
By contrast, even a decade ago, Congressional representatives reported that the email they received 
resulted in information overload (Goldshmidt, 2001) while local government officials reported little 
difficulty in managing their information environments (Rainie & Larsen, 2002, pp. 10-11). If at the 
local level, communications regarding policy are decoupled from a representational logic, this 
decoupling will likely be magnified at the national level where the number of interests and the 
complexity of their communication strategies is considerably greater. Therefore the local level presents 
a more manageable, best case information environment for officials than a test at the national level.  
 
 
The Communication of Demands 
 
Before we examine how frequently officials use the internet, it is important to put an elected official’s 
job in context. For most officials, public service is a part-time job. In our sample, 73.6% hold a 
separate job apart from their official duties. For the majority of council members (61.3%) meetings are 
held twice a month or less frequently and the average amount of time spent on official duties per week 
is 19.88 hours (median: 16 hours). Hence the amount of time officials typically spend attending to city 
business is rather limited in comparison to state and national elected offices. Table 1 details elected 
officials’ use of the internet on a weekly or more frequent basis for tasks related to their elected office. 
 

Table 1: Officials’ Internet Use 
 

Activity Percentage of Sample 
Get News Online/Email 82.5 
Use Online News Summary Service 51.2 
Use Internet in Course of Official Duties 69.0 
Use Internet to do Research on Issues 57.3 
Post to a Website or Blog Regarding Official Duties 15.4 
Use Email to Communicate with Citizens/Groups 65.9 

 
Officials make fairly regular use of the internet and email for a variety of tasks. While online news 
consumption, the most common internet use, is not always tied an official’s responsibilities as an 
interest aggregator or policy decision maker, 69.0% report at least weekly use of the internet in 
conducting their official duties and nearly two-thirds use email to communicate with citizens and 
interest groups. Posting on websites or blogs is the only measure along which less than half of elected 
officials use the internet for official business. Additionally, two-thirds (66.9%) of officials report one or 
more uses of the internet on a daily basis. Given the part-time nature of the job and officials’ other 
employment responsibilities, this represents a fairly significant amount of internet-based 
communications.  
 In addition to an official’s overall internet and email use, we asked respondents to couch a 
series of questions regarding their receipt of communications corresponding to the predefined 
significant and controversial policy issue. This enables us to place their responses in context, 
identifying the diversity of media through which an official received communications about the policy 
in question and the frequency for each medium. Officials scored each medium on a 5 point scale where 
1 corresponded to never, 3 weekly, and 5 daily. The average frequency for receipt of communications 
about the policy in question are listed in Table 2. 
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Table 2: Communication Frequency by Mode 

Communication Mode Mean (Std. Dev.) 
Email 3.47 (1.40) 
One–on-One Communication 3.39 (1.14) 
Telephone 3.24 (1.23) 
Group Meetings 2.62 (.874) 
Postal Mail 2.47 (1.16) 
Fax 1.56 (0.93) 

 
 These results indicate that email is the most common mode of communications followed by 
face-to-face interactions. Our field research showed face-to-face interactions were often unplanned 
meetings with residents in the community as they went about their daily lives. Yet telephone calls still 
remain a relatively frequent channel for policy advocacy. Fax transmissions are least frequently used, 
likely because the content of these transmissions can be replaced by email communications. While 
these data reveal that the majority of communication modes are received only slightly more frequently 
than weekly, these responses only refer to the receipt of communications regarding a singular policy 
issue rather than the totality of communications an official receives on a regular basis.  
 Next, we analyze the role of the internet in two contexts: the volume of communication inputs 
and the volume of sources an official relied on when forming a decision about a significant policy 
matter. The survey sampling procedure selected three respondents from within a random selection of 
cities. Therefore, we use a multilevel linear model (Bates & Maechler, 2010), grouping respondents at 
the city level. The variables, Ct, Cc, and internet use frequency were rescaled 0-1 to facilitate 
coefficient interpretation. There are three models for each of the dependent variables to analyze the 
effect of the introduction of the internet use variable. The first model contains institutional variables 
and Ct and Cc, respectively. The fixed effects include a dichotomous control variable for mayor-council 
and council-manager systems to analyze the effect of council structure as well as a categorical variable 
to differentiate between the city electoral systems. In the second model, an official's internet/email use 
is introduced as both a fixed and a random effect to gauge city-level effects by holding internet use at 
its city mean. The third model adds interaction effects between the internet/email use and institutional 
variables with internet/email use mean centered around city means. The results are displayed in Table 
3. 
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Table 3: Communication Channels, the Internet, and Representation 
 

 Interest Representation Input Policy Input 
 B  

(std. Error) 
B  
(std. Error) 

B  
(std. Error) 

B  
(std. Error) 

B  
(std. Error) 

B  
(std. Error) 

Fixed Effects       
Intercept 13.28 

(0.50)*** 
10.49 
(0.91)*** 

10.38 
(1.10)*** 

14.83 
(0.43)*** 

13.48 
(0.78)*** 

13.07 
(1.00)*** 

Internet Use   5.60  
(1.38)*** 

6.55 
(1.72)***  2.70 (1.18)* 3.82 (1.56)* 

Cc 10.41 
(3.13)*** 

6.70  
(3.19)* 5.89 (3.27)    

Ct    3.06 (2.58) 1.66 (2.61) 1.02 (2.68) 
Mayor-Councila 0.12 

(0.63) 
0.13 
(0.67) 0.20 (0.70) -1.08  

(0.55) -0.94 (0.58) -0.89 (0.63) 

Mayor-Council * 
Internet Use   5.96 (6.56)   -2.10 (5.00) 

Elected Districtb 1.70 (0.75)* 1.40 (0.78) 1.04 (0.81) 1.49 (0.64)* 1.11 (0.67) 0.91 (0.71) 
Elected Mixed 
Systemb  1.11 (0.73) 0.93 (0.78) 0.83 (0.83) 1.14 (0.64) 0.69 (0.68) 0.66 (0.73) 

Elected District* 
Internet Use   -1.86 (6.92)   1.20 (5.30) 

Elected Mixed * 
Internet use   -1.25 (7.14)   0.40 (5.73) 

Random Effects       
Intercept  0.75 

(0.87) 
6.72e-17 
(8.20e-9)*** 0.00 (0.00) 2.22 (1.49) 

 0.11 (0.34) 0.06 (0.24) 

Internet Use  1.76 
(1.33) 0.00 (0.00)  2.41 

(1.55) 1.94 (1.39) 

Residual 21.65 (4.65) 20.16 (4.49) 21.75 (4.66) 11.92 (3.45) 11.67 (3.42) 12.58 (3.55) 
AIC 
BIC 
N 

1593 
1611 
263 

1334 
1361 
221 

1177 
1223 
201 

1275 
1299 
232 

1064 
1096 
195 

929.6 
973.7 
172 

Note: *p < .05, **p < .01, ***p < .001  

a Reference category: Council-manager 
b Reference category: At-large districts 

 
The first set of models shows that the majority of the variance accounted for is by the fixed factors. 
Only 3.4% of the model variance attributable to unique city level attributes not captured by the fixed 
factors. However, this almost entirely disappears when the internet/email variable is introduced and 
approximates zero with the inclusion of the interaction terms. The results indicate that communication 
inputs are influenced by both the level of effective representation and digital communications. The 
difference between the smallest and largest population represented produces a bigger increase in the 
communications received than the difference between internet/email nonusers and the heaviest users. 
However the difference in parameter significance indicates that effect of internet/email use has a more 
consistent effect and the introduction of this variable produces a significant improvement in the model 
fit (χ2 = 266.84, p < .001). Additionally, we find some influence of the electoral system, though the 
addition of interaction effects shows that the influence of internet/email use is not tied to the 
institutional environment. However, while internet/email use remains a significant predictor, in this 
third model, Cc drops out as a significant explanatory factor indicating internet/email use is a more 
robust predictor of information reception. Finally, the correlation between internet/email use and Cc is -
0.14, indicating that the representational demands do not drive an official's internet or email use in the 
course of their official duties.  
 The fixed factor control variables in the policy input models explain considerably less. Before 
the introduction of the internet and email use variable and interaction terms, 15.7% of the model 
variance is attributable uniquely to the cities. This declines to 0.9% and 0.5% with the addition of 
internet/email use and interaction terms to the model. While Cc had some influence in the volume of 
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communications received, it has no influence on Ct. The models do not provide as much guidance in 
explaining the quantity of sources considered in the decision-making process. Only the internet/email 
use variable is a significant estimator and the addition of this variable produces a likewise noticeable 
improvement in the model fit (χ2 = 215.66, p < .001).  
 Similarly there is no relationship between the political communication structure and the 
institutional form of government (mayor-council or council-manager) or the electoral system, and the 
interaction terms show that the shape of political institutions does not influence the flow of digital 
communications either and like the communication input models. Finally, internet/email use is 
inversely correlated with Ct (-0.17). This shows that for officials with fewer institutionally-rooted 
communication channels, those channels expanded online. While other channels may play an important 
role in influencing policy decisions, the volume of demands that an official considers when making 
policy decisions is not connected to the communication channels between elected officials, the political 
community and other government authorities.  
 The difference between the models is partially consistent with Taagepera’s (1972) observation 
that the structure of an assembly is related to the construction of adequate communication channels for 
a political system rather than policy initiation. However this relationship does not hold when we 
examine the volume of communications considered when making a policy decision. Instead, the 
evidence supports a significant role for digitally-networked communications in structuring the 
communications that structure governance networks. Further, while governance networks often involve 
face-to-face meetings between actors as well as participation in formal and informal meetings, Table 2 
shows that email was the most common mode of communication through which an official received 
information relevant to policymaking.  
 Despite the importance of digital communications for officials as a conduit for communication 
about policy, they are doubtful of its place within the process of representation: 65.7% of the 
respondents indicated that email “rarely” or “never” “demonstrated unity and strength of opinion.” This 
shows a divergence in the operational logic of officials' use of digital media: while digital 
communications play a key role in the receipt and communication of policy-relevant information, it 
operates according to different norms than the process of equal interest representation and aggregation 
amongst members of the political system.  
 
 
Conclusion: Digital Networks and Communication Architectures  
 
Digital media use by elected officials appears to be shaping the architecture of communication within 
American local political systems. This conclusion stems from the analysis of internet and email use by 
elected officials and its impact on communication inputs received and consulted in the policy decision-
making process. An official's use of digital media provides a more robust account of information 
reception and use than the pressures of population or the institutional environment of local 
governments. Although we are unable to distinguish the independent effects of the population in the 
absence of technological change or the levels of resulting societal complexity which can engender 
additional demands, neither one of these sources seems to provide an adequate account of the 
communication of demands in modern local political systems. Though this research does not provide 
direct evidence of the overall empirical architecture of communication flows, it does permit some 
inferences regarding its structure and norms. We expand upon the conclusion that digital 
communications are reshaping the architecture of policy communications in local governments by 
returning to the research questions posed earlier. 
 First, we asked about the role of population and the government institutions in mediating the 
level of communication flows in a municipality versus the role of digital media use. The evidence 
shows that the volume of communications is driven by the use of digital media rather than the 
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mediation of communication flows by the council size, its electoral system, or executive configuration. 
In particular, while there is some population-based influence in accounting for the volume and diversity 
of communications received, this volume of communication does not help us account for the 
communications influencing an official's policy decision. Furthermore, because the institutional and 
population-based communication flows are inversely related to digital media use, these factors are not 
driving online communications providing further evidence that the networked communication 
architecture is distinct from the interest representation architecture. This shows that digital technologies 
form an important element of the array of resources through which political communications are made 
and political influence is transformed into binding decisions.  
 We see further evidence of stratification in political communications in answering our second 
research question regarding the norms by which officials act upon information received. The evidence 
indicates that they are not operating according to norms of equal representation. First, despite the 
somewhat representative range of communications received, the selectivity in information consulted 
when rendering a policy decision reveals that officials do not operate in accordance with the norm of 
equal interest representation. Rather, email and internet use, the latter implying greater control over 
one's information environment (Prior, 2007), offer a better accounting of how communication flows 
influence policy decision making in some way. This result is therefore consistent with the network 
society norm of “good governance” as officials approach policy decisions looking for particular 
information that aids decisions. Further, this interpretation is consistent with the fieldwork for this 
research as officials stressed the importance of a source's identity as key variable regarding its 
influence in a particular policy area.  
 These results are limited in their ability to speak to system-level dynamics. First, the evidence 
presented here is unable to resolve the directional link between increasing demands for information in 
policymaking and the role of digital communications. While there clearly is an empirical relationship 
between the two, it is likely endogenous such that the continued integration of digital communications 
and systemic pressures are reciprocal and reinforcing relations. Second, lacking longitudinal evidence, 
we are unable to determine if the use of digital media provoked a shift away from a liberal 
communication model or even if such a model ever existed in practice. Neither can we infer from these 
data the allegedly dynamic and recursive character of policy communications nor the structural 
relationships between actors in governance networks (c.f. Crozier, 2007).  
 As research expands in this area, the framework of a communication architecture can be used to 
address those questions and more generally to connect individual and organizational behaviors with 
system-level dynamics. On the one hand, the move to a higher order of abstraction enables the 
observation of linkages between otherwise fragmented facts. On the other hand, communications 
involve the creation of a relationship between actors. If the dominant mode through which these 
communications occurs changes, this new configuration of mechanisms by which these relationships 
are forged and the structural affordances enabling differing modes of interaction can effect system-
level changes. For instance, as the debates surrounding digital participation move forward not only is it 
important to know whether people are participating online but how they are connecting with other 
members of the political system and to what effect these connections have. Equally important in the 
study of organizations are not only the effects of digitally-networked communications within 
organizations but the networks established between organizations and other elements within political 
systems (Kallinikos 2006).   
 Digital communications play a significant role in shaping the information flows elected officials 
receive as well as the communications that influence their decision making. The impact of digital 
communications on the governance process extends beyond individual communication and decision-
making practices as these communications uncouple governance from its institutional moorings. While 
the mode of information does not determine the structure of governance, the internet and email are 
more conducive to a highly informational governance logic than to a liberal representative democracy 
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logic because of the difficulties officials acknowledge in aggregating public opinion via the 
communication flows they receive online. The software architecture of email and other online 
environments are easily adapted to the communication of large quantities of information and 
persuasion strategies by stakeholders. However, this is not to say digital technologies are eroding or 
facilitating the erosion of democratic processes. Governance networks may be reconcilable with new 
forms of democratic co-governance as both the politics of expertise and the politics of experience often 
have a role to play in steering policymaking (Bang, 2003). The internet may play an important role in 
this process by enabling the creation of new political opportunity structures. New governance networks 
therefore may not represent an eclipse of democracy, but a shift in its form. 
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Appendix: Question Wordings 
 

Information sources used in decision making 
Who created the information sources you consulted when forming an opinion about the issue identified 
above? 
 
Frequency 1-5 (1=Never, 3=Weekly, 5=Daily):  

a)  Council staff (such as staff reports or memos) 
b)  Other local government staff or elected officials 
c)  Citizens and citizen groups 
d)  Business interests 
e)  State or federal government 
f)  National organizations, such as the National League of Cities  
 

Stakeholders official was in contact with 
What groups did you interact with about the issue identified above? Please consider any form of 
contact, including face-to-face conversations, telephone, mail, email, etc.  
 
Level of Contact 1-5 (1= None, 5=Extensive)  

a) Neighborhood associations 
b) Service clubs or civic affairs groups, such as Rotary or the PTA 
c) Issue groups, such as environmental groups, or those representing women, ethnic groups, or the 

elderly 
d) Business interests, such as merchants’ association, manufacturers’ groups, realtors, or 

developers 
e) Party organizations 
f) Religious groups 

 


