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Scholars and the popular press alike bemoan the loss of community in 21st century America.  They claim that the country is woefully lacking in public spaces, and that civic involvement and social capital have disappeared as a result.  What’s more, they look to these phenomena as reasons for social ills ranging from the increase in violence on city streets to poorly performing schools to low voter turnout.  Can the Internet do anything to stop this erosion? 


This paper seeks to address how a geographically bounded community uses information technology to create an online public sphere that builds social capital within the community.  It examines the structural organization of an email-based community network to determine what institutional characteristics are necessary to create this social capital building public sphere.  Additionally, the paper examines email threads posted on the network as a means of understanding how online discussion between members of a geographically-bounded political community might build bridging or bonding social capital.
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I. Introduction

“Suburban sprawl,” “urban flight,” the “balkanization of society” – these phenomena of life in post-modern America have been blamed for countless social ills, from the increase in violence on our streets to low voter turnout.  “People don’t talk to each other anymore” cry newspapers and academic journals alike.  Certainly, the body of literature which touts the superiority of face-to-face, “over the fence” communication over communication via some more remote medium is extensive.  However, the pace of life in 21st century America, coupled with the fact that both parents work in more than half of American two-parent households and children are often in families with a single parent, creates a reality in which face-to-face communication between neighbors simply is not as feasible as it once was.  Sadly, this leads to households that are isolated from their larger communities, and public opinion that represents an aggregation of individual positions instead of the results of collective deliberation.  Scholars bemoan this phenomenon as the “loss of social capital in America.”  

Interestingly, however, there are still pockets of America where social capital is still high.  It appears, for example, that the bowling lanes in Minneapolis are still quite busy.  Meanwhile, virtual communal gathering spaces, such as the community-focused email discussion forums of MN E-democracy, are thriving in Minnesota as well.  Certainly, the Internet and other forms of computer-mediated communication offer an alternate means of communication to traditional media, one that allows for the one-to-one, one-to-many, or many-to-many interactions without the limitations of time or space.  However, because each of these above forms of communication is so different in practice, the Internet is a medium of tensions.  It is both a vast space with no corresponding physical location in which people flock to find information about and connections with particular matters of interest to them, from white-water rafting to molecular biology, parenting tips to retirement plans; and yet in contrast, it is a place in which people from the same geographic location can come together to discuss a multiplicity of issues as a means of shrinking this seemingly endless space. 

This tension is certainly not a novel occurrence in American history.  As Shapiro (1998) writes, “American culture has always demonstrated a certain schizophrenia regarding the individual and the community.”  Observers from Tocqueville on have commented on the polarities of American society.  Shapiro cites historian Arthur Schlesinger, Jr. (1986), who views American political history as alternating cycles of public-spiritedness and self-interest, of Americans looking outward and inward.  Sagely, Shapiro writes, “it appears that technology now offers extremes to match those of the American cultural psyche.”

The latter example, the phenomenon of place-based communities coming together online, is often referred to as a “community network,” and these have been a part of the Internet since the early 90’s.  In essence, community networks serve as public spaces on the Web by giving members of a physical community an access point through which they can gather information about their neighborhoods or towns.  As Doug Schuler, director of the Seattle Community Network writes, “the most important aspect of a community network, is its immense potential for participation” (1994).  Furthermore, Evans and Boyte argue that “free spaces…. are defined by their roots in community” (1992), and community networks provide an on-line public sphere in which citizens can interact with their elected officials, with information and services within the community, and with each other.  This virtual narrative of a physical community places community networks in a unique half-virtual, half-real world position (Giese, 1998).  

In fact, Howard Rheingold’s now famous anecdote about the WELL
 demonstrates this use.  According to Rheingold, members of the WELL, a computer conferencing system that allows users to engage in public conversations as well as private exchanges, gave virtual support to Phil, a fellow participant, during his son’s battle with leukemia (Rheingold, 2000).  Over the course of the boy’s illness, WELL members offered support, encouragement, and a collective virtual ear to Phil and his family.  While it is true that the WELL could have easily formed as a community of support from geographically dispersed locations, Rheingold claims that connections made on the WELL were made stronger because most participants were in the San Francisco Bay Area and could interact face-to-face.   In fact, he reports that the WELL’s annual pot-luck and picnic are staples of WELL offline life.  Thus, whether community can be built virtually is not so much the issue as is the caveat that the Internet should not be overlooked as a means for connecting a community that is place-based.  

The Association for Community Networks (AFCN) defines “community networking” as “community-based creation & provision of appropriate technology services.”  Electronic bulletin boards, Free-nets, community listservs, and community portals all fall under the broad umbrella of this definition.  Community networks offer a broad array of services, ranging from telecommunication infrastructure and access to the Internet, social services, or elected officials to discussion groups for the community. However, despite this noble cause, the AFCN estimates that there are currently only about 150 of these community or civic networks (http://www.afcn.org). 

The technology used by a community network varies as much as the interpretation of the concept itself. According to the Pew Internet and American Life Project, email is the most commonly used Internet application, and some of the most basic yet successful community networks use simple email lists to connect citizens.
  Alternatively, community networks can be extremely sophisticated, linking community members through a community internet service provider (ISP) and establishing a network infrastructure to connect local libraries and schools (Cohill & Kavanaugh, 2000).   Regardless of the form a community network might take, however, it is important to remember that “unless [a virtual community] fills some missing need in the lives of the intended user group, it is unlikely that it will meet with expectations for high levels of social interaction” (Hampton, & Wellman, 2000). 

Community networks can be particularly useful in giving previously marginalized groups access to technology or information.  By placing terminals in public places, or making sure that various constituencies previously underrepresented in the community have a place in an online discussion, civic influence is more evenly distributed.  However, the potential for elitist bias in public spheres has been a concern throughout the history of the concept, and community networks are no exception.  As Schuler writes, “it is doubtful that members of poor, disenfranchised communities will magically become interested in community networks that they might know little about, or have limited interests in or hopes for gaining access to” (1994).  Pippa Norris, terming this phenomenon the “democratic divide” (forthcoming 2001), claims that,  

For those with access and motivation, the Internet facilitates opportunities for civic engagement, increasing the ability to drill down and compare multiple news sources on an issue, to forward articles and clippings to colleagues, friends, and family, to donate funds electronically to causes or election campaigns, to support groups mobilizing around particular issues, to organize within local neighborhoods, and to discuss politics online, as well as to research official documents and legislative proposals, to access government services and download official forms, and to contact public servants about particular problems of health or housing…. Digital politics thereby contributes towards the vitality of representative democracy, but it also largely bypasses the disengaged.

This paper seeks to examine an online community network in Minnesota – Minnesota E-democracy – to determine whether a geographically bounded community can create an online public space that promotes meaningful dialogue about local issues, and in turn facilitates the development of community social capital.  My argument is organized in four parts.  First, I examine the relevant literature: social capital, computer-mediated communication, and the public sphere.  Second, I examine the MN E-democracy structure to determine what institutional characteristics are crucial to maintaining the organization as a social-capital building entity within the community.  Third, I examine posts on one of MN E-democracy’s Community Forums to see how different forms of social capital are demonstrated in practice, whether there is tension between these forms of social capital, and why some conversation topics appear to develop more of one kind of social capital than another.  I conclude by exploring the reasons why Minnesota has succeeded in producing this kind of public sphere, and determines how the rest of the country (or the world) might be able to join in.  I find that online community discussions can serve as public spheres for the community, and that the discussions within these virtual spheres can indeed build social capital. 

II. Literature Review

i. Social Capital 

Much has been written in the past decade about the importance of social capital for the sustainability of healthy communities.  In fact, much has been written about how much has been written about social capital.  The most visible proponent of the concept is Robert Putnam, who argues that America’s declining social capital is the culprit behind the deterioration of civic life in America.  Putnam defines social capital as connections among individuals or “social networks and the norms of reciprocity and trustworthiness that arise from them” (Putnam, 19).  He breaks the concept into two subcategories --   “bridging capital,” or social capital between groups, and “bonding capital” or social capital within a single group -- and measures a community’s social capital in terms of community association membership (Putnam, 22). 

James Coleman, from whom Putnam draws heavily, claims that social capital is “embodied in the relations among persons” (1990).  He argues that all forms of social capital have two common characteristics: “they all consist of some aspect of a social structure, and they facilitate certain actions of individuals who are within the structure” (302).  Unlike Putnam, Coleman links social capital to other forms of capital in a society.  Also unlike Putnam, Coleman identifies multiple measurable ways in which social relations can create social capital.  These are: obligations and expectations, information potential, norms and effective sanctions, authority relations, appropriable social organization, and intentional organization (310-12).  Particularly interesting is the idea of information potential, as this concept is not generally discussed by other scholars of social capital, but will prove useful as the topic of social capital is applied to online exchanges and community building.

Both Putnam and Coleman address the issue of social capital’s status as a public good, claiming that social capital suffers from the underinvestment and free-ridership problems that other public goods face as well.  Essentially, the benefits of strong social capital in a community are felt not only by those who have worked to create that capital, but also by those who have not participated in social networks or relations which built or sustained the capital in the first place.  “The result is that most forms of social capital are created or destroyed as a byproduct of other activities” (Coleman, 1990).  

Although several scholars in the field have adopted Putnam’s units of analysis in their own research on social capital, this methodology is inconsistent on two counts with the theory that drives it.  First, if social capital is to be assessed in terms of a community or nation’s health, then examining it in terms of aggregated individual involvement, such as voter turnout or association membership, misses the collective element which Putnam finds so important.
  As Edwards and Foley (1998) write, “it is important to pay close attention to the circumstances in which forms of capital are created and deployed, avoiding the assumption that a single, global variable (associational membership) can be taken to predict meaningful differences in social, cultural, or human capital.”  Examining the networks, social relations within those networks, or collective activity in a community constructs a richer and more theoretically consistent picture of the strength of that community’s social capital than Putnam’s variables.  

Second, while Putnam’s finding that participation in politics, civics, and religious activities has decreased significantly in the past thirty years is certainly compelling, his focus on the crisis in participation in bowling leagues and PTAs indicates an outdated and culturally biased orientation toward the concept.  Admittedly, when these associations were created, politics instructed people in a citizenship of intelligence rather than passionate intensity, and called for a voter who was more intelligent than simply loyal to the party (Schudson, 1998).  Modern expectations that citizens command detailed political information find their roots in this time period.  However, women were still disenfranchised and rarely worked outside of the home during the Progressive Era, and poll taxes and literacy tests prevented African-Americans and other ethnic minorities from voting.  Thus, while at this time there was a focus on citizenship as a collective and informed endeavor, only some citizens were invited to participate.  It took the Nineteenth Amendment and the Civil Rights movement to elevate this concept of an informed citizen to the next level and include groups that had previously been left out of the democratic picture.  

Similarly, Putnam is wrongfully skeptical of the social capital-building potential of modern forms of social connection because they are constructed differently than those created 100 years ago.  He dismisses the 20th century’s support groups and social movements, claiming that the former are too focused on the individual, while the latter create a feeling of being involved (by encouraging people to write a check or sign a petition) without actually being involved.  However, he acknowledges that it is problematic to champion the associations of the Progressive Era too loudly, as that they excluded racial, ethnic, and sexual minorities.  Furthermore, looking to the past also ignores the reality that the fast pace of modern life sometimes requires citizens to indicate their involvement in ways other than time.  In short, the conditions of life in modern American society have changed significantly since the Progressive Era and, in the case of individual freedoms, this shift has arguably been for the better.  To bemoan the loss of civic engagement in the Progressive model is understandable, but also ignores the circumstances of life in 21st Century America and the gains in individual freedoms and participatory democracy which have been made. 

Also, although the general impression given thus far is that strengthening social capital in America is a positive undertaking, there are dangers to strengthening social capital as well.  Portes identifies three such negative aspects (1996).  First, he cites “conspiracies against the public,” a situation that arises when groups become too cohesive and “outsiders” are shut out completely.  In the extreme, neo-Nazi hate groups are an example of such social capital turned ugly.  Second, Portes writes that “membership in a community also brings demands for conformity,” to the point where the individual can feel strangled by the restrictions on individual freedom placed on him or her by the community at large.  In fact, it is against this kind of stifling that the American mantra of “rugged individualism” sprang.  Finally, social capital can come in the form of “community groups” like gangs, drug rings, or Mafia families which, in the long run “may hold an individual down rather than raise him up” (Portes, 1996).   

In addition, while bridging social capital is important for fostering relationships between groups, it can occur at the expense of the equally important localized capital (Coleman, 1990).  Marginalized groups may lose some of their more important advocates in the process of bridging with the dominant group.  For example, the elimination of bilingual education from public schools clearly builds bridging capital by connecting students with the dominant language of their country, but some researchers argue that it does so at the expense of ties to family, community, and culture (Nai-Lin Chang, 1997).  Similarly, a participant at a National Civic League conference of community practitioners argued that applying the idea of bridging capital to African American communities has historically “sucked away our investment, the social investment in ourselves, and historically it has bridged for white people rather than for us people of color” (Wallis, 1998). This is not to say that connections among ethnic groups should not be made.  However, it is important to recognize the potential damage that can be done to one form of social capital when trying to build another.

ii. Computer-Mediated Communication

The unique properties of computer-mediated communication (CMC) make it an interesting and useful prism through which to examine questions of community, democracy, and social capital, particularly when applied to the community network concept.  Although studies have found that CMC does not serve the same needs as face-to-face (FTF) communication (Flaherty, Pearce, Rubin, 1998), CMC offers interesting solutions to modern problems of social interaction and citizen participation.  First, because computer-mediated communication is asynchronous, people can log on at any time and search for information or participate in a discussion (Wellman and Hampton, 1999).  In “real” life, this is obviously not an option.  Even if a particularly zealous citizen was resourceful enough to get into the town hall at 3 am in search of an answer to his question about street plowing, it is unlikely that anyone would be there with a reply. As Putnam writes, “even if all of us have enough free hours to invest in community activities, my free hours are not necessarily the same as your free hours” (2000).  In general, the Internet and other forms of CMC make civic discourse and action possible at all hours of the day or night.  In addition, asynchronous interaction allows for participants to reply at their own pace, giving more thought to matters than might otherwise be possible in face-to-face (FtF) conversation (Pratt et al, 1999).      

CMC also lacks the nonverbal cues that are present in face-to-face conversation, and the impact of this particular feature is very much in question in scholarly literature.  Some argue that it hampers communication efficiency, as text without context is open to multiple interpretations (Bordia, 1997), and a number of the early experiments with CMC showed that CMC participants made less favorable personal impressions of each other than FtF participants (Kiesler, Zebrow, Moses, & Geller, 1985).  However, subsequent studies found that relationships formed in a CMC group eventually equaled those formed in FtF groups, but that such relations took longer to develop in CMC (Walther and Burgoon, 1992).   

The lack of nonverbal cues can also make computer-mediated communication a great power leveler.  A face-to-face city council meeting is most often structured such that elected or bureaucratic officials are seated at a dais in the front, the citizens are seated in neat rows facing the stage, and press are sequestered somewhere in the back.  In a computer-mediated meeting of these same actors, however, all participants are seated at their desktops.  When the spatial and hierarchical restrictions imposed in the face-to-face set-up are removed, all participants have an equal role in the discussion, and all can feel free to voice their opinions (Wellman & Gulia, 1999; Rheingold, 2000).  As Howard Rheingold writes in The Virtual Community (2000):  

The potential social leverage comes from the power that ordinary citizens gain when they know how to connect two previously independent, mature, highly decentralized technologies…personal computers …and a worldwide telecommunication network.  With the right knowledge, and not too much of it, a ten-year-old kid today can plug these two vast, powerful, expensively developed technologies together for a few hundred dollars and instantly obtain a bully pulpit, the Library of Congress, and a world full of potential coconspirators.

However, the newfound freedom from social norms which CMC users experience can lead some to behave more rudely or offensively than they might in an FtF setting.  Many argue that it is the lack of nonverbal cues and accompanying perceived anonymity that lead to incidences of flaming, or deliberate rudeness to fellow participants, online.    

Additionally, the lack of nonverbal cues in CMC unwittingly privileges some groups over others.  While those who are not comfortable speaking in public might bless the day that community conversation appeared online, those who struggle with issues of literacy and writing proficiency will feel just the opposite.  Although the Internet has become increasingly diverse in recent years (Pew Research Center for People and the Press, 1999), relying on the Internet for civic discourse favors those who have Internet access readily available to them.  While it is possible for citizens without Internet access at home or work to go to the local library or community technology center, people in this situation are less likely to participate than those who have Internet access at home and work.  In the end, using computer-mediated communication to promote civic participation and strengthen social capital might only provide another means of contacting institutions of power to those who already have access to the system in the first place.  

iii. Democracy and the Public Sphere

Like social capital, the notion of “public sphere” has witnessed a scholarly and popular revival in recent years, one that has been frequently applied to the Internet.  More specifically, the public sphere concept has been used to research ways that computer-mediated communication might provide solutions to what Max Lerner called “the problem of place in America.” Simply put, Lerner argued that Americans must find a new “integral community” to replace the small town of yesteryear, or risk becoming more jangled and fragmented than the current state of fragmentation (Oldenburg, 1989).
  In The Great Good Place, Ray Oldenburg argues that “where the problem of place has been solved, a generous proliferation of core settings of informal public life is sufficient to the needs of the people” (1989).  A number of definitions of these “third places” have been advocated over the years (Oldenburg, 1989; Keane, 1995) but all are essentially built on Habermas’s classic idea that citizens be able to “confer in an unrestricted fashion about matters of general interest” (Boyte, 1993).

In his much-cited work, Structural Transformations of the Public Sphere, Habermas lists the three common institutional criteria found in the public spaces – be they German coffee houses or French salons – of the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries (1991).  First, they encouraged discussion among patrons without regard for the social hierarchies that might separate them as individuals outside the coffee house door.  Argument quality, rather than social status, commanded respect, superseding all laws of the marketplace and the state.  Second, the discussion in such places expanded to encompass all matters of “common concern.”  At this time – thanks in large part to the growth of the merchant class and ensuing need for and information on matters ranging from market values to literature to philosophy – topics that had previously been beyond the scope of bourgeois knowledge became accessible, and therefore discussible.  Finally, Habermas argues, the public sphere came to include all people.  He writes, 

However exclusive the public might be at any given instance, it could never close itself off entirely and become consolidated as a clique; for it always understood and found itself immersed within a more inclusive public of all private people, persons who…could avail themselves via the market of the objects that were subject to discussion.

Boyte and Evans take Habermas’s concept of the public sphere to the next level, arguing that “democratic action depends on these free spaces, where people experience a schooling in citizenship and learn a vision of the common good in the course of struggling for change.” (Evans & Boyte, 18).  Differing from Habermas’s vision of spaces where citizens congregate to simply discuss issues, Evans and Boyte argue that free spaces are necessary for citizens to develop courses of civic action.  However, these respective concepts of the purpose of free space are not mutually exclusive, as there is value in citizen political discourse for the sake of establishing norms and opinions, as well as political discourse in the interest of deciding collective action.     

Free spaces are particularly important as media in modern America continue to be monopolized and commercialized by a relatively small number of corporate interests.  In a free market, media decisions are driven first by a desire for profit, and this is increasingly visible in media practices.
  Furthermore, while the rational-choice model works well for selling cereal or the cliché “new and improved” laundry detergent – in that products are targeted toward individual consumers, who then decide whether or not to buy the product based on their own cost/benefit analysis -- it is dangerous to apply this same strategy to democracy.  After all, the quote is “of the people, for the people, and by the people,” not “of an aggregate of individuals, for an aggregate of individuals, by an aggregate of individuals.”  Without some sense of the public good or collective participation, public policy opinions and decisions will be based on individual pursuit of self-interest at the expense of the public good.  

As the dominant means of communication in America today, television in particular has taken much of the blame for the lack of public discourse and free spaces, and for a number of reasons.  At a discursive level, television is discussed in terms of media markets, as opposed to congressional districts, and while it is certainly important to formally separate electronic communication from government in a free market media model, this arrangement automatically biases any discussion of the media toward market terms (Bagdikian, 1997).  Furthermore, as previously stated, media are increasingly concentrated in a relative handful of corporate entities.  Bagdikian writes that, “whenever a viewer turns a television dial, a television station loses a customer.” Thus, television coverage of any kind  -- whether it be of politics, news, or entertainment – is subject to the standards a profit-driven, advertising-supported media system that privileges individual, rational choice theories over collective discourse and action.  In practice, these circumstances are manifested as news stories that focus on personalities and personal dramas rather than analysis and contextualization of larger social issues  (Jamieson, 1992). 

It should be noted that it is not my intention to either discuss the evils of television or to condemn the globalization and subsequent “hypercommercialization” of the modern media (McChesney, 1999).  Rather, it is my intention to point out that these phenomena have contributed to the current state of American social capital and political participation, and to determine whether encouraging citizen interaction through CMC might reverse these trends. For all of the reasons that Robert Putnam has argued that civic participation in America has decreased, so too has the American electorate reduced its role in political content and conversation from participants to spectators.  Unfortunately, television’s broadcast nature has done much to reinforce this pattern. However, as Howard Rheingold writes, “the political significance of CMC lies in its capacity to challenge the existing political hierarchy’s monopoly on powerful communications media, and perhaps thus revitalize citizen-based democracy.”  Perhaps by altering the form of communication used in political talk and action -- namely, through community networks – media content can also be changed, and more participation encouraged (Tsagrousianou, Tambini, & Bryan, 1997). 

III. Methodology

In Bowling Alone, Putnam writes, “I have found no reliable, comprehensive, nationwide measures of social capital that neatly distinguish ‘bridgingness’ and ‘bondingness’.”  This project is an exploratory one, and as such does not seek to examine bridgingness and bondingness through a nationwide lens.  Similarly, it is not particularly concerned with making sure that the boundaries between these two categories are distinct.  Rather, this paper seeks to determine the variety of ways that bridging and bonding social capital manifest themselves in a community’s online public sphere.  To that end, quantitative analysis was an inappropriate method of inquiry for this project.  Instead, MN E-democracy was studied using several more appropriate qualitative methods – interviews, observation, and an open-ended survey.

The work for this paper began in July 2000, when I started working on the Pew Charitable Trusts-funded project “Energizing the Electronic Electorate.”  I was assigned to determine which Minnesota civic and advocacy groups carried content about federal candidates in the 2000 election, and relied heavily on the MN E-democracy political desktop for sources.  Consulting Issue Forum archives and the MN E-democracy website, I made a list of people I wanted to interview, trying to cover the various areas of political life that MN E-democracy seeks to represent while also capturing frequent and occasional posters.  In August 2000, Kirsten Foot, a post-doctoral fellow at the Annenberg Public Policy Center, queried E-democracy founder Steven Clift for his suggestions for people who would be good to interview about the inner-workings of MN E-democracy, as well as its role in the greater Twin Cities and Minnesota political landscape.  I had previously met Clift at the Democratic National Convention, and already conducted one interview with him prior to this contact.  Clift replied with a list of people, and from this list and my own, I set to work contacting participants.  On a second trip to Minnesota in November 2000, I interviewed additional MN E-democracy participants and volunteers who I had either met on my previous data collection trip, become familiar with online, or who were suggested to me by previous interviewees.  The final interview group consisted of two list moderators, two participants, three volunteers, and two lurkers – one who monitors the lists as part of his work as a city bureaucrat, and one who does so as part of his work producing his own Minnesota-focused political web site.  In addition, I conducted a group interview with eight E-democracy volunteers, and a second interview with Clift on May 9, 2001. 

Thus, the interview method used for this study most closely resembles a combination of what Schutt calls “stratified” and “purposive” sampling, as interviewees were deliberately chosen based on their role in MN E-democracy, the Minneapolis Issues Forum, and the community at large (Schutt, 1999). The participant survey (Appendix A) was posted as an email to the Minneapolis Issues Forum on May 10, 2001 to assess participants’ reasons for subscribing to the list and whether they perceived the list as capable of producing bridging or bonding social capital.  Respondents replied to the message directly to me, filling out the survey and emailing it back. At the time of this survey, the Minneapolis Issues Forum had 500 subscribers, and 20 volunteered responses were received.  While this number is certainly not representative of the participants as a whole, it draws from the most active and committed of them.

Although I subscribed to several of the lists, I focused my attention on the Minneapolis Issues Forum, as it is the most active of MN E-democracy’s community forums, and therefore provided the greatest insight into what an active, “successful” online public sphere looks like.
  Posts were archived from September 1, 2000 to April 30, 2001. Web sites whose links were included in individual posts to the Minneapolis Issues Forum were saved or their contents printed.  Newspaper or television story links that appeared in posts were either saved in HTML or retrieved through Lexis-Nexis, since stories on press web sites are generally only available for a week after they are first published. With the exception of Steve Clift and Minneapolis Issues Forum List Manager David Brauer, the names of all participants have been changed.

Thread analysis proved to be a much more fluid process than I had originally expected, because I needed to deal with the issue of what constituted a “thread.”  Posts to the Minneapolis Issues Forum were delivered to my email inbox in digest format, meaning that the posts of the day were consolidated into a single email message.  A pseudo-table of contents appeared at the beginning of this email, listing the subjects and authors of all of the posts that were included in that particular digest.  In addition, posts are archived to the Minneapolis Issues Forum web site (http://www.mail-archive.com/mpls@mnforum. org).  At the web site, however, posts are organized by date or thread.  Organizing and reading messages by thread is arguably the best way to read posts, as messages within the same thread are listed in order of time submitted, thus closely mimicking real world conversation. 

When using the digest, I often had to refer back to digests from previous days to follow the trail of conversation, as participants occasionally changed a subject heading (at times, it seems, to make some sort of statement about the issue being discussed) when responding to a previous post.  This tendency to change subject headings became problematic when using the archive, however, as a slight change in subject will be listed as a new thread.  In addition, if too much time has passed between when a message is posted and a reply is added, the reply will often be listed as a separate thread as well.  This made researching threads more time-consuming than I had previously expected, and in many cases necessitated that I go back through every post over a two or three week period to reconstruct the direction of the conversation.  

I had originally planned to focus on postings between January 1, 2001 and March 31, 2001, so that I might catch the start of the Minnesota State Legislature’s session (which began on January 12) while simultaneously avoiding any national election conversation (which is against List rules but appeared anyway).  However, by starting my analysis with January posts, I realized that I would be overlooking some very lively conversation about important city issues, such as a new stadium for the Minnesota Twins Major League Baseball team, as well as the reappointment of Police Chief Robert Olson.  I also quickly realized that by ending my analysis in March, I would miss the Minneapolis Democratic-Farmer-Laborer (DFL) convention, where the party delegates would caucus and endorse a candidate for mayor in 2001, one of whom is a list participant.  Therefore, I decided to expand my thread analysis from September 1, 2000 to April 30, 2001.   In his “Statement on Method,” ethnographer Mitchell Duneier writes that most social processes have a structure that comes close to insuring that a certain set of situations will arise over time (Duneier, 1999). While I have certainly found this to be the case in my work on this project, I also found that some social phenomenon occur because of a particular arrangement of time and events which do not repeat themselves, and which should not be missed.  Because I had been following MN E-democracy and the Minneapolis Issues Forum for the entire time, thankfully they did not have to be.

Similarly, the way I approached the issues discussed in the Minneapolis Issues Forum evolved over time.  When I first began, I paid closest attention to threads that appeared to be of major policy concern to the city.  On October 29, 2000, a MN E-democracy participant-volunteer posted a list of city election issues for the mayoral candidate questionnaire that Minneapolis Issues Forum volunteers were compiling, and I used this list as a guide.  The issues listed were: 

· Public funding for sports facilities to be used by privately owned teams

· Subsidies and tax breaks for for-profit corporations engaged in commercial development

· Domestic partner benefits for city employees

· Civilian oversight for Minneapolis police department

· Racial profiling

· Police department activities such as CODEFOR, SAFE program, and responses to political protests

· Affordable housing

· Living wage ordinance

· Social responsibility in business and investments – contracting with or investing in companies that are involved with oppressive governments, contracting with or investing in companies that use sweatshop labor

· Air pollution

· Organic foods in schools

· Distribution of Neighborhood Revitalization Program (NRP) funds

Over time, however, I found that limiting myself to this list prevented me from observing how a discussion about one issue could meander into a discussion about another.  I also realized that by looking at only certain issues, I was missing many examples of bonding social capital production, such as threads devoted simply to list members in the news or to planning the next list-wide face-to-face gathering.  Furthermore, I was concerned that issues that are important in a campaign are inherently more bonding or bridging than those which might not receive extensive campaign attention.  Rather than possibly bias my analysis toward one or the other kind of social capital, I looked at all posts over the eight-month period.   

Similarly, I did not limit my analysis to threads of a particular length.  Originally, I had planned to examine threads that were ten posts or longer.  However, as I conducted my analysis, I realized that this was faulty organization.  “Threads,” as they are listed in the archive, do not always accurately reflect the way that discussion about a particular issue developed. As previously stated, threads often trail off and then pick up again a few days (or weeks) later with a slightly different title, branch off into related topics but with the same title, or branch off into different titles but talk about the same topics over the period of a few days. This made it difficult to determine with any regularity how long a thread actually was.  Furthermore, I found that some of the most interesting examples of bridging and bonding were unique to threads that had less than 10 messages.  Therefore, I examined all threads, regardless of length.

It is important for me to note that the nature of doing research on a geographically bounded online community is such that I was forced to observe all real time events from the position of a virtual researcher.  I was not privy to events that occurred face-to-face between participants, nor was I present for the various events in the community that spurned so many threads of discussion.  Furthermore, one of the limitations of analyzing an online listserv that encourages one-on-one conversation to be taken to private email is that issues are often resolved or discussed further out of the list’s range of view.  Granted, all ethnographic inquiry is based on what the researcher sees, and what he or she doesn’t see could possibly tell a different story altogether.  However, I would be remiss if I didn’t mention this limitation.  As Christine Hine writes in Virtual Ethnography,  “virtual ethnography is interstitial, in that it fits into the other activities of both ethnographer and subjects.  Immersion is only intermittently achieved” (65).  

In addition, fortunately or unfortunately, silence connotes absence in online conversation.  In traditional research on online communities, this is a perfectly acceptable situation, as participants who do not contribute to the discussion are inconsequential to the researcher.  However, in the case of the Minneapolis Issues Forum, many list members subscribe but do not participate in the conversation because they are hold official positions in the community and choose to show their support or disagreement through more public acts.  Thus, although these individuals might choose to watch rather than join the fray of conversation, this does not mean that they do not participate in other ways.  Unfortunately, no concrete information was available on the identities of the hundreds of people who lurk on the Minneapolis Issues Forum, which essentially made finding evidence of their participation analogous to looking for wind -- I could not see their participation, so I had to keep a sharp eye out for their effect in the community through things like stories in the local press or posts by staff on behalf of an elected official. 

IV. The MN E-democracy Story: How to build an online public commons

Minnesota E-democracy is a non-partisan 501(c)(3) organization based in Minneapolis, Minnesota.  It was founded in July, 1994 by Steven Clift, who was a student at the Hubert Humphrey Institute of Public Affairs.  The project was initially conceived as a way to put the candidates for United States Senate, House of Representatives, and Governor on the Internet.  Clift put out a call for volunteers, and from that initial effort, they were able to compile a web site with information on all of the major pre-primary candidates, voter guides by the Minnesota Secretary of State’s Voter Guide and the League of Women Voters, as well as election articles from the Minneapolis Star Tribune.  (Clift, 2001).  In addition to these information resources, MN E-democracy hosted an on-line candidate debate and started the Minnesota Politics discussion forum, an email-based listserv where participants could talk about local politics online.  The forum was archived by the Twin Cities Free-net, an organization that was also new to the Minnesota political web space and had agreed to host the site.  Together, these efforts enabled MN E-democracy to be one of the most comprehensive sites on the Web at the time, and the world’s first election-oriented web page (Aikens, 1996).

Although there have been many additions to the MN E-democracy site since it was first created, these additions are still based on the original core features – links to press, government, and civic and advocacy group websites, on-line candidate debates, and discussion forums.  Today, MN E-Democracy’s purpose is to improve participation in democracy in Minnesota through the use of information networks. It seeks to increase citizen participation in elections and public discourse through the use of information and communication technologies, and its non-partisan nature has proved crucial to achieving this end.  Although the site still sponsors candidate e-debates during election years, the primary focus is the use of the Internet to improve citizen participation in real world governance.  Clearly at play is a phrase often repeated by Clift: “the world is run by the people that show up.  Let’s make it so they can show up from home” (Clift, 2000).

i. The Lists are Life

The heart and soul of MN E-democracy is its Issue Forums.  As in the early days, these forums are email-based discussions about community issues, and it is free to subscribe to any of them. Subscribers can opt to receive the posts as they are posted to the group, in digest form, or they can choose to log on to the MN E-democracy web site and read messages straight from the archive. Regardless, Steve Clift and other participants argue that the email interface is key to their success, because it is the Internet application with which most people are comfortable.  The research supports this theory.  Of the 90 million Americans who have gone online, 91 percent have sent an email, thus making it the most common Web practice (Internet and American Life Project, 2000).

MN E-democracy Community Forum participants can be split into three categories.  “Participants” are those subscribers who post messages to the group, varying in their involvement from once a year to several times a day.  “Lurkers” are subscribers who read the messages posted to the Forum, but choose not to participate in the discussion.   “Volunteers,” who may also be participants or lurkers, are List subscribers who also participate in the everyday maintenance of the organization.

The original Minnesota Politics list has since been split into two state-specific lists, MN Politics-discuss and MN Politics-announce.  With a 400-person participant pool from across the state, discussion on MN Politics-discuss focuses on state level issues, policy, and ideology.  A second state-wide list, MN Politics-announce, serves as a common space for participants to post political events in the state.  In addition to these two state lists, MN E-democracy links to several city-specific discussion lists.  The most active of these is the Minneapolis Issues Forum, which also has approximately 400 members, and where discussion centers around issues in Minneapolis.  The conversation on the Minneapolis Forum tends to be much more focused on day-to-day matters like safe playground equipment and sidewalk repair than the state-wide lists, which tend to center more around party differences on particular initiatives by the state legislature.  Similar topics are discussed E-democracy’s other city-specific lists – the St. Paul Issues Forum, the Duluth Issues Forum, and the Winona Issues Forum – to varying degrees of activity.

The range of discussion topics shows how MN E-democracy Forums are biased toward bridging social capital, as they bring participants together by geography, rather than issue.  However, there comes a point when a critical mass is reached, and what was once a lively discussion with many voices becomes a noisy rotunda without impact. It is at this point that an organization must embrace the benefits of bonding social capital as a means of facilitating bridging social capital.  In 2001, MN E-democracy decided to move in a new direction and opened state-wide issue specific forums.   The Minnesota Capitol Forum lists are announcement and discussion lists for the top issues in the Minnesota State Legislature – education, tax reform, redistricting, transportation, and privacy – and were promoted on the MN E-democracy web site and did not go live until they had reached 75 participants.
  Also new is the E-democracy Legislative Study Group, which began January 2, 2001 and discusses possible language for updating Minnesota governance laws to reflect possibilities in the Information Age; and MN Politics-National, which began December 14, 2000 as a space for Minnesotans who want to talk about national and international public policy issues with other citizens of their state.
     

ii. Volunteers: the Force behind a Public Good

Email lists may be the lifeblood of MN E-democracy, but volunteers are the organs that keep this life-force pumping. Rather, volunteers do all the work necessary to keep the online public commons of Minnesota functioning.  

List moderators are the most visible of the E-democracy volunteers.  They post new discussion topics to the list, and also address issues ranging from conversation tone to sticking to the intended topic.  Moderators also work to recruit new participants, from more average citizens to people in opinion leadership positions in the community.  “Opinion leaders” does not just mean focusing on elected officials, however.  Creating an online public commons means including voices from as many sections of the community as possible, meaning that recruiting efforts might just as easily focus on members of the police force or community chamber orchestra as City Council Representative.  

As with almost any effort on MN E-democracy, list moderation can be done at almost any time of the day. However, it is absolutely crucial that an Issues Forum have a committed moderator.  While most list moderators admit that it does not take very much time to do their job, it certainly takes some effort and attention.  List moderators take different approaches to what kind of content they post to the list.  For example, Minneapolis Issues Forum Moderator David Brauer generally posts as a participant, unless he is invoking some rule or starting a new thread (in which case he is listed as “list moderator”).  

Not surprisingly, but certainly humorously, MN E-democracy has a volunteer email list called the “Volunteer Interest Network.”  The list is low-volume and, never missing an opportunity to recruit, there are links throughout the MN E-democracy web page for site visitors to subscribe to this list.  Just as the overriding principle behind MN E-democracy is that people should be able to participate in their local democracy at any time in the day, so too can volunteers take on tasks that fit within their schedules and interest.  Volunteer roles include recruiting more participants for the lists, either online or at in-person community and political events.  Additionally, volunteers can help start a new community forum or helping out with an existing forum.  Also related to the online debates, volunteers collect candidate information and organize these online candidate debates.  Content or design people can help with the web pages and in the use of open source applications so that the tools created by MN E-democracy can be shared through the “Democracies Online Code Network.”  The organization also solicits volunteers for fundraising and evaluation tasks. 

iii. It’s Good to be a Public Good

This search for funding is another key element to the MN E-democracy experience – not only does the organization have no staff, but it does not have the funds to pay for one in the first place.  The organization operates on funds from foundations and private donors, as well as donated information infrastructure and support from local non-profits.  When coupled with its non-partisan status, MN E-democracy’s non-profit, volunteer-run model makes the organization a public good – that is, one from which the entire community can benefit but is without a market incentive to provide – in facilitating conversation and social capital building between members of the local political community.  

MN E-democracy’s non-profit status helps in its quest for bringing together people of like geography but dissimilar interests, but this is certainly not the trend in commercial ventures in America, however.  In fact, MN E-democracy is swimming upstream when compared with what commercial interests can and would do with similar forums.  MN E-democracy encourages broad audiences from the same geographic location to talk together, while discussion spaces sponsored by commercial sites tend to focus on narrow audiences.  Similar to Putnam’s notions of bridging and bonding, in Breaking up America, Turow (1998) refers to these as “society-making media,” which have the potential to get all segments to talk to each other, and “segment-making media,” which encourage small slices of society to talk to themselves.  Segment-making media are most useful for making corporate sponsors, marketers, and advertisers happy, because it is easy for companies to figure out what kind of people are participating and how to sell to them.  As Turow writes,

Marketers are aware that the U.S. population sees itself marked by enormous economic and cultural tensions.  Marketers don’t feel, though, that it benefits them to encourage Americans to deal with these tensions head-on through a media brew of discussion, entertainment, and argumentation aimed at broadly diverse audiences.  Rather, new approaches to marketing make it increasingly worthwhile for even the largest media companies to separate audiences into different worlds according to distinctions that ad people feel make the audiences secure and comfortable.  

However, to pursue segment-making media at the expense of society-making media is to continue the erosion of social capital lamented by Robert Putnam.  The catch-22, of course, is that without additional funding, the MN E-democracy model does mean that MN E-democracy is not particularly scalable.  There are no doubt countless reasons why people are willing to do the work necessary to keep MN E-democracy running, but it is almost impossible to imagine how this concept could be adapted to a national scale.  At a local level, politics tends to be less ideological and more tied to daily personal experience.  National politics, however, is discussed on much more macrocosmic levels and almost requires citizens to invoke ideology.  Two of the most common complaints that participants have about the Issues Forums are personal attacks and arguments based on rote ideology – problems which grow exponentially when the discussion population or geographic focus is broadened.  In fact, the Minneapolis list moderator started that Issues Forum because he was overwhelmed by the nastiness and lack of real discussion he found on the statewide list. 

Does this mean that MN E-democracy should continue to operate on a shoestring budget, or sacrifice its usefulness to the community in the process?  Certainly not.  But what it does mean is that public spaces seeking to partner with commercial entities must do so with the greatest care.  Choosing the wrong sponsor could be death to the bridging (or, society-making) effects of MN E-democracy’s purpose.  For example, in Net Gain (1997), John Hagel and Arthur Armstrong write, rather patronizingly 

We acknowledge and salute the early pioneers of the network who in organizing virtual communities were not driven by commercial motives and who, in many cases, were driven by anticommercial values.  Many valuable lessons have been learned from their efforts.  

However, Hagel and Armstrong go on to say that the true task of bringing about the shift in power from vendor to customer will fall to the commercially motivated community organizer. 

The question to ask, of course, is who said anything about customers?  MN E-democracy is about bringing people together as citizens and members of a community to solve problems; it is not about making sure that democracy comes with a money-back guarantee.  Granted, the Internet’s current offering of mass-available information and products takes commercial backing of some kind, but it is easy to forget that the technology was doing just fine for decades without anybody but scientists and academics using it.  Herein lies a natural tension: is it better to have advertisers online as a means of making information accessible by more people, or is it preferred for the information sharing and social capital building possibilities of the Internet be completely non-profit, but unscalable or only available to a few?  Commercial endeavors will scrap whatever elements of a non-profit model that are not viewed as cost effective, but these decisions are death to the quality of content.  For example, in the MN E-democracy model, moderators are volunteers.  They give of their own time and efforts with no compensation and a lot of grief, to make sure that the conversation is civil and lively.  In contrast, for-profit online community discussions (such as those provided by AOL) have chosen to forgo moderators, but discussion quality has suffered. Although it is impossible to go back to the way things were in the time of Gopher or Mosaic, it is crucial that free spaces like MN E-democracy are sustained on the ‘Net of today and the future.  

iv. These Rules Aren’t Made for Breaking

All E-democracy discussion forums are moderated by a volunteer, and each list has a set of rules for participating in the discussion.  Although each list posts its own set of rules, these rules generally share the same core principles derived from the original Minnesota-Politics list.  Each of the core rules plays a very real part in sustaining activity on the lists, as they help maintain a level of decorum similar to the way the “rules of the house” in a coffee house or local pub would do.  Furthermore, the rules establish norms, which are crucial elements in establishing the lists as communities unto themselves, capable of producing both bridging and bonding social capital.

Two Posts a day 

Participants may post no more than two messages a day to any one forum. Participants and list moderators indicated that this rule is helpful to ensuring that the E-democracy forums showcase many voices.  While there are participants who regularly take advantage of their daily two-message entitlement, this rule has the democratizing effect of preventing the forum from becoming a platform for a handful of soapbox totalitarians.  Additionally, discussion quality on the list is protected from becoming endless threads of “I agree!” or “Are you kidding?”  As one participant noted, if Forum participants want the List to have an impact on public policy decisions, it is in their best interest to have something useful or enlightening to say.   Finally, by limiting participants to two posts a day, the total volume of messages generated on the List is limited.  Subscribers’ appreciate this, as it prevents their email inboxes from becoming so overwhelmed with messages that they unsubscribe altogether.

Sign posts 

Participants must sign every post with their real full names, email addresses, and neighborhood or city.  This rule is absolutely crucial to avoiding the issue of anonymity with which so many on-line forums struggle, and participants take it seriously enough to use one of their precious two posts a day to post an apology if they forget to sign their messages.  List moderators are quick to scold any disrespectfulness between participants, but identity-disclosure forces another level of accountability.  Not only must posters be willing to put their names behind their ideas, but they must be willing to face their fellow participants in the grocery store or at the city council meeting as well. 

Stay on topic 

Individual posts, as well as entire conversation threads, are restricted to issues relating to the topic or geographic space to which that Issue Forum is tied.   This rule is perhaps the most invoked of all the MN E-democracy Issues Forum rules, to the point where list moderators have developed a catch-phrase about this issue – “Minnesota E-democracy is for discussion of Minnesota politics, not for Minnesotans to talk politics.”
  As David Brauer explained, the theory behind the rule is that solely local issues tend to be less ideological issues than solely national ones, which in turn makes it easier for participants of different opinions or sections of the community to engage in conversation about the issues affecting the city of Minneapolis (2000).  It should be noted, however, that keeping participants on topic is particularly difficult during times when important issues are being discussed at the federal level, and on very rare occasions, exceptions are made.  For example, David Brauer had such a difficult time enforcing this rule during the 2000 election, that he decided to suspend the rule for the 24-hour period prior to the election and opened the conversation up to discussion about all levels of politics.  

Be respectful

Personal attacks, insults, threats, and inflamed speech are absolutely not allowed. Participants clearly value this rule, although perhaps more in theory than in practice, as “respect for your fellow poster” was the most common answer to the question “what are the responsibilities of an on-line participant?” in interviews with participants.  Without this kind of mandate for understanding, the Issues Forums could easily degenerate into virtual shouting matches.  But with this rule and the threat of expulsion from the list behind it, participants must behave civilly toward one another, regardless of differing opinions or oppositional roles in the community.    

No talking amongst yourselves

 List managers will often urge participants engaged in a two- or three-person conversation to take it off the list and conduct their interactions by personal email. As several participants claimed in interviews, when coupled with the two-posts-a-day rule, this rule keeps the list from deteriorating into rapid-fire banter between a few participants.  If the Issues Forums want to serve as a public sphere and bridging social capital-facilitator, it is important that multiple voices be able to get a word in edge-wise in any one debate.

 
It is important to note that although the E-democracy Issues Forums have moderators, postings are not actually moderated.  That is, the moderators do not act as a funnel through which all messages flow.  Rather, they post messages that inquire about some topic or ask for participants to share their thoughts on some article appearing in one of the Twin Cities major media outlets, such as the Minneapolis Star Tribune, the St. Paul Pioneer Press, or the web site for Channel 4000, the Minneapolis CBS affiliate.  Only when participants stray from the lists’ charter do moderators intervene in any sort of disciplinarian rule.  “Punishment” for violating the list rules can take many forms, ranging from an email scolding (sent either to an individual or to the list as a whole), to being removed from the list for one year.  Removal can occur after one warning, but the list moderator will only review whether a participant has broken a rule if another participant registers a complaint with the moderator.  This policy prevents the moderator from being placed in the awkward position of policing the list, which could easily compromise his or her ability to interact leisurely with the other participants.  It is crucial that the moderator be perceived as part of the list, rather than simply in charge of the list, if participants are to respect the moderator’s suggestions and opinions. 

v. Recruiting and the Four-Legged Stool

An online community discussion’s viability is directly related to the quality of discussion and the participants’ feeling that they are getting political information that they would not be able to find in other forms of media.  To ensure that this flow of information continues, as well as to ensure that new voices are always being added to the conversation, recruiting is incredibly important to the Minneapolis Issue Forum’s sustained relevance in the community.  The tendency of some community networks to deliberately shy away from political discussion or purpose, for fear of inciting community conflict or limiting their usefulness to the community by focusing on just one aspect of community life, is a dangerous one.  In contrast, MN E-democracy takes a “four-legged stool” approach to recruiting participants, attempting to get equal participation from citizens, elected officials, city and state bureaucrats, and the media.
  

This approach serves several purposes.  First, as David Brauer points out, it ensures the creation of a public commons.  To be a true public square, the four sides of local political life – citizens, politicians, bureaucrats, and press – must be represented. By involving many voices of community life in a structured environment, MN E-democracy Community Forums enjoy a more thorough conversation than would be possible with only citizens participating.  Again, comparison with for-profit community discussions proves the point. Whereas conversation is lively, substantive, civil, and varied on the MN E-democracy forums, community discussion forums on commercially-produced community websites -- such as those sponsored by RealCities or AOL’s DigitalCity division – are unruly, filled with flaming, or completely void of participation at all.  While the Minneapolis Issues Forum boasted several thousand substantive postings over the eight-month period of observation, similar projects sponsored by AOL and RealCities had only a few hundred each, and sorely lacked in the kind of diversity, usefulness, and civility found on the E-democracy forums.    

Second, in interviews and observations, Steve Clift, forum participants, and even the MN Politics-discuss mission statement remark that what is discussed on the lists is not nearly as important as who subscribes to the lists.  A group of citizens discussing a new city council proposal online is an excellent display of civic awareness, but there is little possibility for affecting change if the conversation does not reach the ears of people in positions of influence.  By involving actors of influence from across the political sphere, Issue Forum discussions can be, and have been, influential in shaping public policy decisions in Minnesota.  Instances in which it is evident that the people who can make a difference are listening will follow in the section on social capital.  

List moderators and volunteers maintain that recruiting is crucial to maintaining the strength and stability of the stool, because it helps to ward off the two death sentences to any online discussion -- rambling or repetitious debates, and predictable participation.  MN E-democracy made an effort from the very beginning to sign up city elected officials and legislative staff, and have since found that people tend not to unsubscribe.  Although this may be out of laziness or a simple lack of the technical knowledge needed to unsubscribe, what matters is that the thoughts, opinions, arguments, questions, and suggestions of hundreds of Minnesotans make their way unfiltered into the email inboxes of people in power. By assuring a certain critical mass, and making conscious efforts to subscribe members of different parts of the community, MN E-democracy has made itself an online discussion forum that is a part of the community, rather than simply targeted to the community.    

Beyond simply recruiting people based on their position in the community, if the MN E-democracy Issues Forum is to be a public space like the seventeenth century German coffeehouses or the Greek agora, it is absolutely necessary that multiple demographics and political perspectives be represented. Participants are urged in several places on the MN E-democracy site to take List sign-up sheets to neighborhood and Minneapolis City Council meetings as well.   In doing so, it is possible for the Lists to expand their membership to people who might not otherwise find them on the Internet, but who are interested in local political issues.  

Although equilibrium is always a work in progress, MN E-democracy participants are relatively satisfied with the Lists’ ideological spreads.  Demographic diversity, however, is another matter.  In interviews, David, as well as list participants and volunteers, said they could do more to reach out to the various ethnic communities of Minneapolis. This is very much in line with research conducted by sociologist David Silver (2000), who argues that community network developers and participants must “not only acknowledge the presence of users’ races, genders, and sexualities, but also build that presence directly into the network.” In a communication medium in which silence equals absence, making sure that there is overt inclusion of various groups ensures that these groups have a place in the new public sphere.  Steve Clift approaches the issues with a level of practicality.  

Because we have the forum does not mean that we’re responsible for the lack of access among the economically disadvantaged.  It’s not our fault that the government or that other groups haven’t dealt with that.  However it is our reality.  And we want our forum to be more representative of the actual community.  So how do we as an organization deal with that?  Well that’s why we have our New Voices campaign, we try to get our own volunteers, we try to get grants, and we physically, we physically go out into those communities and recruit.  We use the telephone, we say “hey, we need someone on our forum.  We need you to sign up.”    

By physically reaching out to groups in the community, whether they be recent Hmong or Somali immigrants, or simply residents of neighborhoods that are underrepresented, the discussion is made that much more representative of the community as a whole.  In turn, this representation online assures an element of representation in the halls of government or the crowded pressrooms of the city. 

vi. Political Junkies and Thin Threads

Before turning to the thread analysis, it is important to speak to two very potential criticisms of MN E-democracy.  The first of these is the question of so-called “political junkie” participants.  The second is that of “thin threads.”

In interviews and survey responses, several participants said that they participated in the Forums because they are can not get enough insider political information, describing themselves as “political junkies.”  Thus, it follows that some might criticize MN E-democracy, saying it has simply created an online space for people who are already active in face-to-face politics in Minnesota.  However, two findings surfaced from the interviews and survey responses which discount this criticism.  First, the reason most participants gave for participating in MN E-democracy discussions was the “availability of political information not available in other places.”  If people are coming to the Community Forums to get political information or attempt to spin an issue, then that is proof that E-democracy’s mission has worked and an online public commons exists.  Second, the use of the Internet assures that new kinds of social capital are built on MN E-democracy, as citizens throughout the state of Minnesota are able to interact with members of their state, their media, and their government in a real time way, without the restrictions imposed by their schedules or proximity to the state capital.  

Also, it should be noted that not every issue thread on the Community Forums enjoys extensive, rapid-fire, passionate discussion.  For example, in the next section, some of the threads cited last for over a week, but perhaps only have five or ten postings.  To a skeptical eye, these “thin threads” may indicate that MN E-democracy does not have quite the impact that this paper claims.  However, such skeptics should remember that participants are allowed to post about any issue related to politics in the state or city to which the discussion is devoted, and not all issues are of interest to all participants.  As several volunteers pointed out in interviews, some threads simply will not be as popular as others.  Furthermore, it is possible to have too much of a good thing.  In interviews, participants said that too many emails flooding their inboxes was one of their biggest frustrations with the lists, and so thin threads can go a long way toward preserving subscription levels.  In either case, thin threads do not mean that the Community Forums are not meaningful for the community.  A thin discussion is better than no discussion at all, and it is possible to build social capital regardless of whether three or thirty people are involved in a policy discussion.   

V. Social Capital in the Online Public Commons

Implementing the mechanisms theoretically necessary to create an online public commons is certainly a positive step in the direction of rebuilding America’s lost social capital.  However, whether those mechanisms facilitates the production of social capital in a community is quite another. As previously stated, Coleman theorized that social capital is built as a by-product of information exchange.  List Moderator David Brauer started the Minneapolis Issues Forum to help citizens get information about their city that they were not getting from their local media, and this is the first reason that participants give for subscribing and continuing to subscribe to the Minneapolis Issues Forum.  Additionally, the previous discussion of MN E-democracy’s guiding principles – non-partisan, non-profit, moderated lists with a four-legged stool approach to recruiting –  implies that in theory, the elements are there.  But do the MN E-democracy Community Forums actually build social capital?  Examination of posts to the Minneapolis Issues Forum shows that the answer to this question is yes, evidence of social capital formation and perpetuation is present throughout.  These fall into three categories: trust and generalized reciprocity, bridging social capital, and bonding social capital.  

i. Trust and Generalized Reciprocity

The fact that trust and generalized reciprocity between participants are evident on the Minneapolis Issues Forum should come as no surprise, as the very nature of the Community Forums is such that citizens who have questions get answers from fellow participants, either because it is part of their work, or because, as came up time and again in the interviews and surveys, they are “political junkies.”  Participants trust that if they answer someone else’s question now, in the future they will be able to get answers to their own questions.  Similarly, they trust the information that other participants provide will be true.

Examples of this kind of generalized reciprocity are incredibly common on the Minneapolis Forum.  Participants routinely ask one another for information on matters ranging from Minneapolis campaign history, to home values by neighborhood, to clarification of the city charter.  These queries are answered in detail, and while occasionally respondents will start a post with such anecdotal rhetoric as “I asked my friend who is a police officer,” responses are generally given with documented support cited and URLs where the information can be found.  Of course, even when the primary source is quoted directly in a post, there may still be disagreement over interpretation.  For example, when a participant posted a question about who oversaw the chief of police, several respondents posted information from the City Charter – either directly cutting and pasting from the online document, or providing the web address for this information – yet still managed to interpret the document differently.

However, the nature of the Community Forum is such that such generalized reciprocity is not usually demonstrated as a simple exchange of information.  Participants on the Minneapolis Forum joined so that they could articulate and hone their opinions on public policy matters as well as to get “insider” political information.  Therefore, it is common for requests for information to be prefaced by a significant opinion piece or personal anecdote, and similar opinions and anecdotes are often offered in reply.  For example, a participant queried the group for information about how the city sales tax on his DSL was being used, and how much it was bringing to the city per year.  He went on to say that he thought the city should be using that money to invest in an advanced community portal, and argued that the Internet should be used as a means for citizens of Minneapolis to communicate with each other.  This post was answered by another participant with annual cost figures for the tax, as well as information on the city’s communication technology plan. 

Occasionally, a participant will give his or her opinion when answering a question, as well.  For example, on September 28, 2000, participant Jen posted a message titled “School Governance,” in which she wrote, 

I would really like to hear more about this Carver based model of governance that Andrea referred to in her post. Sounds very interesting. She delineated a number of problems that boards have - too distant, too micromanaging, etc. - and I think it would be really neat if there were some structural form that would help in this regard. 

Jen’s post lead to a nine-post thread over two days in which participants including the Minneapolis School Board Chair weighed in with their take on Carver’s proposal.  According to the School Board Chair’s post, John Carver is a consultant who developed a model for board leadership called the “Policy Governance Model,” and the school board read Carver’s book in January 2000.  She goes on to describe the model rather objectively.  However, other list participants chime in with critiques of Carver’s argument, saying it is difficult to apply in practice.  Regardless of whether or not opinion is included in a question or answer, or whether there is absolute agreement on how information should be interpreted, the fact that Minneapolis Issues Forum participants continue to ask questions of one another is evidence that generalized reciprocity exists on the list.

ii. Bridging Social Capital

As previously stated, bridging social capital is social capital which links across groups in a community.  These groups might represent various ideologies, geographies, or legs of the community’s political stool.  The previous discussion of MN E-democracy’s structure indicates that it is organized to facilitate exactly this kind of social capital.  At its most basic level, any issue discussed on the Minneapolis Issue Forum turns into a bridging one the minute that members of the various constituencies who have a stake in that issue, or people of various political ideologies who have an opinion on an issue, participate in the conversation.  However, more complicated and unconventional means of bridging occur as well. 

Using press articles as starting points for a post or thread

Participants will often use an article from the StarTribune or an online piece from the Minneapolis CBS affiliate WCCO to launch a discussion of a particular issue.  In doing so, they are engaging with other branches of the Minneapolis political community, and are therefore demonstrating a rudimentary form of bridging capital.  For example, on October 16, 2000, Minneapolis and St. Paul shut down all 430 of their freeway ramp meters to test whether commuting times would be shortened or lengthened without the meters.  (The experiment was scheduled for four to six weeks and had been mandated by the Minnesota State Legislature the year before.)  One week into the ramp meter shutdown, the Star Tribune ran an article on the ramp meters’ effect on containing sprawl (Wascoe, 2000) and David posted a message to the Forum speculating on the Star Tribune’s points.  He writes, 

I’ve often wondered if congestion is a city’s friend…if the drive [from the suburbs] gets tougher, would Minneapolis housing demand rise even faster? …The alternative hypothesis is if we were in gridlock, more commercial development would go to the outlying areas.  I’ve never quite decided which I think will happen.  Others?  

This initial message lead to 6-post thread over 10 days, in which participants debated traffic congestion’s effect on sprawl.  

A more complicated version of this same phenomenon occurs when members of a particular organization that is featured in the popular press post the link to the List.  This is not only engaging with, and therefore bridging with, the local media, but also bridging with the group covered in the story as well.  For example, on October 18, 2000, participant Anthony started a thread, “If the list is finally recovering from yet another bout of ‘ballpark fatigue’,” in which he provided a link to a Star Tribune article from the same day about a proposal to put the new Minnesota Twins baseball stadium outside the downtown area of Minneapolis (Olson, 2000).  The proposal was floated at a meeting of New Ballpark Inc, an 18-member citizen committee appointed by Minneapolis Mayor Sharon Sayles Belton and the 13-member city council to discuss issues surrounding a new ballpark in Minneapolis, of which Andrew is a member.   His post lead to an 18 –post thread over 4 days debating the merits of a neighborhood ballpark, as well as possible locations. 

Addressing alternative ideologies: bridging for perspective

Similarly, new threads (or new strands of old threads) are often started when a participant solicits opinions from other participants after posting his or her own.  For example, if he doesn’t use a Star Tribune article to start a new thread, David Brauer will often use this technique instead.  Alternatively, participants do this after a particularly long rant about an issue, as if to admit that their own perspectives might not be universal.  Such requests for alternative opinions prevent the list from becoming overly one-sided, and also maintain a feeling of civil bridging, as opposed to partisan attacking.   This is particularly key in issues on which public opinion is volatile or divided.  For example, during a three-month long thread on the reappointment of Police Chief Robert Olson, participant Drew posted to thread titled “Olson/racial profiling” which demonstrates this kind of rhetorical bridging.  He writes,  

Certainly Chief Olson doesn’t own up to his embedded prejudices.  Most Minnesotans don’t either.  Yet daily social interactions are profoundly affected by these cultural categories and attitudes.  When you overlay political correct attitudes over your inbred cultural attitudes, you increase the gap between reality and expectations.  I would like to hear from others what they think about this cultural evaluation and how it plays out for them here in Minneapolis.

Responses discussed Drew’s cultural evaluation in terms of how polarizing an event the Olson reappointment process would be, as well as how he compared to previous Minneapolis police chiefs.  It is interesting to note that this issue was one where List participants demonstrated particularly bonding discussion (the reasons for which will be discussed in another section) yet participants still demonstrated bridging social capital construction by asking for alternative perspectives on various parts of the issue. 

Including a web address in a post for further information

Participants will often include web addresses in their posts, as a means of offering references or more information.  In doing so, they create a virtual link between the city department or non-profit they might be referring to and every individual participant of the Minneapolis Issues Forum, which is again the essence of bridging social capital.  For example, as part of the ballpark thread described above, participant Ken wrote on October 25, 2000 that New Ballpark Inc. should not be confused with the Minnesota Twins’ own citizen committee, called “Minnesotans for Major League Baseball,” and provided their web address.  

An example of this kind of virtual bridging in the extreme is the “2001 Candidate Directory,” available on the Minneapolis Issues Forum homepage on the MN E-democracy web site.  List manager David Brauer says the page is “an attempt to connect elected officials to the list.”  By providing contact information, including website and email addresses, for all of the candidates for mayor, city council, and the school and park boards – all to be elected in November, 2001, the Candidate Directory facilitates bridging between Minneapolis citizens and those who wish to represent them. 
Addressing specific branches of the community

Issues List participants are very aware that the various legs of the Minneapolis political stool are among them online.  So much so, in fact, that they will often pose questions to specific branches, or representatives of specific branches, of the community. 

For example Craig Miller posted to the neighborhood ballpark thread on October 22, 2000, writing, 

The silence of the Northside councilors on this issue is deafening!  Where are the council members from these wards on this matter.  Direct impact in their wards would be understating.  Waiting for Godat.

Similarly, it is of great concern to the Minneapolis Issues List participants that Sharon Sayles Belton, incumbent candidate for Mayor of the Minneapolis, does not participate on the list.  This issue is particularly salient since the DFL-endorsed candidate Ryan has been a long-time contributor to the list, as has DFL candidate Linda.  Periodically throughout the eight months of observation for this paper, list participants posted their opinions and questions about an issue and ended by “putting out the call” for Mayor Sayles Belton to participate in the discussion.  Although several members of her staff subscribe to the list, never was their request answered directly by the Mayor.     

More often than not, however, when participants pose questions to particular areas of the Minneapolis city government, their questions are answered.  Such an exchange occurred about the Minneapolis city budget on September 13, 2000, when City Council Member Brett responded to List subscriber Peter’s questions about the Mayor’s long term infrastructure plans.
  The post is long – 5 pages – and answers Peter’s questions point by point, detailing Minneapolis’ current infrastructure budget situation and how it got there, as well as how Bret thinks the infrastructure budget should be handled in the future.    

Occasionally participants will post a question that is more rhetorical than searching, an example of how computer-mediated communication can give “average citizens” a sense of a more level political playing field than would be possible in a face-to-face encounter. For example, on November 20, 2000, List subscriber Greg posted “Another stadium scheme” in which he is clearly unhappy with a proposal to have the city fund the new stadium. Admittedly, the hostile tone of this post would discourage even the most committed public servant from responding, but it nevertheless indicates a sense of the bridging nature of the Issues Forum.

The questions I have asked before and will ask again of the business community are these: You say that government should stay out of the private market.  Why now the big turnaround?  Are you going to admit that you don’t mind government intervention as long as you are the beneficiary?  Furthermore, common sense tells me that if accomplished businesspeople are unwilling to step up to the plate (excuse the pun) to pay for this in its entirety, then why should the clods in government expect to do any better?

The key to this type of social capital demonstration, however, is that participants must know that said bureaucrats, candidates, or elected officials are on the list in the first place.  Thus, lurkers of influence might be able to write news pieces based on something discussed on the list, or perhaps even make changes in city government or policy based on list debate, but they will never be able to fully achieve bridging with the List without making themselves known online.

Participants providing information due to their position in the community

Participants posting information to the list because of their position in the community is the inverse of the question-asking examples described above, and it is quite common throughout the Minneapolis Issues Forum as well.  However, where the question examples require some sort of response from the queried participants to truly demonstrate bridging social capital, these examples only require that a person representing a particular group of influence or power participate.  For example, on October 26, 2000, participant Peter began a thread titled “Paper Box Responsibility,” in which he cited a Star Tribune article about the placement and operation of Star Tribune paper boxes in St. Paul and Minneapolis.  He writes: 

If you come to the corner of 38th Street and 23rd Ave S you will see some big offenders.  The free boxes are continuously open with papers getting strewn over the entire neighborhood…. How about some civic responsibility Star Tribune?  Please clean up your act in our neighborhoods.

This message lead to an 11-post thread over the course of the day.  Finally, and perhaps fittingly, Brandon, a Star Tribune reporter and regular Minneapolis Issues Forum participant wrote that he had forwarded the issue to “people who should be able to follow up on it.”  He also gave contact information for the person responsible for dealing with graffiti removal at the paper.

At times, however, this act of providing information based on one’s own institutional memory or experience can lead to serious debates of their own.  This is an interesting side effect of deliberately creating an online discussion space where people in the know are participating, as the conversation can occasionally turn into a public policy version of relatives disagreeing over the fine details of family history.  For example, to return to the city budget and infrastructure thread described earlier, mayoral staff member Catherine, and City Council member and Mayoral candidate Linda each responded with their own take about why the city was so far behind in its infrastructure investments.  To begin the discussion, Brett wrote:

In her budget framework address, the Mayor said that ‘our 2001 budget will include $500,000, the first of a three-year commitment to make this investment in public safety happen.’  As I interpret this, this looks like the first $500K in new tax toward the total of the $1.5M needed in new money.  What the Mayor does not mention is that once we ramp our commitment up to the $1.5M level, we will be payin that $1.5M yearly payment every year for the next 27 years!

However, Catherine responds to Brett’s post with a different take on Minneapolis’ budget history.

In this post, you make innuendoes about inadequacies of Mayor Belton’s budget.  You allege that she has not been doing an adequate job planning for the City’s budget.  You allege she has been selling out our future by pushing off costs…. Nothing could be further from the truth.  When the Mayor did her first budget in 1994, she inherited a budget hat had been facing substantial declines in revenue…. How did the Mayor respond?  She created a process to systematically evaluate services and to find savings.  

Linda then joins the conversation with her own recollection and perspective.  She writes:

The Mayor has come to the table about both the internal service fund issues and the infrastructure gap rather late in the game.  It is the efforts of the fiscal moderate caucus, which started six years ago, that has forced these issues into budget discussions.  Proof of the pudding is that the Mayor has been in charge for twelve years (and in a city office since the early 1980s) four as council president, the rest as Mayor.  At no time during her past tenure has she focused on these long-standing issues, until we made it the centerpiece of every budget discussion for the last six years.  

This exchange might not be the idealized vision of neighbors discussing community issues that some might have in mind when thinking about online issue forums, but this kind of banter demonstrates that the bridging efforts of the List founders have worked.  As Steve Clift has said, “If they attempt to spin, then that means the commons exists.”  Furthermore, the difference between partisan bickering at a City Council meeting or on the floor of the Minnesota State Legislature and similar bickering on a forum like the Minneapolis Issues Forum is that online, the conversation is not restricted to whoever has a seat on the dais or a desk on the floor.  

Discussion leading to a story in the press

One of the most interesting ways that bridging social capital is evidenced on the Minneapolis Issues Forum is when thread topics become material for, or at least inspiration for, stories in the local press.  This is the nature of having political insiders subscribe to the List – stories will sometimes be broken on the List before the press gets to them.  Examples of this kind of bridging tend to happen more in publications like the CityPages, the Twin Cities’ free weekly, or in neighborhood newspapers.  Occasionally, however, the Star Tribune or the Pioneer Press will carry a story or perspective that first debuted on the Minneapolis Issues Forum.  Adding to the bridging with almost Shakespearean complication, David Brauer generally posts the URL for these stories to the List, thus creating a situation in which list participants are bridging with the leg of the political stool that is bridging with them.  

For example, on March 22, 2001, the Pioneer Press’s web site “Pioneer Planet” ran a story titled “Minneapolis lifts winter parking restrictions,” in which she quotes City Council Member and mayoral candidate Linda.

City officials say they are lifting the city’s restriction on parking on the even side of streets.  ‘It has been a long and difficult winter, and I look forward to not having to carry my groceries home from my parking space three blocks away,’ Council Member Linda wrote to an online discussion list this morning.  

The “online discussion list” in question is of course the Minneapolis Issues Forum, and Linda had posted the message announcing the City Council’s rescinding the winter parking restriction earlier in the day.  Bridging social capital gets another layer from David Brauer’s post containing the URL for the story, as he ties the story in to the benefits of being on the list to candidates running for city office.

From our inboxes to their website….Moral of the story for city candidates: Minneapolis –Issues = press coverage!

Thus, from a three-post thread, not only did a City Council member announce a change in city policy within moments of it occurring, but the Pioneer Press bridged with the Minneapolis Issues Forum participants by citing a participant’s post, and said participant – who happens also to be a candidate for Mayor – got the chance to share her hard work with potential voters. 

iii. Bonding Social Capital

As I noted earlier, the Minneapolis Issues Forum was designed to elicit meaningful discussion spaces about community issues, which therefore requires a bridging environment where all parties are represented at the discussion table.  However, there is also a natural tendency for list participants to bond as a group, establishing norms and an occasional posture of “us versus them.”  As Steve Clift has said, “As you build a community, the community naturally begins to build walls around itself” (2001).  Interestingly, these instances of bonding social capital development invariably serve to facilitate later bridging amongst participants.  

Face-to-face meeting

The most obvious display of bonding social capital is in Minneapolis Issues Forum face-to-face social events and gatherings.  Participants are divided on whether they feel that such meetings are necessary.  To some, the lists were started with the goal that citizens should be able to participate in their community decision-making without being constrained by time and space limitations.  To that end, they say that although face-to-face meetings are nice, they are not necessary.  However, others point out that meeting face to face is important for reminding participants that the opinions they are debating are generated by real people, which helps to maintain a level of civility.  As one participant said in an interview, “It’s harder to send off a nasty, impulsive email to someone you’ve met face-to-face.”  From this perspective, face-to-face meetings help generate a climate on the List that is more favorable to building bridging social capital.  After all, there is little incentive for people of alternative perspectives or positions in the community to participate in the discussion if they are only going to be attacked by fellow subscribers. 

Face to face meetings tend to fall into two categories.  The first are purely social gatherings, which are planned a few times a year, some specifically for the Minneapolis Issues Forum and others for MN E-democracy as a whole.
  These kinds of events are put in motion by either a volunteer posting an announcement of the next List-wide gathering, or a suggestion by a participant.  For example, a thread was begun on November 15 in which a participant suggested that the next List gathering take place at a local watering hole with an endangered future.  This lead to a 19-post thread in which the merits of various Minneapolis bars were debated.  Additional suggestions were made off list, as were suggestions for time and date.  Ultimately, Minneapolis Issues Forum volunteer and participant Gary, posted the following:

OK list members.  Many of you sent in suggestions. Strange how many of these I had been to.  Thanks for the suggestions.  I'll be checking some of these out.  The original criterion was:  1. Eventually going to be demolished by city action. In the spirit of Moby's  2. Borderline reputation ( In the spirit of Moby's, Union, Nibs, Stardust, plenty)  3. Big enough or quiet enough to hold a gathering of our size.  I am partial to a couple of North/NE locations.  Stand up Franks and Mayslacks.  But the plurality winner is the Viking.  Unless I hear an uproarious objection, here is the time, date and backup.  Some one please provide address and directions to us former Northsiders.  Date: 1-8-01. Things are just too crunched between now and the end of the year.  Time: 7:30 PM. Seven's to early for some, eight's a little late to start for others.  Where: Viking Bar. Back up date: 1-15-01, same place and time. Issues to be discussed? Impending Mayors race, new administrations cabinet appointments, post mortem on the recent elections, graffiti war stories.

Gary then posted a reminder six days before the event, and various participants posted about what band would be playing and where to park.  In an amusing case of bridging, one participant suggested that attendants park at a store called the North Country Co-op, which met with an objection from participant Reese.

Please!  Please, DO NOT park in our parking lot if you are not shopping in our store!  Please.  One of the most difficult aspects of our move three years ago was negotiating enough parking.  We still don’t have enough.  Our small parking lot turns over many times an ours and even one or two cars of non-customers has a negative effect on our sales.  

Eight follow-up messages were posted after the event.  Reports indicated that the trademark MN E-democracy purple balloons were missing, making it difficult for participants to find the faces to match the names with which they are already familiar.  The loud music made it difficult for participants to discuss issues, and many requested that the next List get-together be in a quieter place.  Generally speaking, though, participants agreed it was a good time.       

However, not all gatherings are social.  As a politically-interested organization, MN E-democracy and the Minneapolis Issues Forum often set up tables for recruiting and participants to gather at such events as the Minnesota State Fair and the city’s political conventions.  For example, on April 27 participant and volunteer Lynn posted “Issues List goes to the DFL city convention.”  

I’ve reserved a table at the DFL city convention on Saturday, May 5 for the Minneapolis Issues List in order to 1) help List members make face contact; 2) attract new members; 3) raise the List’s profile among office-holders and office seekers; 4) have some place to hang out when the business on the convention floor really drags!!! (  We’ll have a banner, a sign-in sheet (so we know who to keep a look-out for), name-tags that say “I’m on the List,” and information for any new folks who might want to sign up.  It would be nice to have a little sheet with blurbs and quotes from members about what they’ve liked about the List – so if you’re inspired, send something to me soon.  I haven’t yet figured out if we’re going to staff this table.  I think it will be pretty informal.

Not only does this kind of presence in the community serve as a way for participants to build bonding social capital, but the fact that it occurred at a party convention indicates a kind of ideological bonding among participants as well.  
Display of support for list members who are doing well in their official capacity

Often David Brauer or others would post a message to the List titled “List members in the News” and provide URLs for Star Tribune stories that mention a particular participant.  Generally this turned into a thread of similar contributions by participants.  In this way, Minneapolis Issues Forum participants established and maintained a kind of community, the boundaries of which defined bonding social capital.  Furthermore, bonding is often exhibited in posts to particular list members in support of their accomplishments. On January 10, 2001, participant Peter posted, “Carol Congrats!” in which he wrote the short message, “Congratulations to list member Carol, the new Chair of our School Board.”  Participant Melvin responded to the post on January 11, 2001.

I also join in congratulating Carol as well as the Rev. Alan, who was also elected as a new school board officer.  And let’s not forget to thank [the previous School Board Chair] for her leadership as chair over the past two years.

Similarly cheerleader-esque was participant Greg’s November 20, 2000 post “Another stadium scheme” in which he gives his opinion on the Star Tribune article suggesting a neighborhood stadium site.

Off the topic but included in the article in the paper was the announcement that Linda is running for Mayor and has also been a staunch critic of public stadium schemes.  Get me a lawnsign Linda!

Each of these posts carries a sense of pride in one of the List’s own, a sort of virtual “Hometown girl makes good.”  By communicating this kind of group feeling, bonding social capital is demonstrated and built, and because social capital is generated from existing social capital, such encouragement opens the door for similar kinds of congratulations and encouragement the next time a list member is in the news.  Recognition also makes participants concretely aware of the government officials who are in their midst, which paves the way for potential bridging with those individuals at a later date.  

Asking questions of the group: has anyone else had this experience?

As previously stated, Issues Forum participants will often begin their posts with a description of some recent experience with a particular city policy, such as trash pick-up or residential zoning.  Often these kinds of posts turn into bridging social capital builders, as they are answered with an explanation or clarification by people who’s work is in some way related to the issue.  However, it is important to note that participants often preface such responses with their own, similar experiences.  For example, on January 16, 2001, participant Rose posted a message titled “And speaking of the police department.”  

I got a _fundraising_ call the weekend before last from the police federation.  I was too stunned to ask the questions I should have.  It seemed to be for some kind of legal expenses fund.  Has anyone else gotten a call like this or know more about it?

Participant Catherine responded on January 17 to Rose’s question with an experience of her own.  

I don’t know the name of the organization you talked to.  I know there was a group calling around a couple of years ago purporting to be raising money for police needs that was a shady charity (putting the best light on it)…. I pulled the names of the policy-related charities listed with the Attorney General’s Office.  If you have questions, there is information about each on the Attorney General’s website.

Admittedly, the suggestion to look at the Attorney General’s website shows an engagement with the greater community, which is a virtual bridging social capital builder.  However, the sharing of an experience similar to Rose’s is undoubtedly bonding.  
Speaking only to citizens: forgetting the bridging possibilities

Although a range of people in the city of Minneapolis subscribes to the Minneapolis Issues Forum – from “average citizens” to City Council members – it is often only the citizens who participate in the discussion.  In fact, participants will write whole threads in which it sounds as if no one in any official capacity is either listening or might participate in the discussion.  This creates a situation where, as long-time MN E-democracy participant Adam said in his interview, 

When you’re involved in a discussion, or if you’re watching the contributors, you tend to think only in terms of those names you see on the postings as the ones who are reading. When you post again, it’s rare that you keep in mind that there may be 5,000 people checking those lists for messages to see what’s being posted.  I catch myself being contained in terms of who I’m speaking with…. I think all of us who are on the list forget that there are that many people reading this stuff, checking in on it.

For example, on February 24, 2001, participant Jason posted a message titled “A message to take to candidate meetings.”  He wrote: 

We are all aware of the skyrocketing natural gas bills.  Now each bill contains a City Franchise Fee (polite for sales tax?) which is a percentage of the gross (amount not quality) bill.  Each bill has line entries for basic service, delivery, and cost of gas.  It is the latter which has been skyrocketing…. It is within the power of the city council and the mayor to alter the basis upon which the fee is assessed.  So the question I would like to be presented to each candidate is, ‘What will you do about the skyrocketing City Franchise fee on natural gas?’  If enough people ask this question, the next city council and mayor will understand the people care and they must act in a responsible and timely manner.

What makes this kind of rhetoric and request for action truly interesting is that several City Council members and candidates subscribe to the list, yet Jason chose to phrase his post as if no such bridging was possible on the list.  Instead, he addresses the List as citizens, and because the citizens continue an uninterrupted dialogue about questions they would like list participants to ask of city candidates, this matter remains one of bonding social capital.

Dialogue of “we”: participants representing a particular perspective or opinion

Similar to the feeling of “List as citizens,” is occasional dialogue where participants refer to themselves as representing the perspective of a particular issue public.  This is selective bonding, not with the list as a whole, but rather with a specific perspective or opinion, determined by the participant’s geography, demography, or ideologogy.  For example, participant Fred posted a reply to the neighborhood ballpark issue, in which he expresses his concerns about putting a new baseball stadium in a neighborhood by the river. Fred examined David Brauer’s listing of median home values by ward, and writes:

Although we (residents of the 3rd ward, which is north of the city on the river) are essentially river neighborhoods, many with low crime rates, our property values do not reflect the value placed on homes in the gorge area.  Yet most of our homes are pre-WWII craftsman-type bungalows and four-squares which command thousands more in south Minneapolis…. North and northeast neighborhoods have been on the short end of capital investment for way too long.  Sorry, folks, but we don’t buy the argument any longer that there isn’t enough money.
In response to a point Fred made about the costs of river and lake clean-up costs in south Minneapolis, participant Katie answers with her own “we-speak.”

Those of us who live in south Minneapolis are taxed by the Watershed District.  Therefore, to use the cleanup in those areas, if in fact you were, as an example of money which should or could have gone into north and northeast Minneapolis is a little bit of a stretch.

It is possible to take one “we” dialogue-infested thread and turn it into an even more bonding thread, by expanding the “we” to include the citizens of Minneapolis as a whole.  For example, in Fred’s October 23 response to Katie’s post about where clean-up money comes from, he also responds to a post on the same issue, writing, 

What is the value of the river, and how do we define ‘environmentally sound’?  We have an opportunity in Minneapolis to redevelop our upper riverfront as a model for how a river can be restored to pre-settlement conditions as much as possible.

In so doing, Fred opens up the discussion so widely, that it almost invites new perspectives from other branches of the Minneapolis public sphere, thus returning the discussion to a bridging social capital exchange.

iv. Tension between Bridging and Bonding  

Although MN E-democracy was built on the notion that an online public commons must include various parts of the community to attract quality discussion and build connections between people, not all participants subscribe for this same reason.  Many joined because they saw it for its bonding potential -- as a way to get information from their fellow citizens -- and not as a way for other members of the local democracy (whether this be candidates or media types) to further their own agendas.  Here is where the bridging social capital-building mechanisms of the Minneapolis Issues Forum are in tension with the bonding social capital mechanisms. 

Candidates

On January 24, Issues Forum participant and Minneapolis Mayoral candidate Ryan posted “Minneapolis loses again,” in which he alludes to a Star Tribune article from that day.

[The article] will help explain why we need a new Mayor who understands there is a way to build the city without writing massive subsidy checks out of the public checkbook, and a way to spur the PRIVATE SECTOR to pay for basic services without taking more and more from those of us who live here.

The article discusses a company that had decided to move its headquarters from Minneapolis to St. Paul.  Ryan writes, 

The move was met with a shrug by the head of the Minneapolis Community Development Agency and the Mayor was, as usual in these situations, nowhere to be seen…. [the mayor of St. Paul] was personally involved in the negotiations.  Where was our mayor?

 He goes on to cite other large businesses that moved from Minneapolis to St. Paul on “the Mayor’s watch.”  He later writes, 

So ask yourself: While taxes are going up and we’re being asked to ‘adopt a garbage can’ – like running a city is some sort of bake sale – why are we letting all these potential tenants (read: tax dollars) slip through our fingers…. The Mayor’s current philosophy for building an economic base for the city seems to be that the only thing she is willing to do is write a check out of our pockets.  A real mayor needs to put down the checkbook, pick up the phone and start hustling.

It is because of behavior like this that Steve Clift identifies Ryan, as well as City Council member and mayoral candidate Linda, as examples of candidates who have benefited from their participation on the List (which happens to predate both of their candidacies).  Regarding Ryan, Clift says, “In some sense, he has shared bits of his personality over time, and I don’t think it’s an accident he is doing as well as he is, and that he started doing a lot of trial balloons online” (Clift, 2001).  By posting messages such as the one above, members of the Minneapolis Issues Forum have been able to acquaint themselves with Ryan’s positions and personality in a more egalitarian and less formal way than is generally afforded at debates or candidate appearances.  

Even more basic than position summaries, candidates for city office often posted a notice of their candidacy on the list as well.  On January 17, 2001, participant Larry posted “12 Ward City Council Candidate,” in which he wrote: 

I wish to thank all of you who have shown me your support and have encouraged me to seek the DFL-endorsement for the Minneapolis City Council.  I’m happy to invite you to join me and my wife, Beth, and [Council Member Neal] at our home for tea to discuss issues important to our neighborhood…. As your next Council Member, I will work to preserve the quality of life we all enjoy.

Similarly, on February 27, 2001, participant Sheryl posted a message announcing her candidacy for the 10th Ward seat of the Minneapolis City Council, and she included some of her issue positions in the post as well.

Residents of Minneapolis deserve a fresh choice in City Hall.  My campaign theme is “Common Sense Leadership: More Access than Excess.”  Isn’t city government in place to serve the citizenry, at the discretion of voters, rather than the other way around?  Let’s get back to some basic needs such as getting the streets plowed around the clock when necessary, collecting the garbage, fixing the pot-holes, building truly affordable housing, and keeping property taxes low.  Right now, your property values are increasing, forcing you to pay more property tax (It’s another hidden tax!)…. Let’s stop the bickering, rollup our sleeves, and go to work on the real-life issues in front of us.  

This kind of candidate participation is not without its detractors, however.  List participants who post press releases for organizations they belong to have received criticism both on and off-list from people who think such promotion is inappropriate. On February 15, David Brauer wrote the first of a 12-post thread called “Candidate participation,” in which he addressed the issue of candidates participating on the forum.  There had been complaints or concerns both on the List and to him personally about this matter.  The complaints ranged from some candidates as too self-promoting to candidate back-and-forth overwhelming the list.  David wrote, 

I created the list to increase discussion of city civic affairs.  My hope was that different segments of the Minneapolis polity  -- elected officials, staff, media, and citizens – would talk to, and inform, each other.   My fondest hope was that all groups would show up, producing ideas and insights greater than we do within our sometimes-cliquish camps.  My biggest fear?  Than Minneapolis-Issues would be little more than a complaint bulletin board chattering to the wind, ignored by the people with the power to legislate change.  To my great surprise and satisfaction, that has definitely not happened.  All of us ‘civilians’ have done our part, but so have elected officials.  Whatever you think of their politics, they have shown class and guts being here, accepting not-infrequent criticism, too-infrequent praise.  Whatever else you may think about them, they honor their commitment to public service by actually engaging the public.  As we all know, not every city politician or candidate chooses to do so…. We should praise candidate/members (if not necessarily their ideas) for mucking around with the list.  Isn’t this what we want candidates to do?  Be available, openly communicate their issues/priorities for the city, and respond to our feedback? 

He goes on to offer his criteria for a “successful” issue forum, and suggests ways that participants who are unhappy with the List might make a change.

I judge success by two factors: the debate’s quality (substance), and whether more than one side is represented.  A one-sided debate is as valuable as one side clapping.  Fundamentally, the list is who shows up.  To anyone who feels like their ‘side’ is outnumbered, do what you do in a campaign: recruit more like-minded folks here.  You have the power to make the list whatever you want.  And I will be grateful of you make more debates multi-faceted.

In the 12 posts that followed on this subject, participants expressed their satisfaction with the List’s bridging qualities.  As one subscriber wrote, 

I enjoy this forum for a number of reasons.  It makes me feel a part, however, small, of the discussions taking place…. It makes me humble.  It’s as if, for a moment, I’ve walked in someone else’s shoes for a bit, and much to my chagrin, I’m NOT always right.  

Another participant wrote,

More and more I evaluate candidates based on whether they are willing to participate in forums such as the Minneapolis Issues Forum.

Most telling of all, though, is the following confirmation of the social capital building possibilities of the list.

What I observe after a few weeks on the listserv is that I have had more contact and more information exchange in these few weeks than I would normally have in many months of energetic community involvement.  

This is not to say that the bridging social capital distinctions are easy to separate from the bonding ones.  As David writes in the final line of his post,

All of us wear two hats, as members and participants in the community…even the list manager.

However, the messages posted in response to this issue about candidate participation on the List indicate that participants are comfortable with navigating the tenuousness of these distinctions.
Press

David’s comment regarding the “list manager” wearing two hats touched on the second form of tension between bridging and bonding – that of the press’s role.  As he wrote in the previously cited piece on candidate participation, the purpose of the Minneapolis Issues Forum is to have a rich discussion with many voices and perspectives represented.  It is because of these kinds of bridging connections that topics discussed on the Forum become stories in the local news, or that stories in the local news become more meaningful public policy debates.  However, like the candidate issue, some participants see press participation as merely a way for reporters and editors to increase their own personal celebrity or publication circulation.  Participant Wayne brings up this issue on February 28, in his post titled “DFL/Mayor’s race opinion pieces.”  Wayne wrote, 

Although the articles that David suggests that we read in the SWJ are about city politics, I think it is absolutely inappropriate for him to mention them.  Other members of this list are prohibited from promoting their businesses or using posts as an inadvertent advertisement.  However, it has been proven, time and again, that Mr. Brauer doesn’t see a conflict of interest as the list manager and promoting SWJ.

The “SWJ” to which Wayne refers is the Southwest Journal, a free, bi-weekly neighborhood paper for Southwest Minneapolis and a publication to which David Brauer regularly contributes.  David responds to Wayne’s comments with a citation of the rules.

Simply put, the rules prohibit discussion of matters not unique, or particular to Minneapolis.  Additionally, our preamble states that the list’s purpose involves matters that should be considered by official bodies and civic organizations.  To be sure, there are many business ‘ads’ that fall outside this scope, but commentary about the Minneapolis political system is clearly appropriate.  Whether one get paid for it, or not, is immaterial.

Admittedly, David might be too close to the issue to be able to fairly administer the rules in this area, and he acknowledges this in his post.  In addition, he has created a separate email address for himself as “List Manager,” which he uses to introduce topics and administer reminders about rules.  However, a flurry of messages in support of David’s work using links to online newspaper stories to start discussions indicates that he is not alone in his interpretation or his desire to maintain the bridging aspects of the List.  Participants are adamant in their responses that they want to hear the voices of newspaper reporters and politicians.  As one participant writes,

I appreciate tips/links to relevant information in any media source – it’s easy enough to delete whatever isn’t of interest.  In fact, I’d like to see more direct input to this list from local writers/columnists and elected officials than we do.  Bring it on!

The final poster in this thread puts the matter into historical perspective. 


Looking back over several decades of community involvement, I must say that the Mpls-Issues Forum stands very tall indeed for making quality discussion available in a timely way.   I sat near the editor and the Mpls-Issues list manager/SJ columninst last evening at the tenth-ward candidate forum.  They’re real people!  And of course they have real opinions!… In a slower world, they might be interviewed on a radio station, or sit on a panel on Almanac.  In a still slower world, they might write a political pamphlet and have it hawked for a penny a copy in the town square.  Or sent around by horse at four miles an hour.  Instead, excuuuuse our collective digital dust!  Aint’ it grand.

Thus, while the online manifestations of bridging social capital frustrate and perhaps even annoy some participants, others welcome the additional perspectives that may be influenced by participants’ roles in the community.  Again, this phenomenon is interesting because it highlights an important element of the social capital building that is possible on the Minneapolis Issues Forum -- those who came to bridge may be frustrated with what they perceive as a lack of different opinions, while those who subscribe to bond with fellow citizens may be frustrated by the presence of those who participate in community democracy in a professional capacity.

v. What makes an Issue Bridging or Bonding?

Minneapolis Issues Forum participants who represent the Mayor’s office or the State Senate or the Star Tribune have no incentive to participate in any capacity other than as regular citizens.  However, the possibility always exists for the conversation to turn into one between any or all legs of the community stool – citizens, bureaucrats, elected officials, and the press.  The minute that a person “in the know” weighs in on an issue with some piece of information or perspective representative of their role in the community, the discussion becomes a bridging one.  And if participants engage in return, the bridging social capital is forged again.   

 
Thus, the first determiner of what makes an issue bridging or bonding is who participates in the discussion.  If members of the Board of Education participate in a discussion of the use of organic foods in Minneapolis Public Schools, then that issue becomes a bridging one.  If they refer to pages on community web sites, the bridging social capital is fostered even more.  If members of different parties engage in the discussion as well, the social capital building potential reaches its highest point.  However, if citizens discuss an issue like racial profiling, and no member of the police department participates, then the issue remains a bonding one.

Additionally, as previously discussed, local issues tend to be more bridging than bonding, because they tend to be less about partisan ideology, and more about getting things done than issues at the national level.  In fact, list participants tend to leave lists like the Minneapolis Issues Forum if they feel that there is too much ideological bickering and not enough meaningful discussion.  It is the reason that David Brauer left MN Politics-discuss and started the Minneapolis Issues Forum.  “A growing number of the posts were people picking at each other and debating repetitions ideological debates – gun control, abortion – debaters where people weren’t speaking as people” (Brauer, 2000).

What’s more, an issue’s bridging or bonding possibilities are magnified by what the List participants do with who participates.  If a member of the Minneapolis law enforcement community posts his interpretation of racial profiling as an efficient way for police officers to stop crime, but no one engages with him on the issue and instead participants continue to “talk amongst themselves” as if the police had not weighed in, then the citizens have effectively shut out any bridging possibilities.  However, if they debate an issue like public funding of the new baseball stadium, and a member of New Ballpark Inc. not only joins in but is responded to, then the citizens have allowed the issue to become a bridging one.

The undercurrent in each of these reasons for an issue becoming bridging or bonding is the government structure related to the issue being discussed.  Residents of both Minneapolis and St. Paul repeatedly claim in interviews, posts, and surveys, that the Minneapolis Issues Forum is a livelier discussion than the St. Paul Issues Forum because there are more elected offices in the Minneapolis City Government than there are in St. Paul.  Whereas St. Paul has a strong mayor and a weak city council, the reverse is true for Minneapolis.  While Minneapolis elects its Park Board, its Library Board, its Board of Taxation, the members of equivalent agencies in St. Paul are appointed.  Thus, the plurality of political voices in Minneapolis is much greater than in St. Paul, and with this greater number of voices comes a broader range of perspectives as well. 

This last point is most in evidence when comparing posts where the government body in question is elected with posts where the government body in question is appointed.  From November 22, 2000 through January 31, 2001, the Minneapolis Issues Forum members discussed the reappointment of Minneapolis Police Chief Robert Olson.  In the 80 messages posted to the thread during this time, participants debated who was in charge of appointing the Police Chief, whether they might have any direct affect on that process as citizens, and the various transgressions that the Minneapolis Police department had committed against innocent citizens while Olson was Chief of Police.  In those 80 posts, only one participant openly identified himself as a police officer, and participants did not engage with him in his defense of the Police department.  Rather, his words appeared to fall on deaf list-wide ears.  When the City Council finally confirmed Olson’s reappointment on January 19, 2001, the List’s tone was that of a defeated country in a major war.  Although one participant wrote, “the police department is our department and our sense of ownership and involvement has a great impact,” no others seemed to share his perspective.  They had written and acted as citizens for three months, and in many of their eyes, they had lost. 

Compare this to the education and parks and recreation-related threads posted around the same time. Topics included the impact of the University of Minnesota building a boathouse on the Mississippi River flats and increasing funding for the gifted and talented programs in the Minneapolis Public Schools.  Both included messages from people involved in these Boards, and both the Park Board member and the School Board member responded with timely information about the issues debated.  In fact, with regard to the gifted and talented thread, the School Board Chair not only responded with her own take on the initial post, but also thanked participants for their feedback on how they are treated as parents by the schools.  In addition, a School Board staff member responded to follow-up questions about the School System’s plan for educating the top percentile of students in the Minneapolis Schools with a detailed 12-point plan of services for gifted students in the Minneapolis Schools.      

In evidence here is the circular phenomenon of bridging social capital building which Putnam and others discussed.  List participants regularly engage in bridging behavior with branches of Minneapolis City Government, most commonly by asking questions about why a certain policy exists as it does, or why particular services are not being offered in the city.  However, what is more important than these original bridging efforts is what those in positions of power do with the inquiries.  If they are thorough in their responses to participants’ questions and opinions, bridging social capital is built, and is therefore easier to call on the next time an issue or question concerning that area of city life arises.  And, when speaking of matters where those in power are elected, there is a greater incentive on the part of the official to be responsive, as List participants are also voters.  However, if those in power are not responsive to participants’ questions, or do not participate in the discussion in a meaningful way, then the bridging social capital potential between that area of city government, like the police department, is lessened.  Over time, the bridging social capital between citizens and government is weakened, and all but disappears.  

VI. Conclusion


In her book Avoiding Politics (1998), Nina Eliasoph finds that Americans lack the skills and places in their daily lives to discuss politics.  This void of public spaces in turn creates a culture of political apathy and cynicism, as modern life does not facilitate any other skills to fill their place.  Thus, it is difficult to not be impressed by the fact that MN E-democracy has managed to build a true public sphere, one that facilitates political discussion and build social capital.  Online discussion groups are fragile entities that require the right combination of freedom and nurturing to thrive and survive.  The case of MN E-democracy shows that they need a critical mass of participants representing various socioeconomic levels and areas of public life in the community, as well as quality discussion that is guided by rules and can be shaped by a moderator.  Through this combination of elements, it is possible for information to be exchanged and meaningful discussion to occur between participants, resulting in the construction of both bridging and bonding social capital.  Without these elements working together, online community discussions are little more than flame wars or deserted virtual towns. 

i. Why Minnesota?

The obvious question to ask, then, is why has this worked so well in Minnesota, and how can it be implemented in other communities?  The answer is as rich and complicated as the social capital the Forums produce.  First, as previously stated, the institutional structure of MN E-democracy goes a long way toward establishing an organization that is sympathetic to building social capital between members of the Minnesota political community.  In short, the founders, volunteers, and participants of MN E-democracy have figured out what “works.”  The most important of these structures is the “four-legged stool” approach to recruiting members, as it not only grants a plurality of perspectives, but also assures that the discussion has the possibility of impacting the community.  An additionally important structure is the use of email rather than more complicated computer-mediated technology, as email is a basic and effective Internet application with which the general population is most familiar.  The non-partisan and non-profit nature of MN E-democracy assures that the discussion is open to all people of all demographics and political ideologies without the compromising influence of marketers who might decide that providing a public good to the community is no way to make a buck.  The focus on local issues keeps the discussion at a level that shies away from partisan bickering, as “the more local a discussion, the more relevant it is to a broader cross-section of the population” (Clift, www.publicus.net/present/agora.html).  Meanwhile, the Lists’ rules and moderators maintain a level of decorum difficult to find on an interactive medium that encourages anonymity and a lack of accountability. 

Also, many participants cite the city governments of Minneapolis and St. Paul as reasons why the Minneapolis Issues Forum is more active than the St. Paul Forum, because Minneapolis has several more elected bodies than St. Paul.  This would imply that something like MN E-democracy works better in areas where a significant number of positions in the local government are elected ones.  Not only does this create a situation where more people are involved in public policy making, but in turn, there are more constituencies being represented because more members of government are beholden to voters rather than the whims of the Mayor.  Anyone who has ever studied government understands that the balancing of interests of a diversity of constituencies is nothing if not dependent on bridging social capital.  

In addition to MN E-democracy’s institutional structure and Minneapolis’s system of government, an active social capital-building public sphere online requires a particularly civic-minded climate.  This climate clearly exists in Minnesota, but does not necessarily exist in the rest of the country.  Steve Clift reinforces this notion with a quote he uses often.  “If Silicon Valley is the center of electronic technology, e-commerce is in New York, and e-entertainment is in Hollywood, what do we do in Minnesota?  We do e-democracy” (2001).  As Putnam points out in Making Democracy Work, those regions that have a strong history of civic engagement tend to continue those traditions, while those that do not have such a pattern tend to continue with their own paths (Putnam, 1993).  According to the Minnesota Secretary of State webpage, Out of 3,265,324 registered voters in Minnesota, 2,457,156 voted in the 2000 election, giving the state a voter turnout rate of 75.25 percent.  This is one of the highest voter turnout rates in the country, and consistently so.  In 1998, Minnesota led the nation in voter turnout, with 68 percent of voting-age citizens turning up at the polls. The Twin Cities of Minneapolis-St. Paul also ranked 19th in Yahoo! Internet Life’s 2001 survey of America’s most wired cities.  Together, these figures would indicate that the “democratic divide” of which Pippa Norris writes is not only between the politically active and the politically disenfranchised, but between Minnesota and the rest of the world.   
At an even more microcosmic level, the people who run MN E-democracy have been absolutely crucial to the organization’s success.  They work to provide an important service to their community and their democracy without financial gain or celebrity.  The moderators regularly breathe life into the lists, and other volunteers give their free time to keep the organization running.  However, people will only be as committed as the model for involvement appears to be, and in their leader, Steve Clift, is a charismatic visionary for how democratic politics can be brought to the Web.  He is a combination of what Emmanuel Rosen (2000) would call an “expert hub” and a “social hub,” as he has demonstrated significant knowledge in the area of democracy online while also remaining active in the community of researchers and professionals involved in this same work.  It is an infectious chain of enthusiasm for the possibilities for democracy afforded by the Internet, and it is crucial to MN E-democracy’s sustainability. 

ii. What Next?


Regardless of some of these Minnesota-specific reasons for success, the overwhelming point here is that it is possible for other communities to follow the MN E-democracy model and create an online public commons of their own.  The recipe works.  However, the issue of funding cannot be ignored.  MN E-democracy relies on foundation money and personal donations, but it would be interesting to see if a local government “Office of Public Communication” might be able to accomplish the same ends.  However, it remains to be seen if a civil servant could incite the same enthusiasm and respect from the community that Steve Clift and David Brauer have been able to create.       

MN E-democracy is an organization -- a movement, really – in transition. The introduction of the Committee Rooms show that it is moving away from the loud noisy rotunda of something like MN-Politics discuss, and moving toward smaller discussions that are issue as well as geography specific.  This is not because of a shift in philosophy, but rather because the Community Forums have collectively reached a maximum capacity.  It will be interesting to see if there will be changes in the kinds of bridging and bonding social capital that is built in the Committee Rooms’ conversation.  Also interesting will be how the conversation changes when it is limited to a specific topic, thus making it less possible for one issue to bleed into a related but wholly different issue.  Future research projects could look at how the discussion on these forums fares in comparison to the Community Forums, particularly in reference to the presence of bridging and bonding social capital.

Additionally, as this project is a first attempt to apply Putnam’s bridging and bonding concepts of social capital to conversation in an online public commons, it is necessarily exploratory in its nature.  Further research is needed to determine if more quantitative analysis is possible.  Also, for lack of space rather than lack of interest, this project did not examine how demographic issues might influence who participates on the MN E-democracy forums.  However, this is a critical next step.  It is wonderful news for American civic life that social capital can be built through political discussion online, for without social capital, we are left without the ability to discuss and ultimately solve societal problems collectively.    However, if certain socioeconomic groups are excluded in the process, then the country is right back where it was at the turn of the last century – civically active, but without equal representation for all.  To rebuild American social capital, Americans from all walks of life must be invited for a talk about politics and a cup of java in the virtual coffeehouse.    
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VIII. Appendix A: Minneapolis Issues Forum Survey

Hello Minneapolis,

My name is Kim Kirn and I am a graduate student at the Annenberg School for Communication at the University of Pennsylvania.  For the past six months, I have been studying MN E-democracy and the Minneapolis Issue Forum as part of my master’s thesis on online community discussions.  I have had the good fortune to meet and interview some of you during my data gathering trips to the Twin Cities last fall.  

Attached is a survey about various aspects of your participation in the Minneapolis Issue Forum.  It is not very long, and I think you might even find it interesting to reflect on some of the questions.  I would be most grateful if you could fill it out and email your responses back to me at kkirn@asc.upenn.edu by May 16, 2001.  Please know that all responses will be kept absolutely confidential.  Your name and any other personally identifiable information will not be used in my thesis unless you give me your express permission otherwise.    

Thank you very much for your cooperation, and thanks for letting me listen!

~ Kim Kirn

Master’s Degree Candidate

Annenberg School for Communication

kkirn@asc.upenn.edu

MPLS Issue Forum questionnaire

1) How long have you been a MPLS Issue Forum participant?

2) Where do you access the MPLS Issue Forum?  (Check all that apply)

__ Home

__ Work

__ Library

__ Community technology center

__ Other (please describe)

3) Do you subscribe to any of the other MN E-democracy Issue Forums?  If yes, which ones?

4) How would you describe your involvement?  (Check all that apply)

__ Frequent Poster 

__ Occasional Poster 

__ Lurker  

__ Volunteer  

__ Inactive

5) What first drew you to the MPLS Issue Forum?


6) What keeps you coming back?

7) What is your biggest frustration with the MPLS Issue Forum?

8) In your opinion, what are the responsibilities of an on-line discussion participant?

9) How has your involvement with the MPLS Issue Forum impacted your real world activities?

10) Has your involvement with the MPLS Issue Forum affected your other on-line activities?  If so, in what ways?

11) In your view, what makes an online community discussion successful?

12) In your view, is it important that list participants occasionally gather face to face?  Why or why not?

13)  Do you see the MPLS Issue Forum as a way to bridge between different sections of public life in Minneapolis?  Or, do you see it as a way to bond list participants into some form of community?  Please explain.

14) Do you ever post a message to the MPLS Issue Forum that reaches out to other groups involved in public life, such as elected officials, government bureaucrats, other citizens, the press, or advocacy groups?  If yes, why?  Examples are encouraged!

15) Do you ever post a message to the MPLS Issue Forum that intentionally addresses the group as a community?  If yes, why?  Examples are encouraged here as well.

Thank you again for your cooperation!

� “WELL” is an acronym standing for “Whole Earth Electronic Link.”


� The Internet and American Life project reports that, on an average day, 52% of Americans send email, and of the 90 million Americans who have gone ever gone online, 91% of them have sent email.


� In fact, Putnam himself argues that the concept is closely related to civic virtue, but that the difference is that social capital “calls attention to the fact that civic virtue is most powerful when embedded in a dense network of reciprocal relations.  A society of many virtuous but isolated individuals is not necessarily rich in social capital” (2000, 19).


� Of course, the irony here is that Lerner was writing in 1957, not 2000.   


�It is important to note that these same characteristics provide the opportunity for social interaction and information exchange so necessary for building social capital.


 


� In the 2000 presidential campaign, for instance, only two of the four major networks carried the first presidential debate.  FOX carried the season premiere of James Cameron’s “Dark Angel” and, due to a contractual agreement with Major League Baseball, NBC carried a play-off game.


� The Minneapolis Issues Forum had 400 subscribers at the time that I began this project, and had grown to 500 by the time I concluded my analysis.


� Official opening dates ranged, depending on the Capitol Forum List.  Transportation was first, opening on January 25, while Privacy is still struggling to meet the 50-person minimum.     


� Neither of these have quite the traffic of the older discussion forums, but participation appears promising.  MN Politics-National hit its high point in December 2000, with 90 posts in its first two weeks.


� Obviously this rule does not apply to the MN Politics-national list, but even there, participants are encouraged to discuss issues that are particularly salient to the Minnesota Congressional Delegation.


� David Brauer used the phrase “four-legged stool” in his interview as an analogy for the organization’s attempts to involve actors from multiple areas in the Minneapolis political community.


� This thread began with a participant posting general questions about the city budget, which were answered by Brett.


� It is important to note that there are geographic limitations to the extent that bonding can occur with participants in other parts of the state, which means that any bonding social capital tends to be formed between participants in the Twin Cities area.
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