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Highlights

e Reinterprets Arnstein’s ladder for digital and networked participation contexts.

e Identifies media as a critical power-mediating layer in citizen—government interaction.
e  Maps digital participation tools across various levels of citizen empowerment.

e Reveals the structural limitations and risks of tokenistic digital participation.

e Proposes an empowerment-oriented framework for sustainable urban governance.

Extended Abstract
Introduction

Citizen participation has long been established as a cornerstone of sustainable urban development and democratic
governance. With the rapid global diffusion of digital technologies, participation mechanisms have progressively
shifted from traditional, face-to-face engagements toward digitally mediated forms of interaction. The rise of
smart cities, open data initiatives, and social media platforms has fundamentally reshaped the ways citizens
interact with urban institutions, providing novel opportunities for inclusion, transparency, and administrative
responsiveness. Nevertheless, these digital transformations have simultaneously sparked critical debates regarding
the depth, quality, and power dynamics inherent in digitally enabled urban governance.

The existing body of literature frequently frames digital participation as an inherently progressive development,
emphasizing its advantages in efficiency, accessibility, and scalability. However, empirical evidence suggests that
many digital instruments merely replicate consultative or symbolic forms of engagement, failing to facilitate
genuine citizen empowerment. This tension underscores the urgent need for analytical frameworks capable of
distinguishing between nominal participation and truly transformative engagement in the digital era. This study
addresses this gap by revisiting Sherry Arnstein’s “Ladder of Citizen Participation” through the contemporary
lens of digital media and smart city governance. Rather than dismissing classical theory, this paper argues for its
reinterpretation to account for networked, media-driven, and hybrid forms of participation. The central research
question is: How do digital and media-based participation tools function across different levels of citizen power,
and to what extent do they contribute to urban sustainability through meaningful citizen empowerment?

Theoretical Framework

The theoretical foundation of this study integrates Arnstein’s ladder with contemporary concepts of digital
governance, participatory smart cities, and the political power of media. Arnstein’s classic model conceptualizes
participation as a hierarchical spectrum ranging from manipulation and tokenism to partnership, delegated power,
and ultimate citizen control. While originally designed for analog planning contexts, its normative emphasis on
the redistribution of power remains highly relevant in the digital age.
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Recent conceptual frameworks—such as participatory smart cities and networked governance—emphasize
complex data flows and digital infrastructures. These approaches view participation not merely as a fixed
institutional procedure, but as a dynamic process mediated by communication platforms. In this context, media
act not only as information channels but as arenas for agenda-setting, public framing, and power negotiation. By
positioning media as an intermediary layer between digital infrastructure and political authority, this study
conceptualizes participation as a relational and networked phenomenon. This hybrid framework allows for the
evaluation of whether digital participation tools reinforce top-down administrative control or facilitate bottom-up
empowerment.

Methodology

This research adopts a qualitative content analysis approach with an exploratory orientation. The data were
sourced from documented cases, policy texts, platform descriptions, and media-related participation practices
within urban governance contexts. The analytical process involved the extraction of textual and visual materials
from official institutional websites, digital platforms, and records of participation initiatives.

An initial coding scheme was developed deductively, grounded in Arnstein’s established participation levels. This
was subsequently supplemented by inductive open coding, which generated additional analytical categories such
as symbolic consultation, interactive collaboration, digital trust-building, rapid feedback mechanisms, and
institutional constraints. To ensure methodological rigor and reliability, a second researcher independently
reviewed the coding process, resulting in an intercoder agreement exceeding 85%. Finally, the participation tools
were organized into a matrix that aligns digital instruments with media functions and levels of citizen power. This
systematic approach enabled a comprehensive comparison of how different tools operate within, across, or beyond
traditional participation categories.

Results and Discussion

The findings reveal a highly uneven distribution of digital participation tools across Arnstein’s ladder. The
majority of tools—such as online surveys, information portals, and social media announcements—remain
concentrated at the levels of information and consultation. While these instruments undoubtedly improve
transparency and communication efficiency, they rarely alter the underlying decision-making authority.

Conversely, more advanced tools, including interactive co-design platforms and collaborative media spaces,
demonstrate significant potential for fostering partnership and delegated power, particularly when supported by
strong institutional commitment and legal frameworks. However, such instances remain limited and highly
context-dependent. Media play a complex, dual role: while they enable visibility, mobilization, and rapid
feedback, they can simultaneously reinforce asymmetrical power relations through selective framing, algorithmic
bias, and agenda control. In the absence of mechanisms for institutional accountability, media-driven participation
risks evolving into a form of “digitized tokenism.” The discussion emphasizes that digital participation contributes
to urban sustainability only when it transcends mere access and interaction to achieve genuine empowerment and
co-governance. Sustainability, in this sense, is not merely technological or environmental, but deeply political and
institutional.

Conclusion

This study demonstrates that digital participation is not inherently empowering. Its contribution to sustainable
urban governance is contingent upon how participation tools are embedded within broader power structures,
institutional arrangements, and media ecosystems. By reinterpreting Arnstein’s ladder for the digital age, this
paper provides an analytical framework capable of distinguishing between symbolic participation and
transformative engagement. The findings underscore the necessity of shifting policy and practice from tool-
oriented innovation toward empowerment-oriented design. Future research should combine these qualitative
frameworks with empirical network and spatial analyses to further examine how digital participation reshapes
urban power relations.
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