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Abstract. Research on ICT and the public discourse often focuses on how ICT can be used to increase citizen
participation in political decision-making processes. The Italian Five Star Movement (5SM) represents a
novel approach to using ICT to include citizens, and a big challenge for the traditional political actors. The
5SM was initiated outside the established political systems, with the use of Internet tools as cornerstones to
promote political actions based on the directly expressed will of citizens. In this paper, based on an
exploratory case study approach and informed by the introduction of E-Democracy models, we investigate
the role of ICT in various phases of the 5SM, from its birth through the current stage. The focus here is on the
transformation from a protest organisation outside the established political processes to being the second most

voted party within the Italian parliament.
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Introduction

In the last two decades, information and communication technologies (ICTs) have been used increasingly in the
political field to involve citizens and to combat the decline in both interest and participation in democratic
processes. The term E-Democracy is used to identify, in a very broad way, the different roles ICT can play in the
relationships between citizens and central or local governments, and to stimulate citizens' involvement in
political processes [1].

Many different examples of ICT involvement in the political field can be seen in practice. For example, some
politicians make use of existing Internet platforms, like Facebook or Twitter, to involve citizens, to stimulate
their participation and to win support in electoral processes. This is the case for the mayor of Bari (Italy), who
uses his own Facebook profile to communicate with citizens, and who asked his councillors to do the same [2].

In other cases, organisations rather than individuals might act to support candidates in an election, as in the case
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of www.mybarackobama.com, the blog created and launched by a non-profit organisation established to support
Obama’s electoral campaign in 2012 [3]. The European Commission has initiated a web space called “Your
Voice” (http://ec.europa.eu/yourvoice/index.htm), which involves citizens in European political processes
through consultations, debates and information sharing, similar to the US White House’s platform called “We
the People” (http://petitions .whitehouse.gov), which allows any citizen to create online petitions. The application
of ICTs in these political processes was originally seen as opportunity to improve and modernise democratic
systems by increasing transparency in politics and involving citizens in decision-making. So far, however, it
seems that this goal has not been reached, at least not on a large scale [4].

The Italian “Movimento 5 Stelle” (Five Stars Movement; from now on 5SM) is an interesting example to
analyze, due to the speed and scope of the achieved results, of an ICT application to political processes that
started from people’s actions first, outside the traditional political environment. The SSM attracted activists from
different areas of Italy. ICT played a relevant role in this process, as it provided the main communication
channels for the 5SM (its headquarters is said to be its blog). In a short time, the movement entered the Italian
political sphere, achieving significant results in elections, both at the local (municipalities, regions) and central
(parliament) level. For all these reasons, the 5SM is a subject of great interest to many international observers
[5], [6], [7] because it represents a big challenge to established political structures and traditional actors. One of
the cornerstones of the 5SM is the use of simple Internet tools to allow citizens to express their will with regard
to which political actions to promote. In this paper we aim to investigate the SSM using an exploratory case
study approach to investigate and reflect on the role of ICT in various phases of the 5SM, from its birth to the
current stage, focusing on the transformation from a protest organisation outside the established political

decision-making processes, to being the second most voted party in the Italian parliament.

Theoretical Framework

Ideas and ideals of democracy vary between societies, communities and even between stakeholders within one
community. The idea of democracy leans fundamentally on effective communication and informed decision-
making about public issues among citizens, politicians, officers and other stakeholders who may be affected by
the decisions [8],[9]. Democratic models are idealised forms of democracy with a set of ideals about how
democracy should take place, whereas E-Democracy models discuss how information and communication
technologies may be used to shape democracies [10]. Many E-Democracy initiatives have remained rather

unclear about the democratic model or specific goals, and mixed expectations among citizens and politicians



with respect to E-Democracy have been reported [11]. As already mentioned, most E-Democracy projects are
launched in order to involve more citizens in the existing political structure and decision-making processes [12].
Péivirinta and Sabg [10] suggested an inclusive but simplified comparison of various E-Democracy models
based on two fundamental dimensions: inclusion in decisions and control of the agenda [13]. Inclusion refers to
the idea of whether or not all members of a society are able to participate in current debates and decision-making
processes. Control of the agenda is related to the issue of who influences the political agenda in the first place.
The resulting four stereotypical models are: Liberal, Deliberative, Partisan and Direct E-Democracy.

Liberal E-Democracy involves government-based initiatives and citizens’ implicit connection to the decision-
making process. The aim is to inform citizens (especially during elections) and gather informative feedback.
Citizens participate less in the decision-making processes as such, since democracy is regarded as occurring after
the citizens have been informed of the candidates’ viewpoints before the elections, and about the decisions made
in between elections. The main role of ICT is to improve the amount and quality of information exchange
between government and citizens.

Deliberative E-Democracy connects citizens more explicitly to decision-making processes. Politicians and
citizens share interest in dialogues and discourse leading to the formation of political opinions. Citizens have
good reason to expect that their voices will be heard concerning a particular matter initiated by the government.
In this model, ICT is developed to increase citizen participation and involvement in decision-making processes.

Partisan E-Democracy is characterised by citizen-initiated participation with no explicit connection to existing
governmental or political decision-making processes. Citizens may influence the agenda for public discussion by
their mere presence. In this model, ICT seeks to obtain visibility for alternative political expressions
uninterrupted by the political elite.

Possibilities for Direct E-Democracy have been recently highlighted. Here, citizens online are directly
affecting the decisions to be made. Citizens set the agenda both for public discussion and for decision-making.
The presence of ICT is a crucial pre-condition for direct democracy to support coordination among decision
makers.

Transparency is a key concept in the political scene, which has to be regarded as a multifold theme, with
different and sometimes contradictory views. Transparency, with the meaning of richer and clearer information
about government actions made available to every citizen, is generally seen as a way to improve the quality of a
society (for a more profound discussion, see [14]). But, on the other hand, scholars referring to critical

management studies see transparency as a fashion and are skeptical about its impact on government [15], even



suggesting that greater transparency could result in reduced independence for organisations acting on the
political scene [16]. Finally, when looking into organisational structures, building on Foucault [17], in terms of
targets, performance tracking and exhibition of rule infringements, transparency is mostly seen as a devious but
highly effective means for controlling the dependents by exerting a continuous tacit pressure on them. When

ICTs support transparency in this sense, it begins to look something like an "Electronic Panopticon" [18].

Research Design

We apply an exploratory design to discuss the case of the Italian 5SM and investigate the use of ICT tools to
involve citizens in political discourse [14]. The aim is to reflect on the role of ICT in the various phases of the
transformation of a citizens’ protest organisation into one of the largest parties in the Italian parliament. The unit
of analysis for this case [19] is the SSM. We chose this unit pertinent to the aim of the research because it is a
novel case where the use of ICTs allowed individual citizens, who originally started a protest movement, to
gather together, organise and participate in political life, achieving nation-relevant results.

The data for investigating the case are composed of a mix of direct observation and information available on
websites, blogs, books, newspapers and magazines. Regarding the information available online, the sources most
frequently used for the case study are the website of the SSM itself (www.movimento5stelle.it), and the blog of
Beppe Grillo (www.beppegrillo.it). Investigating the 5SM, we focus on the people, as well as the actions, ICT
tools and organisational settings that were used to participate in traditional political processes. The result of the

exploratory case will be the formulation of propositions to be tested and investigated in future research projects.

The SSM Case: the Primordial Soup

The 5SM is an Italian political movement recently founded by a former prominent Italian comedian (Beppe
Grillo), and by an Italian entrepreneur (Gianroberto Casaleggio). The SSM was founded after a political action
stimulated by Grillo himself. This movement sharply distinguishes itself from traditional parties, claiming to be
more open, transparent and representative. The SSM's activists depict the 5SM as a 'non association' with a 'non
statute' [20], having its headquarters on the web. Thanks to his profession as a comedian, Grillo has been widely
popular in Italy since the 80s. He also became known for his strong critical stances against the institutional and
political establishment. His critical thoughts have been diffused through his personal blog since 2005. The blog

allows visitors to post comments and to share its content on the most popular social networking platforms. The



popularity of Grillo on the one hand, and of his blog on the other, have reinforced each other through the years.
The blog became so popular that Grillo was listed as the seventh most influential person on the web by the

Forbes magazine in 2009 [21].

Initial Line Up: the Partisan Phase

Following the popularity of Grillo and of his blog, an increasing number of citizens started to follow him and his
ideas, and to discuss politics. However, it was only in 2008 that the blog (i.e., Grillo) and its followers explicitly
declared that they were politically active. Participation on the blog increased and soon it could not support the
large group of followers. People wanted to be active not only on the blog, but also in their territories, discussing
real social and political problems that were really close to them.

In order to organise the actions of individual groups in the territories and to coordinate their activities, Grillo
proposed adopting Meetup (www.meetup.com), a social networking platform created by a North American
company, which had already been used by Howard Dean to successfully run against John Kerry in the 2003 US
primaries. The platform was adopted with the original spirit of getting together to formulate opinions and
proposals on topics of civic relevance, and to improve the world, starting from the single territories where each
group was active. Initially, 40 groups were created on Meetup, but this number grew to 472 by 2012 [22], and to
1,250 with 109,999 members in 1,038 cities from 20 different countries as of this writing (an updated list of the
groups is available at: http://movimento-5-stelle . meetup .com).

At this stage, Grillo’s groups were not connected with the traditional political representation processes. The
groups were active in the territories and at the national level just to promote discourse on topics of civic interest,

which was by that time separate from the political discourse carried out at the institutional level.

Stepping into Political Processes: Forms of Direct and Deliberative Democracy

At the end of 2007, Grillo started to provide open and self-organised spaces to the local Meetup groups during
his performances around Italy. The aim was to further disseminate their activities, and those of their attendees,
and to attract more people. Later the same year, a nationwide event called V-Day was launched. Although the
5SM was not yet established as a movement at that time, this event was the first when a mass of activists
mobilised by Grillo’s blog and by the local groups had entered into the traditional institutional process—though
in a traditional (non ICT-based) way. During this event, signatures were collected from citizens to promote a law

of popular initiative to modify regulations for candidacy to the parliament. A similar event was also promoted



the following year. The political action of people involved in the Meetup groups started to enter institutional
political processes in 2008. With the intent to participate in administrative elections, some of the Meetup groups
started local civic lists following a set of common rules that Grillo had established for them. At this stage, a
specific area of Grillo’s blog was dedicated to these lists. Through this area, individual citizens could participate
in the political life of their region or territory.

The 5SM was formally founded as an association in 2009, with the anticipated intention of promoting and
coordinating the activities of the civic lists, and of running for the parliamentary elections. To do so, Grillo
registered the 5SM trademark. The statute of the SSM (art. 3) [20] limits all rights to the use of this trademark to
Grillo himself. The statute also states that the Internet plays a crucial role for the 5SM, and that it is used to let
citizens enter into the movement for consulting, deliberating, decision-making and electing purposes.
Furthermore, the statute of the movement recognises that all Internet subscribers play a role in governance that is
normally assigned to only a few people in a traditional party. The headquarters of the SSM is the blog itself, in a
special section of Grillo’s blog (http://www.beppegrillo.it/movimento), which remains significant in this new
phase.

After this phase, the blog was often used as a discussion forum (contents are readable by anyone, but
contributions are restricted to citizens members of the SSM) in the agenda-setting process. The blog was also the
location in which direct democracy processes took place. This was the case, for example, for the online vote to
choose the candidates that had to be in the SSM lists for the parliamentary elections. In this regard, the statute
specifies that the online voting system works according to rules that might be better decided on each occasion,
and adjusted according to each experience. Grillo diffused generic rules on his blog before the online voting for
selecting members to lists for parliamentary elections. The same system, but with a more deliberative nuance
than a direct democracy one, was also used during the election of the president of the Republic in 2013, when,
through an online vote, citizens nominated the candidates for the Italian Republic presidency that 5SM
parliamentarians had to support in the election process.

In February 2013, the 5SM succeeded in gaining seats in the two chambers after the parliamentary elections,
and a code of conduct was disseminated for its parliamentarians. Amongst other things, the code explicitly states
that law proposals can be promoted by citizens through an online voting system. Each citizen's proposal that gets
at least 20% of the online votes will be presented by the SSM parliamentarians in the parliament. Citizens shall
also be consulted when parliamentarians have to be excluded from the SSM group. The 5SM parliamentarian

group can vote for the exclusion of a member in case of a violation of the code of conduct, but such exclusion



must be confirmed by the online votes of the followers.

The 5SM statute also states that parliamentarians elected to the 5SM lists shall form a SSM group in each of
the two chambers of the Italian parliament. Each group is entitled by law to receive funds from the parliament
for communication and study tasks. The statute states that two communication groups (one for each chamber)
will be formed, and Grillo will appoint the staff of these groups. The funds for communication and study
activities received by the Italian parliament shall be devoted to supporting this communication staff, and
candidates to the parliament must confirm this by signing a written agreement before participating in the
elections.

Finally, other examples of ICT use by the SSM involve streaming technology to broadcast their meetings on
the Internet, or meetings with other political forces (i.e., for example, the meeting during the consultation process
that led to the formation of the current Italian government). The SSM parliamentarians also use their own Face-
book and Twitter channels to disseminate their activities. The communication groups in the parliament also use a
YouTube channel and the blog to periodically inform the citizens about the activities performed by 5SM
parliamentarians.

Notwithstanding its strong profession of transparency and direct open participation, the SSM is also subject to
many severe criticisms, about just these issues. Some examples in this regard, include:

* A huge number of critical posts removed from the 5SSM website. The criteria or motivations for such
removals were not disclosed, so an external website (http://nocensura.eusoft.net/) was created by a private
blogger to track and enumerate all the posts banned from the 5SM website;

* Decisions to banish some 5SM activists, autonomously made by Grillo. Since Grillo is the owner of the
trademark and Casaleggio maintains the website, they can proceed by warning an activist through a formal
legal notice not to use the SSM mark anymore, and by removing his/her account;

* Recurrent blackmails by Grillo, threatening retirement of the blog and withdrawal of the mark, in order to
prevent followers from voting on possible coalitions with other parties;

¢ Often incomplete streaming of the internal meetings, or not streaming them at all.

Discussion

The 5SM case exemplifies the use of ICT for a movement that started as a partisan E-Democracy initiative
without any direct influence on formal decision-making processes. Differently from most E-Democracy

initiatives promoted by institutions to involve more citizens in the political processes, the SSM originated outside



the traditional systems and became a political force through the will of the citizens. In other words, it was
citizen-driven rather than party-driven.

In its move towards a position with more explicit political influence, the SSM used ICT to establish direct
democracy processes within the movement”’s internal decision-making processes. Currently, the SSM has gained
formal decision-making power through its seats in the national parliament. The case is interesting from a
research point of view for several reasons. The shift from a movement that was outside the political system to a
movement with seats in parliament, and the critical importance of ICT in order for the movement to exist are
quite extraordinary and represent something new within the research field.

The use of ICT proved crucial for the development of the SSM: to acquire attention, to arrange for the
development of the movement’s politics and to coordinate its activities. But, despite the importance of the
technology itself, the 5SM exemplifies the importance of context and structure to understand the use of the IT-
application (such as the blog and the Meetup system). Grillo had already gained popularity and established a role
as an opponent of the public elite before initiating his blog. He spent time and effort to increase his impact and
the number of his followers. Thus, when the economic crisis really hit Italy (and Europe), Grillo already had his
speaker’s platform to criticise the established elite, holding them responsible for the lack of political
accountability

The 5SM makes use of ICT for internal direct democratic processes, allowing the (registered) members to
participate in decision-making, including decisions on how representatives should vote in parliament.
Simultaneously, the SSM challenges some democratic ideals concerning both internal and external processes,
and there could be some concerns regarding how transparent the use of ICT actually is. Internally, com-
munication is to be conducted through the movement’s blog, which is highly influenced by Grillo himself. The
two founders privately own the 5SM trademark and website. Consequently, they could control (and monitor)
online activities if they wish, possibly applying internal transparency in the sense evoked by critical scholars;
that is, to exert tacit pressure on members. This point should be further investigated.

Only scattered information is available on issues such as the possibilities for censoring, procedures for
complaints and the delineation between the movement’s ‘official’ information and Grillo’s private
communications (if such a delineation exists). Somewhat related to this, is the only-partial availability of
streaming from internal meetings. Such external opacity on internal events and behaviours could possibly be
associated, according with critical theories, with the preservation of independence by organisation acting on the

political scene.



Externally, the movement’s representatives have not participated in any public debate, and are not allowed to
negotiate with representatives from other parties, since the SSM politics are to be decided by the members. More
research is needed to explore the duality of highlighting internal democratic processes (despite some challenges)
while ignoring participation in the public discourse and negotiations within the established political system.
Also, the capacity of ICT to actually warrant that transparency and openness exist in all circumstances, to
correspond to what promised in advance, should be further investigated.

The 5SM is still in its initial phase, and more research is needed to explore the consequences of its appearance
in the established political system, as well as the critical importance of ICT. Future research should look into the
implicitly democratic influence the use of ICT may have. For instance, ICT with the set of norms and regulations
it has applied may foster transparency by allowing everyone to access information, but, on the other hand, the
adopted rules may also withhold information from the citizens (and members) by hiding information regarding
who is in charge of making a decision, what the routines are for censoring and monitoring, and by automatically

performing processes and routines that may influence decisions to be made.

Conclusions and limitations

This paper analyses, through an exploratory case study, the SSM case with respect to the role that ICT played in
its transformation from a protest movement born outside the political system to a relevant political force with
representatives in the Italian parliament.

The case points out the need to further investigate issues related to the use of ICT, not only focusing on the
technology itself, but also on the surrounding organisational environment (i.e., roles and rights, regulations and
norms) that shapes the way people use the technology to participate in democratic processes. The case also raises
questions on the challenges a political force that heavily bases its political processes on the Internet poses to
those more traditional ones that do not.

The 5SM case is an on-going phenomenon, and some of the issues discussed in this paper are also elements of
discussion within the movement itself. Future research will be addressed to investigate the issues identified and

discussed here.
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