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Abstract

Communication is indispensable for institutions in regaining trust and credibility among citizens. In this context, transpa-
rency management and the promotion of citizen participation online are essential. After December 2015, when the Spanish
transparency law 19/2013 was fully in force at the local level, all local municipalities were required to show all the public
information on their websites published in a clear and understandable way. This requirement turns the Spanish local ad-
ministrations into an interesting case study to assess efforts to improve their relationships with their citizens; hence this
research aims to measure the Spanish transparency level on public information and participation. For that purpose, a set
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of indicators were used to analyze the content of those websites that corresponded to a representative sample of munici-
palities with 10,000 or more inhabitants (N=394). Findings pointed to a very low transparency level and major deficiencies
related to online engagement with resources that are required by law.
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Resumen

La comunicacién es clave para que las instituciones recuperen la confianza y credibilidad de los ciudadanos. En este senti-
do, la gestidn de la transparencia y la promocion de la participacién ciudadana online son dos aspectos esenciales. Tras la
entrada en vigor a nivel local en diciembre de 2015 de la Ley 19/2013 de transparencia, acceso a la informacidn publica y
buen gobierno, los ayuntamientos de Espafia estan obligados a publicar de forma clara y comprensible toda la informacion
publica en sus sitios web. Este requisito convierte a las administraciones locales espafiolas en un interesante caso de estudio
para evaluar los esfuerzos de mejora en la relacidn con sus ciudadanos. De ahi que el objetivo de este estudio sea medir el
nivel de transparencia en las herramientas de informacidn publica y participacidon. Para ello se compara una muestra repre-
sentativa de los sitios web de ayuntamientos con mas de 10.000 habitantes (N =394) utilizando un conjunto de indicadores
especificos para el andlisis de contenido. Los resultados indican un nivel de transparencia muy bajo asi como importantes

carencias y deficiencias relacionadas con los recursos de participacion online.
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1. Introduction

Institutions, as social entities that manage the assets and
rights of citizens, are facing an uncertain context marked,
on one hand, by a loss of credibility from citizens and, on
the other hand, by a participation request that is more and
more intense. Initiatives are developed by civil society to
convey their message of protest and express their desire
to participate in political decision-making. Under these cir-
cumstances, communication is more essential than ever in
order for institutions to regain the trust and credibility of
citizens (Norris, 2000) and the management of transparen-
cy that fosters informed participation by citizens is an indis-
pensable requirement to do so (Bauhr; Grimes, 2014).

With the approval of the Law for transparency, access to
public information and good governance on the ninth of
December, 2013, Spain delivered an interesting case study
that allows us to assess the efforts of local governments in
improving their relationships with citizens (Espafia, 2013).
This law compels public administrations to actively publicize
relevant institutional information on their websites and to
respond to citizen requests for public information (Beltran-
Orenes; Martinez-Pastor, 2016). In this way, the act obli-
ges Spanish municipalities to make available, within in two
years, pertinent data for public knowledge and obey to all
the requirements contained on it (Espafia, 2013). Moreover,
another aspect that makes Spain a particularly salient case
study regarding transparency is the level of political corrup-
tion, which is a major problem (CIS, 2016). In this context,
the increased availability of public information provided by
new communication technologies can be used as an instru-
ment to restore the credibility of institutions from the citi-
zens’ points of view.

At the local level of government it is evident there is a need
for transparency, accountability, and participation. This local
context is precisely the setting of choice for this research.
The main objective of this study is to analyze how digital
technology is used to communicate on the websites of mu-
nicipalities: resources, features, and practices. The mana-
gement of local communication represents a convenient
starting point, since this close environment deals with and
solves matters of everyday life, in contrast with national and
global issues (Zamora-Medina, 2011). Local governments
also enjoy a greater level of trust from citizens, compared to
national institutions (Kim; Lee, 2012).

In this particular case, the content of websites of a repre-
sentative sample of Spanish municipalities with 10,000 or
more inhabitants were analyzed, for a total of 394 websites.
Regarding the analysis, the transparency indicators used in
this research focused on two dimensions: first, indicators
related to the public information shared by local municipali-
ties, such as news about government management and the
municipal agenda; second, indicators linked to participation
tools provided for citizens’ use, such as mechanisms for ta-
king part in the debate of current topics of local interest.

This study is the result of a research & development pro-
ject Public communication, transparency, accountability,
and participation in local government (reference CSO 2013-
46997-R), a collaboration of several Spanish universities
funded by the Spanish Ministry of Economy and Competi-
tiveness. This project seeks to analyze communication in all
local governments in Spain and it is in turn inspired by an
earlier study entitled Communication and journalism for ci-
tizen participation in monitoring and evaluating the mana-
gement of local governments (CSO 2012-34687). For that, a



Transparency in citizen participation tools and public information: A comparative study of the Spanish city councils’” websites

relevant tool has been used: the Mapa Infoparticip@ plat-
form, which shows how local public administrations make
use of the Internet and new media to promote accountabi-
lity and transparency.

http://www.mapainfoparticipa.com

The main goal of this new project is to complete the work
previously done and continue the coverage of the Mapa In-
foparticip@ platform in 10 other autonomous communities,
in order to obtain a complete picture of the Spanish natio-
nal territory. The research presented here aims to offer an
overview of the level of transparency in Spanish local gover-
nments focusing specifically on the public information pro-
vided to citizens and participation tools as well, in the range
of municipalities with 10,000 or more inhabitants.

2. Analytical framework

Transparency has become a recurring theme in research in
areas such as Communication and Political Science. In the
frame of the so-called ‘electronic democracy’ or ‘cyber-
democracy’ and a new digital environment, transparency
stands as an essential condition to respond to the increasing
demand for a more open way of government. According to
the organization Transparency International, the term trans-
parency refers to “the quality of a government, company,
organization or person to be open in disclosing information,
policies, plans, processes and actions. As a general rule, civil
servants, public employees, managers and directors of com-
panies and organizations, and boards have an obligation to
act visibly, predictably and understandably to promote par-
ticipation and accountability” (quoted in Lizcano, 2012, p.
161). Specifically, in the political arena, this term is directly
related to political control and accountability, and citizen
participation as well.

The aspect of accountability deals, in a general sense, with
the knowledge by the public of what happens within public
institutions, an essential element for democratically functio-
ning politics. Transparency has become a fundamental value
of democracy; it facilitates monitoring the activity of charges
and hinders abuses of power and corruption that proliferate
in contexts of opacity. In this sense, the more information
citizens have at their disposal to exercise effective control of
the management of public affairs the more the gap between
rulers and ruled will decrease.

A number of studies have previously been conducted about
the transparency and accountability of governments (Villo-
ria, 2011; Alguacil-Gémez, 2006; Guerrero, 2006; Labio-
Bernal, 2006; Molina-Rodriguez-Navas, 2008; Reig, 2009;
Gértrudix et al., 2016 among others). In addition, under the
umbrella of the project entitled Communication and jour-
nalism for citizen participation in monitoring and evaluating
the management of local government (CSO 2012-34687)
mentioned above, findings and conclusions have been pu-
blished on the topic (Moreno-Sarda; Molina-Rodriguez-
Navas; Corcoy-Rius, 2013a; Moreno-Sarda et al., 2013b;
Rebolledo; Zamora-Medina; Rodriguez-Virgili, 2016).

Transparency of public activities is in turn a means of en-
couraging citizen participation in decision-making and in the
management of relevant affairs, as well as reducing injustice
and, ideally, corruption (Stasavage, 2003). In this way, the

demand for transparency is a basic claim in order to advan-
ce towards more participatory forms of democracy and to
substantiate the act of participation itself.

Nowadays, public representatives and political parties are
both dealing with a complicated scenario with different cha-
llenges to be faced regarding citizen participation, an aspect
increasingly in demand from civil society. Elections no longer
represent the most general way for citizens to participate in
democracy, but other actions are now emerging, favored by
new technologies and related to democratic regeneration
(Verge, 2007).

Apart from accountability and political control, the aspect of
responsiveness from institutions also seems essential. Due
to the distrust towards political agents, it is necessary that
institutions arbitrate, in some way, procedures that collect
the demands of the citizens between elections, while also
serving to empower the citizenship in the control to poli-
ticians. In this sense, in Europe in recent years, different
instruments enabling active citizen participation have been
implemented at the local level (Tornos-Mas et al., 2012). An
example of this is the so-called ‘participatory budgeting’,
conceived of as a way for citizens to participate in public
management through the inclusion of new citizen demands
in the preparation of budgets.

The increased availability of public infor-
mation provided by new communication
technologies can be used as an instru-
ment to restore the credibility of institu-
tions from the citizens’ points of view

The culture of transparency and participation requires a
change of mentality when using public information, with
greater equanimity and plurality. It makes no sense to have
an enormous amount of stored documents if there is no po-
licy to make it accessible, encourage use, or promote inte-
raction with citizens, and politicians assume the duty to ac-
count for their responsibilities as well (Bauhr; Grimes, 2014;
Lindstedt; Naurin, 2010). At a time marked by the loss of
credibility in politics, communication based on transparency
is an essential aspect in regaining the confidence of citizens
in their political representatives.

3. Objectives and hypothesis

As noted above, the websites of local councils of Spanish
autonomous communities have been analyzed as the object
of this case study. The main objective is to analyze and as-
sess how the city councils use digital technologies in their
relationship with citizens. For that purpose, this study fo-
cuses on the transparency level of public information and
participation tools.

Previous studies have identified an unsatisfactory level of
transparency on city council websites, revealing accountabi-
lity deficiencies by governments (Cabezuelo-Lorenzo; Rey-
Garcia; Tapia-Frade, 2016; Manfredi-Sanchez et al., 2016;
Rebolledo; Zamora-Medina; Rodriguez-Virgili, 2016; More-
no-Sarda et al., 2015). Not only was the amount of public

El profesional de la informacidn, 2017, mayo-junio, v. 26, n. 3. elSSN: 1699-2407 363



Marta Rebolledo, Rocio Zamora-Medina and Jordi Rodriguez-Virgili

information available on the platforms deficient, but also the
way it was provided for citizens: there was a lack of relevant
information (legislative projects, agreements and contracts
signed, action plans); the data on the websites was not well-
explained nor conveyed to the citizens; the information pre-
sented was not neutral, accessible or reliable; there were not
tools devoted to interact with citizens, among other aspects.

For our study we also identify secondary objectives to better
explore the differences in transparency level among muni-
cipalities. First, our aim is to analyze how the transparen-
cy level differences correlate to the size of municipalities,
in order to empirically assess the impact of this variable on
transparency scores. Second, we will test the relationship
between transparency level and citizen participation level.

Based on these objectives, this research is based on two hy-
pothesis:

(H1) The first underlines that there are differences in trans-
parency and participation level depending on the size of the
municipality -the larger the size is, the better results in par-
ticipation and transparency are-. The larger municipalities
will have a greater degree of transparency and encourage
a more fluid relationship, thanks to the technologies used,
than those with a smaller population, mainly due to the
greater availability of resources. This difference is statisti-
cally significant.

(H2) The second hypothesis is that there are differences in
the level of participation depending on the score obtained
in the other two blocks of indicators, that is, transparency
related to information on the local representatives and go-
vernment on the one hand; and transparency linked to ma-
nagement of economic resources on the other hand. In that
sense, the higher score in transparency, the higher score in
citizen participation.

The culture of transparency and parti-
cipation requires a change of mentali-
ty when using public information, with
greater equanimity and plurality

4. Methodology

To test both hypotheses, a quantitative analysis of the pre-
sence/absence of a set of indicators that measure the level
of transparency and citizen participation offered by the local
councils websites included in the sample will be conducted.

To evaluate the information provided, a set of indicators
have been designed, not so much to assess the transpa-
rency of management, but more to evaluate the provision
of basic information, so that anyone can identify how the
political leaders of local governments are managing public
resources. In a first wave of analysis, 41 indicators based on
the Decalogue of good practices of local public communi-
cation that were initially used by some scholars to test the
catalonian municipalites websites (Moreno-Sarda et al.,
2013a) will be used.
http://labcompublica.info/es/innovacion/decalogo-de-
buenas-practicas/decalogo

Some of these indicators were also listed in the transparen-
cy index of local councils (Transparency International Spain,
2010). For the second and final wave, we will add some new
indicators, until there are 52 indicators in total, in order to
adapt the analysis to the Spanish transparency law.

The content analysis coding includes four thematic blocks:
indicators aimed at identifying the composition of the coun-
cil; indicators that provide information on how the adminis-
tration and the local government operates; indicators linked
to current information about the municipality, including
their awareness of transparency; and indicators that provi-
de public information about the local council and contact
details. In this research, we will focus on the two last blocks,
that is, public information and citizen participation tools on
each website:

A) Indicators related to the public information provided
about the local government and contact details:

- Does it include news, information, and/or opinions on the
actions of members of the government related to govern-
ment management?

- Does it include news, information and/or opinions on the
actions of members of the opposition, and/or political
groups related to the control of government manage-
ment?

- Does it include information on the plenary sessions deve-
lopment (motions proposed by different political parties,
debates, and agreements)?

- Does it include historical information on the municipality?

- Does it include basic information about the council (geo-
graphical position, population, social diversity, economic
activity, etc?

- Does it include municipal agendas and citizen activities?

- Does it include contact with the person responsible for
press, information, and/or communication of the council,
whether technician or politician?

B) Indicators related to tools for citizen participation and de-
mocratic control:

- Does it include regulation concerning citizen participa-
tion?

- Does it include information about other types of citizen
participation mechanisms (sectoral council, city council,
territorial council, etc.)?

- Does it include proceedings of the meetings of other me-
chanisms or participating bodies mentioned in the pre-
vious indicator?

- Does it include a directory of organizations and associa-
tions of the municipality, and/or registration of interest
groups?

- Does it include consultation and/or participation tools on
current topics of local interest?

- Does it include a list of services provided (letter of servi-
ces) and commitments for citizens?

- Does it include tools to evaluate the services and to make
complaints or suggestions about how they work?

We gathered all the information based on a national sam-
ple with N=394 municipalities websites corresponding to
those municipalities with 10,000 or more inhabitants, that
were differentiated by geographic location and municipa-
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lity size (inhabitants). In total, our sample included 14 out
of the 17 Spanish autonomous communities®: Region de
Murcia (7,9%), Cantabria (2,5%), Castilla-Ledn (3,3%), Pais
Vasco (0,5%), La Rioja (0,5%), Comunidad de Madrid (2,3%),
Catalufia (34%), Comunidad Valenciana (24,4%), Castilla La
Mancha (6,3%), Islas Baleares (5,6%), Principado de Asturias
(5,3%), Extremadura (3,3%), Comunidad foral de Navarra
(2,5%), and Andalucia (1,5%). Even if this sample is not re-
presentative of all the national Spanish municipalities with
10,000 or more inhabitants, it can be valid for a first-time
descriptive and comparative analysis of transparency in citi-
zens’ participation tools and public information provided by
Spanish municipalities’ websites.

Larger municipalities would have a grea-
ter degree of transparency and encoura-
ge a more fluid relationship with citizens

The content analysis was conducted during the spring
months of 2015, just two months after the Spanish transpa-
rency law was fully in force at the regional and local levels.
Data were initially manually coded by pairs of coders, with a
second review by a third coder. After that, all the data were
recorded in an Excel spreadsheet and then transferred to
the platform’s content management tool.

A simple frequency analysis was conducted with all the in-
formation gathered using the statistical software SPSS.23 in
order to compare municipalities’ scores and see differences
among autonomous communities. The analysis also inclu-
ded some crosstabs based on municipality size to test our
first hypothesis. Finally, we construct a transparency level
index based on the score that each municipality obtained
on the transparency level related to the information about
the local representatives and government, the transparency
linked to management of economic resources and, finally,
the transparency related to public information about the lo-
cal government and contact details among municipality size.
Based on this score, we grouped municipalities into low, me-
dium, and high transparency categories and then tested our
second hypothesis related to possible differences in partici-
pation level indicators.

5. Results

We analyzed the frequencies of each of the indicators in-
cluded in each block and established comparisons among
regions. After this descriptive assessment, the main two hy-
pothesis of the study were tested in order to identify rele-
vant factors that could explain data differences.

A) Transparency indicators related to public information
about the local government and contact details.

This type of general information is the easiest for municipa-
lities to provide. The websites usually offered historical in-
formation and official data of the municipality (85.5%). This
transparency indicator was relatively high among all com-
munities, with the exception of Andalucia (50%), Castilla-
Ledn (61.5%) and Madrid (66.7%).

Information about municipal agenda and citizen activities
was also quite frequent among all Spanish regions (90.1%),

although Castilla-Ledn (61.5%), Regidon de Murcia (64.5%)
and Andalucia (67%) showed it with less frequency.

In the case of basic information about the council one out
of three municipalities websites included it (66.2%). Howe-
ver, in the case of Madrid (22.2%), Comunidad Valenciana
(36.5%) and Islas Baleares (40.9%) this information was sig-
nificantly lower.

However, we find important differences depending on if
news stories and opinions had to do with actions of mem-
bers of the government (88.8%) or if it was news on the ac-
tions of the opposition, where it was still anecdotal (15.2%).
Some differences can be detected among communities,
where Navarra (70%), Islas Baleares (72.7%). and Castilla-
La Mancha (76.9%) show lower percentages of information
from the government compared to the rest of the commu-
nities. However, Catalufia (38.1%) showed the highest per-
centage of information published about opposition parties.

Information related the plenary sessions development is
presented in 32.5% of the websites. However, there were
also significant differences among communities, with Cata-
lufia being the region with the highest percentage (72.4%),
followed by Islas Baleares (36.4%), and Extremadura
(30.8%).

It should be also noted that contact information related to
the person responsible for press, information, and/or com-
munication of the council, whether a technician or politi-
cian, was sometimes missing--less than half of the websites
included a link to the press officer. This was the indicator
where we found more differences among all regions, where
Catalufia (81.3%), Extremadura (46.2%) and Madrid (44.4%)
show higher percentages than the rest.

B) Tools for citizen participation and democratic control.

The participation and control tools were still very unsatis-
factory in almost all local councils. Although there was a
greater sensitivity to open channels of citizen participation,
our data showed a deficit situation in the existence of such

Table 1. Transparency indicators related to public information about the
local government and contact details

Indicators Percent
News, information, and/or opinions on the actions of
members of the government related to the government 88.8

management

News, information, and/or opinions on the actions of
members of the opposition and/or political groups related 15.2
to the control of government management

Information on the plenary sessions development (mo-

tions proposed by political parties, debates, and agree- 325
ments)

Historical information on the municipality 855
Basic information about the council (geographical posi- 66.2
tion, population, social diversity, economic activity, etc.) ’
Municipal agenda and citizen activities 90.1
Contact with the person responsible for press, information

and/or communication of the council, whether technician 42.4

or politician
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tools. In fact, only half of the websites included some regu-
lation concerning participation (51.8%). For the rest, partici-
pation was only considered a real task for their transparency
aims. In this sense, we found some differences, where Na-
varra (20%), Cantabria (30%), and Castilla-La Mancha (36%)
had even lower percentages.

Those municipalities that scored higher
on transparency also got a higher per-
centage on participation

Something as simple as including a directory or list of the
local organizations and associations of the municipality was
only present in 61.9% of the websites, although Catalufia
(89.6%), Madrid (77.8%), and Navarra (70%) presented hig-
her percentages. The frequency appearance of a list of ser-
vices provided by the local council or other commitments
with citizens was even worse, with only one out of four
websites including it. In this sense, there were differen-
ces among some important regions like Catalufia (with the
highest percentage, 46.3%) compared to Madrid (with the
lowest, 0%).

In the local context, there were some specific mechanisms
or entities for participation that were in force as territorial
councils, city councils, sector councils, etc. However, our
data pointed out that information about those mechanisms
for participation were less frequent than expected, with
only 37.3% of the websites including it. Among all Spanish
autonomous communities, Catalufia had the highest score
(77.6%). With less differences among regions, only 15.7%
also included some proceedings of the meetings of those
mechanisms or entities for participation.

For most of the councils, citizen participation and demo-
cratic control were reduced to include tools to evaluate
the services and to make complaints or suggestions about
how they work. This virtual “complaints box” was present in
76.6% of the cases - lower in Madrid (55.6%) and Castilla-La
Mancha (64%)- as the most frequent tool for public partici-

Table 2. Indicators related tools for citizen participation and democratic
control

Indicators Percent

Regulation concerning citizen participation 51.8
Information about other types of citizen participation
mechanisms (sectoral council, city council, territorial 373
council, etc.)
Proceedings of the meetings of other mechanisms or 15.7
participation bodies mentioned in the previous indicator ’
Directory of organizations and associations of the munici- 61.9
pality and/or registration of interest groups '
Tools of consultation and/or participation on current 332
topics of local interest ’
List of services provided (letter of services) and com-

. A - 24.6
mitments with the citizens
Tools to evaluate the services and to make complaints or 76.6
suggestions about how they work ’

pation. There were also some other tools of consultation on
current topics of local interest, but there was still a pending
matter for most of the municipalities (only 33.2% included
it), with the exception of Catalufia, that had a higher percen-
tage (55.2%).

C) Differences in transparency and participation level de-
pended on the size of the municipality.

Our first hypothesis indicated that the larger the size are the
better results in participation and transparency are. So that
larger municipalities would have a greater degree of trans-
parency and encourage a more fluid relationship, thanks to
the technologies used, than those with a smaller popula-
tion, mainly due to the greater availability of resources.

Our data definitively showed relevant and statistically sig-
nificant differences in transparency and participation level
depending on municipality size. In fact, as table 3 points
out, those municipalities with more than 50,000 habitants

Table 3. Differences in transparency indicators related to public information about the local government and contact details by municipality size. ¥*P < 0.05;

** P <0.01
10,000- 20,001- More than
Indicators 20,000 50,000 50,001 Chi square
inhabitants inhabitants inhabitants | signification
% % %

News, information, and/or opinions on the actions of members of the govern- 815 923 976 0.000%*
ment related to the government management
News, information, and/or opinions on the actions of members of the opposi-

. o 11.9 1.3 28.6 0.001**
tion and/or political groups related to the control of government management

Infqrmatlon Qn the plenary sessions development (motions proposed by 292 345 357 0471
political parties, debates and agreements)

Historical information on the municipality 90.5 83.8 78.6 0.030**
Bfmc |pformat|on .abou.t Fhe council (geographical position, population, social 66.7 577 79.8 0.003%*
diversity, economic activity, etc.)

Municipal agenda and citizen activities 85.1 94.4 929 0.010**
Cor)tact with the pgrson respon5|ble'f(.)r press, |pformat|on and/or communi- 363 423 548 0.020%*
cation of the council, whether technician or politician
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Table 4. Differences related to tools for citizen participation and democratic control by municipality size. *P < 0.05; ** P <0.01

10,000-20,000 | 20,001-50,000  MOre than )
. x " X . 50,001 Chi square
Indicators inhabitants inhabitants . X N "
inhabitants signification
% %
%

Regulation concerning citizen participation 35.1 51.4 85.7 0.000%*
Informatpn gbout other types pf cmzen. participation mechanisms (secto- 304 338 571 0.000%*
ral council, city council, territorial council, etc.)
Proce.edlng§ of the mefatlngs of other mechanisms or participation bodies 13 13 321 0.000%*
mentioned in the previous indicator
Dlrgctor}/ of orgamzatlons and associations of the municipality and/or 577 577 774 0.004%*
registration of interest groups
Tools of consultation and/or participation on current topics of local interest 20.8 33.8 57.1 0.000**
L!S.t of services provided (letter of services) and commitments with the 214 197 393 0.002%*
citizens
Tools to evaluate the services and to make complaints or suggestions 720 76.1 86.9 0.003%*
about how they work

scored higher than those with smaller sizes in almost all the
transparency indicators. Most of the relationships between
municipality size and the score obtained in each indicator
were also statistically significant (chi square < 0.05).

There were only two cases worthy of comment. First, the
case of the information on the plenary sessions develop-
ment, where differences among municipalities’ sizes were
not statically significant. The second one was related the
historical information on the municipality, where smaller
sized municipalities scored higher than bigger ones. This
was an expected result considering that small towns usua-
Ily focused their public information on this type of general
information.

When we analyzed indicators linked to tools for citizen par-
ticipation and democratic control, we also found relevant
differences among municipality size. As table 4 shows, mu-
nicipalities with more population present had a greater
number of tools for citizen participation. In this case, all the
indicators were statistically significant (chi square < 0.05),
with clear differences among municipality size.

As expected in our first hypothesis, the population size de-
finitively made differences when we were measuring parti-
cipation and transparency level of the municipalities’” web-
sites.

D) Differences in participation level depending on the trans-
parency score.

Our second hypothesis pointed out possible differences in
the participation indicators depending on the score obtai-
ned in our transparency index (based on the transparency
level related to the information on the local representatives
and government, the transparency linked to management
of economic resources on the other hand and, finally, the
transparency related to public information about the local
government and contact details among municipality size).
In that sense, our hypothesis suggests that the higher score
in transparency the higher score also in citizen participation
level indicators.
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Based on that transparency index, we grouped our munici-
palities sample into three levels of transparency: low, me-
dium, and high. Table 5 shows the significant relationship
(chi square < 0.00) between transparency level variable and
the municipality size variable. As before explanations, re-
sults underline that bigger municipalities scored higher in
transparency compared to smaller municipalities.

Data also corroborate our second hypothesis by considering
the significant and statistical relationship between all parti-
cipation indicators and the transparency level variable (chi
square < 0.00). These results meant that those municipa-
lities that scored higher on transparency also got a higher
percentage on participation, so that there was a positive
and relevant association between these variables, as Table
6 shows.

6. Conclusions

This research presents some proposals on theoretical and
research aspects on transparency in public information and
participation tools at the local government level. The ob-
jective was to analyze and assess how local councils used
digital technologies in their relationship with citizens. Our
findings show that transparency in local government we-
bsites presents deficiencies and is lacking in nearly all the
indicators used to measure it. But also, due to a steady and

Table 5. Differences related tools for citizen participation and democratic
control depending on municipality size

10,000-20,000 | 20,001-50,000  More than
g A A q 50,001
Transparency inhabitants inhabitants . .
inhabitants
% % o
%
low 51.8 232 6.0
medium 37.5 60.6 51.2
high 10.7 16.2 42.9
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Table 6. Differences related tools for citizen participation and democratic control by transparency level in municipalities. *P < 0.05; ** P < 0.01

Transparency Chi square
Indicators . : significa-
low medium high e
% % %

Regulation concerning citizen participation 20.8 58.3 85.7 0.000**
Inform.at|on.abc.>ut other'types of citizen participation mechanisms (sectoral council, city 96 354 370 0.000%*
council, territorial council, etc.)
Procv.eedlr.\gs.ofthe meetings of other mechanisms or participation bodies mentioned in the 08 57 64.9 0.000%*
previous indicator
Directory of organizations and associations of the municipality and/or registration of interest 432 625 90.9 0.000%*
groups
Tools of consultation and/or participation on current topics of local interest 10.4 30.2 77.9 0.000%**
List of services provided (letter of services) and commitments with the citizens 12.0 16.1 66.2 0.000**
Tools to evaluate the services and to make complaints or suggestions about how they work 65.6 74.5 100 0.000%*

sustained growth in the transparency reflected on institu-
tional websites, these can be considered as a useful tool for
improving the connection between citizens and politics.

From this analysis of 394 websites of local councils corres-
ponding to those municipalities with 10,000 or more inha-
bitants that were differentiated by geographic location and
municipality size (inhabitants), the two initial hypotheses
have been confirmed.

First, our data definitively showed relevant and statistica-
lly significant differences in transparency and participation
level depending on municipality size. Those municipalities
with more than 50,000 inhabitants scored higher than those
with a smaller size in almost all the transparency indicators.
Most of the relationships between municipality size and the
score obtained in each indicator were also statistically signi-
ficant. The confirmation of the hypothesis H1, corroborates
previous investigations with this same conclusion (Moreno-
Sarda et al., 2015, p. 156; Subires-Mancera; Cuartero-Na-
ranjo, 2015, p. 83). In this sense, it would be interesting to
investigate the relationship between investment in digital
tools and transparency level for future research. There were
two indicators in which the differences in municipality size
was not statically significant. These exceptions suggest that
transparency was also a matter of political will.

Data also confirmed our second hypothesis by considering
the significant and statistical relationship between all partici-
pation indicators and the transparency level variable. In this
sense, those municipalities that scored higher on transparen-
cy also got a higher percentage on citizen participation.

In short, our study reinforces that transparency requires in-
vestment of resources along with political will. An important
point linked to the necessity of implementing transparency
is that it promotes greater citizen participation. In turn, par-
ticipation can help to reduce citizens’ distrust towards local
institutions. Undoubtedly, more research in this area, which
includes all the Spanish municipalities, is crucial, so that
public institutions can take advantage of the possibilities of
new technologies in strengthening democracy.

Notes

1. These studies were carried out in an individual level, that
is, analyzing a one single region, or comparing two regions
as maximum.

2. Although some Spanish regions like Galicia, Canarias, and
Aragdn, were included in the first national study, we deci-
ded to take them out of the sample because data from the-
se communities were gathered before the Transparency law
implementation (before 2015).
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