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Chapter  17

INTRODUCTION

So called “Web 2.0” applications, what we call the 
“Interactive Web,” are new types of information 
production and sharing tools that are emerging in 
the form of grassroots developments in the public 
sector—mainly driven by citizens. These differ 

from traditional e-government technologies in 
that these technologies allow for two-way contri-
butions and interactions among all stakeholders 
and are enabling a high degree of collaborative 
knowledge creation and sharing (O’Reilly, 2005; 
Chang & Kannan, 2008). They are web database-
driven “Interactive Web” applications, often 
built upon platforms supported by private sector 
firms. Among these tools are for example the 

Ines A. Mergel
Syracuse University, USA

Charles M. Schweik
University of Massachusetts, USA

The Paradox of the Interactive 
Web in the U.S. Public Sector

ABSTRACT

Web 2.0 technologies—what we prefer to call the “Interactive Web”—have become frequently used tools 
in the public sector. These tools include social networking applications such as Twitter, Facebook, Wikis, 
or RSS feeds. Public sector agencies are using blogs to communicate information on public hearings, 
wikis to coordinate work or share expertise and intelligence information, and social networking sites 
to communicate with citizens. These kinds of applications create a public sector paradox. On the one 
hand, they have the potential to create opportunities related to key public sector issues of transparency, 
accountability, communication and collaboration, and to promote deeper levels of civic engagement. On 
the other hand, information flow within government, across government agencies, and between govern-
ment and the public is often highly restricted through regulations and specific reporting structures, and 
therefore usually delayed through the filter of bureaucratic constraints. The authors provide an overview 
of drivers encouraging the adoption of Interactive Web applications, but also transformative organiza-
tional, technological, and informational challenges ahead that might lead to resistance to that change.
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photo sharing website Flickr (see the Library of 
Congress Flickr account), video publication sites 
like YouTube, or Vimeo, social networking sites, 
such as Facebook or LinkedIn, microblogging 
tools such as Twitter, forecasting and prediction 
markets such as Intrade.com, and also collabora-
tive and peer production sites such as Wikipedia 
or Weblogs (Castelli, 2008; Noveck, 2009). These 
tools have the capability to integrate information 
and opinions from citizens into the policy-making 
process in innovative ways that might challenge 
the current communication strategy of public of-
ficials. As an example, Obama’s first online town 
hall meeting showed that citizens are actively using 
Interactive Web tools. Citizens submitted more 
than 140,000 questions to the Whitehouse blog 
“Open for Questions” and in addition were able 
to participate countrywide in the live-streamed 
online coverage on YouTube and Facebook.

Especially during Obama’s presidential cam-
paign, these tools have shown that a traditional 
top-down approach for participation and content 
creation is no longer needed – political volun-
teers can now self-organize, with the support 
of a knowledgeable campaign team and the use 
of collaborative social media tools (Eggers & 
Dovely, 2008; Carpenter, 2009). The success of 
the so-called Web 2.0 campaign is attributed to 
the bottom-up mobilization and the willingness 
of the public to provide knowledge and insights 
with a minimum of regulatory and bureaucratic 
control mechanism.

In this chapter we aim to highlight the po-
tentially transformative effects of the emerging 
Interactive Web phenomenon on the public sec-
tor. The chapter is organized as follows. We will 
first present our definition of the Interactive Web 
and an overview of the key concepts underlying 
Interactive Web applications that might support 
the adoption of these technologies in the public 
sector. We will then highlight prominent examples 
of Interactive Web applications in the public sec-
tor and then discuss four main drivers and also 
challenges that are involved in Interactive Web 

deployment. Here we focus more specifically on 
the organizational, informational and technical 
challenges that may occur.

INTRODUCING THE 
INTERACTIVE WEB

For the purpose of this chapter, we rely on 
O’Reilly’s seminal definition of Web 2.0 technolo-
gies as: “Web 2.0 is a set of economic, social and 
technological trends, that collectively form the 
basis for the next generation of the Internet—a 
more mature, distinct medium characterized by 
user participation, openness, and network ef-
fects.” (O’Reilly, 2005). This term indicates the 
changing trends in the use of World Wide Web 
technology and web design that aims to enhance 
creativity, secure information sharing, collabora-
tion and socializing on the web. Importantly, the 
key technological difference to the so-called first 
generation of websites is that Web 2.0 technolo-
gies allow users to actively create content and 
directly interact with each other, instead of a 
one-directional content dissemination, because 
their content reside not in static web pages but 
through dynamic web-database applications. The 
sociological difference to Web 1.0 is that users 
are at the center of all activities and Web 2.0 
technologies allow for bi-directional connections 
with the site creator and other users generating 
content online (Cormode & Krishanmurthy, 2008). 
As applications are being adopted in the public 
sector, the social computing component includ-
ing user-generated content creation might have 
hugely disruptive effects on Government and its 
standard operating procedures (McCarthy, 2007). 
However, in our view, “Web 2.0” is too generic and 
lacks meaning. Therefore, we introduce the term 
the “Interactive Web” as a new term to describe 
the use of web-database driven social network-
ing platforms and bidirectional web services, that 
allow free exchange and creation of web content 
independent from a single authority. The key 



 

 

22 more pages are available in the full version of this document, which may

be purchased using the "Add to Cart" button on the publisher's webpage:

www.igi-global.com/chapter/paradox-interactive-web-public-sector/61864

Related Content

Does Perceived Service Quality Affect Patient Satisfaction?
Afsana Akhtar, SSM Sadrul Hudaand Segufta Dilshad (2019). International Journal of Public and Private

Perspectives on Healthcare, Culture, and the Environment (pp. 45-57).

www.irma-international.org/article/does-perceived-service-quality-affect-patient-satisfaction/219353

The End of Publicness?: Public and Private Healthcare Organizations are Alike in all Important

Respects
Stuart Anderson (2013). International Journal of Public and Private Healthcare Management and

Economics (pp. 44-61).

www.irma-international.org/article/the-end-of-publicness/114245

Water and Water Security
Nadiye Gür (2018). Effective Solutions to Pollution Mitigation for Public Welfare (pp. 138-145).

www.irma-international.org/chapter/water-and-water-security/202894

State of Digital Economy in Asia-Pacific Region: Delineating the Role of Digital Skill
Sumit Kumar Majiand Arindam Laha (2020). International Journal of Public Administration in the Digital Age

(pp. 38-54).

www.irma-international.org/article/state-of-digital-economy-in-asia-pacific-region/260980

Understanding E-Governance: A Theoretical Approach
Muhammad Muinul Islamand Mohammad Ehsan (2013). From Government to E-Governance: Public

Administration in the Digital Age  (pp. 38-49).

www.irma-international.org/chapter/understanding-governance-theoretical-approach/69009

http://www.igi-global.com/chapter/paradox-interactive-web-public-sector/61864
http://www.irma-international.org/article/does-perceived-service-quality-affect-patient-satisfaction/219353
http://www.irma-international.org/article/the-end-of-publicness/114245
http://www.irma-international.org/chapter/water-and-water-security/202894
http://www.irma-international.org/article/state-of-digital-economy-in-asia-pacific-region/260980
http://www.irma-international.org/chapter/understanding-governance-theoretical-approach/69009

