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INTRODUCTION 

 
Advances in technology, have arguably helped to improve and revolutionise lives 

and the way things are being done. Increasingly, computers, tablets, smart phones 

and other similar gadgets have become indispensable in the day-to-day routines of 

many people. Further, the increasing use of digital technologies has transformed the 

ways in which people interact, relate to others, access and consume information. 

Not only do digital technologies provide a way to connect with others across the 

globe, innovation in this space also offers newly enhanced and expanded 

opportunities for citizens to directly participate in civil society action and in 

democratic practices more broadly. 

 
Furthermore, innovations such as blogs, petition platforms, e-voting and other online 

forums and tools offer new means for individuals to contribute to shaping political 

debate and drive real-world change. These also strengthen citizen-to-citizen and 

citizen-to-state relationships. Digital technologies have the potential to reinvigorate a 

more citizen-powered democracy, and such a democracy might see citizens having 

a more direct determining influence on democratic practices, underpinned by closer 

and more responsive citizen–state interactions, and broader public representation in 

these processes. 

 
It is against this background that, this paper discusses the role of technology in 

developing democratic practices. The paper will begin by discussing how technology 

promotes democratic practices and then conclude with a discussion on how Zambia 

has utilised technological platforms in promoting democracy in the country. 

 

Definition of Terms 

Democracy 

Democracy is a political system that protects the people, allows the replacement of 

political leaders, and promotes the active participation of citizens in their countries’ 

political affairs. 
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E- Democracy 

E-democracy is the use of technical tools  particularly the internet to allow citizens 

access  information; in order to take part in petitions, consultations, deliberation, 

referenda and elections; and communicate with each other to form e-communities 

and movements, and take part in e-campaigning and e-activism. 

 
Democratic practices 

Democratic practices are ways citizens work together even when they disagree to 

address shared problems on various things that happen every day in communities.1 

 
THE ROLE OF TECHNOLOGY IN DEMOCRACTIC INSTITUTIONS  

 
The essential element of democracy is the right of citizens to have a say in how they 

are governed, and by whom. Citizens play an active role in political and civic life, by 

expressing their will through regular free and fair elections. Therefore, for democracy 

to flourish and deliver its promises, including political participation, human rights, 

access to justice, a good education an improved quality of life, a health environment, 

and personal security, its citizens must be informed, engaged, empowered and 

assertive. Similarly, institutions of governance in democracies must be inclusive, 

transparent accountable and responsive.  

 
The roles of technology in improving democratic practices can be summarised as 

follows: 

i. the internet minimises transaction in e-government, for example, an e-citizen 

may participate in democratic decisions with better knowledge and less cost 

which makes it more likely that good decisions maybe made; 

 

ii. digital technologies facilitates the generation and communication of data, 

often in real time, helping to build knowledge and inform timely decision 

making and action both by citizens and policymakers. Information shared 
                                                           
1 https://www.kettring.org/core-insights/democratic-practices 
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online may also support political accountability, for example, citizens can 

easily see how a local political candidate has voted on certain issues, and 

whistle blowers can connect with global audiences;  

 

iii. digital technologies have brought new ways for individuals to get their voices 

heard in the public sphere, by allowing internet users to share their views and 

connect with others across the globe; For example, the Arab Spring was a 

great example where technology played a part in political change. In this 

regard, Twitter, Facebook and other social media, played a key role in popular 

uprisings against regimes in Iran in 2009, in the Arab world in 2011, and 

Ukraine in 2013. These tools helped to bring young people into the political 

debate, after years of growing apathy; and  

 

iv. digital tools empower citizens to take a more active role in shaping political 

processes, policymaking and public services. For example, greater state-to-

public communication may result in more demand-led, user-driven public 

services, such as improvements to the passport application process or voter 

registration services.  

 

It must be noted that for technology to be meaningful and to have a role in the 

development of democratic practices, it must influence democratic institutions 

because these are cardinal in developing and sustaining democracy. Technology is 

helping democratic institutions i.e. governments, political parties and civil societies, 

developing democratic practices in the following ways:  

 
(i) The Government 

Technology has made democracy more accessible and has eased the process of 

participating in government programmes. For example, in developed and developing 

countries, every government department has its own website and the same is true 

for political parties. Social media channels such as Facebook, YouTube and 
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MySpace have allowed governments and political parties to interact with citizens 

and voters in a way never seen before. Therefore, technology makes democracy 

more affordable and accessible for anyone, regardless of income or social status, 

and further allows government and parties to use technology as a tool of democracy;  

 
Further, technology offers an interface for facilitating better services to citizens by 

offering information through government web pages and facilitating access to 

government services such as online tax submissions and online passport application 

forms which help reduce risk for corrupt activities. It is also important to note that, 

technology plays an important role in enhancing the promotion of freedom, as it 

enables citizens to participate in decision making process in their respective 

countries through platforms such as e-mails, short message service (sms), weblogs, 

websites, online meetings, online posting, and online petitions. These platforms are 

important as they provide an opportunity to citizens to influence decision making 

processes and thus exercise their democratic rights;  

 
(ii) Political parties  

Technology gives political parties better ways to target and reach voters. Websites 

have been used as a tool giving parties the ability to become their own news 

reporters and better inform their target audience.  

 

Further, Political parties use technological gadgets such as electrical billboards, 

online news platforms such as social media, radio or television and internet as 

communication channels to send out political advertisement on voting, and other 

decision-making processes. These electronic devices reduce the disparity of 

distance and geography by minimising the rural-urban divide and empowering 

citizens to participate more directly in their political system.2 Furthermore, the use of 

digital technologies by grassroots political campaigns has had a critical impact on 

the rapid rise of political figures to prominence or positions of power; and  

                                                           
2 ICTs for democracy, 2009. retrieved from www.sida.se. On 10th July, 2019. 
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(iii) Civil society organisation 

With regards to civil groups, digital technologies have the potential to lower barriers 

for civic engagement and action. This is being achieved through, for example, 

making the exchange and provision of information easier and more effective, 

strengthening the voice of citizens in the public sphere, and facilitating community 

support and cohesion.  

 

THE USE OF TECHNOLOGY IN PROMOTING DEMOCRACY IN ZAMBIA  

The use of technology in developing democracy is increasingly becoming important 

in achieving development goals and promoting citizen participation in Zambia. 

Technology through the use of ICTs has received growing attention from 

development practitioners, policy makers, Government and civil society 

organisations (CSOs), as it contributes indirectly to national development through its 

impact on social and economic sectors thereby promoting democracy.3 

 
Several initiatives have been instituted by the Zambian Government to promote 

technology as a means to spar democracy among others. The following are some of 

the initiatives: 

 
i. Establishment of SMART Zambia Institute 

The Government Gazette No. 836 of 2016 established the Smart Zambia Institute as 

an e-Government Division in the Office of the President. The Institute’s mandate is 

to promote electronic Government services and processes in order to improve 

service delivery. The Institute is involved in the promotion and management of e-

government policies and programmes, development of strategies and standards that 

enhance usage and application of information and communication technology 

innovations in the public sector. 

 

                                                           
3 Panos London illuminating Voices : Policy briefing 
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ii. Creation of the Zambia Information and Communications Technology 

Authority  

The Zambia Information and Communications Technology Authority (ZICTA) is a 

body established under the Ministry of Transport and Communications responsible 

for regulating the ICT Sector in Zambia. It derives its mandate from three Acts 

namely: the Postal Services Act No. 22 of 2009; Electronic Communications and 

Transactions Acts No. 21 of 2009 and the Information and Communications 

Technologies (ICT) Act No. 15 of 2009.  Through the above Acts, the Authority is 

empowered to regulate all electronic communication products and services. ZICTA 

also facilitates access to ICTs, protects the rights and interests of service providers 

and consumers, regulates tariffs in the ICT, and carries out research and 

development. 

 
Examples of the usage of technology in promoting democracy in Zambia 

 
i. Technology in  the Judicial System 

The Judiciary has been maximising the use of information and communication 

technology (ICT) to quicken judicial settlements and improve management of the 

courts. To this end, the Judiciary’s computerised system facilitates real-time digital 

court recording and case management systems. The digital technology enhances 

transparency in the Judiciary especially on corruption allegations because of little 

human contact; 

 
ii. Technology in the Election Management  

The usage of technology in elections is ideal for strengthening the credibility, 

integrity and transparency of electoral processes in any society. The Electoral 

Commission of Zambia (ECZ) has a computerised voter system which form part of 

new security measures aimed at boosting voter confidence. The electronic system 

put in place has voter details loaded onto a database making it less prone to 

manipulation in the verification of voters’ identification. The system uses 

“biometrics”, that is, fingerprints, palm prints or iris scans to provide an accurate 
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identification and verification of a voter. Further, the ECZ has a computerised 

system used for transmission of results from various totaling centres to the main hub 

where tallying of results takes place; and 

 
iii. Information Technology platforms in various Government Ministries 

Almost all Government Ministries have operational websites that are used for 

communication with the citizens. The websites provide an interactive forum where 

the Government is able to communicate and share its policies. Citizens are able to 

access important information and thus allowing them to participate in decision 

making, which is one of the tenets of democracy.  

 
THE NATIONAL ASSEMBLY OF ZAMBIA AND ITS ROLE IN PROMOTING 

DEMOCRACY THROUGH THE USE OF TECHNOLOGY 

 
In addition to passing supportive legislation, the National Assembly of Zambia has 

been an active player in promoting democracy and development through the use of 

technology by instituting various initiatives that include the following: 

 
i. Chamber recording and voting systems 

In the spirit of democracy and in quest to ensure that the National Assembly of 

Zambia captures accurate and timely parliamentary proceedings, the public address 

system was installed in the Chamber. Timely parliamentary records are important for 

citizens to be able to actively follow and engage their elected leaders and hold them 

accountable for their actions. The public address system is also used by MPs who 

request to speak on the Floor of the House and it is used for Members’ attendance 

registration and electronic voting among others. Furthermore, the Chamber has WI-

FI facilities that enable Members with tablets and mobile phones to have easy 

access to the internet for the purpose of offering effective oversight; 
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ii. Broadcasting Infrastructure 

Citizens’ participation in national issues is very important in promoting democratic 

tenets. Therefore, the National Assembly of Zambia among its many initiatives has 

established Parliament Radio and Television as vehicles for disseminating 

information on particular debates, bills or policies to enhance democratic 

governance in the country. Through these platforms, citizens are able to follow what 

their elected representatives are discussing in Parliament;  

 
iii. Provision of various hardware infrastructure 

The National Assembly of Zambia, through the ICT Department has a deliberate 

policy to ensure that all offices are equipped with computers, printers, scanners with 

internet and email provision. Further, the National Assembly of Zambia has a 

parliamentary website containing a rich source of parliamentary information and 

documents such as debates, Order Papers, bills and Acts among others. The public 

is therefore, able to follow closely what activities are being implemented by the 

Executive through bills under considerations and policy pronouncements as posted 

on the website; 

 
iv. Installation of recording equipment in Committee Rooms 

In order to reach out to the public, Committee Rooms are fully equipped with 

recording equipment, computers and display screens for presentations. These 

technology platforms allow the general public to follow live Committee proceedings 

on Parliamentary television and radio, thus, allowing them greater participation in 

national matters; and  

 
v. Construction of Constituency Offices equipped with ICT facilities 

The National Assembly of Zambia embarked on a robust programme of constructing 

constituency offices throughout the country. The offices are equipped with 

computers, printers and other ICT equipment and are in the process of being 

installed with internet connectivity. This technological platform will enable 

constituents to fully engage with their Members of Parliament and to be abreast with 
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the proceedings of the National Assembly, thereby, enabling them to contribute 

positively in the democratic affairs of the country. Currently, in the absence of 

internet connectivity, the public is engaged through public hearings, open days and 

by use of mobile phones on various issues pertaining to the constituencies.  

 
CHALLENGES OF TECHNOLOGY IN DEVELOPING DEMOCRATIC PRACTICES 
 
Notwithstanding the above mentioned positive contributions of technology to 

promoting democratic practices, it also presents problems for democracy. The use 

of technology has generated considerable discussions of how it influences the 

institutions and processes of democracy. The following are some of the challenges 

posed by technology in a democratic society: 

 
(i) technology such as social media allows the viral spread of “fake news”, which 

sometimes fuel fear and rage. The is compounded by the challenge of 

distinguishing legitimately expressed opinions from those generated falsely. 

Further, the internet has become the home of all kinds of hate speech, 

terrorist appeals, and racial and sexual harassment, which in some cases can 

lead to violent actions in the real world. These developments are undermining 

trust in information and institutions, and ultimately democracy itself; 

(ii) there are low levels of trust in digitalised political processes, security 

concerns, as well as cynicism among citizens that their participation in online 

political processes will not influence policy outcomes, this may undermine the 

uptake of digital services and democratic tools, thus limiting their potential 

impacts; 

(iii) technology does not address all the needs without further enhancement, 

therefore, does not fulfill what they ought to do. The networked information 

that is accessed can be hacked and used for manipulation or other illegal 

means without the appropriate cyber security measures in place. While they 

do have their uses, they should be handled with prudence. For example, 

private information and even election results can be hacked to unduly 
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influence electoral outcomes. Voting machines can facilitate voting, as well as 

canvassing but security measures have to be put in place to safeguard their 

integrity. If this is not ensured, rather than easing the disconnect between 

citizens and politicians and ultimately building confidence in a functioning 

democracy, technology such as ICTs can be used to foment doubt and 

mistrust in democratic institutions and processes; 

(iv) technological platforms on the internet such as social media have become an 

easy tool for political manipulation. Politicians exploit technology by ensuring 

that citizens only hear or listen to the things which conform to their existing 

beliefs. This therefore, leads to people failing to question information which is 

available on social media which is not good for any democracy; and  

(v) the growing use of technology in societies has lead to unequal participation of 

citizens in democratic processes. Technology use comes with a cost hence, 

some people in societies are unable to participate because they are unable to 

afford technological gadgets and platforms such as computers, phones 

among others. It is for this reason that policy makers or politicians mistake the 

views of a few who are able to afford and use technology with those of the 

majority who are unable to. Therefore, vulnerable populations could end up 

being ignored in the decision making process. 

 
CONCLUSION 

 
In a democratic system, technology is a necessary tool, as citizens need objective, 

factual and timely information to enable them make informed decisions and ensure 

that the Executive is held accountable for its decisions. The internet is increasingly 

being used to improve citizen engagement with their elected leaders in providing 

checks and balances. Therefore, technology has a great role in developing 

democracy. This is evidenced by the positive impact that digital technology has on 

all individuals, political parties, non-governmental institutions and grass roots 

movements who are utilising the platforms that are being provided by technology.  

____________________________________________ 


