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Abstract | We present a proposal of methodology to study the institutional websites 
considered as digital public spaces. The theoretical foundation comes from the 
discussions on public communication and citizenship, articulated with a sociocultural 
approach to the study of the Internet. It consists of a mixed, tested methodology that 
incorporates evaluative metrics, a qualitative approach and a social intervention 
strategy. The article ends with a discussion reflecting on its scope and limitations, 
as well as a conclusion that establishes the nature of its contribution.
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Resumen | Se presenta una propuesta de metodología para estudiar los sitios web 
institucionales considerados como espacios públicos digitales. La fundamentación teórica 
procede de las discusiones sobre la comunicación pública y la ciudadanía, articuladas con 
un enfoque sociocultural para el estudio de Internet. Consiste en una metodología mixta, 
probada, que incorpora métricas evaluativas, una aproximación cualitativa y una estrategia 
de intervención social. El artículo finaliza con una discusión en la que se reflexiona sobre 
sus alcances y limitaciones, así como una conclusión en la que establece la naturaleza de 
su aporte.

Palabras clave: metodología; Internet; espacio público; comunicación pública; 
ciudadanía.

Sumário | É apresentada uma metodologia proposta para o estudo de sites 
institucionais como espaços públicos digitais. O fundamento teórico vem das 
discussões sobre comunicação pública e cidadania, articuladas com uma abordagem 
sociocultural para o estudo da Internet. Ela consiste de uma metodologia mista e 
testada que incorpora métricas de avaliação, uma abordagem qualitativa e uma 
estratégia de intervenção social. O artigo termina com uma discussão refletindo 
sobre seu escopo e limitações, assim como uma conclusão estabelecendo a natureza 
de sua contribuição.

Palavras-chave: metodologia; Internet; espaço público; comunicação pública; 
cidadania.
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Introduction
The general aim of this article is to present a methodological proposal for 

the study of digital public spaces created by institutions. The proposal is based 
on an evaluative formulation of three categories: informative, transactional 
and communicative, which are constitutive of a sociocultural approach to the 
study of the Internet (Fuentes, 2001; Martínez & Thirión, 2005; Polat, 2005; 
Wolton, 2000). It includes a qualitative approach to the producing actors in 
order to identify the productive logics and is complemented by an intervention 
with civil society organizations in order to experience the actual effectiveness 
of digital spaces. Its theoretical postulates are derived from an approach that 
takes into account public communication (Demers & Lavigne, 2007) on the one 
hand and citizenship (Marshall & Bottomore, 2005) on the other. The proposal 
can be applied partially or fully depending on research needs and can even be 
combined with other proposals.

The convergence of practices for the exercise of public administration in 
our technological age, such as electronic, open and smart government, digital 
citizenship or technopolitics, has contributed to the creation of digital public spaces. 
These are areas of political participation in cyberspace where the three social 
spheres meet: the state, the market and civil society.

Digital public spaces have the common denominator that they use the 
Internet as a platform for interaction. Because of their purpose, they are 
used in a very wide variety, as wide as the ability of people to form virtual 
communities from which we inhabit them. It is necessary to establish an 
analytical framework to achieve precision and methodological rigor, knowing 
that the richness of diversity is sacrificed to accommodate specificity. In this 
work, the analytical framework is based on the selection of digital public spaces 
created by public institutions.

The proposal is based on the idea that, in a democratic context, State institutions 
are the guarantors of citizenship (Marshall & Bottomore, 2005; Ramírez, 1995). 
Within the concept of electronic and open government, these institutions are 
obliged to have websites that meet the requirements of transparency, accountability, 
transactional activities, contact with citizens and, ultimately, social communication 
(Negrete Huelga, 2022).

These premises lead us to consider that institutional websites embody the 
ultimate purpose of the institutions that produce them: to ensure the exercise of 
citizenship through the resources provided in their architecture. In this sense, 
they should be spaces that can be appropriated and inhabited by citizens, because
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The goal of a smarter state is to provide the theory and a practical model for 
the transition from mere transparency and passive citizenship to a world 
in which citizenship is active and institutions are “always open” (Noveck, 
2017, p. 29).

These formulations are ideal. The empirical approach offers the opportunity to 
examine how particular contexts or cases move away from the ideal approaches 
and to understand why this is the case. Given the normative statements, it becomes 
relevant to specify under which conditions, through which logics of symbolic 
production, through which practices and with which intentions institutional 
digital public spaces are created.

This proposal consists of a mixed approach combining a categorized metric 
of resources provided on institutional websites, a qualitative approach through 
in-depth interviews with institutional website developers and finally a social 
intervention work with citizen organizations. The proposal has already been 
tested with satisfactory results presented in De-León-Vázquez (2015) and De-León-
Vázquez and Medina (2013).

It can be noted that the strategy was originally developed to study online citizen 
participation through the institutional websites of the city of Aguascalientes, 
Mexico. The aim was to find out whether the resources provided there encourage 
or inhibit participation. The study included a comparative phase with the city of 
Quebec, Canada, to compare a case in democratic transition (Mexico) with another 
with a consolidated democracy (Canada).

Background and theoretical approaches
The study of institutional communication via the Internet, especially via 

websites, is limited. The literature review shows that interest in this topic –
which was relevant at the beginning of the 21st century due to the emergence 
of e-government and open government– has declined in favor of new problems, 
such as the use of socio-digital networks for various forms of citizen and 
institutional participation. This is confirmed by Jiang and colleagues (2022), 
who find a decline in studies on e-government in a bibliometric study, while 
new problematizations point to smart government (SMARTGOV) and other 
categories (Hujran et al., 2021).

While socio-digital networks are an important extension of institutional 
communication, websites represent their official presence on the Internet. 
They represent the space that anchors the communicative acts in the three 
categories of this approach (informational, transactional and communicative) 
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to then unfold in other spaces such as socio-digital networks. It is necessary 
to continue their study and observe their processes of change, which are not 
only technical but also cultural. These websites, which we will also refer to as 
portals, form our unit of analysis and are what we call digital public spaces 
produced by institutions.

The study of online institutional communication includes practices such as 
adherence to transparency and accountability, understood as access to information 
requested by citizens through portals (Lara et al., 2013). It is complemented by 
measures such as direct or mediated communication with citizens in various forms, 
the management of online procedures or transactions, and citizen consultation 
and participation. It is also related to other concepts that are close to it or cross 
it, such as e-government, which consists of interactions between citizens and 
public administrations mediated by information technologies (Criado & Gil-García, 
2013), open government, deliberative democracy, public outreach and citizen 
participation, to name but a few.

Recent academic production has made various contributions. The most 
studied topic is the analysis of electronic and open government, examining the 
transactional dimension, digital cities, transparency and accountability (Azamela 
et al, 2022; Briceño Brock, 2019; Georgiou, 2019; Mensah et al, 2020; Negrete 
Huelga, 2022; Ochoa Chaves et al, 2020; Raca et al, 2022; Rosenberg, 2019, 2021; 
Vaccaro et al, 2021; Viñarás-Abad et al, 2017).

Another important topic is the study of the use of information and communication 
technologies (ICTs) by governments to manage, promote and represent citizen 
participation (González Galván et al, 2021; Gonzalez-Galvan & Espín-Espinoza, 
2020; Hansson & Page, 2022; Hao et al, 2022; Haro-deRosario et al, 2018; de Quadros 
& Bastos de Quadros Junior, 2015). More recently, the inclusion of new trends such 
as datification and algorithms in the management of public administration has 
been addressed (Chaudhuri, 2022; Reutter, 2022), as has the evaluation of public 
relations (Cuenca-Fontbona et al., 2022).

The COVID-19 pandemic stimulated studies that addressed the role of state 
institutions and the public’s response to the outbreak from a communication 
perspective, particularly the promotion of reliable information and the use of 
vaccines (Adiyoso, 2022; Cárdenas et al, 2021; García et al, 2021; Peña-Fernández 
et al, 2022; Wang & Yao, 2022).

The starting point for this proposal is the citizenship approach, which, 
according to Marshall and Bottomore (2005), corresponds to a founding process 
of the social sphere based on the exercise of rights and the fulfillment of duties 
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recognized by a political community that grants them, and which is expressed in 
the formation of the State. According to these authors, three other elements are 
added: institutions, identity and exercise or practice. From a phenomenological 
perspective, citizenship is constructed from the interaction between social actors 
whose practices, meaning and relevance are constantly negotiated (Berger & 
Luckmann, 2006; Schutz, 2003).

According to Ramírez (1995), citizenship is an attitude or awareness of 
belonging to a collective: “To be a citizen, therefore, is to feel responsible for 
the proper functioning of the institutions that protect these rights in the country 
to which one belongs” (p. 60). Based on this argument that the institutions are 
guarantors of the recognition of citizenship, the idea is formulated that the 
institutionally created spaces must fulfill this task and must therefore be public, 
i.e. available to citizens.

These public spaces include those created digitally, as they represent a place 
from which a new type of citizenship is exercised, the digital one, in which 
citizens and institutions enter into a relationship through the use of information 
technologies (Galindo, 2009). Thus, recognizing institutional web portals as public 
spaces raises the problem of how to manage their resources for the exercise of 
citizenship in digital terms.

On the other hand, the theoretical discussion on public communication is 
oriented towards recognizing a space of participation where public actors come 
together and interact. These actors are diverse, but in their categorization we 
can consider media actors, government actors, organized civil society actors, 
economic actors and ordinary citizens when they participate publicly. Their 
specificity is the search for a dialogic and deliberative configuration that, in a 
democratic setting, offers everyone an equal guarantee of having a voice and 
expressing their position in the discussion of public affairs (Bernier et al., 2005; 
Demers & Lavigne, 2007; Lavigne, 2008). In this sense, democracy should be 
understood in substantive rather than procedural terms, i.e. as the societal goal 
of reconciling the greatest possible diversity with the participation of the greatest 
possible number (Alonso, 1995).

More specifically, the practice of public communication, which Lavigne (2008) 
refers to as public relations, Riorda (2006) as government communication and 
Zémor (2008) as its very essence, refers to the need for public institutions to 
interact directly with citizens through various mechanisms. This communication 
serves to socialize projects, plans and programs, to connect with their public, to 
be accountable and to contribute to community building.
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This methodological proposal is theoretically based on the above premises. 
Likewise, it establishes its limits for the empirical approach to the study of 
the websites in which the presence of public institutions is anchored, whose 
function is to guarantee the exercise of citizenship rights in information 
societies (Castells, 2002).

If the traditional mass media were once considered the new public space because 
it was in them that the political life of contemporary societies took place (Ferry, 
1998), the extension of this idea to digital media is the result of the expansion of 
media activity on the net.

Methodological proposal for the study of institutional digital 
public spaces

The proposal is based on three elements. The first is a measurement of the 
digital resources of institutional portals, divided into three categories. This involves 
identifying a virtual architecture in which the possibility of citizen participation in 
digital public spaces is made visible through the resources enabled on the websites. 
Its specific objective is to evaluate the general characteristics of each portal.

The second part is a qualitative approach in which the actors who create the 
virtual public spaces are interviewed through in-depth interviews to identify 
the production logics with which the portals are developed. These logics are 
cultural and political rather than technical, opening or closing the possibilities 
for citizen participation depending on the choices made to activate or reject 
resources on the sites. Their specific aim is to understand the production practices 
of institutional portals.

The third consists of a social intervention in the form of a workshop aimed at 
civil society organizations (CSOs). It takes into account that these entities claim 
the exercise of citizenship rights in a segmented way that coincides with the 
areas in which the institutions that produce digital public spaces operate. Their 
specific aim is to determine the usability and relevance of the portals from the 
citizens’ perspective.

Although the object of study for which this methodological strategy was 
developed is digital in nature, the proposal is not technocentric. That is, the 
strategy focuses on social practices that are problematized through technological 
mediation, on the mutual construction of the social and the digital (Flores-
Márquez, 2021; Sued, 2021).
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Under this premise, the methodological strategy proposed here utilizes 
techniques widely known in the social sciences. Although this presentation does 
not propose a sophisticated use of techniques from data science, such as those 
proposed by Rodríguez (2021), they are not excluded a priori, as these techniques 
could complement this proposal. 

Evaluative metrics of the digital resources of institutional web portals.
This methodological proposal is operationalized in three categories developed 

from a sociocultural approach to the study of the Internet. For methodological 
purposes, these three categories are defined as they represent practices of 
communication culture that characterize contemporary societies:

In order to approach the investigation of the sociocultural uses of the Inter-
net, it is useful to start from an analytical distinction between the different 
communicative functions made possible by the various “services” of the 
network due to its hypermedia character: on the one hand, the Internet is 
a source of information; on the other, it is a means of communication and, 
increasingly, a means of dissemination. The aim of this distinction is, on the 
one hand, to facilitate the (re)construction of a framework for communica-
tion analysis suitable for sociocultural research on the use of the Internet 
and, on the other hand, to distinguish the different specific competences 
that subjects need in order to appropriate its use, interact efficiently with 
the medium and develop their personal or professional tasks involving the 
Internet as a resource (Fuentes, 2001, p. 240).

This quotation allows us to identify the three categories to which we are alluding: 
Information, dissemination and communication. Several authors agree with this 
theoretical and methodological formulation. Polat (2005), for example, suggests 
looking at the Internet from at least three points of view: as a source of information, 
as a means of communication that enables the dissemination of news, and as a 
virtual public sphere in which online communities emerge. Wolton (2000) argues 
that the three functions coexist on the web and face their respective problems: 
the dissemination of information necessary for the functioning of society, that 
of expression to make oneself heard in a free society, and that of communication 
or mutual understanding. When analyzing the institutional portals of local 
governments in Mexico, Martínez and Thirión (2005) propose the categories of 
communication, transaction and information to evaluate their performance. More 
recently, Hujran and colleagues (2021) established basic information, interactive 
and transactional services, participation and intelligent services as categories of 
analysis that have parallels with those considered here.
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On this basis, an analysis of the resources provided in digital public spaces was 
designed, taking into account an evaluation metric in terms of the opportunities 
available to users to exercise their citizenship rights. The analysis considers three 
categories: informative, which refers to the relevant placement of data on the 
Internet; transactional, which consists of resources for interaction, contact and 
completion of online procedures; and communicative, which corresponds to the 
possibility of dense participation and appropriation of spaces by citizens as a 
form of transit into a digital public sphere. Table 1 shows the operationalization 
of these categories.

The indicators proposed in the tool support nominal, ordinal or ratio variables 
(Ritchey, 2007). The choice and therefore the form in which the data is generated 
cannot be determined a priori, as it depends on the degree of complexity and 
depth required by the analysis to answer the research questions.

The results of the measurement of web portals obtained by the method described 
above provide information about the characteristics of digital public spaces. They 
make it possible to evaluate the focus of institutional websites in relation to the 
three central categories. The assumption underlying the interpretation of the data 
is that it is a weak public space if the portals present a large number of information 
resources at the expense of transactional and communicative resources. In this 
case, the decrease of resources in the other two categories, whose dimensions 
include participatory activities, reveals a virtual architecture that is one-sided, 
authoritarian and little committed to citizen participation.

On the other hand, the lack of information resources that would allow citizens 
to obtain the necessary data to guide their participation is also undesirable. The 
ideal configuration would consist of a balance of quality, not necessarily quantity, 
between the three dimensions. This would reveal digital public spaces with 
democratic power, whose producing institutions would show openness to dialog 
with citizens and the willingness of users to appropriate them in communicative 
and political terms. 
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Categories Dimensions Examples of indicators

Informative

Basic information
Webmaster's contact information, home page, home 

page, history and background, institutional data, 
news, messages, location, site map.

Advanced information Documents, languages, sections for specific 
audiences, links to other sites.

Multimedia information Galleries, presentations, videos, podcasts, stream.

Updating of the 
information

Updated data, date and time of update, summary of 
changes, links enabled.

Transparency Compliance with transparency and accountability 
obligations.

Integration
Vertical integration, integration with other sites, 

validation processes, concentration of information 
and procedures, homogeneous format, standardized 

menus, standardized distribution.

Transactional

Contact
Contact with staff and webmaster, online contact 

forms, online acknowledgement, contact email 
address, email hyperlink, chat room, support forums, 

virtual assistant.

Downloads Available forms, download instructions, online filling, 
instructions for sending documents.

Search for information Search engine, search by area, search by name, 
alternate search options, search rating.

Customization of the 
information

Interaction with data, RSS reader, subscription-based 
publishing.

Online transactions
Diversification of online procedures, access page 
to procedures, secure online payment, payment 

alternatives, security policies, privacy policies, single 
page of procedures and payments.

Access alternatives Services for mobile devices, offline services.

Communicative

Online discussions Blogs and social media, discussion forums, electronic 
voting.

Citizen consultation Online public consultations, deadline for 
consultations, Search history, sending of results.

Appropriation
Citizen blogs, citizen forums, social media, virtual 
communities, social bookmarking, social tagging, 

direct data submission.

Intensity Constant participation, relevant participation, prompt 
responses.

Total: 3 
categories 17 dimensions

Table 1. Operationalization for the analysis of institutional digital public spaces 

Source: Own elaboration based on De-León-Vázquez & Medina (2013).
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The voice of the producers of the digital public spaces of the institutions
Once the evaluation has been carried out, it is important to understand the 

reasons for the results obtained. Since the virtual architecture is the result of the 
choices of certain actors, it is essential to question the producers in depth in order 
to understand the logic that determines the production of these spaces.

Research experience shows that it is necessary to evaluate the technical 
environment (Pacheco Redondo et al., 2017), but the technical logics are actually 
political. We must not lose sight of the fact that this type of device is inhabited by 
a fiction of the technical and the political that makes it a technological fetish (Sfez, 
2005). The fetish consists in believing that communication with citizens is installed 
with the mere fact of producing and distributing the portal. However, Campillo 
Alhama (2010) and Riorda (2006) warn that it is necessary to permanently manage 
and reinforce public communication with a narrative related to the fulfillment of 
the institutional functions entrusted to it.

The qualitative approach is necessary because it allows us to understand the 
intentionality that goes into the flow of decision-making that is objectified on 
institutional websites in the form of digital resources. This is key to understanding 
that the way in which these resources are distributed promotes or inhibits citizen 
participation by determining forms of interaction. With the intention of linking the 
previously outlined evaluative metrics in their three categories to the qualitative 
phase of this methodological proposal, we draw on the following consideration:

Sociocultural research on the use of the Internet can start from the triple 
dimension of the informative, communicative and disseminative functions 
of the Internet, in relation to at least four resources: infrastructure, codes, 
habits and representations of a particular group or type of user (Fuentes, 
2001, p. 241).

Based on these arguments, it is proposed to conduct in-depth interviews with 
the producers of institutional websites. The aim of this technique is to get in touch 
with the actors responsible for the development and management of the websites 
and to have a conversation in which the sociopolitical interactions that determine 
their production are discussed. Vela (2001) emphasizes that the interview provides 
a gateway to understanding the processes of cultural integration, and Guber (2011) 
recognizes it as a strategy for getting people to talk about what they know.

The interview will be important to find out who and how they make decisions 
about the socio-technical features of institutional portals; who and how they 
carry out the actions derived from these decisions; what technological equipment 
conditions are required for the creation and management of institutional portals or 

de-león-vázquez, s. 

55



Methodology for studying digital public spaces produced by institutions

how they can be accessed; and finally, what kind of citizen interaction they think 
about when creating or managing institutional websites, i.e. how they envision 
their users and their needs.

Based on the above, a minimal guide for in-depth interviews that meets the 
information needs to complement the analysis of digital public spaces could be 
established in the following themes or axes, which emerged from their own reflection 
in dialog with works such as that of Rosenberg (2019), which critically analyzes 
the way in which institutions address citizens through their strategies on websites.

a.		 Decision-making procedures.

b.	 Organization of the work team.

c.		 Technical equipment.

d.	 Imaginary of the users.

The first theme would allow the reconstruction of the decision-making process 
in historical, political and technical terms. This axis begins by exploring the 
characteristics of the individual and collective actors who have the power to set 
the guidelines according to which institutional web portals are designed. It is then 
of interest to understand the rules, procedures, channels (formal and informal), 
hierarchies, etc. involved in deciding what, how and why digital resources are - 
or are not - made available to citizens.

The second axis is to know the characteristics of the team responsible for 
creating or managing the institutional websites. In this area, it is important to 
identify the professional profiles of the members, the way they are organized and 
the responsibilities, among other things.

The third point is to determine the technical capacity of the institutions to 
develop their web portals independently. In this case, three assumptions are 
made: the first is that the institution has sufficient equipment such as servers, 
network infrastructure, technical protocols and all the necessary tools to take on 
the responsibility; the second is that the institution does not have these elements 
and it is necessary to hire private services to take on the responsibility; the third 
would be an intermediate position in which the institution itself can take on 
certain aspects of the production and management of its website, but considers 
it necessary to hire private services to complete the tasks. The interview would 
make it possible to find out which of these scenarios the case study falls into and 
how it resolves the situations that arise on a daily basis.

The fourth subchapter aims to investigate the perception that the actors who 
produce and manage digital public spaces have of the users to whom they address 
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the website. A matrix with two entries can be created as an interpretation key: 
Users are seen as visitors to the website who provide productivity value (how many 
clicks they make on online services and how much satisfaction they find), and 
users are seen as citizens with socio-political needs to be addressed. The interview 
would allow us to nuance how the case study falls between these two poles.

According to Hammersley and Atkinson (1994), informants should be people 
whose experience of the subject is key to accessing their knowledge. At the same 
time, it is desirable to obtain the testimony of people involved in different parts 
of the process in order to have the opportunity to learn how they are seen and 
the production logic of the portals from different positions. Four categories of 
informants are thus proposed: 

a.	 	Top-level officials who make decisions and approve portal features.

b.	 	Leaders of the technical production teams, who organize the 
team to meet the goals.

c.	 	Leaders of the institutional communication strategy teams in charge 
of producing the structure, content and narrative of the portals.

d.	 Personnel under the command of both types of leaders.

The appropriation of digital public spaces by users
The last part of the methodological proposal for the analysis of institutional 

digital public studies is the appropriation of users. It is necessary to address this 
phase because it is not enough to understand the processes of website production 
and management, but it is also important to investigate whether these institutional 
efforts find relevance and resonance with citizens, which is ultimately their goal 
(Hujran et al., 2021; Pacheco Redondo et al., 2017). Fuentes (2001) suggests that:

This last factor can be the starting point for an ethnographic reconstruction 
of the communicative skills employed by the users, since in the subjects’ 
representations one can more directly observe the constructed appropria-
tion of the resource and the operative schemes of the activity (be it enter-
tainment, work, socialization, learning, etc.) (p. 241). 

To address this research need, we propose to formulate a social intervention in 
the form of a digital skills workshop aimed at civil society organizations (CSOs). 
This proposal has two objectives: first, the structure of an ethnographic approach 
for users with critical and reflective skills who have clear interests from which 
they question institutions in search of solutions; second, retribution, as it aims 
to escape an extractive practice of scientific research through the exchange of 
knowledge between participants and researchers.
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This technique is positioned as a form of sociological intervention that involves the 
joint participation of the researcher with the participants reflecting on themselves, 
their relationships and their practices to reveal the cultural orientations that 
determine the functioning of society (Bobes, 2001), with a strong community 
component (Tufte, 2015).

The type of CSO selected will depend on the research questions posed, as there 
is a wide variety. The goal of the workshop is to provide sociotechnical training 
to the members of the selected organizations so that they can use the resources 
provided by the institutional web portals. The topics for the workshop sessions 
form a whole universe. To select them and determine the number of sessions to 
be devoted to them, it is advisable to hold a meeting in which the participants and 
the researchers make this decision together.

Once the topic and duration of the workshop have been determined, it is 
advisable to have short and pedagogically clear presentations by the facilitators, 
followed by a plenary dialog in which the participants’ experiences with the topic 
of the session are discussed and reflected upon, always with a view to the use of 
institutional digital public spaces. The recommended duration for a session with 
these characteristics is one to two hours.

What has been taught in the session goes beyond its status as a mere lesson. 
It becomes a discussion amplifier, a trigger that allows researchers to deepen 
the experiences of social actors in establishing relationships with institutions 
through digital means. At the same time, it serves the participants to promote 
self-reflexivity in their social action in digital spaces. 

Discussion
Castells’ (2002) assertion that the revolution in information technology means 

that all social processes are mediated by digital technology is an axiom of our 
time. However, there is still a significant gap between those who have access to 
technology and those who do not. Although the gap tends to narrow in material 
terms as devices become cheaper, the discussion about access is now opening up in 
terms of the digital literacy necessary for critical appropriation of digital content 
and spaces (Singh & Banga, 2022).

Web portals bring citizens closer to institutions, to the extent that the barrier 
of physical distance is overcome and it is possible to penetrate their network 
of services through digital means. However, the logic of their production and 
management can distance itself from the experiences of the users to whom they 
are addressed and lead to misunderstandings. This distancing poses a risk to 
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ensuring the full exercise of citizens’ rights, which is the primary purpose of 
institutions (Rosenberg, 2021).

Following this line of reasoning, institutional web portals, which are an 
extension of public institutions in the digital realm (Bouzas-Lorenzo & Mahou, 
2013), are vulnerable to appropriation by citizens because they are part of the 
common good, are produced and managed with public funds, and therefore 
constitute a public space that must be inhabited.

The diversity of online practices exercised by both citizens and institutions 
and deployed in a variety of digital scenarios, such as socio-digital networks, 
pose the challenge of exponential dispersion. Considering institutional websites 
as a unit of analysis represents a significant empirical approach, as it is from 
there that the trajectories of these dispersed practices can be traced, helping to 
address the challenge.

This proposal has the particularity - which could be seen as a limitation, but 
it seems to us that it is more a question of methodological rigor - of studying the 
processes of production, management and appropriation of digital public spaces, 
taking the institutional context as a starting point.

The information and data obtained through the application of this methodological 
strategy, while limited by the analytical axes outlined in this article, also 
contribute to them. We are confident that the results obtained by applying this 
proposal will complement the results of the other approaches. Each strategy thus 
looks where the others do not, contributing to the expansion of knowledge about 
its own specificities. 

Conclusions
The methodological strategy presented here aims to analyze institutional digital 

public spaces. As such, they are not limited to a symbolic object such as the web 
portal of a public institution. The intended contribution is to identify the way 
in which a space of relations and participation is constructed in which public 
institutions and citizens come into contact so that the exercise of citizenship 
can be fully realized.

First, the quality of web portals as facilitators of these relationships will be 
assessed, taking into account the three categories of information, transaction and 
communication. This is a fundamental prerequisite for the creation of institutional 
digital public spaces from which various civic practices are linked online and 
offline. Subsequently, an essentialist view of public institutions is avoided 
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through a qualitative approach with their actors, especially the producers and 
managers of websites. Finally, the appropriation of digital public spaces by citizens 
will be explored through a social intervention with civil society organizations, 
demonstrating the potential of these spaces to form active public spheres from 
which to participate, ask questions and demand guarantees for the exercise of 
digital citizenship.

the methodological strategy cannot therefore be separated from its theoretical 
foundation, which forms the basis for its categories and procedures. As already 
explained, it is anchored in an articulation of public communication and 
citizenship theory. Epistemologically, it is based on a sociocultural approach to 
the study of the Internet.

Like any proposal, the one presented here is put forward with the intention 
of being considered and discussed by the academic community. If it is deemed 
useful, it should be applied and tested through its use to verify its usefulness. 
Similarly, the proposal may be used in whole or in part, depending on the needs of 
the particular study, and may even be critically reworded if gaps or shortcomings 
are identified that need to be filled.
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