
Informing Digital Futures
Strategies for Citizen 

Engagement

by

Leela Damodaran and Wendy Olphert

COMPUTER SUPPORTED COOPERATIVE WORK



INFORMING DIGITAL FUTURES



Computer Supported Cooperative Work

Volume 37

Series Editor: 

Richard Harper
Microsoft Research, Cambridge, United Kingdom

Associate Editors:
Dan Diaper
School of Computing Science, Middlesex University, United Kingdom
Colston Sanger
Middlesex University, Global Campus, United Kingdom

Editorial Board Members:

Frances Aldrich, University of Sussex, United Kingdom
Liam Bannon, University of Limerick, Ireland
Moses Boudourides, University of Patras, Greece
Graham Button, University of Hallam, Sheffield, United Kingdom
Prasun Dewan, University of North Carolina, Chapel Hill, USA
Jonathan Grudin, Microsoft Research, Redmond, Washington, USA
Bo Helgeson, Blekinge Institute of Technology, Sweden
John Hughes, Lancaster University, United Kingdom
Keiichi Nakata, International University in Germany, Bruchsal, Germany
Leysia Palen, University of Colorado, Boulder, USA
David Randall, Manchester Metropolitan University, United Kingdom
Kjeld Schmidt, IT University of Copenhagen, Denmark
Abigail Sellen, Microsoft Research, Cambridge, United Kingdom
Yvonne Rogers, University of Sussex, United Kingdom



Informing Digital Futures
Strategies for Citizen Engagement

Leela Damodaran

and

Wendy Olphert

by

Loughborough University, U.K.

Loughborough University, U.K.



A C.I.P. Catalogue record for this book is available from the Library of Congress.

ISBN-10  1-4020-4640-5 (HB)
ISBN-13  978-1-4020-4640-7 (HB)
ISBN-10  1-4020-4784-3 (e-book)
ISBN-13  978-1-4020-4784-8 (e-book)

Published by Springer,
P.O. Box 17, 3300 AA Dordrecht, The Netherlands.

www.springer.com

Printed on acid-free paper

All Rights Reserved
© 2006 Springer
No part of this work may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted
in any form or by any means, electronic, mechanical, photocopying, microfilming, recording
or otherwise, without written permission from the Publisher, with the exception
of any material supplied specifically for the purpose of being entered
and executed on a computer system, for exclusive use by the purchaser of the work.



 

“…the future, unlike the past is always newborn. 
To involve all living persons in constructing the 

future is to release and facilitate growth and 
change all round…” 

Margaret Mead 
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Preface 

Several decades of involvement in a myriad of projects, programmes and 
initiatives concerned with designing for people, have revealed to us and to 
many others a pattern in which successive waves of new technologies each 
raise hopes and expectations. Too often we are then disappointed with 
their shortfall in delivery. Of course many of the systems, products and 
services many of us take for granted in our lives have brought innumerable 
benefits, and we sometimes pause to wonder how we ever managed with-
out the capability to use, for example, email, internet banking or mobile 
phones. But such capabilities are not yet enjoyed universally, and often 
come with unanticipated, sometimes negative, consequences. The benefits 
have by-passed many people in our society and are out of reach of many 
others on economic, physical, educational, social and other grounds. Our 
explorations of cases where the use of technology to enhance human capa-
bilities and quality of life has succeeded have convinced us that it is only 
with ‘people-power’ that the awesome capabilities of information and 
communications technologies (ICTs) can be shaped to meet the needs and 
aspirations of citizens. 

The design of complex, multifunctional, ICT-enabled environments, 
products and services typically involves many role holders with responsi-
bility for different aspects of design and decision-making. We hope the 
contents of the book will be of interest to all those stakeholders in the In-
formation Society who are involved in the many roles associated with 
planning, design, implementation, delivery and support of digital technolo-
gies for use by citizens. This growing cohort of people, in many different 
roles and with a variety of objectives, is working to achieve the participa-
tion and active engagement of members of the public in matters relating to 
technologies – especially the digital technologies – which permeate the 
Information Society. The intended audience for this text is commensu-
rately diverse. It includes the research community attempting to understand 
the engagement process and to develop theoretical models of engagement; 
practitioners in domains such as local government, healthcare, community 
housing and education who face the challenge of engaging apparently un-
interested, even apathetic, citizens in local matters of consequence for the 
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community; and policy makers and strategists in central government and 
international agencies. 

In particular we hope that those of you who have not sought to involve 
citizens in designing technologies will see what you have been missing and 
be inspired to make up for lost time. For those who have attempted to en-
gage citizens in design efforts of one form or another but have been disap-
pointed with the result, we offer a framework and strategic approach. We 
also describe tools and techniques to facilitate the process of engaging with 
citizens and gaining the rewards that have perhaps eluded you before.  

One aspiration for this book is that it will enable people working in this 
diversity of contexts to share perspectives, experiences and emerging best 
practice of citizen engagement processes. Practitioners have perhaps the 
hardest task in setting up processes for engaging citizens in shaping tech-
nological futures in which they will be stakeholders. It is for them that this 
book includes material on the available ‘know-how’ for achieving effec-
tive engagement of citizens. To ground the substance of the book, exam-
ples of good practice in citizen participation and engagement are drawn 
from projects and programmes around the world. A wide range of the 
processes, mechanisms and media used, as well as a considerable array of 
tools and techniques, are identified and discussed. 
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1 Introduction 

We have written this book to begin to fill a significant gap we perceive to 
exist between the rhetoric of inclusive, user-centred design of information 
and communications technologies (ICTs) on the one hand, and the ideology 
of participation and engagement in civil society on the other. The former 
has developed from a recognition that effective ICT-based systems, ser-
vices and products result from a central focus upon the characteristics and 
needs of their intended users. The latter promotes consultation and debate 
with the public in order to achieve consensus on future plans and desirable 
outcomes in relation to a wide range of planning and policy issues. In the 
UK for example, citizens are familiar with this type of public consultation 
on issues such as the location of shopping malls, new housing develop-
ments and road bypass schemes. The early 21st century is characterized by 
the increasing pervasiveness of ICT into all aspects of our lives. Some 
individual ICT development projects have adopted a participative approach 
and sought to include end users in the design process. What are conspicuous 
by their absence are public consultations and discussions in relation to the 
scope, shape and implications of new technologies which will nevertheless 
impact on our lives. We, as individual citizens, do not have the opportunity 
to learn about and discuss emerging technologies, to discover what is 
becoming possible in our increasingly ‘connected’ world, or to consider 
the implications and explore what might or might not be desirable – in 
other words, to inform and influence our digital futures. Many putative 
developments occur in the research labs of the manufacturers and software 
providers, shrouded in secrecy to preserve competitive advantage until the 
‘chosen design outcomes’ are launched upon the public. 

In both civil society and in the design of ICT systems and services, there 
is a growing body of experience and knowledge about what does and does 
not work in terms of engaging people in decision-making. Unfortunately, 
both practitioners and researchers in these two separate domains operate 
largely without reference to each other. The apparently impermeable bound-
ary between these two communities seems extraordinary when both so 
intimately and profoundly affect the lives of citizens across the globe. This 
is especially true when one (the use of digital technologies) is increasingly 
being seen as a means of achieving the other (enhanced social inclusion 
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and citizen engagement in civil society). Both communities face resource-
intensive challenges to successfully address key issues. For instance, iden-
tifying which groups of citizens are at risk of exclusion in a particular design 
context, and engaging ‘hard to reach’ stakeholders in the community will 
be critical common objectives. Any sharing of knowledge and good prac-
tice could ease the burden for both ‘sides’. At present, there is no forum 
for capturing and sharing the rich knowledge and experiences of participa-
tion across the different design domains. Thus, a primary aim of this book 
is to draw together emerging principles and practices of citizen engage-
ment from across domains, disciplines and territories in a new unifying 
and integrated framework. 

1.1 Scene Setting 

The theme of the book has its roots in the studies and ideas of sociotechni-
cal change pioneered by the Tavistock Institute in the 1940s and of 
planned change published by the Harvard academics, Bennis, Benne and 
Chin in the 1960s (Bennis et al. 1969). The key contribution of sociotech-
nical theory is that by focusing on the interdependencies between human 
(social and organisational) and technical systems, it overcomes the tradi-
tional ‘splitting’ of these two activities such that technical design is per-
formed by technologists and the social and organisational aspects are dealt 
with subsequently (Klein and Eason 1991). The application of change 
management principles and best practice in winning over all stakeholders 
(in government, in business and in the community) will be key to achiev-
ing a shift towards sociotechnical design.  

The use of terms in this book has posed some problems. Whilst terms 
such as design, designers, users, stakeholders, citizens and technology, 
participation and engagement are in frequent use, it is surprisingly difficult 
to arrive at coherent definitions which are not to a particular context. We 
have tried to adopt the broad definitions which we present below, but our 
preference for using these is sometimes at odds with the need to be context 
specific. We hope we have achieved a workable compromise such that 
readers can be clear about the meaning of our material in each context. 

Throughout the text we use the term design in its widest sense, to mean 
the process of making decisions about the function and form of an object 
or system. However, there are many different areas of design, and each 
profession tends to use the word design as though it applies primarily or 
exclusively to their field of expertise. So, for example, industrial designers 
will tend to use the word design to mean the process of combining stylish 
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appeal of the appearance and form of products with their necessary func-
tion. Mechanical, electronic and software engineers on the other hand tend 
to be focused primarily on the often very complex and detailed design 
of the functionality of products or systems, and that is what they mean by 
design. We also share the perspective of Iversen and Baur (2002) that 
“design is a social activity that takes place among people that negotiate. 
The design process is an ecology of participation, communicating both inter-
nally and with the rest of the world, depending upon the socially con-
structed values participants assign each other.” We realize that there are 
some situations, e.g. technical design, where this definition does not fit and 
will certainly not resonate with the individuals involved. For instance, 
many engineers and programmers frequently work in comparative isola-
tion in research and development laboratories. The context of design activ-
ity is therefore, clearly crucial. Design with a particular focus or goal 
which relates to people, can be defined more specifically. Thus, inclusive 
design means designing products which as many people as possible can 
use (Disability Rights Commission 2001).  

Defining designers proved particularly tricky. We generally refer to de-
signers as those who have some professional training or skill in design. 
But, as Norman (2000) points out, most of those who have a hand in de-
sign are not professional designers – they are engineers, programmers or 
managers. Furthermore, as Seely Brown and Duguid (2002) note, “in the 
digital world many of the distinctions between designers and users are be-
coming blurred. We are all, to some extent, designers now”. This diversity 
among designers creates its own issues: “designers are not users, users are 
not designers, and designers come from many different backgrounds, the 
inevitable result of the equation is that communication problems start to 
arise” (Media Lab 2004). For the purposes of this book, however, the aim 
is that its contents have relevance to designers in all these contexts where 
the design outcome is intended for use by the public.  

In the past, the all-important users of digital technologies were rela-
tively easy to define as a group. As computers proliferated in the work-
place, it was still relatively simple to distinguish users as those who operated 
them directly. But in the 21st century, as digital technologies become more 
and more pervasive, the user is of course, now potentially anybody and 
everybody – and herein lies one of the most significant challenges for the 
design of digital technologies. Each and every one of us is an individual, 
with our own different characteristics, skills and aspirations, and at differ-
ent times and in different contexts, we may have different relationships to 
technology. All of these differences mean we have varied and changing 
needs and requirements of technology. The challenge for the design of 
truly effective technologies is to ensure that these differences are identified 
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and their implications for design are explored. Therefore, unless we are 
referring to people who are actual, current users of technologies, we 
have tended to use the terms stakeholders and citizens to denote potential 
users.  

The ubiquitous term stakeholders merits some attention as we use it 
quite often. The stakeholder concept emerged in the 1960s among academ-
ics at the Stanford Research Institute. They proposed that, instead of focus-
ing exclusively on shareholders, a firm also should be responsible to a 
variety of stakeholders without whose support the organisation would 
collapse. The term was made known and expanded by Freeman (1984). He 
included in the stakeholder definition “any group or individual who can 
affect or is affected by the achievement of the organisation’s objectives”. 
This expansion of the original concept resulted in widening the view of the 
firm from a strictly economic perspective to a political one (Correia 2005). 
In the context of ICTs, stakeholders are defined as “individuals or organi-
sations who stand to gain or lose from the success or failure of a system” 
(Nuseibeh and Easterbrook 2000). In the past, it was a useful way of dis-
tinguishing between users (who operated computers) and those who were 
in some other way impacted by them. The list below (Hackos and Redish 
1998) gives an indication of the range of people who might fall into this 
category: 

• individuals who buy software and use it without assistance or interaction 
with others, either at home or in the workplace; 

• individuals who use the interface and information as part of the work 
they do, even though someone else purchases the product; 

• groups of people who use software and information as part of a larger 
business process; 

• those who administer the software so that others may use it successfully 
and who are, themselves, users of the administration interface; 

• individuals who repair products that are broken or who troubleshoot sys-
tems and processes that fail to work as intended and who are, themselves, 
users of maintenance interfaces and information; 

• those who install products for themselves and others and are, them-
selves, users of installation software and information; 

• customers of the users and others who are affected by users working 
with the interface and information. 

Our perspective is that all citizens are stakeholders in the Information 
Society by virtue of the all-pervasive nature of ICTs. The sometimes un-
seen presence and influence of digital technologies on every aspect of our 
lives suggests that, in a democracy, citizens have every reason and right to 
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be active participants in shaping them. The International Agricultural Cen-
tre (IAC) explains that “without the understanding, commitment and sup-
port of different stakeholder groups, experts and governments often find 
themselves powerless to act. Further, the knowledge and experience of dif-
ferent groups must often be utilised to make good decisions and arrive at 
workable strategies for change” (International Agricultural Centre 2004).  

Citizens are a central focus in this book. Only by being well-informed 
and engaged in civil society is it possible for them to exercise their rights, 
fulfil their responsibilities, play their full role in the democratic process 
(Steele  1998) – and influence the nature of the society in which they live. 
In ancient Greece, citizenship was the privileged status of the ruling class 
in the city-state, while in the modern democratic nation-state, citizenship 
has been based primarily on the capacity to participate in the exercise of 
political power through elections. 

The defining characteristics of citizen engagement are conveyed well by 
the following quote: “…there are many ways in which people participate 
in civic, community and political life and, by doing so, express their engaged 
citizenship. From volunteering to voting, from community organizing to 
political advocacy, the defining characteristic of active civic engagement 
is the commitment to participate and contribute to the improvement of 
one’s community, neighbourhood and nation” (Philanthropy for Active 
Civic Engagement n.d.). On this basis, the concept of citizenship can there-
fore be described simply as participation in a community. We have chosen 
to use the term citizen in this broad and inclusive sense. This reflects our 
view that, regardless of whether they are formally recognized as citizens or 
have the right to vote, people who are impacted by technology should have 
the right to participate in shaping those technologies. In the 21st century the 
capacity and opportunity to participate in the design of our digital futures 
may become just as important as access to the ballot box. 

Although the terms participation and engagement are sometimes used 
interchangeably, there are real differences in some situations. In their us-
age there appears to be a common understanding that engagement is a 
form of active participation. The Organisation for Economic Co-operation 
and Development (OECD 2001) has published a three stage model of pub-
lic engagement:  

1. information: a one-way relation in which government produces and 
delivers information for use by citizens; 

2. consultation: a two-way relation in which citizens provide feedback 
to government; 
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3. active participation: a relation based on partnership with government, 
in which citizens actively engage in the decision and policy-making 
process (OECD 2001).  

As Hashagan (2002) points out, engagement “suggests that there is a 
‘governance’ system and a ‘community’ system. To build the collaborative 
relationships on which a complex activity such as community planning 
would depend, it is necessary for the governance system to fully under-
stand the dynamics of the communities with which it seeks to work, and to 
be prepared to adapt and develop structures and processes to make them 
accessible and relevant to those communities. In this way, the term ‘en-
gagement’ warns us against making assumptions about communities: it 
asks for dialogue. It also implies that the development of the relationship 
itself will need to be a focus for attention: ‘government’ will need to en-
gage with communities as well as asking communities to engage with it”.  

Our understanding of the term technology has changed over the centu-
ries. Winner (1977) notes that the term was used in the 18th and 19th centu-
ries to refer to machines, tools, factories, industry, craft and engineering. 
Today the term is used to refer to a much wider collection of phenomena 
“tools, instruments, machines, organizations, methods, techniques, systems 
and the totality of all these things in our experience” (Winner 1977). He 
further notes that so broad an interpretation risks becoming meaningless. 
Berniker (1983) states that technology can be understood as a “body of 
knowledge about the cause and effect relations of our actions and of the 
machines and processes we build ”, and proposes that technical systems are 
artefacts, “sets of tools (equipment, facilities, and computers) as well as 
methods (procedures, programmes, and software) all designed as a system 
to accomplish that transformation required by an organization”. This is 
the way in which we use the term technology, although significantly for 
our purposes, we must emphasize that the transformations involved could 
be required not only by organisations, but by individual citizens, commu-
nities and civic society as a whole. As Castells (1996) says, “technology 
(or the lack of it) embodies the capacity of societies to transform them-
selves, as well as the uses to which societies, always in a conflictive proc-
ess, decide to put their technological potential”.  

Specifically, we refer throughout the text to ICT, meaning the building 
blocks of the networked world. ICTs include telecommunications tech-
nologies, such as telephony, cable, satellite and radio, as well as digital 
technologies such as computers, information networks and software.  
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1.2 A Desirable Digital Future? 

In this book, we refer frequently to creating ‘desirable digital futures’, so it 
is important to define what we mean by this. What are the ends which peo-
ple might want technologies to serve – what might a desirable digital fu-
ture contain? It will undoubtedly have different characteristics for different 
people at different times. But in general terms, we would all benefit from 
technologies which are affordable, inclusive, easy to use, and promote sus-
tainable use of the earth’s resources (including human efforts and support). 
Equally, we would all benefit from technologies which fit in with our so-
cial systems, cultures and values, which have built up over generations.  

 

Fig. 1.1. Key Attributes of a ‘Desirable Digital Future’. 

We would also like communication which is always available to us, like 
the power of speech, and which we use when we choose. What we do not 
want is to be bombarded with unwanted communications from people we 
do not know, with unsolicited or offensive material, or demands that we 
engage in communication when it is not convenient or appropriate. We would 
welcome being able to undertake financial transactions which are as simple 
and secure as handing over cash to the seller. What we do not want are 
complex security procedures which, if we muddle them up or forget 
critical items, put us at risk of not being able to access our own money, or 
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being electronically ‘mugged’. We want privacy, safety and security for 
ourselves – and we would prefer to be in control of what we reveal about 
ourselves, to whom, and when. We would like government and local agen-
cies to be democratic, open, transparent and accountable; we would like 
our companies and corporations to be efficient, productive, value-adding, 
ecological and ethical – and we would like the technologies which they of-
fer for our use to behave in the same way. In other words, we want to be 
able to exploit what digital technologies have to offer – the vast resources 
of information, the speed and low cost of communication, the power to 
control aspects of our environment, to enhance our lives and the lives of 
others. But we also want to shape and influence the way in which systems 
and services, functions and features are delivered, so that they really match 
not only our needs but also our hopes and aspirations. 

1.3 Basic Premises 

Our experience, research and analysis of ICT developments over several 
decades has led us to the formulation of a set of basic premises about in-
formation system development in the contemporary world. These provide 
the foundation for the content, conclusions and recommendations in the 
book. For clarity, we set these assumptions out below. 

1. our future in a world underpinned and pervaded by digital technolo-
gies can take many forms. Countless opportunities for change of all 
kinds are possible – many beyond our imagination at this point in the 
early 21st century; 

2. ICTs have enormous potential to enrich our lives, enhance democracy 
and boost our economies;  

3. technology and society inevitably influence each other. Not taking 
social factors into account in ICT design has often resulted in unin-
tended and unexpected consequences following the introduction of 
new digital technologies; 

4. while many of us enjoy extensive benefits from using ICTs, they have 
often fallen short of their expected promise; 

5. one well-established reason for this has been that ICT design and de-
velopment have tended to focus on the technical attributes of the ICT 
system and not on designing sociotechnical systems; 

6. a further reason is that user/citizen participation has not been an inte-
gral part of ICT design culture. This deprives the design process of 
the benefits of citizens’ knowledge and experience; 
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7. for technology to be developed in such a way as to benefit society 
demands shared understanding of what might constitute benefit in the 
eyes of the majority of people. This knowledge of what is important 
to people can only come from citizens themselves; 

8. the potential of ICT is more likely to be effectively fulfilled if citizens 
develop and contribute their capabilities to inform and shape digital 
technologies; 

9. desirable digital futures will not come about by chance. Extensive 
consultation and strategic planning in communities will be essential 
to achieving consensus on priorities through the participation and en-
gagement of citizens; 

10. engaging people successfully in ICT design processes throughout our 
societies will require energetic and imaginative exploitation of a vast 
pool of knowledge and expertise drawn both from academic theories 
and from extensive practice.  

In this book we offer a rich understanding of citizen engagement proc-
esses and outline a blueprint for achieving a major shift in ICT design 
practice to incorporate citizen participation and engagement and from this 
deliver sociotechnical, rather than technical systems.  

We examine common practice in ICT design and development, high-
lighting the paucity of involvement of users/citizens in the process. We 
then contrast this with examples of more extensive engagement and par-
ticipation of citizens in planning and policy-making in civic society around 
the world. 

From a theoretical perspective we identify five approaches that together 
offer a powerful multi-faceted theoretical framework to underpin design of 
digital futures informed and shaped by citizens. The intended outcomes are 
digital futures which are experienced as desirable and positive environ-
ments in which people can thrive and prosper. 

The theory and practice are used to frame guidance on how to imple-
ment methods to successfully achieve such desirable digital futures. The 
final three chapters of the book guide the application of the state of the art 
knowledge presented in earlier chapters.  

1.4 Structure and Content of this Book 

In the next chapter we discuss some of the benefits and disadvantages of 
digital technologies for citizens, and examine different approaches to ICT 
design which have influenced the current situation. In Chapter 3, we seek 
to articulate the case for citizen engagement in planning, policy-making, 
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and design of our vastly complex ‘Information Society’ which is under-
pinned by an immense network of ever-evolving digital technologies. 
Chapters 4 and 5 examine current practice in citizen engagement – often 
enabled by ICT – through 20 case studies in 10 different countries. Chapter 
5 focuses specifically on the widely-held aspirations for ICT to promote 
social inclusion. Case study material relating to some highly diverse and 
often marginalized groups reveals complex social needs and some innovative 
ways of meeting them. Chapter 6 provides an analysis of citizen engagement 
in the different case studies, and models the processes and outcomes. 
Chapter 7 explores barriers and facilitators to citizen engagement and pro-
poses an integrated approach which draws upon related theoretical frame-
works and approaches. The last three chapters are a suite of component 
strategies for achieving a shift in focus of ICT design. Chapter 8 draws to-
gether the lessons learned and the best practices in citizen engagement to 
inform strategies for engaging citizens in defining and designing desirable 
digital futures. Chapter 9 describes some of the tools and techniques which 
are available to support citizen engagement. Finally, Chapter 10 addresses 
the challenge of making citizen engagement a mainstream activity i.e. the 
process of citizen engagement in design and development of ICTs for use 
by the public. 

Fig. 1.2. Structure of the book. 
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2 Designing Digital Futures 

For decades, new technology has offered tantalizing potential for tremen-
dous benefits to people and society. Harold Sackman, in his influential 
book published in 1967, discussed ideas for augmentation of human capa-
bility through the concept of ‘human-computer symbiosis’. He anticipated 
a world in which people would be freed from the drudgery of routine tasks 
and empowered by computer technology to expand their horizons and 
creativity (Sackman 1967). But, as computer technology proliferates and 
becomes ever more sophisticated, how close are we to realising this inspir-
ing vision? This chapter outlines some of the benefits and costs of new 
digital technologies, and explores the way in which approaches to the de-
sign of ICT systems have developed. 

2.1 Living in a Digital World 

Certain technological achievements have far exceeded the predictions 
made in the early days of computerisation. The wonders of the Internet, the 
boundless capabilities offered by rich connectivity of both wired and wire-
less technologies, are a tribute to human creativity, innovation and ingenu-
ity in science and in technological development. Immense technological 
challenges have been overcome successfully to enable some of us – a privi-
leged minority worldwide – to enjoy a multitude of facilities undreamed of 
by most.  

The pace of development is breathtaking. It has been said that human 
achievement is no longer limited by technological capabilities, but only by 
our capacity to imagine what technology can do for us.  

These achievements have delivered an astonishing array of capabilities 
and devices that, together, offer significant advantages for professional ac-
tivity, learning, leisure, entertainment, travel, health and every other aspect 
of human life to those citizens who are privileged to be able to access and 
use them. The Internet for example delivers the possibility of instant ac-
cess to more information than we can imagine – and growing by the hour 
(estimates vary, but the rate is astonishing: millions of new web pages are 
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added each day); the ability to communicate with one individual or with 
many, for whatever purposes we choose; to send and receive not only text, 
but pictures, movies and sounds; the ability to browse, order and buy a vast 
range of goods and services. Whether at an individual level, within organi-
sations, or between communities and nations, the Internet is changing lives 
in innumerable ways. 

Fig. 2.1. Growth rates for web-related technologies (European Commission 2000). 

Devices such as personal computers, laptops and personal digital assis-
tants (PDAs) mean that all this information and communication power can 
(theoretically at least) be accessed by individual citizens. High speed digi-
tal telecommunications deliver the services of the Internet; mobile phones 
allow us to communicate almost anywhere, accessing both voice and a 
wide range of other data. Broadband services carry data more quickly and 
at greater volumes. Wireless telecommunications mean that we can access 
these resources without the need for physical connections. Geographical 
Information Systems (GIS) enable us to gather, transform, manipulate and 
analyze information related to the surface of the earth, in a variety of for-
mats. They are used by citizens as well as by agencies for navigating in 
vehicles, and also for locating and tracking. Virtual reality – advanced 3-D 
graphics and immersive facilities enable us to create and explore simula-
tions for a multitude of purposes, including gaming. Digital media (e.g. 
CDs, DVDs, MP3 players) allow us to store, manipulate and retrieve 
digital information for a wide range of uses including entertainment and 
education. These capabilities are being exploited not just to provide new 
functions and features for individuals to use, but to deliver a vast range of 
services such as e-learning, e-banking, e-commerce, e-science, e-medicine, 
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e-government – e-etcetera! As well as providing sophisticated new ser-
vices, they provide new ways of accessing traditional services.  

2.2 Fulfilling the Promise? 

With all these miraculous functions and capabilities, it seems, to para-
phrase Nardi and O’Day (1999), churlish to criticise. Yet, on the one hand, 
there are still billions of people across the globe who do not have access to 
the potential benefits of the digital world. On the other hand, for those of 
us who do, enjoyment and recognition of the achievements is often over-
shadowed by the shortcomings of the products, systems and services and 
the ramifications for society more broadly. Some examples of the limita-
tions of services aimed at the general public are discussed below.  

2.2.1 Government Services 

In the UK a new computer system was implemented in 2003 to manage tax 
credits for families with lower earnings, an initiative aimed at alleviating 
poverty. However the computer system has been blamed for the fact that 
many who were eligible for tax credits either received underpayments or 
overpayments. Neither of these situations is satisfactory for people on low 
incomes – particularly since the agency involved (the Inland Revenue) has 
requested immediate repayment of amounts overpaid, totaling thousands of 
pounds in some cases. Unfortunately the recipients of overpayments were 
often unaware that they were receiving more than their entitlement and had 
thus assumed the money was theirs to spend. As a consequence when the 
Inland Revenue made demands for repayment, they had no funds available 
to do so. Some turned to loans at high rates of interest in order to make the 
repayments. Thus a system which was designed to help families on a low 
income has resulted in some situations where people now have less money 
to spend rather than more (BBC Radio 4 2005).  

2.2.2 Digital Television 

In the UK, the Government has embarked upon a process of switching 
over from analog to digital broadcasting, with plans to switch off analog 
broadcasting completely by 2012. Digital television offers a high quality 
signal and an enhanced range of programmes. It also offers the potential to 
access the Internet and its corresponding benefits from home without the 
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need for a personal computer, by using interactive services. While there 
are numerous potential advantages, there are also some challenges. Al-
though more than half the population has already switched over voluntarily 
(OFCOM 2005) a significant proportion of the population has not, and 
many cannot see why they should – they are not interested in the additional 
content and facilities that it would deliver. The new services require new 
equipment both to receive the broadcast signal and to access the new func-
tions and features (precisely what depends on what you already have). The 
hardware involved is far more complicated to operate.  

Fig. 2.2. A and B The difference in complexity of TV remote controls. 

Figure 2.2A and 2.2B illustrate one of the consequences that the explosive 
growth in functionality and choice of features has for the user. Fig. 2.2A is 
an early remote control (circa 1980) for an analogue television set. This 
remote control enabled the TV viewer to remotely change the major pa-
rameters of their TV viewing with just three buttons. A simple toggle 
switch allowed the viewer to move between the four terrestrial TV chan-
nels that were available at that time or switch the TV off, and two buttons 
controlled the sound volume – one to increase it and the other to decrease it.  

In sharp contrast, Fig. 2.2B shows the remote control for interactive 
digital television received via satellite. This has more than 40 buttons which 
greatly increases the complexity of the task facing the user to change 



2 Designing Digital Futures      17 

 

channels and volume. In addition the user can also control and programme 
a range of other features. Because of the vast number of channels avail-
able, the user is given a variety of means of changing channels. For exam-
ple, one button gives access to a seven day electronic programme guide, 
then there are buttons to navigate up, down, backwards and forwards 
through this, and another button to select the desired option. Alternatively, 
numbered buttons allow the user to enter the channel number directly, or 
(when watching a particular channel) the user can use the navigation but-
tons to move backwards and forwards through the channels in numeric or-
der. There are other buttons which enable the user to move through the 
electronic programme guide day by day. Yet more buttons give access to 
menus of user services, interactive services, teletext, programme synopsis 
information, etc. The whole control process thus relies on the user having a 
mental model of the concept of multi-layer functionality and the capacity 
to memorize the procedure for navigating through these layers. 

The remote control in Fig. 2.2A was an additional optional control de-
vice; the television could still be operated by buttons on its panel. How-
ever, with new devices (Fig. 2.2B) the only way in which specific features 
can be setup and changed is using the remote control, with the user no 
longer having the option of using the television set itself. 

Studies have shown (e.g. Carmichael 2001) that these more complex 
controls present particular difficulties for the older citizen and those with 
certain disabilities – many of whom are perfectly able to operate their ex-
isting analog equipment. Citizens who face these difficulties may not only 
face the threat of losing access to a familiar and highly valued service, but 
also a sense of loss of control and a sense of powerlessness over their lives.  

2.2.3 Local e-Government 

Government in the UK had the aim of making all its services available 
online by the end of 2005. As a part of this process, all local authorities 
now have a website. A number of these are well designed and offer a range 
of useful services to citizens including the ability to pay bills electroni-
cally. However annual surveys of local authority websites carried out by 
Socitm (e.g. Socitm 2005) show that many of the websites at this point 
simply provide citizens with an alternative format for accessing informa-
tion about their local authority and services. Other studies (e.g. Olphert 
and Damodaran 2004) have suggested that even so, local authority web-
sites may not be fully meeting citizens’ information needs. In a small pilot 
study, searches were performed on a sample of 20 local authority websites 
on queries of interest to citizens (such as the availability of local play 
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facilities, or disabled access to local attractions). While the searches re-
turned ‘hits’ in about 50% of the sampled sites, often the information that 
was found was not relevant or sufficient to answer the query. For example, 
in many cases the search brought up internal council documents (e.g. min-
utes of meetings) where reference might be made to the council’s expendi-
ture on play facilities, rather than describing the facilities themselves or 
their locations. Furthermore, the annual Socitm surveys reveal that a sig-
nificant proportion of local authority websites are not easy to use or fully 
accessible to citizens. 

2.2.4 Mobile Phones 

Mobile phone companies have invested billions of pounds in developing 
new 3G services which allow customers to access the Internet and all its 
benefits from their mobile phones. So far, however, the general public 
have not rushed to adopt this new technology. Sales have been disappoint-
ing, and indeed there is evidence of a degree of ‘backlash’ in the market 
against the complex range of features which many mobile phones now of-
fer. Some companies have recognized that some customers at least want a 
phone which is very easy to use simply as a phone, rather than as a camera, 
games console, music player etc. They have also recognized the difficul-
ties that some users (in particular older people, who are under-represented 
in the mobile phone market) experience with small buttons and small 
screens. Consequently some companies are now making a virtue of pro-
ducing simple, easy to use phones with fewer functions, large buttons and 
large screens.  

2.3 Vision versus Reality 

Four decades on from Sackman’s predictions (1967), where is the freedom 
and fulfillment we were promised in place of human drudgery? Instead of 
freedom from drudgery, new forms of techno-drudgery have evolved. 
Thus, for example, a simple visit to the bank to raise a query has been 
replaced by the mind-numbing tedium and error-prone frustration of tele-
phone banking: entering passwords, remembering how to negotiate secu-
rity checks, and entering 16 digit account numbers. If you succeed in 
avoiding all the built-in traps in this process then you may have the privi-
lege of speaking to a human being. Your communication problems may 
not end here however. The capabilities of modern technology may mean 
that the person you are speaking to is in a call centre on the other side of 
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the world. They may be unfamiliar with your accent, your locality, your 
culture or even the country where you are domiciled and you may have 
trouble understanding each other.  

Let us review Sackman’s predictions (1967). One was that computers 
would free us from drudgery. And indeed there are now many digital tools 
available to relieve us of tedious chores in the workplace and in the home. 
The awesome ‘number crunching’ power of computers has freed us from 
the chores of mathematical calculation; word processing programmes and 
electronic publishing facilities make producing and manipulating text 
based documents a relatively simple task, compared to preparing them in 
the traditional way. Spell checking, formatting and reformatting, grammar 
checking, changing one word for another – all can be done with a few key 
presses. Optical character recognition can even remove the need to type a 
document. 

Table 2.1. Sackman’s vision and the reality of digital developments 

Vision Reality  
 Benefits include: Drawbacks include: 
Freedom from drudgery data processing 

‘instant’ printing and  
publishing 
background processing 

neo-Taylorism 
loss of control 
tedious security proce-
dures 

Enhanced creativity and 
greater leisure time 

tools for creativity 
office and factory automation
mobile working 

not everyone wants the 
extra work 
job losses 
work-life boundaries 
blurred 

Augmented human  
capabilities, ‘human -
computer symbiosis 

microtechnology 
immersive environments 
pervasive computing  

concerns about 
security and privacy 
authority 
control  

We no longer have to develop photographs using wet chemicals – we 
can simply slot the memory card from our digital cameras into the com-
puter and print them at home. We can have computer programmes running 
in the background, with no need for supervision – to perform tasks like 
searching for signals from radio telescopes for signs of extra terrestrial in-
telligence, or (more mundanely) to print out a document, while we get on 
with more important or interesting things. But this same technology has 
also enabled the creation of call centers, which are growing all around the 
world and which are employing increasing numbers of people. Here often 
the jobs of workers are highly routinized with little or no scope for varia-
tion, imagination or learning, counter to well-researched principles of good 
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job design (e.g. Davis and Taylor 1972). Work is paced by the computer 
and performance is closely monitored – an unwelcome return to the princi-
ples of Scientific Management developed by FW Taylor at the beginning 
of the 20th century (Taylor 1911). The need for security and protection of 
our personal information and systems brings other kinds of drudgery – 
such as the need to enter (and remember) numerous passwords and logins 
and registrations and PINs whenever we interact with a system; or the need 
to make backups and store copies of our digital data, in case of system 
failure; and the need to contact helpdesks when we find it has all gone 
wrong. We may find we cannot retrieve money or information from our 
own bank accounts because we have entered the wrong sequence of num-
bers, or we can’t access all the work we did yesterday because the system 
has locked up. Computers have also given us ‘information overload’ – 
wading through ‘spam’ emails, throwing out junk mail, trying to find the 
right document in vast databases or even in the mountains of paper which 
we have too easily printed out – these are all chores that we can do without 
and which impact on our quality of life.  

Sackman (1967) also envisaged a future where we would expand our 
creativity. Certainly digital technologies can offer us this. Not only can we 
store and access vast quantities of music, games, TV programmes, films 
and radio, but we can create and manipulate them too; we can make our 
own recordings, produce our own films, create our own radio shows, make 
our own digital artworks, build our own websites and write our own blogs 
– and make them available to a potential worldwide audience through the 
Internet. He also envisaged a world where we would have more leisure 
time (possibly even excessive leisure time) as computers took over aspects 
of ‘work’. Indeed, we have automated vast swathes of traditional activities, 
with computer controlled production, office automation, etc. This has of 
course led to excessive “spare” time for some – i.e. those who have lost 
their jobs as a result of automation – but it has changed the nature of work. 
Service industries have grown, and in the information age, knowledge 
work and computer support have become important. The demand for these 
skills never stops – and thanks to computers and telecommunications, 
workers can be reached at any time or any place. For many people in em-
ployment, the work/life boundary has become blurred and the idea of ex-
cessive leisure time is pure fantasy.  

Finally, Sackman (1967) envisaged a world of human-computer sym-
biosis. And yes, we have this too. Microtechnologies, embedded technolo-
gies, immersive environments – the future promises even more pervasive 
technology. Current research and development is making it possible to 
embed intelligence in our surroundings and in the objects or artefacts that 
surround us, which has led to the term “smartifacts” being coined to describe 
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items that have embedded intelligence and sensors enabling them to detect 
changes in their environment. Computing, communication and intelligent 
user-friendly interfaces are converging to create the “ambient intelligent 
landscape” where intelligence will be embedded in our phones, in our 
clothes, in our household appliances, and even in our pets. But such devel-
opments raise significant questions about control, authority, security and 
privacy – who is in control of these technologies that we cannot see, are 
not aware of ?  How do we know what they are doing, what data they are 
collecting about us, how it will be used?  

While new technologies have undoubtedly delivered many exciting and 
rewarding opportunities, it is clear that they have not come without a cost. 
The vision of fulfillment and opportunities to enjoy human-computer sym-
biosis can seem a long way off. Although there are undoubtedly many 
benefits from the advent of new technology, it could also be argued that, in 
many cases, the technology has simply brought new kinds of drudgery and 
different kinds of routine tasks. Since such systems now underpin every 
aspect of our lives in the Information Society their impact is considerable. 
In the sections below we consider some of the factors which might have 
led to this situation, and examine possibilities for influencing ICT design 
in order to deliver more desirable digital futures.  

2.4 How Did We Get Here? 

There has for centuries been a strong body of opinion that technology is 
deterministic, that is to say, that the developments themselves are inexorable, 
and that despite the benefits, negative impacts are inevitable and unavoid-
able. Negroponte (1995) for example asserts that being digital is inevita-
ble, “like a force of nature”. It is suggested that both the speed and the 
scale of technological change that we face in the modern world contribute 
to this sense of inevitability; Toffler (1980) calls this ‘future shock’. Nardi 
and O’Day (1999) make the point that the speed of communication in the 
modern world has had the effect of accelerating the speed of change in 
every aspect of life, and note the erosion of tradition and identity entailed 
by the constant necessity of moving on to the next tool, the next technol-
ogy, the next fundamentally different way of doing things. “We are adapt-
ing to technology rather than controlling its fruitful and pleasurable use.” 
They add that nothing about tool use is fundamentally new to us as a spe-
cies, but that our ability to absorb new tools – and the different ways of 
“doing” and “being” that emerge with technological change, are chal-
lenged by the avalanche of innovation we are experiencing. The suggestion 
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embedded in their observations is that it is our sense of powerlessness in 
the face of such diffusion and complexity that makes us believe that tech-
nological advancement is inevitable and inexorable.  

In contrast to the deterministic view of technology is the belief that 
technologies are shaped by multiple factors in its social and political con-
text. Williams and Edge (1996) assert that there are choices (though not 
necessarily conscious choices) inherent in both the design of individual 
artefacts and systems, and in the direction or trajectory of innovation pro-
grammes, and that these choices may have differing implications for soci-
ety and for particular social groups. If this is the case, then technology can 
be seen as negotiable, with scope for particular groups and forces to shape 
technologies to their ends, and the possibility of different kinds of techno-
logical and social outcome. Although the form and direction of future 
technologies may be negotiable, there are many reasons why we may not 
exercise real freedom of choice. New technologies tend to develop cumu-
latively, erected upon the knowledge base and social and technical infra-
structure of existing technologies, and where increasing returns are sought 
for investment, this can result in ‘lock-in’ to established solutions (Williams 
and Edge 1996). The way in which ICT design is approached also exerts a 
powerful influence on the possible outcomes. 

2.5 The Influence of Design Methods for ICT 

From the earliest experimental days up until the early 1970s, the use of 
computers was confined to specialist research laboratories, and computing 
operations were primarily carried out by centralized, mainframe com-
puters. Since they were both designed by, and used by, programmers and 
engineers, there was no need to involve anyone else in the process.  

During the 1970s, however, developments in electronics – in particular 
the very large-scale integrated circuits and silicon chips – made possible 
the microprocessor and visual display units with integrated keyboard and 
screen. This led to the advent of the personal computer, which in turn en-
abled the migration of computers out of specialized laboratories and onto 
the desktop. When their potential for promoting efficiency and reducing 
costs became evident to leading business institutions, large-scale IT system 
development projects began to proliferate both in commercial organisa-
tions and in the public sector. At that time, appropriate off-the-shelf soft-
ware was not available and organisations wanting to take advantage of the 
benefits of computerization had to finance and develop their own ‘be-
spoke’ applications. This was a costly exercise, undertaken only by the 
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largest and most well-resourced corporations. To achieve a return on such 
major investments needed large-scale implementations aimed at achieving 
significant cost savings and efficiencies. Computer system design of this 
nature was complex, hugely demanding of time and resources and embry-
onic expertise in IT development.  

Consequently during the 1970s and 1980s, a number of methodologies 
evolved to support the development of large-scale, bespoke computer sys-
tems. Many of these were developed by systems analysts, such as DeMarco 
(1978), Gane and Sarson (1979), and Jackson (1983). Systems analysts 
tended to be drawn from the ranks of the computing profession, starting off 
as programmers, with formal training in mathematics, and then moving 
into analysis work. Such approaches to design tend to reflect this. They 
embody a technocentric focus, in which design is seen as the specification 
of a technical system, and where human activities are largely either auto-
mated or ignored. The focus of analysis is on the flows of information 
through a given environment and the different entities that make up that 
environment.  

But although relatively influential, methods like these unfortunately did 
not solve all the problems associated with designing effective computer 
systems. Examples of truly successful computerization projects were few 
and far between and there were many examples of partial successes and 
even catastrophic failures (e.g. Mowshowitz 1986). The scene was set for 
what became an all-too-familiar pattern in large-scale IT systems devel-
opments. Typically the sequence begins with the statement of ambitious 
objectives, projections of significant improvements in productivity, fore-
casts of significant cost savings, and expectations of increased competitive 
advantage and improvements in service to customers. In reality the out-
comes were (and, unfortunately, still are) often late delivery, escalating 
costs, a shortfall in performance and productivity, and user disillusion. 
Contemporaneous studies of the reasons for the lack of success of many 
high profile IT projects conducted in the 1980s (e.g. Kearney 1984) consis-
tently highlighted the key areas of weakness as poor project management, 
inadequate definition of user requirements, and a failure to involve users 
adequately.  

The realization that many design problems can be attributed to other 
than purely technical issues led to the development of new specification 
techniques and methodologies to assist in the design activity. Several were 
influenced by the concepts of systems thinking (e.g. Checkland’s Soft Sys-
tems Methodology 1981) and sociotechnical systems theory (see Chapter 7 
for more details). While these developed from a diverse philosophical and 
experiential base, they shared the recognition that the specification of re-
quirements for information technology systems was the most difficult part 



24      Leela Damodaran and Wendy Olphert 

of the design process, and that achieving a sound understanding of users’ 
needs in turn required some interaction with users. It was also recognized 
(sometimes explicitly, sometimes as a by-product) that interaction with 
users helped to create user ‘buy-in’ which was an important element in 
successful systems implementations. But such engagement was typically 
confined to a small sample of users, who were relatively easy to identify 
because much of the systems development activity was targeted at ‘be-
spoke’ systems built for specific applications within individual organisa-
tions. User involvement was also typically confined to specific points in 
the design process, e.g. as part of the requirements definition process once 
the initial computer system had been scoped, and then again in user testing 
of prototype and final versions of the developed system. Users therefore 
had little opportunity to influence the scoping, planning and overall shap-
ing of the systems, or to explore alternative options and their conse-
quences. Yet at the level of the individual user, their experience of existing 
technologies and products will influence and constrain their expectations 
about the “shape” of future technologies and products.  

An exception to this ‘ping pong’ approach to user involvement occurs in 
participative ICT design approaches, which have been adopted by a rela-
tively small number of ICT design projects. Mumford, a pioneering advo-
cate of participative design, who developed a method called ETHICS 
(1983) in response to the limitations of existing approaches summarizes 
her perceptions thus: “my interest in changing system design practice was 
stimulated by observing the bad human effects of many early computer sys-
tems. Work was frequently routinized and controls tightened as a result of 
the new technology. Systems analysts, as designers were called then, ap-
peared to have little understanding of the human consequences of their 
work. The difficulties of technical design appeared to displace any concern 
for human feelings.…When computers first appeared in the offices in the 
late 1950s and 60s, their costs and limitations meant that they were often 
introduced in an authoritarian manner. ‘This is what we can provide and 
you must have it’ was a common technical attitude. Then as user resis-
tance was encountered, strategies changed to a soft sell approach: ‘This is 
what we can offer and it is just what you want.’ Overselling of poor sys-
tems led to user scepticism and gradually analysts began to realise that 
they need to talk to users before producing a product: ‘We think we know 
what you want but we’d like to discuss this with you’. This led to the prac-
tice of interviews with single users” (in Schuler 1993).  

The need for designing systems around the needs of users (human-
centered design) is now well accepted by the design community (and in-
deed is embodied in standards such as ISO 13407 Human Centred Design 
Processes for Interactive Systems 1999). But, as Clement and Van den 
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Besselaar (1993) note, “while modern methods for information systems de-
velopment generally accept that users should be involved in some way, the 
form of the involvement differs considerably. Mostly, users are viewed as 
relatively passive sources of information, and the involvement is regarded 
as “functional”, in the sense that it should yield better system require-
ments and increased acceptance by users.”  

Designing technologies for use by a wide variety of citizens is currently 
one of the biggest challenges facing those involved in the design, devel-
opment and delivery of ICT based products and systems (e.g. Shneiderman 
2000). In addition to the well established procedures for human-centred 
design there is now a bewildering array of information, guidance, tools and 
techniques available to designers for inclusive design (known in the US 
and Japan as ‘universal design’ or by the goal of ‘universal usability’; 
sometimes referred to as ‘Design for All’). These provide, for example, in-
formation to designers about the physical parameters of specific groups 
within the population such as older people and disabled people – ‘extra-
ordinary users’ (Newell and Gregor 2000) – who may have special needs 
compared to the ‘ordinary’ population.  

Despite the growing recognition of the need for the involvement and 
engagement of users in the ICT design process, however, surveys of design 
practice suggest that in many situations designers still do not seek informa-
tion directly from the end users they are designing for. Rather they rely on 
personal experience and imagination to define their needs and characteris-
tics (e.g. Hasdogan 1996).  

Fig. 2.3. Different approaches to design (Cooper 1999). 
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Another serious limitation of design methods is that they limit the scope 
for imagination and creativity. Cooper (1999) observes that “when engineers 
invent, they arrive at their solution through a succession of practical, pos-
sible steps.” Because of this, their solution will always be a derivative of 
the old, beginning solution. What happens through successive iterations of 
prototyping and evaluation is that, while unsatisfactory qualities and fea-
tures may be eliminated, it is harder to ensure that novel and desirable 
qualities and features are ‘designed in’. To do this requires a different strat-
egy from the conventional systems analysis approach – one which begins 
not with analysis but with imagination, and which encourages the widest 
exploration of opportunities and possibilities before commitment. 

2.6 Did Anybody Ever Ask Us? 

Our disappointment and frustration with the shortcomings of ICT are per-
haps exacerbated by the underlying sense that we can’t remember anyone 
ever asking us if we really wanted all these amazing widgets – nor were 
we told of the price we would have to pay in frustration, lost time, and loss 
of control over aspects of our own lives. We were never consulted about 
the desirability, the dangers, the consequences, what we might have been 
able to have instead, how we might want to interface with the technology, 
what we would like it to do most, and how much we wanted to pay for it. 
We have accepted what has been provided, awed by the wonder of techno-
logical progress and the immense capabilities now in our hands.  

2.7 Conclusions 

In this chapter we have briefly reviewed the evolution of the design proc-
esses which underpin the development and implementation of ICTs and 
their use by a growing range of people. We conclude from this examina-
tion that, despite the high cost of failing to engage citizens, active practice 
of citizen engagement in the design of ICTs is still very limited. We have 
observed that the expansion of the user population, beyond the confines of 
the employment sector to now include all citizens in our society, has 
stimulated a growth in inclusive design methods and tools. Yet most of the 
approaches in use are not participative in nature – even those which have 
the explicit objective of achieving inclusivity through the resultant design 
outcomes. Moreover, the focus of design effort continues to be on techno-
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logical systems, rather than sociotechnical systems. For our nascent Infor-
mation Society, this means that the design of the digital technologies fails 
to benefit from the immense pool of creative talent, wide and varied 
knowledge and expertise of many stakeholders in our society – its citizens.  
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3 The Case for Engagement 

Citizens across the globe are facing an unprecedented rate of technological 
and social change. An unceasing flow of new products, systems, services 
and environments places demands on individuals to change their behav-
iours, attitudes and values. Collectively, the emerging developments offer 
the tantalizing promise of enhancements to our lives. The emerging tech-
nologies are transforming business, communication and lifestyle; they 
have the potential to enrich human life in innumerable ways, many of 
which we cannot yet imagine. They can simplify the mechanics of daily 
life, prolong independent living with smart homes and with ‘obedient’ domes-
tic appliances, assist our learning, extend our skills and capabilities and 
enhance our leisure. For the transformational potential of these benefits to be 
realised in society, new systems and services will need to be accessible to 
all and taken up by the majority. Achieving positive digital futures, which 
deliver genuine improvements in quality of life, requires the active en-
gagement of citizens in their planning, design and implementation. This 
chapter sets out the imperatives for citizen engagement, and identifies the 
benefits that it can bring. 

3.1 Drivers for Engagement 

Citizen engagement is not a new concept, and indeed there are many areas 
in which some form of engagement is already an established process. Pub-
lic consultations are a regular feature in certain domains of public policy 
and civic planning; for example in 2004 the UK Labour Party launched its 
“Big Conversation” initiative, which was described as the biggest consul-
tation exercise ever undertaken with voters, as a way of gaining public in-
put into future policy making. The Scandinavian countries have led the 
way in developing participative approaches to the design of technology 
(e.g. Ehn and Kyng 1994), and there is growing recognition in the product 
and industrial design sectors of the need for some form of user involve-
ment in defining requirements and evaluating prototypes. However, the 
pace and nature of social and technical change is now such that there 
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appears to be a good case for these activities to become an integral part of 
all ICT developments. 

There are a number of drivers for greater participation and engagement 
and four of the most significant are presented below. The first of these re-
lates to developments in technology: nowadays it seems citizens are being 
offered “e-everything” with the proliferation of electronic services deliv-
ered by commerce and by government. The second relates to the conse-
quences of the pace of technological change and the dangers of “digital 
divides” emerging in society between those who have access to the bene-
fits of the new technologies and those who do not. The third relates to the 
goal of increased social inclusion, i.e. the process of reducing social exclu-
sion by enhancing opportunities and equality to enable as many of the 
population as possible to participate as fully as they would wish in society. 
Finally, the fourth relates to the aspiration of many governments to capitalise 
on the potential for new technologies to enhance the democratic process. 

3.1.1 “e-everything”  

The changing nature of technology is now delivering “e-everything” to a 
vast and heterogeneous user population – the general public. Barely half a 
century ago, computers filled entire rooms, were serviced by armies of 
technical staff and were used by highly skilled experts engaged in ‘big sci-
ence’. Programmes took hours, if not days, to run. Today, more processing 
power than in those huge machines can be found in the average domestic 
washing machine, and millions of people carry devices in their pockets 
(PDAs, 3G mobile phones) which give them instant access to gigabytes of 
computer capacity. Carrying a terabyte of memory in your pocket is ex-
pected to become a reality within the foreseeable future. Analysis by the 
Institute for the Future shows the major shift which has already taken place 
since 1980 regarding the availability and usage of ICT and presents the 
projections for the future (see Fig. 3.1).  

As a result of these developments, digital technologies have spread out 
from the science lab and the workplace to have a role in every aspect of 
citizens lives: schools and universities, hospitals and doctors’ surgeries, 
shopping and service provision, transport and travel, entertainment and lei-
sure, politics and government. The deep penetration of digital technologies 
into all aspects of our lives means that we often have little choice about 
whether or not to engage with new technologies: whether we realise it or 
not, we are all ICT users in some way or another. 
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Fig. 3.1. The shift from processing and access to interaction (Institute for the 
Future 1997). 

Those involved in the design and development of new technologies 
have come to realise over recent decades the benefits of engaging directly 
with users, to define their characteristics and needs and to develop solu-
tions which serve their requirements and aspirations. With a vast array of 
new and emerging technologies, and even more vast numbers of potential 
users, this is no simple task, but the active participation of citizens in the 
process becomes even more critical.  

3.1.2 Stemming the Digital Divide 

Another major driver for citizen engagement is the need to stem the digital 
divide. The term ‘digital divide’, popularised by the US National Tele-
communications and Information Administration under President Clinton, 
is commonly used to describe the gap between those individuals and 
groups who have access to digital technologies and those who do not. 
While there is much debate about this term and its implications (e.g. Kling 
1999, Warschauer 2003), there is no doubt that disparities exist. Pippa 
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Norris (2001) in fact identifies three distinct aspects of digital divide: a 
“global divide”, which refers to differences in levels of Internet access be-
tween industrialised and developing societies; a “social divide”, which re-
fers to the gap between ‘information rich’ and ‘information poor’ in each 
nation; and lastly, a “democratic divide”, which refers to the division be-
tween those who do and those who do not use digital resources to engage, 
mobilise and participate in public life.  

The technology which is most prominent in discussions about the digital 
divide is, of course, the Internet. Since its emergence in the 1980s, there is 
evidence to show that usage of the Internet in many countries is following 
a well-established pattern of technology diffusion. This pattern sees early 
adoption by a relatively small percentage of innovators and technophiles, 
succeeded by a surge in take up by a significant percentage of the popula-
tion, with a ‘tail’ of the population who are late or non-adopters of the 
technology (Rogers 1995). Thus, in the UK for example, the number of 
households with access to the Internet increased almost sixfold from 2.3 
million in September 1998 to 13.1 million in May 2005, (over half of all 
UK households –55%), with 60% (38.14 million) of adults in the UK say-
ing that they had used the Internet somewhere in the previous three months 
(National Statistics 2005). Similarly, the number of North American adults 
going online grew by 100% between 2000 and 2005. Overall, approxi-
mately 68% of adult Americans (more than 2.2 million people) now use 
the Internet. But, as figure 3.2 shows, these levels of uptake in the UK and 
the US are not representative of everywhere else in the world.  

While it is estimated that, in July 2005, there are almost a billion people 
online globally, this represents only 15% of the world’s entire population 
(Internet World Statistics n.d.), and there are clear differences between na-
tions. Most of the African countries, for example, have fewer than 10% of 
their population online, while in some countries the online population is 
approaching 90%. But even within Europe there are significant differences 
between the larger and more affluent countries where (depending on the 
source of the statistics) penetration may be more than 70%, and the smaller 
and less affluent countries, where penetration can be below 10%. There are 
also differences in access and use within nations, even those with the high-
est levels of Internet access. Computer and Internet use are divided along 
demographic and socioeconomic lines, with the youngest, most affluent 
and better educated most likely to enjoy the benefits of connection: “the 
Internet, like cable TV, mobile phones and fax machines before it, connects 
the connected more than the peripheral” (Norris 2001).  
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Fig. 3.2. Regular Internet Users (Accenture 2004). 

A challenge for all in a democratic society is to ensure that it is not just 
the privileged few who enjoy the benefits of connection, but that the whole 
of the world’s population can do so. Concerns about the digital divide have 
led to numerous initiatives to provide free or cheaper access to computers, 
software and the Internet. However, evidence also shows that the digital 
divide is not simply a consequence of whether or not people have access to 
digital technologies. Even when equipment and services are provided free of 
charge, there are many barriers to prevent people from making effective use 
of them. Cultural diversity, lack of relevant content, language and liter-
acy are significant barriers to uptake (Warschauer 2003). Thus, the exist-
ing divide between materially rich and poor is now exacerbated by the 
related divide between the information rich and information poor. To stem 
the digital divide, therefore, requires not only improvements in access to the 
Internet, but also the provision of meaningful and appropriate content. 
The value of the Internet is determined by what people put on it and how 
people interact with it; thus, citizens with diverse needs and interests as yet 
not represented must be actively engaged and enabled to develop that con-
tent and stimulate interaction. 
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3.1.3 Improving Social Inclusion 

Social exclusion refers to the multiple and changing factors which can 
cause people to be “excluded from normal exchanges, practices and rights 
of modern society” (Commission of the European Communities 1993). 
There are several factors which can contribute to social exclusion, such as 
economic, educational, political, health and ability, or geographical fac-
tors. Although there are concerns that ‘digital divides’ might exacerbate 
social exclusion, there are also hopes that the new digital technologies can 
be exploited to promote social inclusion.  

Information and communications technologies overcome distances in 
both space and time, ignore geographical and political boundaries, and can 
help to overcome limitations on social participation caused, for example, 
by disability. Connected individuals can therefore potentially participate in 
a wide range of activities which might otherwise have been impossible, 
leading to a more inclusive society. A number of ground-breaking initia-
tives have been carried out with groups at particular risk of exclusion; 
some of these are discussed in more detail in Chapter 5. In the UK, for 
example, there have been projects such as ‘Womenspeak’ (a project using 
interactive ICT to link Parliamentarians and survivors of domestic vio-
lence) (Moran 2002), and a project to give Irish women travellers an online 
voice. Similar projects have been carried out with Asian women (Moran 
2000).  

A survey carried out for the US National Organisation on Disability in 
2000 found that 48% of disabled people said that going online significantly 
increased their quality of life, compared to 27% of non-disabled people. In 
the UK, a study for the Leonard Cheshire Foundation (Knight et al. 2002) 
found that 54% of disabled people sampled considered Internet access es-
sential, compared with only 6% in the general population. By contrast, a 
survey in the US found that 28% of non-users with disabilities said that 
their disability made it difficult or impossible for them to go online (Pew 
Internet And American Life Project 2003).  

Ensuring accessibility to the Internet and to digital technologies more 
generally for disabled people is not only an important step towards pro-
moting social inclusion, but it is now one which is increasingly required by 
legislation (viz. the 1995 Disability Discrimination Act in the UK and the 
1990 Americans with Disabilities Act in the US). However there is ample 
evidence to suggest that designers and providers are struggling to meet the 
requirements of the legislation, and there is a long way to go to achieving 
the goal of universal accessibility. A study of 1,000 websites covering a 
wide range of services carried out by the Disability Rights Commission 
(2004) found that 81% failed to meet basic accessibility guidelines which 
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have been produced by the industry itself – the World Wide Web consor-
tium’s Web Accessibility Initiative (W3C 2004).  

In addition to the social and legislative drivers, there are also strong 
business drivers for more inclusive products and services. As Sir Christo-
pher Frayling, Chairman of the Design Council and Rector of the Royal 
Society of Arts, clearly states “the challenge of designing inclusively for 
the whole population is not just a matter of social urgency – it has become 
one of the defining business priorities of the age. The need has never been 
greater for products, services and environments to be developed in such a 
way that they reflect accurately the diverse demands of today’s consum-
ers” (Frayling 2003).  

Promoting social inclusion is, of course, more than just a matter of en-
suring that designs do not exclude individuals or groups from access to 
technology. To achieve greater social inclusion requires that those who are 
currently marginalized in society are enabled to actively participate in the 
determination of both individual and life chances (Stewart 2000). In order 
to be able to influence the shape of future technologies, stakeholders (citi-
zens) need to be actively engaged in the identification and articulation of 
their goals, needs and aspiration, and in the evaluation and validation of 
alternative options.  

3.1.4 Promoting Democracy 

There is a perception amongst politicians and governments in many coun-
tries that the population has become more and more “disenchanted with the 
traditional institutions of representative government, detached from politi-
cal parties, and disillusioned with older forms of civic engagement and 
participation” (Norris et al. 1999). What Norris (2001) calls the “cyber-
optimists” in society regard digital technologies as the panacea to many of 
the problems which underlie this apparent civic disengagement. E-
democracy and its subsidiary e-government are two of the perceived 
lynchpins of the e-society. E-democracy can be defined as the use of ICTs 
and strategies by democratic actors (e.g. government, elected officials, the 
media, political organisations, citizens/voters) within political and govern-
ance processes of local communities, nations and the international stage 
(Clift 2004). In the UK, government policy on e-democracy has two 
tracks: 

• firstly it is about encouraging people to take part in elections by giving 
them choices about how they cast their vote, including through the 
internet, either at home or at public venues, and by using mobile phones;  
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• but is it also about getting people to interact with Government between 
elections, allowing them to raise topics they want discussed, and influ-
encing Government policy, including participating in on-line discussion 
fora.  

The aim of the proposed policy is to take advantage of the new tech-
nologies’ potential to encourage people to participate in the democratic 
process.  

There are three stated objectives: 

• facilitating participation in the democratic process: making it easier for 
people to collect public information, follow the political process, discuss 
and form groups on political issues, scrutinise government and vote in 
elections;  

• broadening participation by opening up a range of new channels for de-
mocratic communication – this may enable involvement from people 
who in the past may have felt excluded from the democratic process or 
unable to participate;  

• deepening participation by creating a closer link between citizens and 
their representatives (http://www.e-democracy.gov.uk). 

This policy has given rise to two activity streams, concerned respec-
tively with e-voting and with e-participation.  

 
Fig. 3.3. Difficulties in using machines. 

Voting systems are fundamental to the democratic process, and many 
governments are concerned about low or falling levels of turnout at elections. 
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As a way of making voting easier and thereby encouraging turnout, many 
are exploring mechanisms for e-voting. Both the US and UK are currently 
trialling e-voting systems, but in addition to public concerns about the se-
curity of online votes, pilots and trials have highlighted a number of us-
ability and accessibility problems of the different systems which have been 
tested. Fig. 3.3 shows one example of a usability problem. The figure 
shows a voter having difficulties with a machine clearly designed for a 
much taller user. 

To explore the potential for e-participation, a number of pilot projects 
were set up in the UK. These pilots focused on three primary groups: 
councilors, council staff, citizens and communities. Councilors were of-
fered e-petitioning services and online surgeries, in effect updating tradi-
tional techniques. Councils were provided with information on funding, 
and with guidance on tactics and strategies for implementing e-democracy 
in different types of authority. Tools and techniques were also provided to 
implement programmes and to assess progress against a baseline of na-
tional public opinion research. Interfaces with citizens and communities 
was mainly by websites and web portals offering information and access to 
forums for discussion and e-petitioning. They also included SMS broad-
casting of local government activities, mobile phone games for young people 
and development of e-democracy icons to make websites more accessible to 
those with disabilities.  

E-government services can enhance opportunities for citizens to debate 
with each other, to engage with their local services and councils, to access 
their political representatives and to hold them to account. They can also 
support councillors in their executive, scrutiny and representative roles 
(Office of the Deputy Prime Minister 2003). Many countries are investing 
heavily in e-government initiatives. One aim of such initiatives is to make 
government more accessible to citizens, but there are many examples 
where this objective is not being achieved. A survey in 2004 of interactive 
local council websites in the UK, for instance, found that of 23 websites 
which offered citizens the capability to carry out transactions with local 
authorities online, only one achieved a ‘AAA’ standard for accessibility, 
(the highest rating according to the International World Wide Web Con-
sortium’s Web Accessibility Initiative). Of the remainder, three achieved a 
single ‘A’ rating and the other 19 websites were deemed not to meet the 
W3 minimum accessibility criteria (Socitm 2004).  

For new technologies to succeed in promoting democracy, serving the 
democratic process, and in avoiding ‘disenfranchisement by design’ (King 
Roth 1998), it is crucial that citizens are engaged in the planning and de-
sign of all aspects of e-voting and e-government. Although there is recog-
nition of this principle, it is not necessarily being effectively applied in 
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practice. While local authorities in the UK have been consulted by Gov-
ernment about the development of e-government strategies and systems, 
there is little evidence of systematic or widespread participation of other 
stakeholders, particularly citizens. This demonstrates the gap between UK 
Government aspirations for improving participation and social inclusion, 
and the activities which are actually taking place.  

3.2 The Benefits of Citizen Engagement 

The benefits of actively engaging citizens in designing the world around 
them are numerous and diverse in nature. This section reviews the wide 
ranging, and sometimes unplanned, benefits which derive from engaging 
citizens in different ways and in different roles in a variety of projects and 
initiatives. This includes emerging e-government and e-commerce applica-
tions as well as an array of products. Although emphasis will be placed in 
this book upon electronic systems and services, the benefits also apply to 
other domains such as product design and building design, where there is 
an equally strong case for developing products and facilities which are ac-
cessible to all and which meet the real needs of consumers and users.  

3.2.1 Better Understanding of Needs and Requirements 

From the citizens’ perspective, the advantages of having a voice in shaping 
their environment and the nature of services and products can be profound 
and far-reaching. The experience of participation offers opportunities for 
individuals to articulate their hopes, fears, aspirations, problems and frus-
trations with their on-going life experiences. These reported perceptions, 
real life experiences and goals of individual stakeholders in society are of-
ten important and sometimes fundamental to the proper specification and 
verification of design or process requirements to be met by ICTs. Im-
proved and validated requirements specifications lead to better design. At a 
later stage in the design lifecycle, resultant design prototypes, and simula-
tions can be tested with relevant user groups, generating early feedback on 
citizen-consumer responses. Thus a significant benefit of citizen engage-
ment is its impact on the design of the environment in which we live, on 
the manufactured products and on the raft of conventional and e-services 
we use to conduct our lives in the Information Society.  

Feedback gained before a system is built can be used to make improve-
ments which would be impossible or extremely expensive if flaws were to 
be discovered at a later stage of the design. For citizens/consumers there 
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are the evident benefits associated with the outcomes of improved design. 
These advantages might include, for example, a better match between the 
citizen’s needs and the services provided, improved usability, reliability 
and security.  

For designers, developers and providers a major benefit of citizen en-
gagement is that it provides them with insights and a sound and extensive 
knowledge base of citizen-consumer intelligence. Entering into genuine 
dialogue with citizens reveals the diverse objectives, aspirations and needs 
of different groups in society. This is valuable since most people find it 
difficult to imagine the possibilities outside their own experiences. Where 
there is a significant gap in understanding, developers tend to create prod-
ucts based on their own interpretation of the needs of others, thus often 
generating a solution which is less than satisfactory (Eisma et al. 2003).  

 

Fig. 3.4. Designing for a better society. 

Eisma et al. (2003) give an instructive example of what can be discov-
ered through engaging with citizens: “we talked to a woman in her late six-
ties who had had a stroke which resulted in some functional impairment. 
We discussed her use of her mobile phone (Phillips C12 Savvy) and then 
showed her a more modern, smaller one (Motorola v66). Contrary to our 
preconceptions (that she would prefer her existing phone with its larger 
buttons) she did not comment on the size of the buttons, instead she re-
marked that she liked a small phone which would fit in her pocket, as she 
could not use a handbag (it slides down her paralyzed shoulder)”. 
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As Eisma et al. note, this insight challenges preconceptions about the 
kind of mobile phone which would be most appropriate for an older user 
with disabilities. The generic assumption that older people prefer larger 
control devices, like many other assumptions made about the design re-
quirements of older people, requires validation with the users themselves.  

3.2.2 Learning, Knowledge Sharing and Innovation 

A well-documented and detailed account of how effective communities of 
practice evolved in Xerox from informal storytelling among technical staff 
provides rich evidence of the value of engagement (Seely Brown and 
Duguid 2000). The report details the history from the 1980s when techni-
cians from Xerox responsible for the repair of photocopiers and printers 
were trained using traditional ‘chalk and talk’ methods. Many of the re-
pairers preferred their own ways of learning including the use of ‘storytel-
ling’ among their peers, i.e. informal verbal exchanges based on real life 
experiences with different machines at different customer sites, to share 
their knowledge of rectifying different faults arising with the copiers and 
printers.  

Although initially seen as time-wasting and potentially damaging by 
some in the management echelons of the company, the process of storytel-
ling was eventually recognised to be an excellent method of promoting 
learning, knowledge sharing and knowledge capture. The challenge for the 
company was therefore to find a way to capture these stories, verify their 
validity, record them and then make the resultant learning and training ma-
terial accessible to new employees. This was achieved by the active in-
volvement of technical staff in developing a system to capture their ideas 
and experiences by using two-way radios. This enabled all technicians to 
‘listen in’ and help any colleague who was struggling with a particular 
problem. A newer technician could listen to these conversations and pick 
up tips and techniques that enabled them to become better repairers. The 
system was such a success that the stories were used to develop new train-
ing material for other technicians. 

The technicians and employers improved the system by co-designing 
and developing “Eureka”, a web-based system that enabled their ideas and 
stories to be validated and recorded in a way that would be readily under-
stood by most of the target group. This was achieved by vetting ideas and 
stories through a peer review process using the (Eureka) web-based system 
to create and store examples of good practice in copier and printer repair. 
Widespread use and enthusiasm for the system has brought substantial 
financial benefits for the company. The system is reported to have saved 
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Xerox around $100 million dollars a year, and improved the learning curve 
of the technicians by 300%. Another example is given in Hepsø and Bot-
nevik (2002) who describe the effect that storytelling and communities of 
practice have had in improving crane operations on North Sea oil plat-
forms owned by Statoil – the Norwegian State Oil Company.  

Considerable learning often takes place in the process of engagement it-
self and the citizens involved become more informed as users/consumers 
of ICT products, systems and services. As a consequence of this learning, 
knowledge of the technological possibilities grows. The importance of this 
for improving confidence and enabling participation has been highlighted 
by Eisma et al. (2003). In their research they concluded that “older people 
are sometimes too much in awe of the technical knowledge of the develop-
ers, and it is important to make them aware of their (own) expertise, and 
how valuable their contribution is.” With this awareness and confidence 
grows the capacity and interest of stakeholders to explore and evaluate 
alternative options – and to suggest new options for consideration, or even 
quite new directions to explore.  

This capability can be seen in a number of examples of older people be-
ing introduced to new technology. Inglis et al. (2002) after passing PDAs 
round to older people as part of a user-centred design process for memory 
aids, commented on the responsiveness the participants showed to the new 
technology. They also reported that younger, technically-aware users were 
able to ask for functionality, unlike the older generation which had experi-
enced less exposure to developments in technology and were therefore un-
aware of the possibilities. This underlines the need to spend time and effort 
transferring knowledge to citizens to build capacity which will enable 
them to contribute to the design process (Inglis et al. 2002).  

Eisma recalls talking to an older woman in one of the research focus 
groups used in their research. The elderly woman reacted to the description 
of every project very positively, wanting to get involved. When Eisma told 
her the methods they would be using were focus groups, hands on work-
shops, questionnaires, interviews, etc, the elderly woman responded: “yes, 
an exchange of information... I have the experience of being an older per-
son I can share with you and you have just told me about so many things 
I have never thought of before... we can both help one another”. After an 
hour, this die-hard ‘no computers for me’ told Eisma that she was going to 
the ‘learning flat’ (an apartment equipped with ICTs) the next week to start 
using the computers “as I would need it for using the messaging type thing 
you were talking about”. Eisma said to her “so, you’re now interested?” 
Her friend said “that’s because you’ve given her a reason” (to start using a 
computer) (Eisma et al. 2003). 
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3.2.3 Faster Technology Diffusion 

From the perspective of many providers of electronic services the return 
on investment in service delivery requires extensive uptake of the services 
by the public. Whether the providers are local councils implementing 
e-government or are e-commerce companies vying for business, they have 
in common the commercial imperative to attract citizens/consumers, sus-
tain their interest in using the service and win repeat business. The critical 
success factors for achieving this citizen/customer commitment and loyalty 
are well-researched (Martin 1992; Skellett 1995; McIlroy and Barnett 
2000; Kotorov 2003; Uncles et al. 2003; Lundkvist and Yakhlef 2004) and 
include such factors as perceived relevance of the services, accessibility, 
usability, good value for money, clear benefits and value from using the 
service. To meet each of these criteria successfully demands good knowl-
edge and understanding of the needs of prospective consumers in society. 
Direct engagement with relevant individuals or groups is the richest, most 
revealing and valid source of knowledge about them. The compelling 
benefits for providers of engaging with citizens thus derive from under-
standing the interests, needs, wants, priorities and preferences of its tar-
geted group and then providing services tailored to their characteristics. As 
with product designers, the economic benefit of ‘getting it right first time’ 
can make the crucial difference between a company prospering or failing. 
When services are well-matched to the life situation of their intended users 
the reliability of projections of take-up of new services is greatly in-
creased. Enhanced predictive capabilities offer powerful commercial ad-
vantage in a highly competitive marketplace and therefore are a further and 
significant benefit of citizen engagement. 

3.2.4 Enhanced Citizenship 

There is a growing recognition on the part of many within the developed 
democracies that new relationships between citizens and institutions of 
governance must emerge if a crisis of democratic legitimacy and account-
ability is to be averted (Coleman and Gotze 2002). Increasing the partici-
pation and engagement of citizens is perceived to be a key feature of such 
new relationships, with benefits both for citizens themselves and for gov-
ernments and their agencies. For example, in the United States, an organi-
sation called America Speaks facilitates engagement processes including 
what it calls the “21stCentury Town Meeting”. Its justification for these is 
that “the growing power of special interests in all levels of governance has 
eroded a tradition of collaboration between decision makers and citizens. 
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Barraged by organised issue campaigns and professional lobbyists, decision 
makers find it difficult to gauge how ordinary citizens feel about issues. In 
turn, “general interests” citizens feel disregarded and less inclined to par-
ticipate in public life” (America Speaks n.d.). 

The Canadian government has embraced citizen engagement as a means 
of achieving its goals of supporting open, honest, transparent and account-
able government, by enabling citizens to participate in the policy development 
and decision-making processes. The Queensland government, in Australia, 
has recognised the value of engaging community members in decision-
making processes, stating that “engagement allows government to tap 
wider perspectives, sources of information, and potential solutions to improve 
decisions and services. It also provides the basis for productive relation-
ships, improved dialogue and deliberation, and ultimately, better democracy” 
(Queensland Government: Department of Communities 2004). It is sug-
gested that participation “makes people responsible for the decision-
making process and their behaviour”, which has a significant effect on 
ways they use their resources (UNESCAP n.d.).  

In the UK, the Office of the Deputy Prime Minister and the Home 
Office produced in 2005 a consultation document entitled ‘Citizen Engage-
ment and Public Services: Why Neighbourhoods Matter’. The paper begins 
by explaining the relationship between public services and citizen engage-
ment as follows: “by enabling communities to help shape decisions on poli-
cies and services, we will support civil renewal and strengthen the legitimacy 
of the institutions of government. The more effectively communities are 
engaged in shaping services, the more likely it is that quality will be deliv-
ered. The more that communities understand the issues and limitations 
around decisions on services, the more realistic and sustainable those 
decisions are likely to be. Indeed, reform and modernization of the public 
services will not be accepted as legitimate unless it is based on citizens’ 
support” (ODPM 2005). 

Another area in which citizen engagement has been acknowledged as 
crucial in the UK is in the development of the National Health Service. An 
initiative entitled ‘Shifting the Balance of Power within the NHS’ had the 
aim of promoting public participation in the control of the NHS. This ini-
tiative sought to move toward a model of increased partnership with objec-
tives of creating partnerships with local communities, assessing the needs 
of patients and the public, developing the required resources to involve 
these groups, and ultimately to empower the patients by allowing them to 
participate in how services are designed, developed and directed (UK 
Department of Health 2001). 

Involvement of a diverse range of stakeholders in a community has been 
identified as a key mechanism for public engagement in the United States. 
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Here the aim is that the community should be represented by all voices in 
order to reduce misunderstandings and a lack of trust on community is-
sues. Public engagement discussions have enabled people to weigh up a 
variety of ideas and listen to each other in an attempt to build common un-
derstanding in their communities. Examples include: the San Jose Unified 
School District, where a new Department of Public Engagement was cre-
ated with the specific purpose of organising community forums and other 
outreach. Other examples have led to more subtle, but equally significant, 
outcomes such as new trust and openness among different sectors of the 
community. For example, in Hattiesburg, Mississippi, a community forum 
on expectations for students led to new alliances between education advo-
cates and clergy, which in turn proved important in planning a forum on 

Moreover, from a democratic perspective, it is beneficial to have more 
citizens who understand potential choices and are informed about emerg-
ing opportunities and threats in the Information Society. Crises of public 
confidence in the way in which the UK Government handled BSE (Bovine 
Spongiform Encephalopathy, or ‘mad cow disease’) and anxieties about 
scientific developments such as GM (genetically modified) crops, led to 
the production of a new code of practice for scientific advisory committees 
in the UK. This document stressed the need for a more inclusive approach. 
A report from the House of Lords on ‘science and society’ stated that “to-
day’s public expects not merely to know what is going on, but to be con-
sulted; science is beginning to see the wisdom of this, and to move ‘out of 
the laboratory and into the community’ …to engage in dialogue aimed at 
mutual understanding” (Irwin 2001). 

3.2.5 Sustainability 

Information and communication technologies have much to offer commu-
nity groups and not-for-profit organisations. Yet, as Merkel et al. (2005) 
point out, few non-profit organisations are likely to have paid IT staff; 
most rely on volunteers with widely different skills and who may only 
work with a group for a limited period of time. This situation creates a 
number of barriers to the effective use of technology. The people involved 
may not have the necessary skills to select and implement appropriate new 
technologies to help their organisation and to achieve their objectives. Al-
ternatively, the organisation may have access to people with these skills 
who then move on, or who are only available part-time, with the conse-
quence that there may not be skilled individuals available to use or main-
tain the system. The issue of sustainability under such circumstances has 

race and education (Public Agenda 2003). 
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become a cause for concern. Merkel et al. suggest that “sustainability in 
this context involves finding ways to support groups as they learn about 
technology, as they identify ways that technology can be used to address 
organizational and community level problems, and as they develop plans 
to take on projects involving technology”. From experience working with 
community groups to promote IT adoption, they propose that the key to 
sustainability is to engage and empower the community members them-
selves so that they fully ‘own’ and take control of the planning, develop-
ment, implementation and maintenance of ICTs (Merkel et al. 2005).  

3.3 Conclusions 

In conclusion, the principal benefits of citizen engagement in civic society 
are significant and far-reaching. Firstly, the systems, services and products 
which result from active and informed citizen engagement can succeed in 
meeting the real needs of citizens/users for an enhanced quality of life. 
Secondly, the increased uptake of new technologies and faster diffusion 
leads to economic benefits to providers and the possibilities of further 
enrichment in provision for the public. Such engagement can also be 
expected to improve the effectiveness and acceptability of information sys-
tems in the public sector. It may also help individuals to become active 
in their communities, thereby enhancing citizenship and the democratic 
process.  
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4 Citizen Engagement in Practice 

The fast growing and increasingly widespread interest and global activity 
in citizen/stakeholder participation and engagement have spawned numer-
ous experiments, pilots, initiatives and projects for a variety of purposes. 

Despite the plethora of initiatives, however, documenting, reporting and 
evaluation of the varied exercises has not been systematic. Referring to pi-
lot exercises in e-participation in countries using the Government Online 
International Network (GOL), Macintosh (2004) observed: “although some 
governments and research centres have already undertaken a number of 
surveys in this area there is no standard way to describe the approach and 
to detail the outcomes.”  

In this book we have necessarily only been able to include a small sample 
of the numerous and highly diverse citizen engagement initiatives which 
are taking place across the globe. Given the relative lack of systematic 
reporting and analysis, we have selected cases which offer what we believe 
to be valuable insights into the practice and outcomes of citizen engage-
ment. We have attempted to show the global extent of initiatives by taking 

Furthermore, while some initiatives have been evaluated by independent 
reviewers, most have not, and material which is in the public domain has 
often been produced by members of the project team, often the project 
champion. This sometimes makes it difficult to ascertain objectively the 
success of the exercises reported. There is variability in the amount of de-
tail about what has been done, with whom, how, and to what effect. Yet to 
inform and guide effective citizen engagement initiatives worldwide re-
quires the sharing of exactly this type of knowledge and good practice. It is 
especially important that governments can benefit fully from their invest-
ment in the many exploratory and innovative exercises in participation 
they have instigated. For this to happen detailed and clear analysis of the 
varied initiatives is required. We seek here to provide an enriched frame-
work for such analysis.  

4.1 Characteristics of Citizen Engagement Initiatives 
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examples from 10 different countries, and by choosing examples which are 
illustrative of the kinds of activities which are being undertaken. Regard-
ing the many initiatives that aim to develop low cost, sustainable ICT (viz. 
“the $100 laptop” – Negroponte 2005) for the benefit of disadvantaged 
communities, we have included two examples (Nepal Wireless and Jhai 
Foundation). There are of course many other examples, but the aim here is 
to highlight citizen engagement/participation aspects. For this reason we 
have not included case studies of telecentres. Although these are a com-
mon approach to providing ICT at the community level, evaluative reports 
suggest that in general these appear to be introduced without taking due 
account of the needs of community members or aspects of the local con-
text.  

We have developed a framework to present the case material in a way 
which enables comparisons to be made and conclusions to be drawn. There 
are many ways of characterizing and classifying citizen engagement. One 
classification which has been widely used is the three stage model of levels 
of involvement (OECD 2001), which we have already outlined in Chapter 
1. Another way in which citizen engagement has been classified in the lit-
erature is by the role of the technology. Macintosh et al. (2004), describe 
three different ways in which technology can support participation. The 
first is in an e-enabling role where the technology provides support for 
those who do not typically access the Internet. This means a wider audi-
ence can be reached (using a range of technologies to cater for the diverse 
technical and communicative skills of citizens). It also serves to provide 
participants with relevant and useful information in an accessible format. 
The second is e-engaging where a wider audience can be consulted to al-
low for deeper contributions and to support deliberative debate on policy 
issues. The third is e-empowering in which technology supports active par-
ticipation and facilitates bottom-up generation of ideas to influence agen-
das. E-enabling and e-engaging provide for “user access to information 
and reaction to government led initiatives.” E-empowerment on the other 
hand sees citizens emerging as producers, rather than just consumers of 
policy: “here there is recognition that there is a need to allow citizens to 
influence and participate in policy formulation”.  

For our purposes, these two descriptors – level of involvement and use 
of technology - are useful but not central to our theme. Since the focus of 
this book is on citizen engagement, the classification by level of engage-
ment was used to discard case studies where there was little or no reported 
engagement. Regarding the role of technology, the processes and mecha-
nisms of participation are clearly important, but our interest is not so much 
in the way in which technology has been used as part of the engagement, 
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rather in whether the engagement has had some influence on shaping either 
the technology, or the sociotechnical context. 

Thus, the most important criterion to apply, given the theme of this 
book is the purpose or focus of the engagement process. By far the major-
ity of published examples of citizen engagement initiatives relate to engage-
ment in aspects of public planning or policy making. Some of the most 
inspiring examples demonstrate the empowerment of citizens to shape 
their own futures, to become “makers and shapers” rather than “users and 
choosers” (Cornwall and Gaventa (2000) cited in Lister 2004). There are 
also a number of examples where citizens have been involved in shaping 
some aspect or features of a technical system – typically, in creating or in-
fluencing a web site or web pages. Such examples are much narrower in 
scope, and are therefore likely to have limited impact or potential impact 
on citizens’ lives and quality of life than, by contrast, initiatives which en-
gage citizens in shaping their communities or developing national policies. 
Rather harder to find have been well-documented examples which com-
bine both types of engagement, i.e. where citizens have been actively en-
gaged in the creation of sociotechnical systems.  

The stages in the policy making process and the ICT design process are 
actually very similar (Table 4.1). For the purposes of making comparisons 
across case studies in both domains we have therefore produced a com-
bined model, as shown in Figure 4.1.  

Table 4.1. Comparison of stages in policy making and ICT design process 

Policy Making (OECD 2003) ICT Design 
Agenda setting Concept specification 
Analysis Analysis of requirements 
Formulation Design & development of the system 
Implementation Implementation 
Evaluation and monitoring Evaluation and monitoring 

Citizen engagement activities also vary according to a number of other 
dimensions. The issue of who is engaged is critical to understanding the 
nature of the process and in judging the effectiveness of the outcomes: 
what kinds of citizens were involved, how many, and how were they 
selected? Then there is the issue of duration – some initiatives are short 
term, lasting a few weeks or months; others are longer term initiatives which 
may last for several years. Regarding outputs and outcomes, the focus in 
published reports tends to be on notable successes whilst scant attention 
is generally paid to problems or shortcomings in the engagement process. 
Finally an important parameter relates to evaluation – has this been carried 
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out, and if so, by whom? In particular are there defined criteria for assess-
ing success and impact? 

 

Fig. 4.1. Stages in policy/technology development. 

4.2 A Framework for Analysis of Citizen Engagement 
Initiatives 

The above factors have been used to create a framework for the description 
and analysis of the citizen engagement initiatives which we have selected 
for examination. Each case includes the following information, where it 
was available: 

• the level of engagement (i.e. active participation); 
• the objective of the engagement; 
• the stage of decision-making in policy/technology development; 
• who was engaged (how many citizens, from where and by whom); 
• the mechanisms of engagement (including the role of technology); 
• the duration of the initiative; 
• the key outcomes; 
• how the initiative was evaluated and by whom. 
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A total of 20 cases are examined in this chapter and chapter 5, illustrat-
ing citizen engagement/participation at a variety of different stages in deci-
sion making (see Fig. 4.2). Table 4.3 shows the distribution of the case 
studies by country. This chapter presents 13 of the cases. These have been 

icy-making objective, and those which involve the shaping of technology, 
and/or its socio-economic context. 

Table 4.2. Categorisation of Chapter 4 case studies (N = 13) 

Citizen Engagement in Policy-Making Citizen Engagement in shaping ICT 
and its socio-economic context 

1 Netmums – UK  
2 Matacawa Area Coordinating Council 

– USA  
3 Future Drug Research and Develop-

ment Project – Denmark  
4 National Forum on Health – Canada  
5 ‘America Speaks’ – USA 
6 Madrid Participa – Spain  
7 Chicago neighbourhood planning – 

USA 

8 Bundestag website design – Ger-
many  

9 K-Net – Canada 
10 Reflect ICTs – Uganda pilot 
11 Reflect ICTs – India pilot 
12 Nepal Wireless – Nepal 
13 Jhai Foundation – Laos 

Fig. 4.2. Distribution of cases by stage of citizen influence. 
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divided into two categories (see Table 4.2): those which have a broad pol-
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The descriptions of the cases vary in length and level of detail. In part 
this simply reflects what is available in the public domain. More signifi-
cantly there has tended to be greater coverage given to those cases where 
citizens have been engaged at several stages in the ICT development proc-
ess.  

Table 4.3. Distribution of case studies by country (N = 20) 

Country No of Cases 
Canada 2 
Denmark 1 
Europe 
Germany 
Spain 
UK 

 
1 
1 
8 

India 1 
Laos 1 
Nepal 1 
Uganda 1 
USA 3 

4.3 Citizen Engagement in Policy Making 

4.3.1 Netmums – UK 

Netmums (www.netmums.com) is a UK national website, run at a local 
level, providing an online support network for parents with young chil-
dren. The network, which has approximately one hundred thousand mem-
bers, became a valuable medium for government consultation on proposed 
changes to the regulations relating to employment rights and maternity. In 
2005, the Department for Trade and Industry issued a consultation docu-
ment: Work and Families – ‘Choice and Flexibility’ (UK Department of 
Trade and Industry 2005), and Meg Munn, the UK Minister for Women 
and Equality, invited members of the Netmums network to respond. 

The objective of the initiative was to enable parents to describe their 
current situation in terms of work and to indicate whether they would pre-
fer to be in a different work pattern. Four thousand mothers of young chil-
dren participated in the consultation which took place between May 10-18 
2005. The results contributed to the Government’s deliberations on the 
issues and identified clear challenges for both Government and employers 
to address.  
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Meg Munn subsequently sent the following message to Netmums: 
“thank you for your report on your recent survey, ‘the Great Work 
Debate’, which has fed into the DTI’s Work and Families consultation on 
Choice and Flexibility. This helps to give us an insight into the day to day 
issues that parents are dealing with in their every day lives”. A full report 
from the survey was then published on the Netmums site (netmums.com 
n.d.).  

4.3.2 Macatawa Area Coordinating Council – USA 

Emery and Purser (1996) describe how citizens participated in decision-
making in the community of Macatawa, an area of south-west Michigan in 
the United States. 

The Macatawa region experienced huge growth in population and indus-
try in the 1990s. The rapid expansion led to traffic congestion, lack of ser-
vices and a rise in juvenile crime. In response to concerns, the Macatawa 
Area Coordinating Council (MACC) (a local community development 
organisation) hosted a search conference to plan and create a common 
vision for a more desirable future for the area. Those invited to participate 
included mayors, the police, executives, local business owners, teachers, 
parents, clergy, housewives, social service agency directors, environmen-
talists, students and transportation engineers. The search conference 
approach encouraged a bottom-up planning process and the development 
of a vision statement. The conference group then identified eight strategic 
areas for action, and formulated action plans for community development 
initiatives. A key outcome was that those participating made public commit-
ments to move the plans forward. The initiative led to positive benefits not 
only in terms of the physical aspects of the community, but also in terms of 
community cohesion. The former chairperson of the MACC stated: “we 
walked into the conference as stakeholders, but we walked out as a unified 
community” (Emery and Purser 1996). 

4.3.3 Citizen Involvement in Future Drug Research  
and Development – Denmark 

A project reported by Moldrup et al. (2000) was carried out in Denmark 
with the aim of engaging citizens in decision-making about the direction of 
future drug research and development, in order to help mitigate against 
social, economic and ethically undesirable consequences. This participa-
tive study was one of the first attempts to fully utilise Internet technology 
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to collect and process citizen input in such a context. Specifically, the 
study aimed to find out: 

• how citizens assessed the degree to which they have choice or can influ-
ence future directions in medical drug research; 

• citizens’ attitudes to drug research and development; 
• how citizens would choose to influence decision-making on future drug 

research and development. 

The study used the Delphi method, an iterative series of questionnaires, 
to reach a conclusion. A ‘snowball’ process was used to reach potential res-
pondents. All people with the last name Andersen, and also all females 
with the first name Mette in the Danish email catalogue from www.jubii.dk, 
were contacted by email to ask for their participation in answering an initial 
questionnaire. These initial contacts were also asked to forward the email to 
families and friends to request their participation. As a result, 417 people 
were sent a second questionnaire and 377 replies were received, giving a 
response rate of 90.4%. The data were collected by email during January-
February 1999, and were processed online by Infopoll in Canada. 

The results showed that citizens wanted more autonomy and influence 
in making decisions about their own health, and that they perceived that 
the power of health professionals, e.g. GPs, to make decisions on their 
behalf was declining. Respondents also wanted more involvement from 
patient organisations, representative citizen groups and ethics committees 
as a part of the decision-making process concerning future drug research 
and development. 

The researchers concluded that the demographics of the respondents 
generally matched Danish demographics, although the number of respon-
dents aged 18-50 was higher than for Danish society as a whole. They ob-
tained an unexpectedly high response rate from women, unskilled workers 
and people aged 50-59. However because the survey was undertaken by 
email, the researchers cautioned that the results could not be extrapolated 
with confidence to the population as a whole (Moldrup et al. 2000). 

4.3.4 The National Forum on Health – Canada 

This case describes a major national consultation on healthcare policy and 
provision in Canada. It was highly participative in nature and involved one 
thousand three hundred Canadians selected to be broadly representative of 
the diversity of Canada’s size, demographics, economic activities and eth-
nicity. Thirty-four different communities took part. The consultation 
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sought to engage a variety of communities often not included, such as 
homeless people, street kids, new Canadians, low-income mothers, senior 
citizens and First Nations. Study circles or discussion groups were used as 
the mechanism for engagement. Seventy one of these took place. The dura-
tion of the consultation was about six months.  

The consultation was initially proposed in 1994 when there was grow-
ing public concern regarding the perceived threat to long-established 
healthcare policy and principles. The Federal Government announced that 
it would engage in extensive dialogue in relation to health and health care 
in Canada by setting up a national Forum for this purpose. The stated 
mandate of the Forum was “to involve and inform Canadians and to advise 
the federal government on innovative ways to improve our health system 

showed that many Canadians welcomed such involvement although there 
was some strongly expressed opposition and negative criticism. Twenty-
four members were recruited to the Forum, “including economists, health 
policy analysts, physicians, health care providers, lawyers, academics, 
business people and community activists. These individuals were all held 
in high esteem, and their collective credibility silenced much of the anti-
Forum sentiment in the initial months of their tenure” (Wyman et al. 
1999). Funding of $12 million was provided for the Forum to carry out its 
mandate over four years and report back to the Prime Minister. 

The initial work of the Forum defined objectives and established the 
framework for dialogue structured around four areas: values; striking the 
balance; determinants of health; and evidence-based decision-making. 
In addition to carrying out reviews and research themselves, members of 
the Forum launched a major citizen engagement exercise to involve indi-
vidual Canadians, organized groups and key stakeholders. The Forum deci-
ded to use a ‘study circles’ approach to support the engagement process. The 
approach uses structured, facilitated and in-depth discussions to promote 
mutual understanding and knowledge sharing, to encourage people to con-
sider each other’s viewpoints in a non- confrontational manner. This deci-
sion was based on the premise that citizens have a responsibility not just to 
give their views on important matters of policy but to be informed on is-
sues relevant to policy making. Accordingly, a way of developing the capac-
ity of citizens to contribute effectively in complex policy deliberations was 
needed. The study circles or discussion groups afford citizens the opportu-
nity to engage in exploration of complex policy issues. Prior to participating 
in a study circle, interested individuals were asked to register in advance and 
to commit to approximately nine hours of time, over two to three sessions. 

 

and the health of Canada’s people” (Wyman et al. 1999). Public opinion 
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A workbook titled “Let’s Talk” was developed to help participants to 
prepare. This contained statistical data, written information and some pre-
liminary analysis of that information, related to the four broad themes ini-
tially outlined by the Forum.  

The consultation took place in two phases.  
Phase 1 was a scoping study to identify the views of Canadians regard-

ing the present and future direction of health and health care issues. Its ob-
jectives were:  

• to engage Canadians in a dialogue on health and health care and on the 
changes and improvements needed at the national level; and 

• to examine issues as they relate to the health of Canadians. 

Phase 2 was to “ground test” the directions of the Forum before these 
directions were articulated into recommendations. Its objectives were: 

• to seek views on the Forum’s proposed directions and options; and 
• to solicit advice on approaches to implementation. 

By the end of Phase 1, seventy-one study circles had been expertly fa-
cilitated, and in April 1996 key stakeholders were invited to a conference 
in Toronto. The conference brought together representatives of local, re-
gional, provincial and national organizations with a specific interest in 
health and health care. More than 200 people attended the conference and 
participated in professionally facilitated groups to discuss the Forum’s four 
key issues: 

• how to allocate and organize resources in health and health care; 
• how to move from research to action on the determinants of health; 
• how to encourage evidence-based analysis and research in decision-

making about health and health care; and 
• how to identify the values Canadians hold about health and health care 

and ensure these values influence decisions. 

In Phase 2, feedback on proposed directions and options was sought by 
Forum members from the wider constituency. Plans for return validation 
meetings with study circles had to be abandoned when the time-frame for 
the Forum to do its work was reduced significantly. Nevertheless Forum 
members remained committed to testing their strategic directions with the 
public and the second consultation phase achieved this through a telephone 
survey and two regional conferences in Vancouver and Montreal held dur-
ing a six-week period in the fall of 1996. These conferences brought more 
than 200 citizens and stakeholders together with no explicit weighting of 
public and professional views. A background document, “Advancing the 
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Dialogue on Health and Health Care”, was sent to all participants in the 
community study circles, to conference attendees, to individuals and 
groups who had expressed interest to the Secretariat and other federal 
departments, to stakeholders such as the Canadian Medical Association, 
unions, and community-based organizations. 

These events were instrumental in identifying where members of the 
two groups agreed or disagreed with the interpretations and views of the 
Forum members. 

The conferences and telephone interviews (the latter were held both 
with study circle participants and randomly selected members of the 
public) verified that the Forum had done a good job of capturing and res-
ponding to the concerns, opinions and suggestions of Canadians. Forum 
members also reviewed the findings of the consultation and found a strong 
degree of consensus between the views of the public and stakeholders in 
both phases of consultation. On February 4, 1997, the Forum presented its 
findings to the Prime Minister. The report, “Canada Health Action: Build-
ing on the Legacy”, was well received by health care consumers, practitio-
ners, and administrators alike. 

Regarding outcomes from the consultation, the government did, in fact, 
begin to act on a number of these key recommendations. Work was initi-
ated in the areas of pharmacare, home care and the determinants of health, 
directions firmly rooted in the work of the Forum. In addition, the public 
consultations illustrated that: 

• Canadians are willing to commit a considerable amount of time to pol-
icy discussions that have meaning and value to them; 

• study circle participants were willing to prepare for discussions; 
• participants were willing to modify their views as the discussions con-

tinued. For example, participants’ sense of imminent decline of the 
health system was significantly reduced after the discussion; 

• participants felt ownership for the directions proposed by the National 
Forum on Health; 

• participants realized that they had a role to play in implementing the 
directions and ensuring government action; 

• the deliberative technique used in the study circles was successful in 
generating informed and constructive directions for policy change. 

As a further outcome, in September 1999, the Annual Conference of 
Federal-Provincial-Territorial Ministers of Health produced a firm com-
mitment to joint action and collaboration on a number of key health issues 
(Wyman et al. 1999). 
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4.3.5 ‘America Speaks’ – USA 

‘America Speaks’ is an organisation which was established in 1995 in the 
USA to facilitate the involvement of citizens with decision makers in proc-
esses that affect their lives http://www.americaspeaks.org. The organisa-
tion was founded by Carolyn Lukensmeyer, now president of ‘America 
Speaks’, who had formerly been active in public service for 10 years. In 
1994, motivated by concern that citizens were being shut out of policy-
making processes, she travelled the USA to explore how citizens had 
organised themselves effectively, made an impact on local policy concerns 
and sustained their engagement over time. 

In January 1995, armed with the results of her findings, she brought to-
gether 50 elected representatives, journalists, community activists, organ-
isational developmental consultants and foundation representatives to work 
out how best to be able to involve citizens in policy making. The meeting 
evolved a concept of large-scale citizen forums, which could be used in 
national dialogue on key public policy issues. These forums, known as 
21st Century Town Meetings, involve hundreds of thousands of people in 
meetings where they can discuss and deliberate on issues. Participants are 
recruited across all demographic groups. Up to five thousand people at a 
time may be invited to such a forum, meeting around tables in groups of 
10-12 to share ideas and opinions. Each table is assigned a facilitator 
skilled in small group dynamics who ensures that the group stays focused 
on the topic under discussion and follows a democratic process. Ideas are 
recorded on a laptop on each table, connected by wireless to a central con-
sole of computers managed by a Theme Team, whose responsibility is to 
collate and record the deliberations of the forum. Each participant can vote 
on an issue using a polling keypad. Decision makers take part in table dis-
cussions, observe the process, and respond to input by answering questions 
at the end of the meeting. A preliminary report on the day’s meeting is dis-
tributed to participants before they leave.  

Since 1997, ‘America Speaks’ has conducted forty-five 21st Century 
Town Meetings in 31 states around the U.S. and in the District of Colum-
bia. Projects have included helping the District of Columbia and New 
York to target changes in budgetary policies needed to improve fiscal 
status. Since 1999, 10,000 citizens of Washington D.C. have held Citizen 
Summits every two years to help develop the city’s budget and strategic 
plan. 

In 1999, funded by the Pew Charitable Trusts, ‘America Speaks’ engaged 
a broad cross-section of Americans in a national dialogue about Social Secu-
rity reform and urged Congress to support legislation that reflected citizen 
preferences.  
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‘Listening to the City’ was a project in New York in 2002, which sought 
the views of citizens on the development of the World Trade Centre site 
after the 9/11 bombings. The outcome significantly impacted the rebuild-
ing process and site design, and changed the decision-making climate. 

The Deliberative Democracy Consortium was created in 2002 as a result 
of initiative from ‘America Speaks’ to design and experiment with innovative 
methods of citizen engagement. (http://www.deliberative-democracy.net/) 
One project researched the development of online tools and services to 
promote citizen engagement online (America Speaks n.d.). 

4.3.6 Madrid Participa – Spain 

The City of Madrid launched the Madrid Participa e-consultation initiative 
in 2004 as part of its aim to bring government closer to citizens through 
the use of new ICTs. The broad objectives of the initiative were to promote 
citizen engagement in local governance, to promote the use of ICTs as 
tools for engagement, to strengthen neighbourhood associations, and to 
help bridge the digital divide. Specifically, the e-consultation initiative 
aimed to reach a large number of citizens and to trial a number of different 
voting channels (Barrett and Reniu 2004).  

The first e-consultation, to test citizens’ responses to new ways of par-
ticipating, took place in the Centre district of Madrid between 28-30 June 
2004. A website (www.madridparticipa.org) was constructed to provide in-
formation to citizens about the e-consultation and to collect votes as part of 
the consultation itself. Six polling stations were set up where citizens could 
register to participate in the e-consultation. These polling stations also had 
computers connected to the Internet which citizens could use for voting, 
and volunteers were available to teach citizens how to use the technology 
(Barrett and Reniu 2004).  

Once citizens had registered for the consultation, they could vote elec-
tronically through the Internet either at the polling centres or independently. 
Prior to the Madrid Participa initiative, the City had already established 
twenty-one public Internet access centres, primarily in markets, neigh-
bourhood association offices and centres for the elderly, for those who did 
not have personal access to these technologies. Citizens could also choose 
to vote via mobile phones with Java or SMS messaging. Secure voting 
software was made available. The e-consultation covered questions about 
improvements in public infrastructure, quality of life issues and revitaliza-
tion activities (Cervelló 2006).  

Before the e-consultation took place, a communication exercise was 
carried out to inform and engage citizens, and volunteers and other local 
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government officials were prepared and trained. Personalised letters ex-
plaining the purpose and the methodology of the e-consultation were sent 
to all those 136,337 people in the centre of Madrid who were entitled to 
take part. This proved to be the most effective method for recruiting citi-
zens to take part in the e-consultation. Media support for the exercise was 
widespread and very positive (Barrett and Reniu 2004). 

A total of 882 voters (0.65% of the electoral roll for the district) took 
part in the first e-consultation. Of the voting means available to them, 53% 
voted electronically in one of the polling sites, 32% voted remotely via the 
Internet, 3% used mobile phones with Java, and 9.5% used SMS 
messaging. Half of the respondents approved of electronic means to par-
ticipate in consultation and in binding elections. Just 15% said that they 
would be reluctant to use electronic tools for voting in binding elections. 
Overall, most who took part were very positive about the effort to engage them 
in discussion, but were critical of the questions asked in the e-consultation 
and the options for responses. People were concerned about the need for 
advanced security for e-polling (Cervelló 2006).  

A sociological evaluation of the exercise showed that the demographic 
profile of respondents compared with the population as a whole lacked 
people in the 16-24 age group and amongst those aged over 70. While EU 
and Latin American immigrants took part, Asian and African immigrants, 
of whom there are significant communities within the area, had a participa-
tion rate of virtually zero. 

Although the response rate was low, the City of Madrid was encouraged 
to undertake three further e-consultations during 2005. The participatory 
web portal has been re-designed, and the initiative has promoted awareness 
of the City’s public access Internet centres and helped people to learn to 
use ICTs. The City council believes that in future participation rates can be 
improved with an aggressive communications campaign and with a more 
efficient registration process. 

4.3.7 Chicago Neighbourhood Planning – USA 

This pioneering case describes active engagement of a group of citizens 
facilitated by use of ICT in a planning initiative in Pilsen, Chicago. Pilsen 
is a largely Mexican-American community of approximately 50,000 peo-
ple (1999 figures) adjacent to the University of Illinois in Chicago (UIC). 
At the time of the case study (1999) the expansion of the UIC had en-
croached on housing and businesses in the district and had also resulted in 
the closure of large, well-publicized community programmes. This situation 
had led to overall distrust of the university by local residents. The university 
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and community leaders alike recognized the need to improve the relationship 
and rebuild trust. When community leaders identified a need to redevelop 
the main commercial core of the Pilsen district (18th Street) as an attractive 
commercial area and to address problems such as urban decay and crime, 
they saw an opportunity to bring all stakeholders together, including univer-
sity staff and local residents, in a participatory planning and design initiative 
(Al-Kodmany 1999).  

A planning team was formed comprising 25 community residents, in-
cluding representatives of the 18th Street Commission, and two planners, 
two architects and an artist from the university. The university’s highest 
priority for the engagement was to build community trust. The team’s ob-
jectives included:  

• creating a mutually respectful partnership with Pilsen residents; 
• preserving the history of the neighbourhood; 
• providing a broader understanding and context of urban issues; 
• exploring effective visual communication methods. 

The process began by exploring current conditions in the neighborhood. 
The university team members soon realized however, that the techniques 
they were using to present information to residents (mainly slide images 
presented by projector in a fixed sequence) were not promoting meaning-
ful public participation. This technique did not allow participants to visual-
ize new developments in context, and participants became focused on 
small details of existing sites, rather than “applying their community 
knowledge and expertise to develop overall strategies and solutions” 
(Al-Kodmany 1999). The UIC team therefore sought a visualization envi-
ronment which would promote full citizen engagement. To do this they 
embarked on building an interactive geographical information system 
(GIS) image database. Existing maps, photographs, tabular detail, and text 
information about the Pilsen district were used to create thematic layers re-
lating to, for example, demographics, transportation, housing and property, 
economics, history, and crime statistics. The GIS provided critical contex-
tual information but this needed to be supplemented by a way of creating 
and manipulating visual representations of new ideas. This facility was 
provided by a graphics artist, trained to draw urban scenes, using an elec-
tronic sketchboard which was linked to the GIS. The artist captured par-
ticipants’ wishes and concerns and produced rapid sketches that could be 
evaluated and annotated. Participants were also able to draw their own 
visualizations on the sketchboard. 

These two tools were used during the course of a series of planning 
workshops; two screens enabled the presentation of the GIS images and 
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the artist’s sketches to provide ‘before and after’ scenarios. The tools en-
abled participants to visualize aspects of the community easily, helped to 
generate new requirements, and to evaluate and build consensus about so-
lutions. In a final development, photo-manipulation was used to create rea-
listic visualizations of new ideas for the neighborhood which had been 
developed and explored using the other tools.  

While the technology at the time was more limited than current visuali-
zation software, this case study is an example of how technology can assist 
people to envision their future environment. The technology was used to 
augment participants’ imagination and local knowledge to help them to de-
fine their needs, identify solutions to problems and in such ways shape des-
irable digital futures. This technology-enabled engagement represented a 
considerable departure from the established ways of doing things. Tradi-
tionally, planners and architects have built models, which they follow up 
with presentation to an audience. The GIS capability made it possible for 
community residents to be invited not just to give their responses to pro-
posals presented to them, but to offer their own suggestions for redevel-
opment throughout the planning process. As an example of a specific design 
benefit arising from the contributions of residents, discussion and visuali-
zation had revealed that existing sidewalks (pavements) were totally 
inadequate for pedestrian use, and that the elderly and disabled had par-
ticular problems moving around the neighbourhood. As a result, sidewalks 
became a priority in the redevelopment proposals. Another example re-
lated to the proposed landscaping. When the artist drew in large trees lin-
ing the main highway, one resident pointed out that the underlying sewer 
system was a vaulted structure which would not be able to support the 
trees. Shrubs and small plants were therefore substituted.  

The exercise was successful in promoting participative engagement by 
the community. The findings of the study confirm conclusions by other au-
thors about public participation and the evolving role of the planner as an 
“enabler” or “facilitator”, rather than simply as a “provider” of services 
(Al-Kodmany 1999). 

4.4 Citizen Engagement in Aspects of ICT Design  

The seven examples of citizen participation/engagement presented in 4.3, 
are illustrative of the varied ways in which people are involved and en-
gaged in informing decision-making and policy. In the examples reported, 
while ICT has been important as an enabler, the focus of attention has 
not been explicitly on the design of ICT. For this next section we sought 
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published examples of citizen participation/engagement explicitly in the 
design and shaping of ICT. Although we found many such examples, the 
scope of citizen involvement has tended to be rather limited. For instance, 
there are many cases where citizens have been given the opportunity to de-
sign web pages, or to specify their needs of a website. We have included 
just one example of this type of engagement in favour of describing cases 
where the engagement has a broader focus, addressing ICT in the context 
of social and community needs and contributing in some way towards de-
sirable digital futures. 

4.4.1 Bundestag Website Design – Germany 

This case provides an example of a consultative exercise carried out with 
citizens by the Bundestag – the German parliament. The objective of the 
consultation was to inform design of the national government website. The 
respondents were self-selecting. Their names were sourced from four mail-
ing lists containing names of people who were interested in the work of the 
parliament and who wished to receive regular e-mails informing them 
about new developments. This gave an address pool of approximately 
twenty thousand individuals.  

The project used ICT for online consultation to find out what informa-
tion, functionalities and content offerings citizens of the German 
Bundestag would like to see provided. “The aim was to gain better knowl-
edge of the desires and criticisms expressed by users of the Bundestag’s 
website so as to be able to optimise the site’s content based on this infor-
mation” (Fühles-Ubach 2005). 

The process used open ended questions. Two phases of development 
were used, with feedback of findings from the first round given to partici-
pants who then had the opportunity to participate in response to these. 
There were 493 participants in the first phase and 345 in the second phase. 
At the end of the project, 242 participants responded to a short question-
naire evaluating the whole participatory process itself (Fühles-Ubach 
2005).  

This process of citizen engagement was regarded by the Bundestag as 
highly successful, and resulted in numerous new suggestions from citizens 
that could not have been identified by the previously-used methods of sim-
ple questionnaire surveys. “The intention with these methods is to prompt 
the target groups concerned into an active dialogue which then also helps 
shape the planning and implementation of processes in whose progress 
they are interested or even involved” (Fühles-Ubach 2005). 
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• women and young people were under represented in the process; 
• the over 65’s were well represented; 
• participants were interested not only in content but also in user friendliness; 
• participants were eager to see if they had been listened to and had had 

an impact on what was done; 
• almost half the responses were submitted in the first two days of the 

project with only a slight increase resulting from reminder emails. They 
thus suggest that a reminder should be sent after only 4–5 days, allowing 
data collection to be carried out over 2 not 3 weeks (Fühles-Ubach 2005). 

4.4.2 K-Net (The Kuhkenah Network) – Canada  

This is a case study of a participative, broadly-based programme underway 
in geographically remote communities in Canada. The Keewaytinook 
Okimakanak (KO) First Nation communities are part of the Nishnawbe 
Aski Nation, located in north-western Ontario across an area roughly the 
same size as France. The total population of the area served is about 
twenty five thousand, most of whom are aboriginal people living in com-
munities of about three to nine hundred inhabitants. For most of these, the 
only year-round access into or out of their area is by small airplane, al-
though most have a few weeks of winter road access. Hospital and high 
school access, for example, have traditionally required air travel, although 
most homes are within walking distance of local services and administra-
tion buildings (Beaton 2005). Demographically, nearly half of the community 
members are under the age of 20; there is a high percentage of unemploy-
ment (36%) among adults, and high school completion rates are low. 
However the communities are located in resource rich areas; forestry and 
mining are expanding and tourism is an economically important activity. 
The programme centres around K-Net (the Kuhkenah Network of Smart 
First Nations) – a telecommunications network that provides broadband 
connectivity to communities in the region, with associated support ser-
vices. The ICT facilities have been harnessed by communities to deliver 
improvements in local health, education, and economic development.  

The initiative began in 1993/4 when local education directors identified 
the need to equip schools in the area with computers and greater access 
to information. At the time, telecommunications services to the region 
were poor, with some communities having no telephones and others only 
having a single phone to serve all residents. In response, the Keewaytinook 
Okimakanak tribal council began mobilizing local and federal funding. 

Findings from the process of citizen engagement were that: 
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As a result they were able to establish K-Net (the Kuhkenah Network – 
Kukehnah being an Oji-Cree term for everyone, everywhere) to provide an 
electronic bulletin board service, offer training and acquire computers for 
each KO First Nation. The first communities on the network (which at that 
time did not have telephones) were given access to the Internet and instant 
messaging. Federal resources were then successfully leveraged to get some 
of the communities connected to the phone for the first time. By 1999, the 
programme had fulfilled the original objectives of providing regional tele-
communications connectivity (bandwidth), training, promoting awareness, 
linking the technological needs of the communities with various funding 
and development programmes to facilitate communication (Ramirez et al. 
2004).  

In 2000 the programme organisers bid to the Canadian Government for 
funds to become a Smart Communities Demonstration Project. The com-
petition required the winners to demonstrate both community engagement 
and ‘smart results’. In other words, the sponsors “wanted to ensure that 
services were developed with the communities, not for them” (Ramirez 
et al. 2004). K-Net succeeded in the competition to become Canada’s only 
Aboriginal Smart Community Demonstration Project. This brought grant 
funding of $5 million between 2000 and 2004, which had to be matched 
with $5 million from other sources, including private businesses, to enable 
an expansion of the programme’s activities.  

A series of facilitated workshops was held in communities across the 
region to engage community members in defining their own requirements 
and priorities for expansion. As a consequence, two important develop-
ments emerged. One is the online Keewaytinook Internet High School 
(http://kihs.knet.ca/). Chiefs and community elders could see that the use 
of computers and Internet communications would make life far more inter-
esting for their young people, as well as providing them with new skills. 
The establishment of the online High School has enabled young people 
from grade 11 upwards to stay within the support of their families and 
communities, rather than flying out to board at High Schools, whilst also 
giving them the opportunity to contact young people in other communities. 
From September 2005, online schooling has also been available for grades 
9 and 10. The school is authorised to give credits leading to the Ontario 

benefit to community, not only in providing an attractive educational facil-
ity which can encourage young people to complete their high school edu-
cation, but also in retaining young people within the community at a time 
when they are maturing and could lose a sense of belonging by having to 
board away from home. The K-Net technologies also of course allow people 
of all ages in the community to educate themselves through participating in 

Secondary School Diploma. The online High School is seen as a critical 
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government programmes, university courses and other education and train-
ing activities (Beaton 2005). 

A second priority area for development was health services. A Keeway-
tinook Okimakanak Telehealth project was initiated which delivers a vari-
ety of telemedicine applications. There are now telehealth workstations in 
each remote, fly-in community. These have diagnostic tools, a document 
camera for transmitting X-rays for diagnosis, a patient microphone, a 
video monitor, and a videoconference unit for consultations and telepsy-
chiatry sessions. Community members have been trained to be telehealth 
co-ordinators, and can link patients with medical experts in hospitals in ur-
ban centres. The Telehealth facilities have proved cost-effective, and have 
delivered several benefits both to community members and to health pro-
fessionals. They have helped to reduce the need to travel by air for health 
consultations, and have helped health professionals to deliver a more res-
ponsive and targeted service. Through the communications facilities and 
high speed access to information, healthcare workers have been able to 
share best practice, improve their own learning and understanding of 
health problems, and build up support networks among other professionals.  

The K-Net network has also focused on providing opportunities and 
support for economic development. A unique aspect of the network is that 
it is wholly-owned by First Nations communities. Each community pro-
vides local support personnel, sets service rates and determines local bill-
ings. Job opportunities have been created in e-centres, by the Internet High 
School, and by the Telehealth programme. Indirect financial benefit has 
also come to the communities, e.g. as a result of providing accommodation 
to the people coming into the region to undertake some of the new jobs. 
The infrastructure is also providing some income generating opportunities 
by making traditional arts and crafts available to a world market (see: 
http://arts.knet.ca). Savings are being made in the cost of telecommunica-
tions, and as a result of the reduced need to travel out of the community for 
education and health facilities.  

The broadband facilities have enabled the community members to 
communicate more easily both with other community members, with fam-
ily members who have moved away, and with the rest of the world. This 
has had benefits in reducing the sense of isolation felt by community 
members which has been an important factor in encouraging migration of 
young people out of the community. The facilities have also enabled peo-
ple to contribute local and culturally relevant content, including native lan-
guage resources, which helps both to preserve the unique identity of the 
KO First Nations community and to share it to promote understanding. 
For example, K-Net hosts a forum called Turning Point, “a dynamic and 
respectful meeting place for First Nations, Metis, Inuit and diverse 
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non-Aboriginal peoples” which enables aboriginal and non-aboriginal 
people of Canada to have open and direct communication with each other 
(http://www.turning-point.ca).  

Sustainability, balance and respect are important values to the KO First 
Nations people which have influenced the way in which K-Net has devel-
oped. The involvement and commitment of the tribal chiefs and leaders 
has been instrumental in the success of K-Net. Evolution of the network 
and its services takes place through careful negotiation and recognised 
consultations. Each community is expected to provide funding and re-
sources for use of the network. The initiative has delivered a wide range of 
benefits to the communities and to individuals, and it has also been influ-
ential in providing a model of good practice of community ICT develop-
ment, and in influencing federal telecommunications policy within Canada 
(Ramirez et al. 2004). 

4.4.3 Reflect ICTs Project – Pilots in Uganda and India 

We have selected two pilots for analysis from the Reflect ICTs project car-
ried out by ActionAid, a Non-Governmental Organisation (NGO) which 
operates internationally. ActionAid is explicitly committed to improving 
the life chances of the poorest people in the world. This project has been 
sponsoring participative programmes of information gathering and assess-
ment in Uganda, Burundi and India (Beardon 2005). The project focuses 
on poor people, recognizing that they are particularly likely to be women, 
the very old and very young, and internally displaced individuals. These 
people have the least access to reliable and timely information which 
would help them to increase their life chances and quality of life. 

Unusually for participation projects, the documentation published by 
ActionAid provides extensive description of the participative processes. 
This includes a clear statement of the principles and approach underpin-
ning the project. “New technology needs to be rooted in the existing, and 
new technologies need to make sense in terms of people’s own coping 
strategies. In terms of ICT4D (ICT projects for development in Africa), 
this means applying new technologies to meet people’s expressed needs 
and to tie in with their existing motivations, not an end in itself.” The 
stated aim of the project as a whole is “not to provide ICTs to people. It is 
to build people’s capacity to identify and articulate their information 
needs, to consult experts and information providers, to hold people ac-
countable, to make demands, to be able to access, share and act on infor-
mation in the long term” (Beardon 2005). 
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These pilot projects are particularly relevant to this book as they show 
(i) examples of building capacity for engagement in planning and decision-
making, (ii) the importance of appropriate learning opportunities, and (iii) 
the key role of tools for supporting learning which are designed to the suit 
the characteristics of the people involved. This is especially important and 
challenging when seeking to engage people who lack basic literacy skills 
in design and decision-making. As the Reflect ICTs project appears to of-
fer many lessons and good practice in successful engagement with people 
who are severely disadvantaged in many respects – including education, 
economic status and social position, we believe it worth reporting on two 
of the pilots here. We have therefore selected pilots in Uganda and India 
for analysis and discussion.  

In the participative process used in all the pilots in the Reflect ICTs pro-
ject, facilitators recruited from the community were trained by the Reflect 
organisation and supported by the pilot team. Groups, or circles, of people 
in villages were set up according to participatory principles, to discuss lo-
cal issues and develop action plans. The role of the facilitator was to sup-
port each group. A tool was developed to help the groups think about and 
discuss a range of topics. This consisted of five resource sheets, covering 
respectively the Value of information; What makes information useful; 
Documenting local knowledge; Accessing information and Identifying 
information gaps. The facilitators for each group, supported by the pilot 
teams, led the articulation and analysis of communication issues identified 
by participants. 

(i) Reflect ICTs Project – Uganda Pilot 

The pilot is located in the Kabarole district near the border with the Demo-
cratic Republic of Congo. It involves Reflect groups and six school-based 
youth groups. Most people in the community are subsistence farmers, living 
in absolute poverty. Their lack of information is seen as a major barrier to 
improving their lives. For example, without knowledge of the prices at 
which produce is sold at market, people sell their goods at half the market 
price. The result of the Reflect circle analysis of communication patterns, 
information flows and needs showed that the most widely used means of 
communication were talking, meeting and drumming. These were also 
considered to be the most useful ways of communicating. Radio was avail-
able but less affordable and although video was seen as desirable it was 
less accessible. Analyses of information needs revealed the priorities of 
group participants, listed in Table 4.4.  
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Table 4.4. Reflect ICTS Uganda Pilot: Prioritised information needs by gender 
and age 

Group Information Need 
Men - Where to access credit 

- Markets for their produce 
- Job opportunities 
- Modern farming practices 
- Land ownership rights 

Women - Where to access credit 
- Agriculture 
- Health, particularly HIV, antenatal, reproductive 
- Education opportunities for girls 
- Cooking 
- Women’s rights: dowry; children; poverty 

Girls - Education opportunities for girls 
- Reproductive health/HIV/AIDS 
- Women’s rights 
- Job opportunities 

Boys - Business/job opportunities 
- Education 
- Agriculture 
- Health: HIV/AIDS, condom use 

Based on the information needs identified in the Reflect circles, plans 
were developed in an iterative process in teams which included local par-
ticipants, ActionAid staff, and members of partner organisations. In the 
next phase of the project, pilot teams were able to analyse, discuss and de-
bate ICT issues and devise a plan founded upon the stated communication 
preferences, while the second phase was for the implementation of the 
plan. As a result of this information needs analysis and action planning by 
citizens, Uganda now has a central information resource centre. “This is a 
central place for information to be stored and shared and provides a one-
stop centre for sharing information between partners, including communi-
ties, facilitators, local government and traditional information providers. 
Equipment includes internet-connected computers, digital cameras and 
world space receivers. Air time is also being purchased for radio pro-
grammes. The centre will also develop a databank of traditional medicines 
and their applications, act as a training centre, and undertake pro-poor 
advocacy with information providers and policy makers on the develop-
ment and information needs of poor people” (Beardon 2005). 
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(ii) Reflect ICTs Project – India Pilot 

The Reflect ICTs pilot in India was located in Balangir in Orissa, (Eastern 
India). Major contributing factors to the extreme poverty in the region are 
the alternating droughts and floods which occur with increasing frequency. 
In addition, a complex array of social, economic and political factors (in-
cluding a strict and active caste system) impact on the quality of life ex-
perienced by most of the population. The poor do not participate in local 
decision-making and lack access to information which would enable them 
to improve their lives.  

Following the same process described in the Ugandan pilot, information 
needs were identified in the Reflect circles. The needs identified related to 
sustaining the basic livelihoods of the participants – as listed in Table 4.5.  

Table 4.5. Reflect ICTs India Pilot: Prioritised information needs 

Information Need 
- Citizens rights 
- Available benefits 
- Schemes to ensure food security 
- Agricultural practices 
- Water conservation 
- Seasonal employment opportunities 
- Local governance 

Documented records of the pilot report that, as a result of participation 
in the first stage of the pilot, people have become more aware of their 
rights – e.g. the benefits and services to which they are entitled. The com-
munications system under development in the second phase of the project 
is informed by the information needs analysis conducted in the Reflect cir-
cles. The emerging system is being designed to strengthen existing com-
munication patterns through the preferred channels explicitly specified by 
the participants. It is therefore developing as a sociotechnical system, 
rather than simply a technical system. This means, for example, that the 
system will offer facilitators support and information in recognition of 
their acknowledged status as trusted and reliable sources of information. 
The system has been designed to provide a wide range of information us-
ing electronic media, including video, audio and television and paper-
based records. These will be located at district level for use by participants 
of all Reflect circles on request. Where it is available (e.g. in the offices of 
some partner organisations) the Internet will be an additional resource to 
feed information into the system. Local village resource centres will house 
materials generated locally and developed by Reflect groups (newspapers 
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and letters, posters leaflets and booklets, cassettes, pictures and so on). In 
addition a radio set would be available for each circle. Plans are in place to 
monitor the system on the basis of usage and application of information 
(i.e. not just by the simple availability of information). Indicators elabo-
rated by participants in the Reflect circles include: numbers of landless 
families; migrants and preventable deaths; development funding; literacy; 
and participation in decision making. Thus there is built-in evaluation of 
the pilots, based on criteria defined by the participants in the pilot. Moni-
toring and evaluation have been planned both of the systems themselves 
and of the Reflect ICTs project more widely (Beardon 2005). 

4.4.4 Nepal Wireless  

The case reported here is a participative project which was the brainchild 
of a single individual, Mahabir Pun, a computer engineer who had studied 
for a Master’s degree in Education in the USA. When he returned to his 
native Nangi, a mountainous village in Nepal, he resolved to set up a com-
puter network which would provide computers and Internet connection to 
Nangi and its neighbours. On the website http://nepalwireless.net/, Pun ex-
plains that he realised that he would need to bring computers to the villag-
ers to show them exactly what they could do with ICT (Pun n.d.).  

When his school in Nangi received a gift of computer parts from an 
Australian school in 1997, Pun assembled computers in wooden boxes to 
equip classrooms. He tried to obtain a phone connection, which could be 
used to connect to the Internet. The villagers got a radio phone but the line 
was not clear. The cost of a satellite phone was beyond their means. Pun 
wrote to the BBC reporting his experiences and his story was published in 
2001. As a result of the publicity, Pun received help and support from 
around the world and learnt of 802.11b wireless technology, which could 
be used to connect computers in a network and to the Internet. Two foreign 
volunteers came to Nangi to help set things up, and more people followed.  
A small pilot scheme ran successfully in September 2002. Pun appears to 
have engaged people through demonstrating the potential of ICTs – by de-
veloping their awareness of the capabilities, helping them to articulate their 
needs and to recognise potential uses which will benefit them.  

Subsequently, the network has been extended to seven villages. The vil-
lages are connected by wi-fi, although shortages of powered wireless de-
vices and poor weather conditions mean the connections are not constant. 
The original relay station set up at the top of a tall tree, 10,800 feet above 
sea level, and consisting of a TV dish antenna and one litre measuring can, 
is still working (Since1968.com 2004). 
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Following the success of the trial, an American, Mark Michalski, helped 
Pun to write a proposal for a grant from the Donald Strauss Foundation to 
extend the network with more rugged and up to date equipment. The pro-
ject’s website is hosted on the server of one of the original volunteers, 
Jonni Lehitranta, in Finland. 

“Although there is a shortage of power at the schools, relay stations, 
and proxy server station, the villagers still can send and receive their 
messages through NetMeeting or through e-mails using our POP server 
located in Finland,” reported Pun (Since1968.com 2004).  

Nangi and Paudwar villages use the networks to communicate with their 
yak herders and camping grounds in the mountains. The herders use the 
Internet to buy and sell livestock and share veterinary tips as well as 
staying in touch with their families. Children in two high schools use email 
to write to each other and to pen-pals abroad.  

The educational programme is now supported by a non-profit 
organisation in the USA known as the Himanchal Education Foundation. 
Not only does the Foundation support education, it is also promoting 
income-generating schemes such as handicrafts, farm animal-rearing, fish 
farming and tourism resorts (Himanchal Education Foundation 2005). 

The villages are generally subsistence communities, relying on their 
own animals and vegetable cultivation. The only income has been from 
men joining the military, but this may change as children acquire ICT and 
other skills. 

Both Nepal Wireless and the Himanchal Education Foundation rely 
heavily on volunteer support and commitment. Mahabir Pun has been the 
driving force, operating in a pragmatic way and taking account of complex 
political circumstances. There are no reported evaluations of the project in 
the public domain as yet. The considerable interest in the international 
community suggests there are worthwhile achievements to report. 

4.4.5 Jhai Foundation – Laos 

The Jhai Foundation is an organisation that works with the people of Laos. 
The purpose of engagement was to create various ICT applications that 
support community economic and social development. Broadly-based par-
ticipation of many stakeholders characterises the initiative. The foundation 
has a board of directors consisting of people with varying backgrounds and 
skills (e.g. employment specialist, computer company executive, lawyer, 
information technology professor, social worker etc.), an advisory board 
including a “project management engineer and development specialist, an 
investment banker, three highly trained nurses, a veterinarian programme 
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director, a farmer, computer experts, a psychologist, three medical doc-
tors, two priests, business executives, and a former senior executive of 
Applied Materials” (The Jhai Foundation n.d.). The foundation has a num-
ber of active projects in which local people can choose to participate on the 
basis of their preferences and skills. The participants in the projects are 
volunteers and any project can have up to 225 volunteers per week. Volun-
teers come from many domains and walks of life. The Jhai Foundation 
website lists amongst the volunteers “farmers, attorneys, business people, 
accountants, graphic designers, website designers, database management 
experts, construction workers, computer programme trainers, agricultural 
experts, small business developers, coffee tasters, coffee industry experts, 
clerical workers, bankers, warehousemen, procurement specialists, doc-
tors, nurses, hospital administrators, food industry technologists, weavers, 
engineers, telecommunication specialists, well-diggers, teachers, and non-

¼ Laotians, ¼ Lao-Americans, and ¼ are veterans of the Vietnam war” 
(The Jhai Foundation n.d.). 

The projects supported by the foundation initiative include coffee grow-
ing, education, information technology and economic development. The 
information technology project in particular has introduced computers into 
the schools on Laos, created four Internet learning centres to teach both 
adults and children, and has plans to establish 20 more. Regarding the first 
learning centre, the Foundation reports: “the whole community feels it 
owns it. It teaches both kids and adults. And it is initiating a collaborative, 
project-based learning project that is unique in the world. Its project is to 
collaborate with schools in similar latitudes and in the U.S. to discover 
ways to experiment with local organic cash crops for local and interna-
tional markets. From the beginning kids make money, their parents find 
ways to keep their kids home, and the school gets new community re-
sources – parents who are farmers, agriculture extension agents – that 
they never had before” (The Jhai Foundation n.d.).  

Overall, the foundation has helped 25 villages improve their social and 
economic well-being, helped villages create many new businesses and 
moved 10 tons of medical supplies. The projects produce high impact be-
cause their communities own them. “We always hire locally, if possible, 
and help fund contracts, signed by local people, with local experts…Jhai 
helps create change that is sustainable, because it is locally conceived and 
implemented to be that way, with minimal interference and direction from 
outsiders. And we always try to start slow, making sure everyone is on 
board, building momentum as we go” (Jhai Foundation n.d.).  

The perceived benefits are significant for the individuals and communi-
ties involved. It appears that the Jhai Foundation demonstrates considerable 

profit management experts. The ethnicity of the volunteers are typically 
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good practice in engagement/participation, giving rise to positive outcomes 
and significant benefits for the individuals and communities involved. The 
Foundation has received a “Best Practices” award from the United Nations 
Secretariat, e-ASEAN, and UNESCO (Bangkok) (Jhai Foundation n.d.). 

4.5 Conclusions 

The cases considered in this chapter reveal a wide variety of practice in 
existing citizen engagement and participation projects. There is great di-
versity in every respect, from the objectives of the engagement (analysing 
information needs, improving services, and informing/influencing govern-
ment policy) to the nature of the impact of the various initiatives. Initiatives 
take place in both developed and developing countries, and involve a wide 
range of people differing on numerous attributes, including levels of edu-
cation, trades and professions, social position and economic standing, 
background and experience. The exponential growth of interest, research 
and experience in these topics is demonstrated by the scale of an interna-
tional conference on Engaging Communities held in August 2005. The 
conference attracted 400 papers and delegates from 26 countries. When 
these are published, the content of the papers will represent a rich resource 
and will merit analysis on the basis of the framework developed in this 
book. 

Although the processes of citizen participation are often not fully docu-
mented, the progress and successes reported by the projects described here 
could not have been achieved without the active cooperation and support 
of participants. Despite the immense diversity of the cases examined, 
common themes emerge. The next chapter continues with the reporting of 
case material, this time with a specific focus upon the engagement of citi-
zens who are regarded as marginalized or in danger of social exclusion. 
Key issues and implications arising from all of the 20 examples are ana-
lysed in Chapter 6 to reveal the generic processes and benefits of citizen 
engagement.  
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5 Giving a Voice to the ‘Hard to Hear’ 

In making the case for citizen engagement, Chapter 3 has already raised 
the issue of the digital divide and the potential for new digital technologies 
to exacerbate social exclusion. The need to engage with all citizens in or-
der to design ICTs which can be used successfully by the general public 
has been emphasised repeatedly. Many of those at risk of exclusion may 
for a variety of different reasons, be ‘hard to hear’ by planners, policy 
makers and designers. These groups include, for example, the elderly, the 
disabled, young people, ethnic minorities, those on low incomes, the 
homeless or itinerant groups. Many governments have stated their con-
cerns and objectives to extend the benefits of ICT to all citizens, including 
those regarded as coming from such marginalised groups. Certainly in the 
UK, the ‘hard to reach’ or the ‘hard to hear’ are attracting increasing atten-
tion, in fact rather more than other citizens. The Digital Inclusion Panel 
was set up by UK Government in 2004, bringing together stakeholders 
from the public, private and voluntary sectors. The aim was to identify 
groups most at risk of digital exclusion, identify future actions that might 
encourage digital take-up, and to make recommendations about how indus-
try, government and the voluntary sector can work together to drive a 
‘digitally United Kingdom’. There have been many other initiatives sup-
ported by other government departments in the UK such as the Home 
Computing Initiative (HCI), which encourages employers to loan PCs for 
home/flexible working. A number of community-led initiatives (e.g. Access 
to Broadband Campaign, Community Broadband Network) also address 
social exclusion issues, including geographic isolation. There are thought 
to be around 400 such community projects with varying degrees of sophis-
tication and impact.  

Internationally a vast number of initiatives, projects and programmes of 
varying size, scale and scope are addressing similar issues. Although sub-
stantial resources and efforts are being invested in promoting social inclu-
sion, documentation of the processes involved, the approaches and methods 
used and their effectiveness in increasing levels of inclusion is in short 
supply. This chapter is intended to inform the proliferating projects and 
programmes which have a mission to engage with the ‘hard to hear’.  
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Assuming that the powerful drivers that now exist for technological 
change will continue to exert an inexorable influence for greater citizen 
engagement, the challenge of determining who to engage and how to engage 
them looms large. Chapter 4 has provided glimpses of ‘how to engage’ by 
describing a small sample of the many successful citizen engagement activi-
ties which are being undertaken across the globe – and later chapters will 
provide more guidance.  

We begin by outlining the special characteristics of the ‘hard to hear’ 
which are relevant to their engagement. Examples of some ground-
breaking projects and initiatives which have been used to engage success-
fully with such groups will then be described and discussed. 

5.1 Why are Some Citizens ‘Hard to Hear’?  

There are two main reasons which can prevent some citizens from en-
gagement. The first is that they have simply not been identified as being 
legitimate stakeholders in a particular initiative. As a consequence, design-
ers, developers and policy makers have not made efforts to communicate 
with them and involve them in decision making. The second is that the 
citizens themselves may lack (or perceive that they lack) the motivation, 
confidence or resources – whether time, knowledge or skills – needed in 
order to engage in an initiative. Identification of those citizens who are at 
risk from exclusion for either of these reasons is therefore a crucial first 
step in seeking to engage them.  

There is an old adage which says “what the eye doesn’t see, the heart 
doesn’t grieve over.” In other words, if you are not aware of something, 
then you are not going to concern yourself with it. In the first instance to 
give citizens a voice therefore, government, business, as well as ICT de-
velopers and designers must “see them”, and recognise the diversity that 
exists. It can be difficult to recognise just how many different kinds of citi-
zens there are. There is certainly evidence that designers tend to design for 
people like themselves – small wonder, therefore, that many of the hi-tech 
gadgets which are on the market appeal so strongly to the young, the afflu-
ent, the male. Norman (2000) points out that designers, who, in practice 
are often engineers or managers, “tend to feel that they are humans, there-
fore they can design something for other humans just as well as the trained 
interface expert.” Cooper (1999) puts it in a typically succinct way: “pro-
grammers aren’t evil. They work hard to make their software easy to use. 
Unfortunately, their frame of reference is themselves, so they only make it 
easy to use for other software engineers, not for normal human beings.” 
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Norman reinforces the point that designers are not typical users. “They 
become so expert in using the object they have designed that they cannot 
believe that anyone else might have problems; only interaction and testing 
with actual users throughout the design process can forestall that” (Norman 
2000). Of course, it is not just designers who have difficulty appreciating 
the extent of diversity in society – most of us share that characteristic – 
including key role-holders in government agencies, local authorities etc.  

Certain groups of stakeholders become excluded from adequate provi-
sion in terms of systems, services and products. This is because they have 
not been identified as a group with specific characteristics which may need 
special consideration. This may arise as a result of over-generalisation, e.g. 
there is recognition in many circles of the need to design for ‘the elderly’, 
or ‘the disabled’ and yet people in these categories will have a hugely di-
verse range of characteristics. For example, two important differentiators 
regarding adoption of the Internet by older people appear, from recent re-
search (Olphert et al. 2005) to be income and social support. Clearly those 
who are well-off will not necessarily face the same problems as those who 
are poor; similarly those who are part of a strong social support network of 
family and friends will not necessarily face the same problems as those 
who are isolated.  

Another adage says “there are none so deaf as those who do not want to 
hear”. This can mean that although some categories of citizens have a le-
gitimate ‘stake’ in a proposed development – and therefore a right to be 
heard – they may sometimes be ignored by other leading and influential 
stakeholders who fear delays, loss of power or control, or increased costs 
through having to engage with others.  

Further there are people who choose on a regular basis to engage in 
consultations and other participative exercises but they may not be repre-
sentative of the wider community. Research by Jagodzinski and Forde 
(2005) endorses the finding that those who make their views known are 
not often representative of the wider community: “…in talking to people in 
Devon we have often heard the view that the existing mechanisms, such as 
community forums in Town Halls and so on, are dominated by articulate 
and outspoken people who have the confidence, the time and the transport 
to stand up in public and voice their opinions. This can lead to a sense of 
disenfranchisement and exclusion from decision-making amongst the 
majority”. Issues relating to motivation and selection of participants will 
be discussed in more detail in Chapter 9. 
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5.2 Citizens at Risk from Social Exclusion 

There is no standard definition of social exclusion. The British Govern-
ment’s own definition of social exclusion is that it is: “a shorthand term 
for what can happen when people or areas suffer from a combination of 
linked problems such as unemployment, poor skills, low incomes, unfair 
discrimination, poor housing, high crime, bad health and family break-
down” (Office of the Deputy Prime Minister 2004). 

Essentially, those who are socially excluded “have little access to power 
and decision-making bodies and little chance of influencing decisions or 
policies that affect them” (Combat Poverty n.d.). This definition continues: 
they have “little chance of bettering their standard of living”, reflecting a 
focus on social and economic disadvantage as being causative factors. 
Thus much work on social inclusion addresses low-income and poverty 
as key factors. For example the s2net (The Social and Sector based 
E-learning enhanced by Professional Open and Distance Learning Net-
works) project, which aimed to use e-learning in vocational training to 
help prevent old and new forms of social exclusion, concluded that “un-
employment is the most obvious, immediate, statistically valid factor of ex-
clusion” (s2net Project 2003). Someone with a well-paid job, a good social 
network and high social status, for example, a manager or professional, is 
therefore likely to be the most socially included. At the other end of the 
spectrum, the unemployed who lack a social network or social status, and 
the homeless tend to be the most excluded. In between, ethnic groups such 
as immigrants, who do have paid work but may suffer low social status in 
their new country of domicile, would count among the socially excluded.  

The s2net project (2003) identifies the following groups as being at par-
ticular risk of exclusion: 

• young people in general. Young people can face social exclusion be-
cause they have no power or influence (e.g. can’t vote); 

• immigrants, refugees and asylum seekers. Visa problems can exclude 
access to work or voluntary work; 

• people with disabilities;  
• homeless people; 
• elderly people. Older people can face social exclusion due to isolation 

from their families and fear of going out; 
• the unemployed; 
• people on low income/benefits; 
 
 



5 Giving a Voice to the ‘Hard to Hear’      83 

• prisoners and first-time offenders; 
• travellers; 
• people living in rural areas (where social exclusion can arise due to a 

lack of transport, employment opportunities and facilities); 
• people who do not have access to information and knowledge; 
• people from disadvantaged, crime-ridden areas and background; 
• geographically isolated communities; 
• single parents; 
• minority groups (e.g. ethnic minority groups, people of different relig-

ions); 
• carers; 
• people suffering mental and/or physical illness; 
• women. 

It is recognized that social exclusion is a multi-dimensional phenome-
non. Janie Percy-Smith (ed) (2000) identifies seven dimensions of social 
exclusion: economic, social, political, neighbourhood, individual, spatial 

viduals will experience a combination of such factors which could exacer-
bate the difficulties of engagement. On the other hand, individuals with 
fewer of these attributes are likely to be easier to engage. 

Among the various barriers which exist to prevent increasing Internet 
use, language and website content have begun to receive attention. For ex-
ample at the United Nations’ World Summit on the Information Society 
(WSIS) in Geneva in 2003 UN Secretary General Kofi Anan noted that 70 
percent of all websites are in English. Peter Armstrong, Director of One-
world.net, a website for development issues, comments: “if a person comes 
up to the terminal and there is nothing there in their language that is rele-
vant to their lives, then why should they bother?” (Boyd 2003).  

There are numerous initiatives which are seeking to redress the imbal-
ance in content and language of the internet. The K-net project (described 
in Chapter 4) has developed and provided own-language resources for the 
indigenous communities it serves.  

Another example is DireqLearn, a South African organisation. DireqLearn 
customizes educational tools for hundreds of schools in Namibia, Nigeria 
and South Africa. The idea, says DireqLearn’s Leonard Tleane, is to give 
students the knowledge they want, in a language that they can understand 
(Boyd 2003).  

and group, and highlights their interactive nature (see Fig. 5.1). Many indi-



84      Leela Damodaran and Wendy Olphert 

Fi
g.

 5
.1

. 
In

te
ra

ct
iv

e 
na

tu
re

 o
f 

di
m

en
si

on
s 

of
 S

oc
ia

l 
Ex

cl
us

io
n 

(a
da

pt
ed

 f
ro

m
 J

 P
er

cy
-S

m
ith

 (e
d)

 2
00

0)
. 

SO
C

IA
L

SP
A

T
IA

L

N
E

IG
H

B
O

U
R

H
O

O
D

IN
D

IV
ID

U
A

L

G
R

O
U

P

PO
L

IT
IC

A
L

E
C

O
N

O
M

IC



5 Giving a Voice to the ‘Hard to Hear’      85 

5.3 Case Studies 

Numerous case studies document the huge range of initiatives taking place 
internationally to bridge the ‘digital divide’. Many of these aim to provide 
access to new digital technologies (mainly the Internet) to those who have 
not previously had it. Through providing access to high speed communica-
tions and to information resources, such projects empower people to have 
more control over aspects of their own lives. This enables individuals and 
communities to participate in decision making that affects them. It would 
be possible to write an entire book on these exciting developments alone. 
However the impact that such projects have on the shaping of new tech-
nologies is less well documented. Since this is the focus of this book, we 
have tried to select case studies which are related to new technology 
(again, mainly the Internet). However several of the case studies have been 
included because they represent good practice in engaging with specific 
‘hard to reach’ groups rather than because they have a specific technology 
shaping objective. Given the strong focus of activity on this topic at pre-
sent, the majority of the cases in this chapter are drawn from the UK.  

Table 5.1. Case studies of ICTs use in Hard-to-Hear categories 

Name of project Hard-to-hear category 
UTOPIA 
Surrey 50+ website 
‘Logged Off’ – Carnegie Young People    
Initiative 
Online Surgeries for Young People 
LOCOMOTION 
WomenSpeak 
Jamie’s Big Voice 

Older people aged over 60 
Older people aged over 50 
Young people 
 
Young people 
Elderly, disabled people 
Women suffering domestic violence 
The homeless 

5.3.1 UTOPIA – UK  

In 2002 the Department of Computing at the University of Dundee set up 
the UTOPIA (2004) project (Usable Technology for Older People: Inclu-
sive and Appropriate) with the following objectives: 

• to develop effective methods to involve people aged 60 and over early 
in the development of ICT products; 

• to provide tools to industry which would assist in the development of 
ICTs for older people. 
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The project involved two cohorts of participants. One group comprised 
older people (aged 60 and over). The second grouping included representa-
tives of Scottish industry. The goal of the project was to provide design 
tools to enable older people to use ICTs effectively. In the project, re-
searchers sought to explore in detail what was different about older people 
in their relationship with technology, compared to younger age groups 
(Eisma et al. 2004).  

The approach used by the researchers to recruit participants was to con-
tact organisations concerned with older people throughout Scotland by 
mail and by telephone. Organisations contacted included charities such as 
Help the Aged and Age Concern, as well as community centres, libraries, 
educational institutions offering classes for the elderly, sheltered housing, 
residential homes, church groups and social groups such as ‘Over 50’ 
clubs, stroke clubs, etc. Once contact was established, the researchers 
maintained their relationships with groups by sending out newsletters, 
making personal visits and sometimes by making small contributions (such 
as a tin of biscuits for a Christmas raffle). 

Both qualitative and quantitative data were obtained through question-
naires, interviews, focus groups and workshops in which ICT products 
were handed round to members for them to use and comment on. The re-
searchers note that it was not always easy to keep a group focused on a 
subject of discussion, because the opportunity to socialise in such groups 
was more important to members than meeting researchers’ objectives for 
the group. 

The researchers discovered that assumptions about older people’s de-
sign needs are not always correct. For instance, efforts to make technology 
less complex do not always lead to increased adoption amongst older peo-
ple. So although televisions with built-in CD-ROM and DVD drives are 
manufactured with the aim of making it easier for people to play CDs and 
DVDs than if they have to use separate equipment for each task, older 
people do not necessarily use these facilities. Older people are more likely 
than younger people to fear using new technology, and lack trust in sys-
tems. They are more anxious to ‘get it right’ than try to develop speed. 
They need more reassurance that they will be able to operate new technology 
‘correctly’, and are more likely to take a step-by-step approach to under-
standing controls. Older people are also less likely to understand concepts, 
visual language and interface metaphors on ICTs than younger people. 

The researchers confirmed previous findings that “traditional require-
ments gathering methods are also problematic when used with older peo-
ple e.g. in questionnaires, older people are more likely to use ‘don’t know’ 
options and need a higher threshold of certainty before they will select 
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options useful to the researcher” (Park and Schwarz 2000). The most suc-
cessful techniques of engagement were workshops in which devices were 
passed around, enabling people to experiment with them and to make 
comments on their use. These sessions frequently changed the older peo-
ple’s perceptions about the products to much more positive outlooks. 

Based on the data collected in the project, researchers developed guide-
lines and advice to industry on what to consider in designing ICTs for 
older people. These findings and the guideline tools were disseminated at 
two workshops held for representatives from Scottish industry. Participants 
who attended these workshops were more likely than respondents from 
industry as a whole to say that they considered older people in design. 
Despite this, however, these participants were generally not aware of the 
diversity of the over 60 age group. The most effective tool to communicate 
with industry regarding the requirements of older people was found to be 
video recordings of technology use by older people. For example, one rep-
resentative from a mobile phone company borrowed a video presented at 
the workshop which showed an older lady who had had a stroke talking 
about using mobile phones and computers. The video was distributed 
throughout senior management in the mobile phone company to create 
wider awareness of the issues.  

5.3.2 The Surrey 50+ Website – UK 

As part of the UK Government’s Local e-Democracy programme, Surrey 
County Council undertook a pilot project to engage older people. A pri-
mary aim of the project was to create a website targeted at people over 50, 
which would enable the active engagement of older people in developing 
public services and support better government for older people. A further 
objective was to promote the use of ICTs amongst the over-50s through 
online participation and opportunities for learning about technology. The 
project ran for six months from September 2004 to March 2005. A local 
councilor took on the role of champion of the project (Surrey 50+ n.d.).  

Participation in developing the website was sought from older members 
of the local community. Other relevant stakeholders such as Age Concern 
and Housing Associations were also involved. To publicize the project and 
encourage participation, letters were sent to the 1000 members of the exist-
ing ‘Over 50’ network, presentations were made to local councilors, and 
advertisements placed on key websites, in local papers and other publica-
tions. Eight training sessions were then held in local libraries. 

The technology used for the project was an open source content man-
agement package called APLAWS, which had been designed specifically 
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for local authority use in England. It was adapted to build a web portal 
specifically aimed at the over 50 age group. The software was also adapted 
specifically to offer usability for older people, conforming to level AA of 
the W3C Web Accessibility Initiative for website standards. For example, 
readers can change the font size if they wish to see script at a larger size 
(Allen 2005). 

The portal offers news, forums and questionnaires, and links to other 
websites and organisations considered to be of interest or help to the over 
50s. The most interactive parts of the website are the forums, on which 
individuals can pose questions for councilors and council staff to answer. 
Topics under discussion include Employment, Education, Environment, 
Leisure, Housing, Health Care, Discrimination, Social Care, Transport, 
Community Safety and Benefits. Online registered members of the over 50 
network now receive updates on council news via email and/or SMS text 
alerts if they choose. Older people without computers are able to access the 
website from centres, some of which are sponsored by the charity Age 
Concern (Surrey 50+ n.d.). 

Another open source package, AWSTATS, was used to monitor use of 
the website. Almost 2000 people had visited the portal between September 
2004 and March 2005. Review of the forums suggests that although they 
are not used heavily, there is a continual feed of questions. Discussions are 
not long since particular questions are usually answered by a council offi-
cial. This suggests that in-depth discussion does not yet take place online. 
Although the pilot project has ended, the web portal continues to offer a 
local online resource with information considered to be of use and interest 
to older people. Users of the website did express an interest in using it for 
voting on issues but this facility is not yet available. The county council 
considers that the project has succeeded in raising awareness and usage of 
ICT amongst older people. The project has also helped the county council 
meet its targets for delivering local authority services electronically (i.e. by 
web, telephone contact centres, digital TV, mobile phones etc.) by 2005/2006. 

The project report concluded that the period allowed for developing the 
portal had not been long enough. Neither was the content management sys-
tem ideal in that it was not compatible with Microsoft products, which are 
generally far better known and familiar to staff tasked with updating the 
website and monitoring project management. This meant time was needed 
to learn new operating procedures.  
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5.3.3 ‘Logged Off’ – Political Disaffection Amongst Young 
People – UK 

‘Logged Off’ was a project commissioned by the Carnegie Trust to estab-
lish whether new technologies could encourage greater participation in 
political life of young people (aged from 13-18). Previous studies showed 
that young people are becoming increasingly disengaged from participat-
ing in mainstream politics. This is exemplified by the finding that for the 
local government elections in 2002, total voter turnout was only 40%, with 
the lowest turnout of all occurring in the 18-25 year age group. 

The Carnegie Trust sponsors research and educational programmes to 
enable young people to feel that they have more control over their lives 
and to take action. For this project, the Trust carried out quantitative 

through its Participation Workers Network for England. Participation 
workers set up events on a regional basis, working closely with the Clubs 
for Young People Initiative. The research was carried out through face to 
face interviews. A special website was set up asking participants to 
comment on a range of websites, and to search for political information 
and opportunities to interact. Participants were able to read comments 
made by their peers and respond to different points of view. Researchers 
sought to establish how young people reacted to information presented on 
the website, how they interacted with websites, and whether the content of 
the sites changed their views (Carnegie Young People Initiative 2003). 

In its final report on the research, the Trust was able to recommend that 
in the short term: 

• the Government should commit itself to develop effective strategies, in-
cluding the use of ICTs, to engage young people; 

• the Government should fund development of a toolkit which would en-
able anyone with interest in engaging young people’s political engage-
ment to develop a successful ICT strategy; 

• the Government should establish NET:ENGAGE throughout UK – a 
network of young people who could evaluate ICT initiatives aimed at 
engaging young people; 

• all government websites should include at least one page aimed specifi-
cally at young people; 

• in order to achieve this, government should run an annual, national 
competition inviting young people to design these web pages;  

• the Government should extend its examples of producing versions of 
consultation designed specifically for young people; 

research involving young people between the ages of 13 and 18. The 
Carnegie Young People Initiative established contact with young people 
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• the Government should fund the creation of a citizenship portal; 
• the extent to which young people have used ICT to engage with politics, 

decision-making and civic society should be reflected in their National 
Record of Achievement; 

• the Connexions Smartcard should be used to reward young people who 
use ICTs as a means of political engagement; 

• the location of free ICT facilities should reflect the environments that 
young people like, which might involve giving young people free access 
to technology in cinemas, shopping malls, leisure centres and youth 
shelters (Howland and Bethell n.d.). 

Medium term recommendations focused on wider issues of developing 
interactive TV and mobile phones as media for engagement. The computer 
industry was charged with making the Internet safer for young people. 

5.3.4 Online Surgeries for Young People – UK 

Another pilot project undertaken as part of the UK Government’s Local 
e-Democracy programme focused on engaging young people in the par-
liamentary and political process. The project, undertaken by the Royal 
Borough of Kingston-upon-Thames, involved a series of six ‘online surger-
ies’ in which young people were able to discuss issues with elected repre-
sentatives in their local authority. The aim was to make young people 
more aware of political structures and processes within England (Local 
e-Democracy National Project n.d.). 

The project was sponsored by the Office of the Deputy Prime Minister 
with the help of The Hansard Society. The Hansard Society had identified 
that young people were capable of identifying political issues and that they 
would be enthusiastic about setting an agenda for debate in online surger-
ies (The Royal Borough of Kingston upon Thames n.d.).  

The organizers wrote to selected schools to invite their participation. 
The project was also publicized in the local press in October 2004 and 
January 2005. All local councillors, MPs and Greater London Assembly 
members received emails asking for their support and participation, and 
Heads of schools and citizenship teachers received personalized briefing 
letters. Six surgeries were then organized.  

In preparation for the surgeries, year 10 and 11 students attended work-
shops given by the Hansard Society and the council. In the workshops pre-
liminary information about the status and work of local councillors and 
MPs was provided. Ideas to discuss during the surgeries were elicited in 
the ‘brainstorming’. Students were handed questionnaires to answer both 
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prior to and after the surgeries. On the day of the surgeries, students gath-
ered round computers, registered online for a chat room and posed their 
questions. These were forwarded to Hansard Society staff in their offices, 
who articulated the questions within the chat environment and forwarded 
the questions to an appropriate political representative. The student and the 
representative then held one-to-one discussions on topics including graffiti, 
drugs, voting, Iraq and careers. Each surgery had at least one local council-
lor and one MP or Greater London Assembly member available to consult. 
In total over 60 young people and ten political representatives took part in 
the online surgeries (Hansard Society 2005a). 

It became evident that the surgeries made it possible for young people to 
discuss topics that they probably would not have discussed in person with 
politicians. This was especially the case for those who were not very vocal 
in class or who did not like working in groups. Expressed willingness to 
vote in future and to have a say in the way that the country was run in-
creased significantly between the initial expression of views before the 
surgeries and those expressed afterwards. Students reported that they had 
learnt much more about the work of political representatives as a result of 
participating in the surgeries. Teachers felt that the experience engaged the 
students much more in politics and citizenship courses and were keen that 
more surgeries should take place in future (Hansard Society 2005a). 

Overall, the Hansard Society concluded that online surgeries were just 
one of the measures that could be used to engage citizens as a whole. The 
Royal Borough of Kingston council feels that it now has a much stronger 
relationship with schools. Recommendations for the future were that a 
longer lead time should be allowed to ‘book’ politicians, especially MPs, 
to take part, and that preliminary workshops for students should be more 
interactive.  

5.3.5 LOCOMOTION – Disabled and Elderly Citizens – 
UK/Germany 

LOCOMOTION is the acronym for a project to develop location-based 
mobile phones applications for independent living of disabled and elderly 
citizens. This research project was set up and administered from the 
Department of Medical Physics and Clinical Engineering at Barnsley Dis-
trict Hospital. The aims of the project were: (i) to explore the potential for 
combining mobile phone technology and GPS technology to provide facili-
ties and services which would enable vulnerable people to be more inde-
pendent in their homes and to give confidence in travelling; and (ii) provide 
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peace of mind to their families and reduce the burden on professional 
carers (Locomotion 2004).  

The target users of the project were older people, the elderly with de-
mentia, people with learning disabilities and professional carers. Members 
of the target group were recruited in the UK and in Germany to participate 
in interviews and focus groups to identify requirements for products and 
services. Participants were subsequently actively engaged in the physical 
design of a product, development of mobile alarm services and a website 
interface (Hawley 2004a). 

Two prototype products were developed. The first consisted of a standard 
mobile phone with location awareness using GPS (accurate to 50 metres), 
which enabled members of the target groups and their carers to identify 
their locations, and help them to find their way to unfamiliar destinations. 
The other was a mobile tracking device with a single ‘panic button’ that 
puts users in contact with a call centre.  

Trials with 40 volunteers generated a positive response from the test us-
ers, none of whom had ever used mobile phones before but all of whom 
noted the utility of the system. It was found to be especially useful for 
people suffering from diseases such as Alzheimer’s or those whose health 
may be impaired but who wish to continue living independently. Users 
also saw further advantages, for example using the location awareness sys-
tem to find the nearest pharmacy or hospital.  

Professor Hawley from Barnsley District General Hospital (leading the 

This case makes clear the importance of the role of intended users in de-
signing ICTs for their use – and the value of their contributions. The ex-
ample shows this to be especially critical where users are vulnerable and 
where the design has to meet the needs of two or more interacting parties – 
as occurs routinely in a care situation.  

5.3.6 WomenSpeak – Women Suffering Domestic Violence – 
UK 

WomenSpeak was an Internet-based consultation project involving survi-
vors of domestic violence, coordinated by Women’s Aid and The Hansard 
Society. The project was supported by The All Party Parliamentary Group 
on Domestic Violence. Survivors talked directly to MPs about their ex-
periences and set out the agenda for “what women want” to ameliorate 
their situation (Women’s aid 2000). 

their opinions and ideas first” (Hawley 2004).  

UK trials) explained “there are people who have found it beneficial”, add-
ing that this was due to the engagement of “potential users, and obtaining 
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The objective of the project was to enable women suffering domestic 
violence to communicate directly with parliamentarians to convey the true 
nature of the issues involved.  

Participants in this project were women in the UK suffering domestic 
violence. They came from a variety of social backgrounds, including dif-
ferent ethnic and minority populations. Respondents represented a variety 
of social backgrounds from across the UK, although 22.4% were from 
Greater London. The project was gender neutral but almost 100% of con-
tributions came from women. 

ICT was used as a means to facilitate the goal of enhancing communica-
tion for these women. The organizers set up a secure website which 
women could use to communicate with MPs. The website needed to be se-
cure, so that abusive partners could not detect what the women were doing. 
Security procedures involved the women ringing the moderator to be allo-
cated a username and password to gain access to the secure site. To 
achieve robust security only specified moderators and women in women’s 
aid or outreach groups could provide these details. 

Many women needed training to enable them to interact online, as well 
as means of safe, secure access, often in community centres and schools. 
Announced by e-Minister Patricia Hewitt early in March 2000, the interac-
tive discussion continued throughout that month.  

Flyers were sent out to women’s aid refuges, women’s and disability 
groups and outreach organisations five months in advance of the consulta-
tion. The time lead was essential in order to ensure that the widest range of 
experience could be heard. Media coverage was targeted to contact women 
who might never have contacted a refuge or agency dealing with domestic 
violence. In total 204 women were registered for the consultation, of 
whom 199 participated by logging on to the website. Several of these 
women came from ethnic (Bangladeshi) and minority (Irish travellers) 
groups. 

At first sceptical about politicians, many women valued the opportunity 
of being able to talk to legislators as a result of the exercise. Initially, “only 
5.2% of respondents were members of a political party. 62.7% had voted 
in the last election, compared with 71.3% nationally. Only 17.9% thought 
that their MP did take an interest in the issue of domestic violence” (Margaret 
Moran, MP for Luton South), (Moran 2000).  

An important outcome of this exercise was that women were able to 
demonstrate the diversity of their circumstances, report their experiences 
of responses from the police, the judiciary, and lack of provision in state 
aid and support structures. They were also able to suggest mechanisms to 
overcome these problems. As a result, these experiences of survivors have 
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been used to inform debate on issues such as health services, child contact 
and housing. There were a number of outcomes: 

• priority was established for re-housing survivors of domestic violence in 
the Homelessness Bill; 

• the one-year immigration rule which forced women entering the UK to 
remain with a violent partner or be deported has been changed; 

• the Children Act will take into account harm caused to a child of wit-
nessing domestic violence; 

• the need for sustainable funding for domestic violence projects has in-
fluenced the Comprehensive Spending Review; 

• the UK government has formed a ministerial group on domestic vio-
lence, to coordinate policies and to develop a comprehensive strategy to 
tackle the problem. 

Another important outcome of engagement in this project is that many 
women who took part have been able to find and develop social support 
networks. For example, a group of Bangladeshi women in Luton have set 
up their own online community through Bury Park community centre. The 
project has been a model for other e-democracy initiatives, such as 
U-Speak launched by the Social Security Select Committee. 

5.3.7 Jamie’s Big Voice – The Homeless – UK 

Homeless people are entitled to vote in the UK, and yet the voices of these 
vulnerable and excluded people are rarely heard during elections. In the 
run-up to the UK General Election in May 2005, the charity ‘Crisis’  was 
concerned that the issue of homelessness was not being addressed by the 
political parties. They sought novel ways of drawing attention to the plight 
of the homeless and approached the Hansard Society to explore the possi-
bilities of using online technology to raise awareness and to stimulate 
discussion and debate with the media, parliamentary candidates, and the 
general electorate.  

A blog (weblog) was identified as a potentially useful medium. Jamie 
McCoy, formerly a homeless drug addict and now a writer and poet, was 
identified as an eminently suitable author - on the basis of his personal 
history (which is well-documented in the sources referenced below) and 
his compelling and provocative writing style. His blog, available at 
http://www.jamiesbigvoice.com, was launched in April 2005 amidst con-
siderable publicity. Before the blog began, the Hansard Society reviewed 
different platforms. The free blogging service “Blogger” was chosen, 
partly because as a free service it would help to keep down the costs of the 
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project, and partly because it was easy to use by a novice. The Hansard 
Society configured the site, and also provided Jamie with training and 
technical support, but the content and ‘voice’ are Jamie’s own. (Jamie has 
since developed the site himself). Prior to the launch, the Hansard Society 
undertook an extensive campaign to publicize the site and generate inter-
est. The site was monitored by both news broadcasters (the BBC, CNN) 
and influential newspapers (the Guardian, the Independent, the Times and 
the FT). Jamie wrote daily contributions commenting on a wide range of 
topics including homelessness, and conveying the experiences and opin-
ions of other homeless people whom he interviewed. Since the election in 
May 2005, Jamie has continued to write his blog, attracting considerable 
on-going interest (Jamie’s Big Voice 2005). 

This case study provides a highly accessible example of ICT-enabled 
‘one-to-many’ communication which conveys grassroots opinion and first-
hand reports of real-life experiences of adversity. Blogs are uniquely em-
powering of marginalized individuals who find themselves developing 
their own capabilities and new social networks while informing others and 
engaging in wider, sometimes global, society. Writing his blog has given 
Jamie confidence to comment on social and political issues. He has be-
come more aware of resources online and in the community. However, the 
benefits of giving him an online ‘voice’ extend beyond the individual 
level. At the time of the Hansard Society’s report of the project in 2005, 
there had been more than 5000 ‘hits’ on Jamie’s website. Readers included 
homeless people themselves, and some were surprised to find that home-
less people were entitled to vote despite not having a fixed address. Com-
municating personal experiences in this way serves to promote wider 
understanding of social problems, provide insights, engage others and, 
potentially, to inform policy-making.  

Mark Flannagan, Director of Communications and Campaigning for 
Crisis, comments on the value of blogs: “Jamie’s Big Voice is an example 
of a phenomenon that should spread to every organization to tell it like it 
really is. Let a thousand blogs bloom. Each one will capture one perspec-
tive of what it is really like to live with a long-term chronic health condi-
tion, to live as a single mum, be concerned about the destruction of our 
planet or to be homeless” (The Hansard Society 2005). 

5.4 Conclusions 

A stated objective for this chapter is to inform new initiatives and projects 
intended to engage with the ‘hard to hear’. To this end, the most important 
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conclusion to emerge from the reported case studies is that engaging with 
the ‘hard to hear’ can indeed be done very successfully  with the right en-
gagement strategies. The compelling evidence is that while some catego-
ries of citizens may be perceived as hard to reach, and therefore hard to 
hear, nevertheless even the hardest to reach and the hardest to hear – such 
as vulnerable women – can not only be reached but also involved and en-
gaged successfully. It is equally clear from the case material that appropri-
ate engagement strategies which overcome barriers, build trust, promote 
learning and give incentives for further engagement are the key to achiev-
ing rewarding and positive outcomes. In each of the cases discussed, an 
appropriate strategy appears to have entailed a process (not always pre-
planned) which was demanding of time, patience, skill and the application 
of appropriate tools and techniques. Further, in the case of extremely vul-
nerable groups, these strategies appear to have had an implicit code of 
conduct embedded in them to ensure that due attention was paid to safe-
guarding the security and well-being of the individuals concerned. This 
included making a commitment to acting upon the information elicited res-
ponsibly and with extreme caution. It is clear that for vulnerable groups, 
the engagement process can be difficult and painful for the participants, 
especially those who may be divulging information about themselves and 
their situation for the first time. To reduce their exclusion, their trust must 
be won and then sustained as positive change is brought about. To help to 
grow trust there may well be a case for arriving at an agreed code of con-
duct very explicitly and for articulating it clearly.  

It is evident that there are many lessons to be learned from current prac-
tice in participation and engagement which would help to avoid repeating 
damaging mistakes, would improve practice and enhance the success rates 
of initiatives undertaken to reduce social exclusion. However, for clear les-
sons to be drawn requires systematic reporting and evaluation of projects 
and initiatives.  

The case descriptions presented in this chapter demonstrate the exciting 
possibilities and the lasting benefits for individuals and for society which 
can result from engaging with the ‘hard to hear’ One significant and char-
acteristic benefit is the empowerment which enables citizens to make a di-
rect contribution to shaping their own lives and those of others in similar 
circumstances. Jamie’s Big Voice, the Carnegie Youth Panel, and the 
e-democracy pilot projects in Kingston (the Over 50’s website and the 
online surgeries for young people) are examples where specific groups 
have been given a voice, facilitated through the use of ICT. There are ex-
amples of contributions to the design of policies (e.g. with the Women-
speak example), systems and services (e.g. LOCOMOTION) and products 
(e.g. UTOPIA). Here, the engagement of citizens from specific groups has 

–
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led to design solutions which meet the needs of a wide range of citizens, 
and thereby help to promote social inclusion and avoid ‘exclusion by de-
sign’. As Newell points out, however, we are all ‘extraordinary’ users 
sometimes and in some circumstances. Designs which accommodate ‘ex-
traordinary’ users will therefore be useful and usable by ‘ordinary’ users in 
‘extraordinary’ circumstances (Newell 2000). 

Another conclusion with a lesson to be drawn for future practice is that 
better documentation of initiatives would add significant value through 
building knowledge of good practice in citizen engagement.  Many project 
reports record their successes in reaching out to engage the ‘hard to hear’, 
but in most cases do not give details about the process. For example, de-
tails of how they set about identifying their targets, selecting participants, 
getting them involved and keeping them engaged are often missing, and 
yet these are the very steps which often prove to be the stumbling blocks in 
efforts to engage those citizens at risk of social exclusion.  

Good practice in citizen engagement processes which can inform other 
initiatives is reported in a number of the cases. For example, the UTOPIA 
project showed the superiority of using video recordings of actual user 
experiences of technology (compared with verbal or written reports) in 
persuading key stakeholders of the merit and importance of user-centred 
design. In some other cases, the methodologies adopted are innovative, 
tailored to deal with the needs of specific stakeholder groups. In other 
cases, the methodology is a standard one, but care has been taken to iden-
tify and engage specific stakeholder groups. Thus both the UTOPIA and 
the Carnegie Youth Panel projects have established citizen panels which 
enable relationships to be built up with citizens over time and the engage-
ment process to become more familiar and sustainable. We will return to 
discuss these and other mechanisms for promoting and sustaining citizen 
engagement in Chapter 9.  

Finally, and perhaps most importantly of all, the significance of capacity 
building and the necessary know-how emerges from the cases examined. 
There is an abundance of evidence which shows that to develop an under-
standing of the potential of ICT to improve their lives is a major challenge 
for the many people who have little or no familiarity with these technolo-
gies. A key conclusion to emerge from these findings is that adequate time 
and good opportunities for people to learn and to develop understanding 
must be factored into project planning. Without this provision, people can-
not readily develop new ways of thinking and new ways of doing things. 
This leaves them at risk of exclusion, particularly ‘digital exclusion’. 

In summary, engaging the ‘hard to hear’ appears to be as rewarding as it 
is demanding and while there is good practice in evidence, the codification 
and dissemination of it has lagged behind. It is hoped that this book will 
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prove to be a stimulus both for improved documentation of existing prac-
tices and for innovation in citizen engagement strategies and processes. 
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6 Modelling Citizen Engagement 

The case studies presented in Chapters 4 and 5 have revealed the exciting 
possibilities for shaping society and transforming lives through engaging 
citizens as contributors to the decision-making process. Partly as a conse-
quence of their diversity on very many parameters, the case descriptions 
reveal crucial data relating to numerous aspects of the citizen participa-
tion/engagement experience. In this chapter, we seek to use the data from 
this rich pool of documented experience to characterize and to model ef-
fective citizen engagement.  

6.1 Dimensions of Citizen Engagement 

The analytical framework for the case studies described in Chapter 4 
identified some of the key dimensions which characterize citizen partici-
pation/engagement exercises. Our analysis of the cases has revealed a 
number of additional dimensions. These are crucial both to understanding 
the dynamics of the process and to the planning of effective, successful 
citizen engagement strategies. These additional parameters are:  

• initiator (who are the initiators of the participation/engagement i.e. insti-
tutions or citizens); 

• structure (pre-planned/formal or spontaneous/amorphous); 
• focus (specific or broad); 
• scale (size of the exercise, i.e. small group – local community – region – 

nation – world); 
• impact (individual – local – national – global); 
• citizen influence (extent of opportunity to influence the design deci-

sion-making process). 

Each of the above are discussed below.  
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6.1.1 Initiator  

Many of the well-documented and widely-publicised exercises described 
in Chapters 4 and 5 have been initiated by local, regional and national 
government institutions. In many cases there are individuals who sponta-
neously become project ‘champions’ or are formally designated as such. 
The objectives of such initiatives are usually aimed at implementing gov-
ernment agendas on issues such as enhanced civic participation, imple-
mentation of electronic service delivery, and reducing social exclusion. 
Typically the focus is determined by government, and projects are set up 
which are funded for periods ranging from a few months to two or three 
years. These exercises serve, variously, as demonstrators, as test-beds for 
ideas, as small-scale pilots to assess viability of the innovation, or to in-
form the roll-out of a particular policy, ICT system or service on a larger 
regional or national basis.  

The common characteristics of institution-led engagement initiatives are 
that the institutions provide the funding and define the high level objec-
tives. For example, the government-led exercises described in this book 
essentially seek to examine the impact and potential role of specific ICT 
applications on citizen behaviour and attitudes. Thus in the UK, 22 local 
e-Democracy pilots explored the impact of webcasts, blogs, text alerts, 
e-panels, e-consultation, committee information systems, online surgeries etc. 
(Local e-Democracy National Project Case Studies 2005). Non-governmental 
organizations (NGOs) also lead exercises and projects to explore the use of 
ICTs to engage with citizens – particularly those who are ‘hard to hear’ or 
those at risk of social exclusion. 

Another, very different, kind of institution-led citizen participation is 
seen in the programmes introduced by NGOs such as ActionAid, voluntary 
organizations and formal or informal citizen groups. In some cases, the or-
ganisation or entity promoting the exercise has specific political aims, 
which are not necessarily party political ends. As reported in Chapter 5, 
Crisis, a charity for the homeless, supported Jamie McCoy’s blog (weblog) 
to voice opinions from an under-represented group, because it sought to in-
fluence politicians from all parties to improve provision for the homeless 
(Hansard Society 2005).  

Funding and other resources, e.g. for education and training, are in most 
of these cases provided by an institution – governmental or otherwise, al-
though the focus and direction of specific projects may be determined and 
carried out by citizens themselves to some degree. For example, the Cana-
dian National Forum on Health, initiated by government, required partici-
pants to be well briefed prior to participating in the Forum and resources 
were provided to achieve the necessary learning and understanding of the 
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issues. Subsequently participants were free to exercise their judgement and 
discretion in contributing their own ideas on healthcare priorities (Wyman 
et al. 1999). Table 6.1 lists the case studies by initiator.  

Table 6.1. Initiators of the case studies  

Initiated By  
Institutions Citizens 
Online surgeries for young people, UK 
Surrey 50+ website, UK 
Bundestag website design, Germany 
Madrid Participa, Spain 
Macatawa project, USA 
America Speaks, USA 
Reflect ICTs India and Uganda 
UTOPIA project, UK 
National Forum on Health, Canada 
‘Logged-Off’ Project, UK 
LOCOMOTION, UK 
Netmums, UK 
WomenSpeak, UK 
Future drug research and development, 
Denmark 
Participative design in neighbourhood 
planning, Chicago, USA 
Jamie’s Big Voice, UK 

Nepal Wireless, Nepal 
Jhai Foundation, Laos 
K-Net, Canada 

6.1.2 Structure 

There is wide variation in the structure of participation/engagement initia-
tives. This ranges from the formalized and organised (e.g. in exercises 
initiated and supported by institutions) to informal and largely reactive 
initiatives led by concerned individuals or groups. Most of the initiatives 
described in Chapters 4 and 5 have explicitly sought the participa-
tion/engagement of citizens in a formal way in pursuit of some more or 
less closely defined objectives. However there are some examples where 
citizen engagement has arisen in a spontaneous way in response to a per-
ceived need. For instance, the K-Net, Jhai Foundation and Nepal Wireless 
initiatives began as what might be termed ‘grass-roots’ initiatives, where 
individuals or groups of individuals set out with specific objectives which 
then inspired and motivated other individuals to engage and participate. 
Such examples make very clear that the structures associated with partici-
pation and engagement evolve and change in a highly dynamic way. Often 
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a highly motivated individual or small group engenders a process which 
begins in a loosely structured and informal way. As momentum builds up 
and action becomes more focused, the engagement process may become 
more formalized and institutionalized. 

At one extreme, highly amorphous structures are occurring spontane-
ously. There are indications that ICT is fostering and enabling citizen en-
gagement in exciting and innovative ways. One dramatic example of an 
emerging phenomenon is afforded by the SEA-EAT initiative which arose 
following the December 2004 Tsunami disaster: “The December 26, 2004 
tsunami that hit the communities encircling the Indian Ocean will be re-
membered as one of the world’s worst natural disasters. It may also well 
be remembered as one of the earliest successful uses of the entire contin-
uum of Internet and other communications tools to respond, to help, to 
grieve” (Smith et al. 2005). Individuals across the globe created SEA-EAT 
(the South – East Asia Earthquake and Tsunami weblog) within 12 hours 
of the initial earthquake to coordinate the news, information and reactions 
that were dominating web space. Many different forms of digital technolo-
gies were used including blogs which served as the earliest reporting 
mechanisms of the disaster. The SEA-EAT blog was used to quickly res-
pond to the outpouring of support and grief, by providing news, informa-
tion and contacts. An online blog recording eye witness accounts was also 
published by the mainstream press. The facility to make donations online 
resulted in contributions from individual Americans matching the $350 
million pledge of the US Government within ten days of the disaster; total 
online donations worldwide reached $750 million by January 10th. The 
disaster also led to the creation of ‘wikis’ (a web application that allows 
users to add content, as on an Internet forum, but also allows anyone to 
edit the content – see en.wikipedia.org/wiki/WIKI) to document the event 
for posterity. Mobile phones and ‘short message service’ (SMS) or text 
messaging also played a part and were used by citizen journalists to report 
on the aftermath of the tsunami from places without Internet infrastructure 
(Smith et al. 2005). 

Contributions to the SEA-EAT blog about the tsunami and its impact 
were tailing off when a devastating earthquake took place in Kashmir on 
8th October 2005. Within 24 hours, another blog had been set up with simi-
lar objectives and functions as the tsunami-help blog.  

In terms of the technologies used, blogging and contributions to wikis 
are perhaps the most transforming new technologies in giving citizens their 
own voice. An important factor in their appeal may well be the fact that at 
present, access to these technologies is a free resource. In the case of blogs, 
sustainability depends primarily on the commitment of the blogger. Their 
use relies on the efforts, commitment and enthusiasm of the contributors. 
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Relevance to the ‘user’ is a given as individuals and groups themselves de-
cide on the purpose, focus and content of their communications.  

Although apparently increasing, the scale of spontaneous citizen action 
is hard to quantify and not always highly visible. However, it is an influen-
tial force in society that can only become stronger as more people become 
aware of the possibilities. A striking contrast with e-government programs 
is the fact that energy and motivation of citizens to engage in these activi-
ties is evident in abundance – there is no need for extensive persuasion or 
high profile public relations campaigns to secure their involvement and 
commitment. 

6.1.3 Focus 

The case studies described here also show significant variation in terms 
of their focus. As we have already mentioned in Section 6.1.1, the focus of 
projects in most cases is defined by the initiator, although the extent of 
definition may be very specific or very broad.  

Examples which have both a very specific and ‘narrow’ focus include 
the Surrey Over 50’s website, and the Bundestag website. Initiatives which 
have a specific but potentially broad-ranging focus include Netmums and 
WomenSpeak, which sought to elicit the experiences and attitudes of a 
particular group in order to inform Government thinking and, potentially, 
policy making. Others have an even broader focus. For example, the 
Macatawa project, the Chicago neighbourhood planning project, the Jhai 
Foundation and the K-Net projects all had broad aims related to the im-
provement and regeneration of a particular community.  

In deeply impoverished communities in the developing countries, we 
have seen that the focus of initiatives is more likely to be upon improving 
basic living conditions through a variety of technologies, including ICTs, 
to enable economic activity, health care and education. In western nations, 
initiatives are often focused upon the needs of excluded or marginalized 
groups. The focus in these cases is upon capacity building in the commu-
nity. 

In several of the cases, the specific issue on which the initiative focuses 
may in fact be somewhat secondary to a more general aim of engaging 
citizens in some way. For instance, ‘Logged Off’ (cited in the previous 
chapter) which was initiated by the Carnegie Foundation. This research 
exercise was conducted to explore the potential for ICTs to engage young 
people more effectively in political issues, the processes of public decision 
making and civil society (Howland and Bethell 2002).  



106      Leela Damodaran and Wendy Olphert 

The way in which the focus of an initiative or project is defined will 
have implications for the appropriate scale of citizen engagement, but per-
haps more importantly it will have implications for the extent of impact 
and influence which citizens can have over decision making, as described 
in the following sections.  

6.1.4 Scale  

Another dimension we have identified for classifying participa-
tion/engagement is its scale. The proportions of citizens in a community 
who are engaged and the kinds of citizens involved in participatory exer-
cises vary widely. Some initiatives, such as ‘America Speaks’ in the USA 
seek wide engagement of large communities to be broadly representative. 
(http://www.americaspeaks.org). ‘America Speaks’ therefore aims to involve 
as many people as possible in ‘town hall forums’ to deliberate on issues 
and make their views known to decision-makers. Fifty thousand people or 
more may be involved in these exercises. At the other end of the contin-
uum, far narrower small scale engagement is sought for specific purposes. 
For instance, as part of the drive for greater social inclusion in the UK, 
there has been a focus of attention and investment of effort on reaching 
those who would not normally participate. Examples described in Chapter 
5 are Jamie’s Big Voice, the voice of one man speaking on behalf of the 
homeless in UK, or the young people who took part in the online surgeries 
as part of a UK e-democracy pilot project (Being Heard 2005). Care must 
however be taken in extrapolating from results gained from a small sample 
to the population as a whole. 

6.1.5 Impact  

The striking variation in breadth of focus and scale of the various citizen 
participation/engagement exercises analysed has already been discussed. 
Projects also differ in terms of the significance of their impact on citizens, 
some dealing with issues of central importance to citizens, and others with 
more peripheral aspects. An example of peripheral impact, the German 
Bundestag consultation reported in Chapter 4 was a participative exercise 
launched specifically to improve the design of the Bundestag website 
(Fühles-Ubach 2005). 

Citizens with a particular interest in the operation of the parliament 
were recruited to inform the exercise. While significant to the group con-
cerned, typically the impact of such specifically focussed projects on the 
lives of most citizens is marginal and does little to enhance democracy or 
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the quality of life more widely in society. Examples of exercises with 
wider significance and scale of impact include the Netmums consultation 
exercise which had the potential for major impact on employment prac-
tices throughout the UK (Netmums.com n.d.).  

In the Netmums consultation, parents of young children were given a 
voice to make known their values and requirements in relation to employ-
ment and maternity rights via the Netmums network. Their views informed 
the deliberations of Government on the issues and informed national pol-
icy as well as identifying clear challenges for both the government and for 
employers in the UK. 

The findings from the twenty cases examined show the varied impact of 
participation/engagement on the lives of citizens. The most pervasive far-
reaching effects are seen where whole communities are transformed 
through participation/engagement exercises, e.g. the Reflect ICTs projects 
in India and Uganda, the K-Net project, the Macatawa and Chicago par-
ticipative neighbourhood planning initiatives. This does not however mean 
that involving only a small number of people in the engagement process 
limits impact. For instance, gaining understanding of complex and very se-
rious social issues such as domestic violence has been a most significant 
outcome of the WomenSpeak initiative with the potential for major posi-
tive impact on society, although only a small number of participants were 
involved.  

6.1.6 Citizen Influence  

The number of stages at which citizens have influence in the decision mak-
ing process is another important parameter of participation/engagement. 
Each of the case studies described in this book was examined to identify 
which aspects of decision-making in the planning/design process were in 
fact open to citizen influence (see Table 6.2). The table shows that, in most 
cases, citizens were afforded the opportunity to engage in only a sub-set of 
the planning, design and development stages of any given project. Most of 
the exercises address only one or two elements of the complete decision 
making process. Thus, for example, the Bundestag website project invited 
the participation of a self-selected group of citizens in just one stage of the 
decision-making cycle – the analysis and requirements definition stage. 
The specific objective of the project was to better meet the information 
needs of citizens regarding the functioning of parliament. From the docu-
mented reports, the exercise was well-received by its target audience and 
successful. Certainly, the design outcome is likely to have achieved a good 
match with the needs of the enthusiastic and engaged citizens recruited for  
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Table 6.2. Opportunity for Citizen influence by case (N = 20) 

Stage 
 
 
 

Case Study 
Agenda 
Setting 

Analysis/ 
Require-

ments 
Definition

Shaping 
Policy 

Shaping 
Technology

Shaping 
Social 
System

Imple-
mentation 

Evaluating 
outcomes/ 
monitoring 

progress 

Bundestag Web-
site, Germany        

Macatawa Pro-
ject, USA        

America Speaks, 
USA        

Madrid Par-
ticipa, Spain        

Future drug 
R&D, Denmark        

Reflect ICTs 
Uganda, India        

K-Net, Canada        
National Forum 
on Health, Can-
ada 

 ?      

Participative 
neighbourhood 
planning, USA 

       

‘Logged-off’ , 
UK        

LOCOMOTION 
UK        

WomenSpeak, 
UK        

UTOPIA, UK        
Online Surgeries 
for Young Peo-
ple, UK 

       

Surrey 50+ web-
site, UK        

Jamie’s Big 
Voice, UK   ?     

Netmums, UK        
Nepal Wireless, 
Nepal        

Jhai Foundation, 
Laos       ? 
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the venture. However the number of stages in which citizens are involved 
is not of itself an indicator of the importance of the engagement nor of the 
likely success of participation/engagement exercises. This is clear from the 
Netmums case where citizens were only involved in one stage of the pol-
icy-making process. However, because it was the crucial agenda-setting 
stage, their contributions had the potential to influence everything that sub-
sequently happened, as a result of clarifying for members of the working 
party the critical aspects and issues to address in their deliberations. 

It seems that only in a minority of cases are citizens given the opportu-
nity to be part of every stage of decision-making. Only three of the 13 
cases described in Chapter 4 (namely, the two Reflect ICTs pilots (Beardon 
2005) and K-Net (Beaton 2004)) gave citizens the opportunity to be part of 
the whole spectrum of decision-making, from setting the agenda to choos-
ing or developing ICT solutions and ‘owning’ the subsequent implementa-
tions. Such experiences enable citizens to develop an holistic view of the 
technological, social and policy aspects of developments which relate to 
them, empowering them to shape decisions on design and policy – and 
progress towards desirable digital futures. In other words, building the ca-
pacity of citizens to participate and engage effectively. Confining partici-
pation to specific decision-making stages of any development limits the 
understanding, the learning and the sense of ownership citizens have re-
garding the eventual outcome. 

6.2 Modelling Citizen Engagement  

Using a framework based on concepts from systems theory, we have ana-
lysed the case studies described in Chapters 4 and 5 to identify the inputs, 
outputs and the intervening transformations involved in participation/ 
engagement projects. Based on the results, a descriptive model of effective 
citizen engagement has been developed, as shown in Fig. 6.1. In this 
model, the diverse characteristics, knowledge and experience of citizens 
are identified as the inputs to a transformation process. Supported by rele-
vant tools, and with appropriate leadership and facilitation, this leads not 
only to the generation of outputs (i.e. artifacts such as problem definitions, 
requirements specifications, action plans or policy statements), but also to 
the generation of a range of outcomes (e.g. raised awareness, greater con-
fidence, empowerment). These are in some respects less tangible than the 
outputs but profoundly significant in enabling people to influence and 
shape decisions, thereby contributing to the creation of desirable digital fu-
tures.   
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6.2.1 Citizen Input 

Citizens bring inputs of many different kinds to participation and engage-
ment exercises. These inputs include deep knowledge of their own per-
sonal circumstances, needs and problems – in other words, they offer rich 
and detailed understanding born out of first-hand experiences. Such 
knowledge cannot be provided in its fullness by intermediaries or external 
agencies. 

The understanding of the complexities and nuances relating to the pa-
rameters of our lives derives from our experience of day-to-day living. 
Citizens’ inputs may be highly specific and sometimes unique, relating to 
their own needs and requirements, explicit and tacit knowledge on local 
context, on community interests, and crucially, on priorities and values.  

Established methods typically used in ICT development do not ade-
quately elicit and articulate these. All of these inputs are of profound im-
portance in informing the shape of a digital future that will be perceived as 
relevant and desirable by its citizens. Examples of some of the inputs 
which citizens have brought to the various exercises reported in Chapters 4 
and 5 are discussed below. 

Knowledge and understanding of needs, problems and priorities 

The UTOPIA project was able to generate guidance for ICT designers 
about older people’s needs and how to accommodate them. This was 
achieved through in-depth engagement with a wide range of older citizens. 
Video footage of interactions with older people was then used to help con-
vey understanding of the problems to the designers (UTOPIA 2004). 

WomenSpeak, an online interactive project, enabled women who had 
suffered domestic violence to make essential inputs to the formulation of 
policy and of an action plan. They shared with concerned politicians their 
experiences and their ideas regarding their priorities for action in this area. 
Their perspectives and analysis of the issues gave unique insights and un-
derstanding of a very sensitive subject to the politicians addressing this is-
sue (Moran 2002). 

The Canadian National Forum on Health and the Macatawa cases pro-
vide examples where citizens contributed to prioritizing actions. In these 
cases eventual implementation of plans reflects the stated priorities of citi-
zens and therefore acceptance and positive support of the changes is more 
likely to follow.  
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Local knowledge and experience (e.g. of community interests, 
context) 

The crucial significance of context (whether geographical, cultural, eco-
nomic, social and political or other factors) for the development of effec-
tive interventions is very clear from all the cases considered. 

The aim of the Macatawa case study, for example, was to improve quality 
of life and living conditions in their community. A wide range of citizens 
of the Macatawa area contributed their local knowledge and experience of 
citizenship in the community to identify and specify problems in their 
community and region, and then developed action plans to address these. 
Similarly, local knowledge and first hand experience of villagers partici-
pating in the Reflect ICTs projects enabled them to specify their individual 
information needs and requirements and to share their knowledge of what 
technologies would or would not be useful – and above all practicable and 
affordable for them. 

Values 

Understanding what we, as citizens, really value is fundamental to inform-
ing design decisions and shaping digital futures which we perceive to be 
desirable. Values are often so deeply embedded in a culture that they are 
not easily articulated. To explicitly gain inputs regarding values can be of 
enormous significance to the projects and programmes seeking to make 
beneficial and acceptable changes in communities. The documented study 
of developments in the K-Net project provides us with powerful evidence 
of this. The activities and conduct of the indigenous peoples represented 
by the Keewaytinook Okimakanak are permeated by their deeply held be-
lief in the importance of respect, for each other, for their community, for 
other peoples, for the environment and the need for sustainability. As a re-
sult of developing engagement processes which manifested respect, com-
munity members became engaged in the initiative and worked to identify 
and develop new applications of ICT which would serve their communities 
and which in turn would embody the values of respect towards citizens.  

6.2.2 Transformations 

In development projects of all kinds where citizens are active participants, 
inputs are synthesised into outputs through transforming experiences of 
collaboration, communication, shared learning and envisioning. These 
transformation processes are fuelled by harnessing human imagination, 
creativity and problem-solving capacities of the participants.  
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Characteristically, a key part of the transformation process is knowledge 
sharing across many divides (including those of domain, context and life 
experience, frames of reference, personal and professional goals and objec-
tives, attitudes, perceptions). This can lead to identification of shared prob-
lems and formulation of problem statements which form the basis of 
agreement on potential solutions. The learning which takes place as ideas 
develop and as knowledge is shared helps citizens to use their imagination, 
to dream their dreams, to envision desirable futures and to engage in crea-
tive problem solving. Insights stem from bringing together people with a 
diverse range of skills and expertise and from different backgrounds work-
ing to a common purpose. Consensus on or even differences about goals 
may only become clear during the process of working together. Evaluating 
possible solutions may be a valuable part of building shared understanding, 
identifying potential problems and the creation of new, improved solu-
tions.  

The case studies provide evidence of the contributions generated 
through a transformation process. The Reflect ICTs Project illustrates the 
value of using creative approaches to build peoples’ capacity to identify 
and articulate their information needs and, as a consequence, to increase 
their access to information. This led to the confidence of the participants 
being increased, and enabled them to develop the capacity to be aware of, 
and to speak up for their rights.  

Although not formally documented as a case study, another positive ex-
ample of utilising citizen creativity comes from the Hansard Society’s ex-
perience in launching a national competition to design a web site for young 
people by young people. The project ‘Being Heard’ aimed to encourage 
youth participation in the policy and decision-making process of Govern-
ment and used the creative skills of the young people themselves. The 
website itself provides a place to increase young people’s awareness and 
participation in politics. This is achieved through the provision of informa-
tion and a forum for them to voice their opinions and consult with deci-
sion-makers (Being Heard 2005).  

The excitement of the transformation process for the participants grows 
as outputs begin to develop and outcomes can be anticipated. The feelings 
are vividly described by Al-Kodmany, in his description of the initiative in 
Chicago’s Pilsen neighbourhood, USA, in which a combination of new 
technologies was used to engage citizens in the planning process for the 
regeneration of their neighbourhood. The use of technology provided citi-
zens: “…with a wealth of maps and visual data that helped orient the par-
ticipants, identify problems and facilitate consensus”, “…empowerment to 
plan and design for the future of their community.” One resident of the 
neighbourhood exclaimed “…as we saw ideas begin to take shape before 
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our eyes we could feel the excitement rise. The pulse begins to beat a bit 
faster!” (Al-Kodmany 1999).  

Similarly, in the Macatawa area project, the transformation process 
generated a strong sense of enthusiasm to deliberate and decide on priority 
areas for action. Those involved in transforming their individual and 
collective contributions into action plans, committed to continued in-
volvement in the projects they had been instrumental in defining and plan-
ning.  

The case studies also revealed a very considerable array of tools and 
techniques which are available and in use worldwide to support and pro-
mote the processes. This aspect will be discussed further in Chapter 9 

6.2.3 Outputs and Outcomes: Components of Desirable Futures 

The transformation process which occurs in effective citizen engagement 
exercises delivers explicit, tangible outputs (see Table 6.3). Examples in-
clude: 

• carefully formulated problem statements (informed by sharing experi-
ences and knowledge of different stakeholders); 

• analyses and specifications of information needs; 
• agreed priorities for action; 
• action plans. 

Outputs 

The effective shaping of requirements which results from the transformation 
processes serve to produce tangible outputs in the form of requirements 

‘ ’

duce a preliminary report at the end of each deliberation, which can be 
taken away by participants at the end of the day. In turn, such documented 
outputs inform technical design decisions, increasing the relevance and 
value of solutions (as for example in the K-Net project). The Canadian 
National Forum on Health initiative resulted in an action plan formed on 
the basis of consensus among the participants on the healthcare priorities 
for the nation.   

Tangible outputs such as these inform decision making and policy making 
which can then result in developments of ongoing benefit to individuals 
and communities. One such result is the establishment of a central infor-
mation resource centre in a community in Uganda. This profoundly sig-
nificant development came about as a result of the information needs 

–Strategies for Citizen Engagement (ii)  Tools and Techniques . 

specifications. For example, forums run by America Speaks always pro-
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analysis and action planning by the citizens involved in the Reflect ICTs 
project processes. Through similar transforming processes, the communities 
in North Western Ontario represented by the Keewaytinook Okimakanak 
have succeeded in making telecommunications facilities available to citi-
zens. These include new telehealth facilities and a virtual high school. As 
reported in Chapter 4, the Internet High School enables young teenagers to 
stay with their families and engage with their communities rather than hav-
ing to travel far afield and risk losing their roots. Similarly, the telehealth 
project makes substantial savings by enabling patients to have virtual con-
sultations with doctors and other health professionals rather than having to 
travel hundreds of miles for appointments. Desirable digital futures seem 
to be evolving for this community.  

Outcomes 

From the case studies, we can also identify numerous examples of other 
kinds of outcomes. These are sometimes less tangible than the outputs 
cited above but nevertheless important. Examples of such outcomes are 
shown in Table 6.3. 

Table 6.3. Examples of outcomes from Citizen Engagement processes 

- Increased relevance and value of solutions generated 
- Ownership of solutions 
- Capacity building 
- Empowerment 
- Mutual respect and understanding 
- Increased economic and commercial activity 
- Increased innovation 
- Increased social inclusion and community cohesion 
- Joining up of policy, strategy and ICT  
- Sustainability 

An outcome which is less immediately visible but equally important in 
terms of its long-term benefit, value and influence is the sense of owner-
ship experienced by participants. The Jhai Foundation has several active 
projects in which local people can choose to participate on the basis of 
their preferences and skills. Cultivation and sale of local coffee (Jhai Coffee) 
on a fair-trade basis has promoted economic development throughout the 
area assisted by the Jhai Foundation (www.jhai.org/). 

The projects report high impact and attribute this to the fact that their 
communities own them. Similarly the philosophy and methodology of par-
ticipation in the Reflect ICTs project regards the community as a whole as 
the basic unit for the engagement process. This approach has meant that 
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whole village communities have been involved in problem formulation and 
discussion and in agreeing on priorities for action. At the other end of the 
technological spectrum, participants in the ‘America Speaks’ project are 
provided with electronic polling equipment and can debate issues round 
the table face-to-face with decision makers.  

Another outcome identified from the analysis of the case material is ca-
pacity building – which is the change and development which takes place 
in individuals and thus in their communities as they participate in projects, 
learning new skills of many kinds and growing in confidence as a result. 
For example, a participative Reflect ICTs pilot in India (Beardon 2005) re-
ports that the main objective of participating villagers has been to acquire 
information relevant to their needs. The pilot helped them to work out who 
has the information, where the information is and how much of it is rele-
vant. Radio has been the most popular tool for information acquisition and 
advocacy. This has enabled the villagers to articulate proposals for ex-
pressing their needs and demands. Using ICTs to collect, store and analyse 
information is the next phase planned for the projects. Such capacity build-
ing provides the foundation for empowerment – in this case, enabling mar-
ginalized groups to become aware of their rights and to access information 
they need in order to improve their lives. Promoting learning and the de-
velopment of skills and capabilities in this way are explicit objectives of 
the Reflect ICTs projects led by ActionAid. This institution regards capac-
ity building as the key to achieving improvements in the quality of life of 
very poor communities. Investment in capacity building appears to far ex-
ceed expenditure on electronic resources, including ICTs.  

A further outcome from the citizen engagement process is mutual res-
pect and understanding between different groups. As an illustration of this, 
in consultations, K-Net received many requests for provision of a forum 
where aboriginal and non-aboriginal peoples across Canada could share 
information and discuss their views so that a respectful view of the 
aboriginal way of life could be promoted. Consequently, K-Net established 
‘Turning Point’, which offers cyber-space for aboriginal and non-
aboriginal people in Canada to have open and direct communication with 
each other (see: http://www.turning-point.ca/). 

Other beneficial outcomes identified in several of the case study reports 
relate to major improvements in the effectiveness of economic and com-
mercial activity. These have resulted from citizens communicating their 
needs, e.g. for information on prices at the markets where they sell com-
modities. A valued outcome of particular significance in some very poor 
communities is a direct result of having access to ICTs which enable peo-
ple to monitor market prices and judge when they are likely to achieve a 
favourable return on the sale of their goods. They can therefore make an 
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informed decision about going to market (e.g. in the Nepal Wireless and 
Jhai Foundation cases). Such tangible benefits of using technology stimu-
late the enthusiasm of users to find further ways of exploiting the ICT 
capabilities. This engagement has led to the creation of virtual outlets 
which use the Internet to develop opportunities to trade in new markets. In 
the Jhai Foundation case this means that local coffee produced in Laos is 
now marketed and sold across the globe. In Nepal, yak farmers in very re-
mote areas now use electronic communications to buy and sell animals. 
Such successes have given added impetus to initiatives to develop low cost 
ICTs, affordable to poor communities. 

Improvements in community relations are also evident in increased so-
cial inclusion and community cohesion, as is illustrated in the communities 
which host the Jhai Foundation and the Macatawa Area Coordinating 
Council respectively.  

‘America Speaks’ and the Canadian National Forum on Health are two 
examples from the case studies of initiatives that currently affect policies 
directly, achieving the joining up of policy, strategy and the use of ICTs. 
These programmes have brought together physically both policy-shapers 
and citizens, and used ICTs to facilitate their deliberations and decision-
making. This approach has been adopted in the UK for consultations over 
the National Health Service that were held in four pilot locations between 
September-October 2005. One thousand people took part in an NHS con-
sultation at the Birmingham International Convention Centre at the end of 
October 2005 adopting a similar approach to that of ‘America Speaks’ 
(BBC 2005). 

The full potential of ICTs as a key enabler of citizen engagement has 
yet to be fully demonstrated, and in many studies, e.g. Madrid Participa, 
electronic methods are seen as just one of the means available to citizens to 
be involved in democracy. 

Sustainability of the results of the initiatives depends on a number of 
variables, including adequate funding, the commitment and support of 
community leaders, the availability and reliability of technological 
equipment and expertise and, most importantly, a political and cultural 
environment which supports participation. Informed understanding of 
the capability of the technology and acceptance of the rights of citizens to 
pursue appropriate means of improving their daily lives are also key fac-
tors in sustainability. Some of the initiatives described in the case studies 
have taken explicit steps to become sustainable. For example, K-Net is 
owned and managed by the local community. Although external funding 
has contributed to the success of the initiative, it is able to generate its own 
income by charging users (including the Canadian Government) for its 
services. Other initiatives such as Nepal Wireless, and the Jhai Foundation 
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are working to generate income for communities through promoting the 
sale of local produce and handicrafts or encouraging tourism.  

It is important to emphasize that the transformational processes which 
led to the outcomes described did not simply occur spontaneously – rather, 
leadership and facilitation were frequently crucial catalysts for action and 
for sustaining momentum in the projects. In several of the case studies, it is 
evident that one particular individual or small group has championed the 
cause and put in considerable personal effort to achieve success for the ini-
tiatives e.g. in setting up online surgeries for young people to engage with 
elected councillors and local council staff in Kingston, UK, in establishing 
‘America Speaks’ to engage communities in debate and planning in the 
US, and in setting up schemes to support increased ICT-enabled commer-
cial activity e.g. Nepal Wireless, and Jhai Foundation. K-Net is notable for 
the leadership of local chiefs and their clear vision of future ICT-enabled 
possibilities for their communities.  

6.3 Conclusions 

In this chapter we have presented a multi-dimensional model of citizen en-
gagement, which reveals the richness and complexity of the process and 
the many benefits to be gained. This model extends current perspectives 
for analyzing citizen engagement which have tended to focus on the level 
of participation and/or the way in which technology is used in the process. 
It identifies a range of characteristics which not only enable a more com-
prehensive description of citizen engagement/participation initiatives but 
also offers powerful insights into the conditions for success of such initia-
tives.  

It is evident that successes in civic participation – whether in impover-
ished communities in the developing world or in leading developed na-
tions – are underpinned by the development of skills and capabilities of 
the participants. Therefore a key message for governments internationally 
who are concerned to promote participation and engagement of their citi-
zens in democratic process and in civic society, is that investment in ca-
pacity building is the crucial route to empowering citizens to improve all 
aspects of their quality of life. The use of ICT is a powerful enabler in 
achieving this but will not of itself deliver more than limited and transient 
change. Significant and more lasting change and improvement comes 
through e-enabled new opportunities for economic activity, through un-
derstanding local governance, and learning how to have influence and ex-
ercise democratic rights. These outcomes empower people as stakeholders 
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in society to have some influence over decisions made on their behalf and 
in shaping their futures.  

Thus, the model provides a strong foundation to inform the direction 
and formulation of citizen participation/engagement exercises and initia-
tives. It also provides improved criteria for systematic monitoring and 
evaluation of their effectiveness. Above all we hope that clearer identifica-
tion of the processes, benefits, and far-reaching rewards emerging from 
practice on an international basis, serves to inspire widespread citizen en-
gagement in society. 

In the next chapter, we explore the barriers which have prevented wide-
spread adoption of a participative approach to the design of ICT systems 
and services, and propose an integrated conceptual framework for ICT de-
sign.  
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7 Citizen Engagement in ICT Design: 

Citizen participation and engagement are recognized increasingly as essen-
tial to a mature democracy. They are also highly desirable from a design 
and decision making perspective in delivering the relevant and valued out-
comes described in the previous chapters. This argues for citizen engage-
ment to become a mainstream activity in the development of ICTs (as is 
already the case in many policy and planning decisions in civic society). 
There are however, continuing barriers to progress in the ICT design do-
main. It appears that the learning and understanding of the role citizens can 
play and the significance of their engagement has not transferred effec-
tively to the ICT professionals and practitioners responsible for the count-
less projects implementing ‘e-everything’ across society. In this chapter, 
we review some of the powerful deterrents to this transfer of knowledge 
and propose a constructive approach to overcoming these.  

7.1 Barriers to Citizen Engagement in ICT Development 

The list below identifies some of the most significant barriers to citizen 
engagement in ICT development projects: 

• technical focus of ICT developments; 
• limited practice of participatory design; 
• role conflicts and role boundaries; 
• knowledge silos; 
• lack of appropriate skills; 
• high perceived costs. 

7.1.1 Technical Focus of ICT Developments 

A major barrier to effective citizen engagement in ICT developments is the 
focus on technical systems rather than sociotechnical systems. Reference 
has already been made in Chapter 2 to the high failure rate of large scale 

The Challenge 
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information systems implementation projects over past decades, many in 
the public sector. Failures and shortfall in performance compared with 
promised delivery are often associated with design approaches drawing on 
the engineering model, which concentrate mostly (sometimes, entirely) on 
developing and delivering a functioning technical system. This means that 
little or no account is taken of the social system with which the technical 
system is inevitably linked. Nor is there recognition of the need to design 
the technical and social systems in parallel to achieve an optimized, effec-
tive sociotechnical system. There is therefore no perceived need to engage 
with members of those social systems during the development process. 
The consequence of such an approach is that the technical system may be 
entirely sound in terms of the software engineering. The design of the user 
interface may also be sound. Nevertheless, the system delivered for use is 
unlikely to be readily assimilated by the intended users for a variety of rea-
sons. It is likely that there will be a poor fit with key aspects of the human 
and organizational systems (e.g. existing ways of working, information 
needs and communication patterns). The impact of this is often seen in 
slow adoption, even rejection, of the ICT system. 

7.1.2 Limited Practice of Participatory Design 

A second barrier is the limited use of participatory approaches to the de-
sign of ICT systems. As we note in Chapter 2, this has partly occurred for 
historical reasons. When computers were the preserve of experts in the 
laboratory, their design was a matter of programming and engineering. 
Since computers were both designed by and used by programmers and en-
gineers, there was no need to involve anyone else in the process. As com-
puters moved into the workplace, systems designers came to recognize that 
the wider range of users have different needs, and many accept that the 
best way to identify these is to engage directly with users. But, while user-
centred design and inclusive design approaches are being promoted and 
encouraged within the ICT development industry, they are not yet part of 
mainstream ICT design activity. For example, most standard ‘waterfall’ 
type models of existing ICT design methods only allow for involvement of 
particular groups of users or role holders at specific and fairly limited 
stages of the design process. This is very different from engaging freely 
and widely with a range of user/citizen stakeholders and empowering them 
to inform design decisions throughout the process. For these stakeholders 
to enjoy real influence, they need to be actively engaged in envisioning the 
possibilities, identifying and understanding the technical options, and ex-
ploring alternative sociotechnical solutions.  
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As also noted in Chapter 2, participatory design has been developed and 
applied predominantly in Scandinavia. However despite the efforts of pio-
neering advocates and practitioners such as Mumford (1983), Muller 
(2002) and Cabana (1995), this approach has not been widely adopted in 
other countries. One likely reason for this is that participatory design fits 
well with the strong democratic culture of the Scandinavian countries, and 
in particular, with their commitment to industrial democracy which is for-
malized in legislation. By contrast, a truly participatory approach does not 
fit easily into cultures (whether national or organisational) which do not 
share the values or fully embrace the democratic principles that it embod-
ies.  

7.1.3 Role Conflicts and Role Boundaries 

A further barrier to citizen engagement is created by traditional views 
about design and the role of designers. Mumford (1991) was among the 
first to identify that the way in which ICT design is approached leads to 
problems relating to role boundaries between the different professionals 
involved. However the problem is not confined to the ICT design domain. 
Designers in all domains have traditionally regarded it as their prerogative 
to formulate design solutions and then to implement them. Giving respon-
sibility to others (e.g. to the end users of their designs) is a cause for con-
cern for some, partly because it could threaten their capacity to innovate 
and partly because it could result in design solutions which are sub-optimal 
from a technical standpoint (even if the users prefer them). As Norman 
(2000) points out, most professional designers have spent a long time get-
ting trained in their discipline, and are usually aware of the pitfalls. How-
ever, as Norman also points out, “most design is not done by professional 
designers, it is done by engineers, programmers and managers.” Each of 
these roles has not only a different set of professional skills, but also dif-
ferent goals and responsibilities, which are likely to conflict with those of 
each other, let alone those of the end-users. For example, “designers must 
please their clients, and the clients may not be the users” (Norman 2000). 
With so much scope for conflict within design projects it is hardly surpris-
ing that some designers do not want to engage with a wider group of 
unknown people whose influence upon the project will at least be unpre-
dictable.  

There is, however, evidence of a modest degree of change in this rela-
tionship. For example, in the product design domain, some designers are 
embracing the notion of co-design (e.g. Gyi et al. 2005) in which potential 
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future users are given an opportunity to exercise their creativity, albeit in 
the context of a controlled and limited brief.  

Seely Brown and Duguid (2002) make an important point about design-
ers’ roles in the contemporary, digital world: “issues about the breadth or 
narrowness of design are not, we should stress, issues for designers alone. 
Increasingly we all live in a heavily designed world and need to under-
stand both the strengths and limitations of the designs offered to us. In 
particular, we all need to be able to deal with the hype that accompanies 
new technological design. In the digital world, moreover, many of the dis-
tinctions between designers and users are becoming blurred. We are all, to 
some extent, designers now. Many questions about design are thus becom-
ing questions for us all.”  

In contemporary society, citizens are making, and expect to make, deci-
sions about their lives that are effectively design decisions. The technolo-
gies which brought us mass production made a wide range of goods and 
services accessible to a greater number of consumers, but with high stan-
dardization and limitations on choice (to quote the phrase attributed to 
Henry Ford – a car in any colour as long as it is black!) Developments in 
manufacturing mean that it is now both possible and economically feasible 
to create products to a more personal specification. In many aspects of 
consumers’ lives there is scope for, and recognition of the demand for, 
personalization. With digital technologies such as the personal MP3 player 
and the personal video recorder (PVR), users are taking control of their 
own listening and viewing, creating their own playlists and TV schedules; 
our PC desktops can be personalized, as can the ring tones on our mobile 
phones. Many people create their own web pages and weblogs for a variety 
of professional and personal reasons. In all sorts of ways, many people are 
having a significant influence on the way their immediate environment and 
possessions look or behave: aspects which, in the past, would have been 
likely to be the territory of someone with the title ‘designer’.  

As citizen/consumer power and confidence grows, the traditional roles 
and power of designers becomes less appropriate. Instead, designers in the 
21st century now have the opportunity to develop the tools and techniques 
to inform, inspire and enable citizens to influence the shape of future tech-
nologies. There is also an emerging role for a significant cohort of profes-
sionals to meet the fast-growing need to engage citizens, including the 
young, the old, the disabled and those marginalized by beliefs, ethnicity or 
life-style, in the articulation of their goals, needs, priorities and aspirations 
in the context of ICT systems development. It is likely that hybrid skills 
drawn from the social science community, human-computer interaction 
specialists, and the public planning domain, among others, will be needed 
to fulfill these challenging new roles.  
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7.1.4 Knowledge Silos 

A knowledge gulf appears to exist between the ICT domain, and the public 
policy making and planning domains. In the latter, the development and 
application of ‘social science’ knowledge about human behaviour is the 
norm. In the former, the emphasis still tends to be on the creating and ap-
plication of engineering and physical science knowledge. This is in spite of 
the fact that a significant body of knowledge exists about the relationship 
between people and ICT. Since the 1970s, the rapid development and pro-
liferation of computer systems has been accompanied by a proliferation of 
research across a wide range of disciplines. Cognitive psychologists and 
ergonomists have been investigating the design of interfaces, software and 
hardware in order to make computers easier and more effective to use by 
the non-specialist user. In parallel, industrial psychologists and sociolo-
gists have been examining the impact of the new technology upon work, 
jobs, social networks and society. At the same time, business consultants 
and management scientists have investigated the financial and organisa-
tional costs and benefits of computerisation.  

From these many endeavours, a vast but disparate body of knowledge 
concerning the relationship between people and technology and issues of 
uptake of ICT has developed. This body of knowledge continues to grow 
in abundance although, if anything, it is becoming even more fragmented. 
As technology has developed and spread across many different domains, 
pockets of specialist knowledge have built up within those domains, and 
new domains have arisen, for example: health informatics, ICT in the con-
struction sector, games and entertainment applications, domotics and 
transport technology, (as evidenced by the spawning of ever more aca-
demic journals devoted to each of these areas of knowledge). While the 
importance of understanding and meeting the needs of stakeholders – es-
pecially the users – is a common theme in the literature and practice across 
almost all of these domains, there is little sharing of knowledge between 
them. Klein (2005) comments, “engineers read what engineers have writ-
ten, social scientists read what social scientists have written; when a so-
cial scientist publishes a paper in an engineering journal as I (Klein) have 
occasionally done, it reaches neither database”. The existence of such 
‘knowledge silos’ means that knowledge and good practice developed in 
one domain is not routinely or easily shared to the benefit of others. In par-
ticular, ignoring social science knowledge condemns ICT developments to 
repeat the mistakes of the past.  
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7.1.5 Lack of Appropriate Skills 

Mumford (1991) also suggests that an important barrier to involving po-
tential users in ICT design is a lack of appropriate skills. There is certainly 
evidence that lack of expertise in the processes of engagement limits 
success despite the presence of interest and commitment. For example, en-
dorsing Mumford’s view that “people don’t know how to organize partici-
pation” (1991), a recent study of the implementation of local e-Government 
in the UK found that local council staff reported real disappointment with 
the poor responses to consultation exercises run specifically to engage with 
young people (Damodaran et al. 2004). It appears that even where there is 
some expressed commitment to participation, this can be thwarted by a 
failure to adopt appropriate methods and behaviours. One reported study 
found that fewer than 40% of local authorities in the UK government had 
consulted or engaged local stakeholders in the planning and implementa-
tion of e-Government (Office of the Deputy Prime Minister 2003). This is 
despite the fact that improving democracy and empowering citizens is one 
of the stated objectives of the UK Government’s local e-Government pol-
icy. 

Considerable learning will be essential for key personnel, such as local 
government staff, if they are to accept and adopt a participative approach 
in their work roles. The repertoire of skills necessary to achieve participa-
tion is extensive. It includes social and facilitation skills, as well as knowledge 
of methods for stakeholder identification, communication, decision-making, 
requirements elicitation and methods for engaging different groups of citi-
zens appropriately and effectively. 

The current lack of understanding and skills in how to achieve more 
successful participation does not reflect a dearth of such knowledge and a 
‘need for more research’. On the contrary, there is a growing abundance of 
such knowledge both at a national level and internationally which derives 
from case studies and pilots. As we will discuss in Chapter 9, there are also 
numerous tools and techniques which have been developed to support citi-
zen engagement and participatory design. However, these are often not 
well promulgated, especially outside the domain in which they have been 
developed, although the processes which they support are often fundamen-
tal to the effectiveness of many human and organizational activities.  

The real limitation lies in the fragmentation of the knowledge base, 
noted above, and the widespread lack of awareness of this body of knowl-
edge and its importance. As a consequence there is little investment in dis-
seminating knowledge of participatory approaches, methods and tools and 
making this accessible to those who most need it. This is particularly true 
for many practitioners engaged in developing and delivering ICT systems 
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and services for the public. One costly consequence is the wastage associ-
ated with ‘reinventing the wheel’. Many conscientious members of staff in 
local councils and elsewhere are doing their best to engage the public 
without the benefit of a framework and appropriate tools and techniques to 
support them.  

7.1.6 High Perceived Costs 

While some of the barriers identified above relate to lack of awareness 
about the need for, or the appropriate processes for citizen engagement, a 
barrier for those who are contemplating citizen engagement can be the per-
ception that it is a costly exercise. There is evidence that this perception 
does indeed discourage designers from pursuing user involvement in ICT 
developments (e.g. Sims 2003).  

There is no doubt that effective citizen engagement is likely to be time-
consuming and expensive. For example, recruiting people to participate in 
trials of products or systems, or in consultation exercises, requires careful 
design of the trial or exercise, careful selection of the sample of people to 
be involved, detailed consultation with a range of stakeholders to set up the 
processes and so on. Achieving longer term participation in a citizen panel 
is even more difficult. Accessing certain ‘hard to hear’ groups (e.g. the 
disabled, the elderly, young people etc.) in society presents particular chal-
lenges which have been explored in some depth in Chapter 5. To address 
the difficulties successfully demands both expertise and experience rele-
vant to each group and, desirably, a ‘champion’ from within the participat-
ing group. However if care is taken to develop good relations with user 
groups, then unseen advantages can be achieved. Eisma et al. (2004) re-
port: “one lady (a project participant) was very pleased to speak on behalf 
of older users at a seminar for Scottish Industry…another user volun-
teered to administer one of the project’s questionnaires to her contacts”. 

The resource implications of such engagement activities are consider-
able. Earlier discussion noted the need for people with the relevant skills to 
undertake the engagement process, and also for cultural and structural 
changes in organisations to promote and accommodate engagement. Addi-
tionally, as mentioned earlier, there will be new and different roles and 
functions to define. For instance, it may be important to blend the tradi-
tional skills of the designer with some of those of the market researcher or 
customer service staff. New policies and procedures to ensure that en-
gagement becomes a routine part of planning and design projects will also 
be necessary. These and other such changes take time, and rely on careful 
planning, implementation and stakeholder involvement to be successful. 
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Thus, mainstreaming or institutionalizing citizen engagement processes in 
the public and private sector is a challenge of considerable proportions in 
terms of the resource requirements. As we have shown, however, to com-
pensate for this investment, citizen engagement also brings huge divi-
dends.  

For organisations to take on the significant challenges and associated 
costs identified above requires awareness of both the ‘carrots’ and 
‘sticks’. This means knowing the likely rewards of engaging with citi-
zens as well as the costs and negative consequences of failing to do this. 
It appears that few have a balanced view of this equation. In both the 
public and private sector, those charged with developing services or 
products appear to be far more aware of the high costs of engaging citi-
zens (e.g. the time-consuming nature of consultation, focus groups, sur-
veys etc.) than of the costs of failing to engage citizens. Despite the fact 
that the consequences or costs of the latter are well-documented, this re-
ality does not seem to be widely recognized. This is reflected, for exam-
ple, in the limited resources available to local government to fund relevant 
citizen engagement processes. It would be difficult for local government to 
justify the investment since the costs of citizen engagement are relatively 
easy to calculate and visible while the value of the benefits are harder to 
quantify. Although often profoundly important, the benefits are less tangi-
ble and some may take a long time to accrue. This makes it harder to jus-
tify expenditure on ‘soft issues’ of engaging with citizens and acts as a 
powerful deterrent to engagement processes becoming institutionalized as 
a routine part of ICT development projects. 

7.2 Changing the Focus of ICT Development 

In summary, the current position with regard to ICT design is that, while 
the benefits of user participation/citizen engagement are partially recog-
nized, there are a number of barriers which prevent widespread adoption of 
this approach and realization of the consequent benefits. We propose that, 
if ICT design is to lead to the creation of desirable digital futures, there is a 
need for a significant shift in focus for the mainstream of current ICT de-
sign practice. The parameters of this shift are discussed below.  
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7.2.1 Parameters of the Shift 

In Table 7.1 below we highlight the features of current approaches to ICT 
design and compare these with the features of an approach which we be-
lieve will deliver desirable digital futures.  

Table 7.1. Comparison of features of current and desirable design approaches for 
ICT 

Current State Desirable Future State 
Technical focus of ICT developments Design focus is on the whole (socio-

technical) system 
Limited practice of participatory design  
and low levels of stakeholder influence 

Participatory approaches become the 
norm; stakeholder empowerment 

Traditional design roles  New hybrid roles  
Knowledge silos Knowledge and best practice widely 

disseminated 
Lack of skills for citizen engagement in  
ICT developments 

Widespread skills for participation 
and engagement 

High perceived costs of engagement Balanced cost/benefit analyses  
IT departments ‘own’ the ICT system Users ‘own’ the system 
 

The belief that ICT design practice needs to change is not in itself a new 
conclusion. As we have already said in Chapter 3, there are many others – 
both practitioners and academics/theorists working in related fields, who 
have reached similar conclusions. Many authors from different back-
grounds – such as Norman (2000), Cooper (1999), Seely Brown and 
Duguid (2000), Nardi and O’Day (1999), to name but a few influential and 
fairly recent examples – have produced provocative and powerful books 
based on a profound conviction that conventional approaches to design are 
failing to deliver the technologies we want.  

The ongoing interest in design and in ‘better’ design has led, over the 
years, to the development of many theories, associated methods and design 
approaches, although most have had at best limited impact. Rather than 
identifying yet another ‘new’ design method, we believe that the key to de-
signing desirable digital futures lies in embracing and integrating a wider 
range of design principles. Four approaches in particular seem to us to 
provide the necessary theoretical and methodological building blocks to 
underpin the required shift in design focus: 

• Sociotechnical systems theory and information ecologies, which 
recognize the interdependency which exists between technology and 
society, and the co-evolutionary nature of the way in which these two 
elements develop and mutually shape each other. 
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• Participatory and inclusive design approaches. 

Together these four approaches offer a conceptual and methodological 
framework to support the construction of strategies for engagement and 
participation and their implementation. Such an integrated approach would 
offer opportunities for empowering a wide range of citizens and engaging 
them in the shaping of sociotechnical systems, within the context of local 
information ecologies. In addition to the four constituents identified, there 
is an important role for the application of change management principles 
to achieve the required shift in design practice. In the following sections 
we shall describe the contributions of all five approaches in more detail.  

7.2.2 A Sociotechnical Approach to Design 

Sociotechnical theory originated from the work of Eric Trist and Ken 

study of coal mining in County Durham, UK, revealed that groups of min-
ers working the same coal seam and using identical technology, had devel-
oped two quite distinct ways of working. This work led to the development 
of sociotechnical theory, which reflects the fact that all systems consist of 
social and organizational elements as well as technical elements, which are 
interdependent. This means for example, that if one component of a system 
is disturbed or changed, there will be ramifications throughout the system, 
often in unexpected ways and with outcomes that were not predicted. Socio-
technical theory emphasizes that successful systems require the simultane-
ous configuration of both ‘technical’ and ‘organizational and social’ aspects 
of the system. In this respect it shares features with ‘open systems’ theory 
(Von Bertalanffy 1976) which was developing at around the same time, 
and which has also had some influence on approaches to ICT design. 

Lisl Klein (Klein and Eason 1991) points out that the basic premise of 
sociotechnical theory was not in itself new, since Marx had revealed the 
interdependence between the social and the technical. However, the 
Tavistock researchers both gave a name to the theory and took it down 
from the macrosocietal level to the work system level, where it can be 
more easily applied. Here, in the context of citizen engagement, we pro-
pose adapting some of these key concepts of sociotechnical theory for ap-
plication to wider society, beyond the workplace – returning them to their 
origins as macrosocietal constructs.  

Berniker (1992) asserts that “in the half century since the Durham coal 
mine experiences, sociotechnical systems (STS) analysis practice has 
evolved into an effective technique for the design of innovative work 

Bamforth, researchers at the renowned Tavistock Institute for Human 
Relations, during the 1950s and 1960s (Trist and Bamforth 1951). Their 
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organizations.” Albert Cherns formulated nine principles of sociotechni-
cal systems design (1976), which represent “the classic formulation of the 
body of experience and knowledge about work group design that has been 

Table 7.2. A summary of Cherns’ nine principles of sociotechnical design (1976) 

Principle Summary 
Compatibility The processes of design should be compatible 

with desired design outcomes (i.e. they should be 
highly participative). 

Minimal critical specification Methods of working and design must express the 
essential requirements. 

Sociotechnical criterion Control is local and should be given to the imme-
diate work team – the aim is to make supervision 
minimal. 

Multi-function Individual and groups need a range of tasks. Or-
ganisational boundaries should not be drawn to 
impede the sharing of information, learning and 
knowledge. 

Boundary location Information should support those who need to 
take action. 

Information flow Those who need resources should have access to, 
and authority over them; roles should be multi-
functional and multi-skilled. Information flow 
should avoid intermediaries where possible. 

Support congruence Other systems supporting the focal group should 
be congruent in their design. 

Design and human values Transitional arrangements between an existing 
and a new system should be planned and de-
signed in their own right. 

Incompletion Redesign is iterative and continuous and requires 
review and evaluation.  

These principles were drawn from the experience of a number of con-
sultants and researchers in a variety of settings, and are intended as 
guidelines to, rather than prescriptions for, design practice. The original 
principles have been reviewed and revised both by Cherns himself and by 
others (e.g. by Clegg, 2000) but they have stood the test of time in many 
respects in terms of their relevance to the design of desirable digital fu-
tures. For example, applying the principle of minimum critical specifica-
tion to large ICT developments would build in the flexibility essential to 
cope with the complex and changing nature of social systems. As we have 
already pointed out, human systems are subject to continuous change: they 
change while you are analyzing them, they change while you are building 

accumulated over the years”. These nine principles are shown in Table 7.2. 
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them, they continue to change after you have delivered them. Political will 
changes, consumer values change, societal needs change. In this sense, all 
systems are but pilots – all systems change all the time! Furthermore, hu-
man systems – unlike bridges, ships or airplanes, are too complex for 
complete analysis and are not amenable to a fixed design specification. 
Rather than resenting change and attempting “complete and consistent” 
specifications, therefore, we should embrace the dynamics of inevitable 
change and involve stakeholders in an evolutionary, incremental design 
process. 

Framing the creation of a sociotechnical system as the primary de-
sign objective of ICT development helps to make explicit the way in 
which the citizen relates to the technical components of the system. Using 
e-government as an example, each of us as members of the public will 
have hopes, expectations, aspirations and fears about the technical systems 
with which government wishes us to interact. For us to readily embrace, or 
at least accept, a given system or service, first we need to know it exists, 
then what it offers and finally that it has some utility and relevance for us. 
Delivering an outcome which satisfies these criteria requires the ICT de-
velopment team to understand what we regard as useful and relevant and 
to make their design decisions accordingly. The only real source of such 
knowledge is ourselves as citizens. Creating ICT design outputs which 
meet our needs therefore requires techniques to be in place to elicit our as-
pirations and needs. These techniques need to used as an integral part of 
the design and development process.  

A report commissioned by the Office of the Deputy Prime Minister 
(ODPM) from the Centre for Urban and Regional Development Studies, 
University of Newcastle upon Tyne includes the observation that the ICT 
development process underway for e-Government is not participatory in 
nature although the formally stated objectives for e-government in the UK 
include reducing social exclusion and promoting democracy (Office of the 
Deputy Prime Minister 2003). (This certainly does not comply with Cherns’ 
first principle of compatibility). Appropriate participative/consultative exer-
cises with the public to check design assumptions, for example, would 
have revealed at the outset important perceptions, hopes, fears and expec-
tations regarding electronic service delivery of local government services. 
Using this information to inform design decisions might well have avoided 
some of the causes of slow adoption. It is paradoxical that the design proc-
esses used to develop ICT systems intended explicitly to promote partici-
pation of the public have not themselves been participatory in nature – and 
it is clearly time to change this situation.  
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Fig. 7.1. Examples of elements of a sociotechnical system for e-Government (Of-
fice of the Deputy Prime Minister 2003). 

It is evident from the discussion above, that local e-government should 
be seen as a sociotechnical system (see Fig. 7.1). The UK Government’s 
strategy for e-government is a central part of its agenda to reform and 
modernise all public services. In 2000 it set itself the ambitious target of 
making all its services (at both national and local level) available online by 
the end of 2005. For this to genuinely lead to improvements in partici-
pation of citizens in the democratic process and to a reduction in social 
exclusion, democratic principles need to inform the process of design-
ing e-government systems. Embedding democratic and participatory de-
sign principles into all local government processes, with clear relationships 
between services and initiatives and the e-government agenda is funda-
mental to success. In such a model, the key goal for e-government should 
be successful ICT systems which lead to increased participation and social 
inclusion, with all key stakeholders, including designers and citizens, vol-
untary and governmental agencies and business, sharing responsibility for 
achieving the objective. 

Canada provides an example of world-leading success with its Gov-
ernment On-Line (GOL) strategy. It is instructive to note that this is 
underpinned by “fundamental e-Government principles of clear vision, 
user involvement, good targets and departmental and jurisdictional in-
tegration” (Accenture 2004). Sociotechnical aspects of the Canadian 
strategy include the re-design of governance and management systems 
to accommodate new models of service delivery and the requirements of 
users. 
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7.2.3 Information Ecologies 

Some of the concepts from sociotechnical systems theory, as well as from 
Participatory Design (see below) are reflected in an emerging ‘ecological’ 
approach to design. Proponents of this approach include authors such as 
Nardi and O’Day (1999), who coined the term ‘information ecologies’, 
and others such as Seely Brown and Duguid (2002). The ecological ap-
proach takes as its metaphor biological ecologies, “with their complex 
dynamics and diverse species and opportunistic niches for growth” (Nardi 
and O’Day 1999). They define an information ecology thus: “an informa-
tion ecology is a complex system of parts and relationships. It exhibits di-
versity and experiences continual evolution. Different parts of an ecology 
coevolve, changing together according to the relationships in the system. 
Several keystone species necessary to the survival of the ecology are pre-
sent. Information ecologies have a sense of locality” (Nardi and O’Day 
1999). 

Thus, the approach shares with sociotechnical systems theory the focus 
on human activities that are served by the technology, rather than on tech-
nology itself (Nardi and O’Day 1999), and the recognition that there are 
strong interdependencies between different parts of a system. It also shares 
the belief that the value systems of stakeholders must be taken into account 
in achieving acceptable, effective systems – and that a participatory design 
approach – a “collective, ongoing construction of enduring information 
ecologies” is the way to achieve this. (Nardi and O’Day 1999). The eco-
logical metaphor brings with it the notion of ecological failure due to envi-
ronmental destruction. Nardi and O’Day believe that similarly, there is the 
possibility that unless we take control of our information ecologies and in-
ject our own values and needs into them, we will be overwhelmed by some 
of our technological tools. They suggest that it is possible to gain benefi-
cial and positive uses from technology if we do not simply allow it to 
‘wash over us’.  

Clearly the vastness of the potential stakeholder population makes a 
nonsense of designing global systems with the participation of all citizens. 
Achieving citizen engagement/participation in the creation of desirable 
digital futures will depend on achieving the right scale for the process. 
Adopting an information ecologies perspective to the design of sociotech-
nical systems helps to identify the appropriate focus and scope of initia-
tives in which citizens will be able to participate effectively. Locality is a 
particularly important attribute in the concept of information ecologies. 
For positive outcomes to result, decisions about the design and application 
of technology need to be made in the context of settings in which the indi-
vidual plays an active role and has an active say it what happens: “our 
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leverage point lies in acting within the spheres where we have knowledge 
and authority. (…) These sites of local participation offer both opportuni-
ties and responsibilities for shaping the way technology works in our 
lives.” (Nardi and O’Day 1999). 

7.2.4 A Participatory Approach to Design 

Enid Mumford reminds us that “the one thing that can be said with cer-
tainty about participation is that it is not a new concept, although it may 
sometimes have been given other names such as democracy, involvement, 
sharing, co-operation, etc. The Greeks used it to describe a certain kind of 
decision taking. For them a decision was participatively taken if the an-
swer to the question ‘who takes it?’ was ‘more or less everybody’. This 
kind of democratic decision taking contrasted with meritocratic forms in 
which decisions were taken by an elite, and with an autocratic form in 
which they were taken by one person” (Mumford 1983). 

In the specific context of design, Participatory Design (PD) has emerged 
as a recognized body of practice. The key objectives of participatory de-
sign are to ensure that those who will be impacted by a system are empow-
ered to participate directly in decision-making about that system, not only 
in relation to computerized aspects but also in the design of work systems 
and policies. Muller (2002) characterizes the PD field as follows: “re-
searchers and practitioners are brought together – but not necessarily 
brought into unity – by a pervasive concern for the knowledge, voices 
and/or rights of end-users, often within the context of software design and 
development, or of other institutional settings (e.g. workers in companies, 
corporations, universities, hospitals, governments). Many researchers and 
practitioners in PD (but not all) are motivated in part by a belief in the 
value of democracy to civic, educational and commercial settings – a 
value that can be seen in the strengthening of disempowered groups (in-
cluding workers), in the improvement of internal processes, and in the 
combination of diverse knowledge to make better services and products” 
(Muller 2002). 

The approach emerged in Scandinavia in the 1960s, initially in building 
design (Granath et al. 1996), but was then adopted by a series of projects 
undertaken by the Norwegian Computing Centre in the 1970s and 1980s 
(Keul 1983; Thoresen 1992; Clement and Van den Besselaar 1993). In 
these projects, researchers worked with trade unions to provide them with 
knowledge about how the use of new information technology could affect 
their working conditions. The aim was to encourage the unions to develop 
and implement their own technology control activities and policies. These 
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projects, which included manufacturing, office work, public administration 
and health care, inspired similar projects in other Scandinavian countries 
and beyond.  

A further defining feature of participatory design approaches is the use 
of methods and tools which promote communication between stake-
holders. This enables joint exploration of design problems, and the genera-
tion and evaluation of solutions. This is important because the involvement 
of a wide range of stakeholders, with different knowledge bases and skills, 
requires mechanisms to facilitate the sharing of knowledge and under-
standing, and developing a consensus regarding design solutions. Thus, 
whilst historically, the concept of PD has been imbued with commitment 
to the ideal of democracy in work organizations, proponents now believe 
that it also offers a mechanism for drawing together the knowledge from 
different domains which is needed to solve complex, real world design 
problems. Muller for example cites Fowles, who writes about “transform-
ing the ‘symmetry of ignorance’ (mutual incomprehension between de-
signers and users) into a complementary ‘symmetry of knowledge’, 
through symmetries of participation and symmetries of learning” (Fowles 
2000). Muller goes on to say that most of the theories and practices in PD 
“require the combination of multiple perspectives – in part because com-
plex human problems require the combination of multiple perspectives 
(e.g. software expertise and work-domain expertise) for good solutions 
(…) and in part because the workplace democracy tradition requires that 
all of the interested parties (or stakeholders) should have a voice in con-
structing solutions” (Muller 2002). It is apparent then that a participative 
approach to design of desirable futures brings with it the benefits of pro-
moting democracy, and of creating a shared knowledge pool from what 
have traditionally been quite separate domains.  

An important advantage of the kind of engagement embodied in partici-
patory design is that it achieves stakeholder ‘buy-in’ to the outcomes that 
are developed. This is clearly important for information systems success 
within organizations, but is perhaps even more necessary as computers are 
becoming an integral part of society. Systems such as e-government and 
e-commerce and the many other e-applications can only operate on the basis 
of citizen/consumer ‘buy-in’, acceptance and take up. Thus, powerful driv-
ers now exist for active citizen engagement where there were few before. 

7.2.5 Inclusive Design 

So far, we have identified frameworks which place the focus of design on 
sociotechnical systems, located in their own information ecologies, and 
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which promote a participatory process to both engage and empower key 
stakeholders. A further useful contribution comes from the inclusive de-
sign movement. This takes as its starting point the recognition of the diver-
sity of the human population as users and consumers of products, systems 
and services. Inclusive design emphasises the need to identify and cater for 
this diversity. Not only is this with a view to creating designs which are 
well matched to the needs of their intended users, but also to ensure that 
designs do not exclude particular types of potential users, such as those 
with disabilities. An inclusive design approach enables the risk of exclu-
sion to be minimized or eliminated by ensuring that unnecessary barriers to 
access are not built into technology and its provision at the design stage. 
Furthermore, designing for ‘extra-ordinary users’ may lead to positive en-
hancements to design by developing features which facilitate effective use 
for many, if not all, potential users. 

As we note in Chapter 3, there are now significant legislative and 
business drivers for an inclusive design approach. As a result, consider-
able information, in the form of guidance, tools and techniques, has been 
generated to promote and to support inclusive design. These are intended 
to help designers to meet the diverse needs of citizens. The tools seek to 
provide information to designers about the physical parameters of specific 
groups within the population such as older people and disabled people 
(‘extra-ordinary users’ – Newell and Gregor 1999) who may have special 
needs compared to the ‘ordinary’ population. An inclusive design approach 
has been used effectively to identify the design constraints associated with 
specific types of user impairment (e.g. Eisma et al. 2003). However the de-
sign outcomes have generally been limited, e.g. to the design of products 
and aspects of ICT systems such as web pages. 

There are mutual benefits to be gained by incorporating inclusive design 
principles and methods within a sociotechnical and participative approach. 
Inclusive design offers detailed practical methods and guidance to ensure 
that design solutions meet the needs of the broadest range of citizens. 
Equally, inclusive design is likely to have greater impact as a result of a 
shift in focus from detailed aspects of product design towards sociotechni-
cal systems design. 

7.3 Facilitating the Transition: A Change Management 
Approach 

The many benefits of citizen engagement have been revealed in earlier 
chapters. What then is required to achieve a shift in the focus of ICT design 
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practice such that citizen engagement becomes a normal, mainstream part 
of ICT design practice? Clearly this will not be easy to achieve – given the 
entrenched barriers identified in section 7.1 above. But the fact that achiev-
ing the shift will be difficult does not mean that it is impossible - nor that 
we should be daunted by the challenge. The high costs of maintaining the 
status quo and the promise of rich rewards made possible by the shift are 
very powerful reasons for embarking on an ambitious programme for 
change. Change management theory offers a sound basis for developing 
strategies to make the transition towards a new integrated approach to ICT 
design, incorporating the principles drawn from the multiple approaches to 
design described above. Successful change strategies will deliver the fol-

knowledge and understanding of the benefits of engaging citizen/users in  
design - amongst all stakeholders in the ICT design process; and (iii) de-
velop the capacity and capability to undertake effective citizen engage-
ment.  

There is a vast literature on change management which includes well-
documented best practice and guidance on implementing change strategies. 
One accessible example is offered by Gleicher (n.d.). Informed by the re-
search into resistance to change and change management, Gleicher pro-
posed a formula to reflect the way in which change often comes about and 
to suggest how the process can be facilitated by managing the following 
constituent components appropriately: 

D = Dissatisfaction with the status quo (pain) 
V = a shared Vision of the future 
K = Knowledge about practical steps 
C = the Costs (economic and psychological) of change 

The formula indicates that change will occur when:  

 D x V x K > C  

In other words, the formula suggests that in many situations change 
comes about when dissatisfaction with the status quo, combined with a 
desirable vision of the future and knowledge of the steps required to 
reach the goal, are greater than the perceived costs (financial and/or psy-
chological) associated with the change and its implications.  

In applying Gleicher’s formula to achieve change in the ICT design 
process, a first step would be acknowledgement of the seriousness and 
scale of the problems and limitations of the existing ICT design practice. 
There is already ample evidence, as we have cited in Chapter 2 and else-
where, that current approaches to ICT design and development lead often 
to sub-optimal solutions. Citizens and consumers have often ‘voted with 

lowing outcomes: (i) create the right culture; (ii) promote widespread 
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their feet’ by refusing to use poor systems and products. Despite this 
prevalence of evidence of problems, senior people in positions of leader-
ship and influence in government and in industry (with some notable 
exceptions), have not generally sought to publicise the difficulties and 
limitations of current ICT design practices until expensive problems or 
failures force their hand. An important objective of this book is therefore 
to help to promote awareness of the need for urgent change and to make 
the reasons and the benefits very clear.  Chapter 10 will pick up this theme 
again. To illustrate application of the formula to devise a change strategy, 
the components of such a strategy are described below. 

7.3.1 Dissatisfaction with the Status Quo 

Change often tends to be stimulated by dissatisfaction on the part of key 
stakeholders with one or more aspects of the current state of affairs – or with 
anticipated and unwelcome proposed changes to the status quo. For exam-
ple, in work organisations, many changes are triggered by management or 
shareholder dissatisfaction regarding the performance of particular individu-
als, departments, or with the organisation as a whole. In the community, the 
situation is somewhat different in that dissatisfaction that prompts action for 
change is most likely to relate to proposed changes in the locality (such as a 
new housing estate in a rural area) which are perceived as a threat to estab-
lished lifestyles or quality of life.  

Common to both situations, achieving a groundswell of support for 
change generally requires that a critical mass of individuals feel sufficiently 
well-informed and concerned about the problems (current or projected) to be 
motivated to act to individually or collectively. The first stage in achieving 
such support is to promote widespread understanding of the nature of prob-
lems experienced (or anticipated) with the status quo and their implications 
for different stakeholders.  

In both contexts, sharing this awareness and understanding is necessary 
to create recognition within a wider constituency of the reasons why 
change is required. For example, employees may need an understanding of 
the real nature of the problems that their host organisation is facing, if they 
are to accept and contribute to changes necessary to addressing the prob-
lems. Similarly members of a community may need to be convinced that 
there is good reason for them to become involved in local action.  It is of-
ten the case that one individual or small group of stakeholders becomes 
motivated to achieve change by their strength of feeling and concern about 
an issue. For instance, a key trigger for the K-Net project in 1993-94 was 
the lack of any telecommunications facilities in many of the villages in the 
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region (see Chapter 4).  Major change has been brought about by engaging 
citizens in the communities concerned in identifying their needs, articulat-
ing their requirements, gaining the necessary resources, and implementing 
changes.  

This ‘dissatisfaction with the status quo’ component of Gleicher’s for-
mula, which we can describe as the ‘know why’ step, is essential for mo-
bilising people and gaining their ‘buy-in’ to the change. As is the case for 
every step in any successful change strategy, effective communication 
strategies and mechanisms are essential to articulate and share information 
and understanding among all stakeholders.  

7.3.2 A Shared Vision  

As suggested by Gleicher’s (n.d.) formula, bringing about change requires 
more than sharing detailed analyses and understanding of the reasons for 
making changes. Equally important, if not more so, is to convey a powerful 
and compelling view of the advantages that will come about as a result of 
the proposed changes.  For proposals for major change to gain support, those 
seeking to achieve change must create awareness, understanding and ex-
citement regarding the potential benefits – promoting a real desire to experi-
ence them.  This applies to those who can help to bring change about, as 
well as to those who will be impacted by it. In particular, achieving the buy-
in of those in positions of influence (formal and informal) and in authority is 
very important for gaining legitimacy for the change, active support and 
necessary resources. 

In the community context, awareness and real understanding of pro-
posed developments and their implications are essential if consultations 
about planning are to be genuine democratic processes which enable citi-
zens to influence decisions that impact upon their lives. This means that 
achieving commitment to change will depend on revealing issues and 
problems – as well as ‘selling’ the advantages of a new way of doing 
things.  

Promoting a vision of the future which has perceived relevance, value 
and attraction for the individuals or communities involved is therefore es-
sential. Clear articulation of achievable and tangible goals is particularly 
important if achievement of the proposed outcome is to be credible and 
perceived as worth the effort involved. This means that the outcomes illus-
trated should relate directly to the interests of as wide a cross-section of 
stakeholders as possible, indicating the advantages and benefits to different 
groups. Sharing the vision provides the ‘know what’, i.e. the knowledge 
of what potential outcomes and impacts people can anticipate coming from 
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the proposed changes. Envisioning a positive future and beneficial out-
comes in a rich and compelling way is also important in achieving support 
for the change programme when problems (which will inevitably crop up 
during implementation) arise. 

7.3.3 Knowledge about Practical Steps  

To give credibility to the idea of attaining the envisioned future, the practi-
cal steps to be taken towards achieving this desirable vision will need to be 
made clear and tangible. A key part of a change management approach is 
to give confidence that the intended goal will reached. Such confidence is 
enhanced by a well-publicised, robust and practicable plan to achieve the 
goals. This component of the strategy can be described as the ‘know how’ 
step.  

Gaining the active involvement of key stakeholders who will be affected 
by the implementation of the proposed plan in its formulation will increase 
the chances of producing a robust and practicable action plan. Once the 
steps in the action plan have been determined, then a powerful communi-
cations strategy is necessary to share knowledge and understanding of the 
plan with all stakeholders. 

7.3.4 Costs (Economic and Psychological) 

Much of the psychological ‘cost’ of change stems from fears and appre-
hensions about change that is imposed upon us – and particularly about 
the loss of control this implies.  Allaying fears about the consequences of 
the changes wherever possible is a key component of any successful 
change strategy. This is especially the case where profound impact on our 
personal lives, on our performance and on our ways of doing things is an-
ticipated. These fears may not be justified and it is important to counter 
them where appropriate and provide reassurance that new prospects are at 
least as attractive as the familiar ones about to be lost. Positive actions, for 
example, the provision of learning opportunities and good support to indi-
viduals in making required changes, developing new skills and new ways 
of working can significantly reduce the ‘pain of change’ and encourage 
support for change. 
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7.4 Conclusions 

We propose that an integrated approach to the design of digital systems, 
building on the successes and expertise in existing but, until now, separate 
domains, offers a route towards the creation of desirable digital futures. 
The different theoretical and conceptual frameworks described above en-
able the formulation of a multi-faceted strategic approach to ICT design 
which puts citizens/users at ‘centre stage’ – and engages them appropri-
ately throughout the planning and development cycle. The robustness of 
the proposed strategy and framework and their potential power to achieve 
significant change stems not only from their foundation in influential and 
well-tested theories, but also from the fact that there are many established 
methods and techniques already developed and readily available to support 
implementation. Table 7.3 summarizes the key contributory principles that 
each approach has to offer. 

Table 7.3. Key Contributory Principles of each Theoretical Approach 

Theoretical Framework Key Contributory Principles/Features 
Sociotechnical theory Social and technical systems are interdependent and need 

to be co-optimized  
Principle of minimum critical specification 
The design process should be compatible with design 
goals and outcomes  

Information Ecologies Specific focus on a particular environment/context 
Co-evolution 
Interdependency 

Participatory Design Involvement of stakeholders in decision making 
Combination of multiple perspectives 
Empowerment through use of envisioning/exploring 
techniques 

Inclusive Design Focus on identifying needs of widest range of users – 
emphasis on extra-ordinary users 
Provides methods to aid design 

Change Management Understanding the need for change 
Communicating vision 
Providing knowledge of practical steps 
Overcoming resistance 
Promoting ownership 

 
The steps required to reach the goal of an integrated ICT design process 
enriched by the contributory components discussed above are shown in 
Fig. 7.2. 
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Fig. 7.2. Transforming the approach to ICT design. 

As described in 7.3, change management theory indicates that aware-
ness of the limitations of the existing approach, together with a clear vision 
of the tangible rewards from a new approach (e.g. new markets, improve-
ments in quality of life for many citizens), and knowledge of the practical 
steps which must be taken for this to happen, will in combination provide a 
compelling pull to transform the design process. The know-how exists to 
achieve this transformation, as we explain in the following chapters. The 
challenges are undoubtedly enormous and profound – but realizable if we 
collectively have the courage and foresight to pursue the vision. 
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8 Strategies for Citizen Engagement: (i) Shifting 
the Focus of ICT Design Practice 

For citizens to be actively engaged in shaping their digital futures requires 
that they have both the opportunity and the capacity to do so. This, in turn, 
means that governments, ICT system providers, manufacturers and other 
agencies need to recognize the sociotechnical implications of strategies 
and plans, and the need to engage with citizens in making decisions and 
shaping solutions. This requires a change in focus from the traditional 
view of either policy making or ICT design, which can only occur if it be-
comes part of the culture and routine practice of society and of organiza-
tions. A further requirement is to build the capability of citizens and other 
stakeholders, giving them the knowledge and skills to work in this new 
way.  

Modern life places heavy demands on its citizens. Spending time and ef-
fort to engage in informing ICT design decisions is an additional demand 
which many may not welcome – however desirable the long-term benefits. 
Equally, those with job responsibilities for achieving the engagement of 
members of the public and relevant others in projects and exercises may 
find this an onerous task. The inherent difficulties are often exacerbated by 
the lack of guidance available on either the purpose of engage-
ment/participation or on how to achieve it.  

The aim of this chapter and Chapter 9 is to make accessible to those 
who need it, the available knowledge for embedding citizen engagement as 
a normal part of ICT development projects – i.e. institutionalizing it. The 
final chapter in this suite of three considers the challenging issue of bring-
ing about culture change throughout society to alter thinking about the role 
of technology in society and the part citizens play in defining that role. 
Thus these last three chapters describe complementary strategies for 
achieving citizen engagement/participation.  
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8.1 Introducing the Strategies  

The strategies discussed in these chapters are instantiations of the applica-
tion of change management principles encapsulated in Gleicher’s formula 
which is described in Chapter 7. Their function is to inform the definition, 
content and structure of change programmes necessary to bring about the 
required shift in ICT design practice. Although the strategies do, of course, 
offer guidance, they differ fundamentally from countless ‘design guide-
lines’ published over the past decades in their underlying assumptions. The 
distinction is important and warrants further explanation. Many guidelines, 
developed with the best of intentions to improve ICT design from a hu-
man-centred perspective, have failed to have significant impact. This is de-
spite the fact that the advice is often sound and based upon valid research 
data. The lack of impact is because ICT designers generally find their 
customary ways of doing things satisfactory and comfortable from their 
perspective. Change theories tell us that human beings are unlikely and 
reluctant to change unless we see compelling reasons for doing so.  

Guidelines by their nature are not appropriate or effective as persuasion 
techniques. The content of most design guidelines comprises details of 
steps to take – and sometimes on how to do this. The formulation of design 
guidelines is often driven by the conviction of their developers that they 
are needed to improve shortcomings in ICT design. This is not a percep-
tion generally shared by the intended users of the guidelines. Developers 
of guidelines see their purpose to be the provision of evidence-based in-
structions and have achieved this very successfully in many cases. Their 
guidelines have generally been offered up into a vacuum where there is no 
‘user pull’ from the design community. This helps to explain the lack of 
impact.  

In the terms of Gleicher’s formula (see Chapter 7), there are three cru-
cial components in achieving successful change: dissatisfaction with the 
status quo, sharing the vision and knowledge of the practical steps 
necessary to progress towards the vision. In the context of ICT design, 
guidelines are the knowledge component which indicate the practical 
steps necessary for the change. The two other components are generally 
missing from projects which generate design guidelines. Without aware-
ness and understanding of the limiting effects and costs of current design 
methods, there is no reason for designers to be dissatisfied with how things 
are and no motivation for them to change their methods and approach. 
Equally, the vision of the attractive rewards and benefits which are likely 
to follow for them as a result of the shift towards engaging with stake-
holders, especially with citizens, has not been effectively communicated to 
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the ICT design community. The crucial message is that for guidance to be 
applied appropriately and to achieve the change intended, it has to be in-
corporated into a coherent change programme. The same principle applies 
to the strategies presented in this book: they can only succeed within the 
context of planned systemic change.  

Following from the above, the assumption underlying the strategies 
formulated in these three chapters is that knowledge and understanding of 
the reasons and the need for change supersede and underpin everything 
else. Education and organisational support to develop human skills and in-
stitutional resources are seen as essential for achieving the envisioned 
scale of systemic change involved in achieving a shift in focus of ICT de-
sign methods and approaches. In other words, building capacity and devel-
oping organisational infrastructure must take priority.  

To effectively ‘embed’ citizen engagement into ICT development pro-
jects it must become a mainstream, rather than a marginal or peripheral 
part of the development process. Transforming ways of doing things 
throughout an institution usually comes about through a gradual evolution-
ary process. Thus, strategies for building capacity and developing organ-
isational infrastructure must also take account of the need to achieve 
longer-term cultural change.  

The proposed strategies apply at three different levels: the institution 
(e.g. local council, government department, hospital, retail business etc), 
the ICT project, and wider society respectively. This chapter addresses 
the process of institutionalizing changes at the organizational level which 
are necessary to bring about a shift in focus of ICT design. Chapter 9, 
‘Tools and techniques’ presents staff working at the project level with an 
awareness of the very many, highly varied and innovative resources avail-
able globally. These are valuable in developing their capacity to carry out 
job responsibilities relating to citizen engagement/participation.  

The final chapter ‘Achieving a culture of participation and engagement’ 
considers strategic change of a quite different kind and of a far greater 
magnitude than is required at project and organisational levels. To funda-
mentally alter the way we all think about technological development and 
our role in the future shaping of our digital world is clearly extremely chal-
lenging. Change on such a scale cannot happen without the high level 
leadership and the support of very many stakeholders – both individuals 
and institutions. Only with the leadership and enthusiasm of influential 
bodies and individuals with the power and political will to transform estab-
lished ways of doing things can ambitious institutionalized change occur 
on a societal scale. Some possibilities for embarking on this journey are 
discussed in Chapter 10.  
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8.2 Institutionalizing the Shift in Organisations 

The content of this chapter applies primarily to institution-led citizen par-
ticipation and engagement. This is because most large-scale ICT develop-
ments intended for the public take place in institutional settings (whether 
public sector or private sector organizations are involved). It is staff who 
work in these organizations who are likely to have responsibilities for 
gaining the participation and engagement of members of the public in dif-
ferent aspects of an ICT design and development project. There are, of 
course, generic aspects to the guidance. For example, the processes in-
volved in communication and in envisioning alternative futures described 
in Chapter 9 are equally applicable in citizen-led activities. However, they 
are unlikely to be supported with the necessary resources more usually as-
sociated with institution-led initiatives. 

Achieving a shift in ICT design away from its technical focus towards a 
sociotechnical focus (where citizen engagement is the norm) will draw 
heavily from good practice in civic planning and community development 
contexts. There are however some important differentiating characteristics 
of citizen engagement in ICT development contexts which we have taken 
into account in formulating the strategies presented here. Most ICT devel-
opments start with a concept (usually technological, usually developed by 
technologists). Then typically follow a logical sequence of steps in which 
the requirements are specified, the hardware and software are designed and 
the outcome is then implemented – again, usually by technologists. Where 
a user-centred approach is applied (which does not happen in all cases), 
then users may become involved in specifying their requirements at an 
early stage in the development cycle. Then, at a later stage, in testing a so-
lution – possibly a prototype – defined and developed by ICT developers. 
By this second stage it is often considered too late to make more than mi-
nor modifications to the design. By contrast, when citizens are engaged 
successfully in public policy making and planning, following established 
good practice (e.g. National Forum on Health – Canada, Wyman et al. 
1999) the objective is often to allow people to identify and explore alter-
native options at an early stage. This means that further development is 
focused upon preferred solutions – and avoids the wastefulness of devel-
oping ‘solutions’. Which are seen as lacking in relevance or usefulness 
by those in whose interests they have been developed.  

In an analogous way, an approach to ICT design which involves citizens 
and focuses on creating sociotechnical solutions could similarly involve 
people in identifying and exploring options in ICT provision, envisioning 
outcomes and achieving consensus on preferred solutions. The preferred 
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solutions could then be developed and tested with greater confidence that 
they will successfully meet the needs of the people for whom they are in-
tended. Engaging in technology shaping is not something with which 
people are generally familiar. This means they need concepts, knowl-
edge, language and tools to be able to do this. Some of the many possibili-
ties for enhancing understanding, envisioning, communicating and sharing 
ideas and so on are identified in the next chapter. 

There are a great many actions required to begin the shift towards mak-
ing stakeholder participation/engagement a mainstream activity in ICT 
projects. This includes taking a number of steps at the earliest possible 
stage – desirably before most decisions have been made. Examples of pre-
paratory steps which are often relevant are the following:  

• recruit a leader/champion for the engagement process; 
• communicate to create awareness of the need for a new, integrated ap-

proach to ICT design (aims, approach, expected benefits etc.); 
• provide education and learning opportunities; 
• secure resources; 
• implement a sound organisational infrastructure to support the project or 

initiative; 
• build confidence (both of staff in the institution and of citizens in the 

community); 
• encourage a strong ‘user pull’ for making citizen participation main-

stream and for sharing knowledge and expertise relating to civic partici-
pation in ICT development;  

• encourage greater application of an integrated design approach to en-
hance significantly the quality and relevance of ICT provision for citi-
zens.  

8.2.1 Action Plan for Institutionalizing Citizen Participation/ 
Engagement  

The action plan presented in this section draws on many years of our ex-
periences working with client organisations in both the private and public 
sectors. To present a rather mechanistic-looking plan may appear to con-
tradict our earlier assertion that guidance developed out of context is 
unlikely to be accepted or to be relevant. However, we are frequently 
asked to provide planning aids which indicate the steps to take and there-
fore offer this as a starting point for developing a context-specific action 
plan, tailored to the specific circumstances of use. A four stage, twelve 
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point Action Plan for institutionalizing the proposed shift in focus of ICT 
design is therefore described in subsequent sections. 

Fig. 8.1. Action plan for shifting the focus of ICT design. 

8.2.2 Identifying, Informing and Convincing Key People  

This stage is crucial as it seeks to achieve ‘buy-in’ of people in key roles to 
the concepts and values underpinning the engagement of citizens in ICT 
design and development. Powerful communication and knowledge sharing 
methods will be essential. 

To ensure that citizen contributions inform the activities and decision-
making associated with ICT developments, widespread awareness of the 
value and importance of citizen engagement is needed. This is especially 
the case among the membership of relevant steering committees, project 
groups, etc. where many key role holders/stakeholders have responsibility, 
authority or influence over decisions. People with expertise in public par-
ticipation processes could be invited to promote such awareness and un-
derstanding.  

To achieve such changes in mind set may need to be reinforced through 
formal education and training. Understanding the need for a new approach 
to design will be strengthened by an awareness of the theories and con-
cepts of the social sciences, from which the principles underpinning the 
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integrated design approach are drawn. Opportunities for learning basic so-
cial science concepts and participatory principles do not generally form 
part of the curriculum for computer scientists and engineers. Yet the appli-
cations which they design have significant human and social implications. 
Excellent multi-media tools are now available which could support educa-
tion and training in concepts and approaches relevant to citizen engage-
ment. Designers, developers and providers would all benefit from learning 
these. Experiential and immersive techniques (see Chapter 9 for examples) 
offer powerful means of promoting rapid learning regarding perspectives 
of people in different roles and circumstances. 

Action Points: Steps 1-4  

1. Mobilize for change: identify ‘change champions’ who rec-
ognise the need for change in the design approach in the or-
ganisation - appoint one as a leader for the change process. 

2. Identify relevant key people and consult to make changes to 
job descriptions/terms of reference to include citizen en-
gagement activities and responsibilities. 

3. Develop and deliver learning opportunities (desirably using 
experiential learning techniques) for senior people. 

4. Develop and deliver awareness and education programmes 
(e.g. in social science concepts) and, where appropriate, op-
portunity for skills acquisition in citizen engagement (e.g. 
facilitation) for middle management and staff members in-
cluding ICT design/development staff.  

8.2.3 Integrating Citizen Engagement with ICT Design Methods 

Participation/engagement of citizens in ICT design needs to occur through-
out the development cycle. Citizens should be involved early in decisions, 
when ideas are still at the vision stage, “before political interests and pro-
fessional input dominate debate” (Demos 2004). It therefore needs to be 
planned carefully in relation to the design methods currently in use in the 
organisation concerned. It may well be the case that those undertaking an 
ICT development project are following one of the many available method-
ologies, some of which are mentioned in Chapter 2. In some cases (such as 
in the UK public sector) there is often a formal requirement to follow a 
particular methodology. This may specify citizen/user involvement activities 
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and the stage at which they take place. The adequacy and appropriateness 
of this needs to be reviewed. It is also important that other experts, particu-
larly external consultants, recognise the need for these in the activities they 
have been contracted to carry out. It is especially important in the award of 
major contracts for ICT development projects that the tender evaluation 
criteria include preparedness and capability to ensure genuine and active 
participation and engagement of users/citizens in the project. 

In traditional approaches to ICT design, user input is often not sought 
until there is a technological concept which is to be developed. In this en-
gineering model the purpose of the involvement is to define user require-
ments for the technology to be developed – leaving potential users with no 
‘say’ in whether or not the proposed technology is appropriate or desirable. 
In the examples of best practice in public policy making and planning 
context however, citizens are likely to be consulted and engaged in agenda 
setting. This gives them the opportunity to define their priorities and to in-
fluence the scope, rather than the detail, of policies and plans. In ICT de-
velopment projects, citizens need to be engaged at the equivalent of this 
agenda setting stage, i.e. earlier than is normally the case. 

In the later stages of the lifecycle, there is recognition, in both the sys-
tems development context and in the public policy making and planning 
context, of the benefits of testing possible solutions with users/citizens 
through pilot projects. However, in technology development projects, the 
focus of testing is usually on the performance of the technology, rather 
than on the wider implications of the technology for its intended users. 
Opportunities, and support for, exploration of these human and organisa-
tional implications – in terms of project resources, skills and job design of 
participants – need to be built into the design process.  

Action Points: Steps 5-7 

5. Review membership of key decision-making bodies to en-
sure citizens are fully represented and engaged. 

6. Incorporate citizen engagement processes and values into 
ICT design methods. 

7. Review contractual terms/procurement criteria for employ-
ing external ICT consultants. Revise as necessary to ensure 
that citizen engagement processes are included as part of the 
terms of reference and contractual conditions. 
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8.2.4 Integrating Citizen Engagement with Performance 
Appraisal and Monitoring 

The ability to engage effectively with citizens in the course of normal 
working must be recognised in any processes for assessing and appraising 
the performance of those responsible for developing ICT for the public. 
Only by emphasising a positive approach to the process will ‘in-house’ ex-
pertise and acceptance of citizen contributions develop. Additionally, the 
design outputs (including proposals) from every stage should be reviewed 
to check that they have been informed appropriately by citizens.  

Evaluating the impact of ICT on people requires monitoring to ensure 
positive effects and to see how well the citizen engagement strategies and 
mechanisms are working. Audits can be undertaken to provide information 
to the providers, designers, developers and manufacturers on the success of 
the ICT delivered. 

Action Points: Steps 8-10 

8. Through consultation and negotiation, include citizen en-
gagement criteria in annual assessment/performance ap-
praisals. 

9. Include citizen engagement criteria in quality assurance pro-
tocols and procedures. 

10. Conduct long-term auditing of the effectiveness of citizen 
engagement to assess the impact of ICT and its acceptabil-
ity. 

8.2.5 Providing Resources for Citizen Engagement 

It should be recognised that resources will be required to support the tran-
sition to the new ways of working implied by the change in focus of ICT 
design. Key requirements are for education, skills and a budget to support 
participation/engagement processes.  

• skill support. To support citizen engagement projects in the short term, 
whilst expertise develops within the host organisation, experts in public 
participation may be required. These specialists could be external or part 
of an in-house group; 
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• budget planning. For a citizen engagement strategy to become a reality, 
adequate resources of skills, time and facilities are required. These need 
to be costed and given appropriate budget allocations. 

In organisations where citizen participation/engagement needs to be 
conducted frequently, it may be worthwhile to set up a group which spe-
cialises in these processes. There are precedents for this, such as the Par-
ticipation Services Unit of the Scottish Parliament (2004).  

Action Points: Steps 11-12 

11. Consider establishing an in-house unit of citizen engage-
ment specialists, especially facilitators if this appears appro-
priate; decide location (dispersed or localized), staffing, 
equipment, etc. 

12. Review relevant budgets and schedules to see that citizen 
engagement activities are included. 

Table 8.1. Summary of 12 point Action Plan for Setting up Citizen Engagement  

1 Mobilise for change: identify ‘change champions’ who recognise the need 
for change in the design approach in the organisation – appoint one as a 
leader for the change process. 

2 Identify relevant key people and consult to make changes to job descrip-
tion/terms of reference to include citizen engagement activities and respon-
sibilities. 

3 Develop and deliver learning opportunities (desirably using experiential 
learning techniques) for senior people. 

4 Develop and deliver awareness and education programmes (e.g. in social 
science concepts) and, where appropriate, opportunity for skills acquisition 
in citizen engagement (e.g. facilitation) for middle management and staff 
members including ICT design/development staff. 

5 Review membership of key decision-making bodies to ensure citizens are 
fully represented and engaged. 

6 Incorporate citizen engagement processes and values into ICT design meth-
ods. 

7 Review contractual terms/procurement criteria for employing external ICT
consultants. Revise as necessary to ensure that citizen engagement processes 
are included as part of the terms of reference and contractual conditions. 

8 Through consultation and negotiation, include citizen engagement criteria in
annual assessment/performance appraisals. 

9 Include citizen engagement criteria in quality assurance protocols and pro-
cedures. 
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10 Conduct long-term auditing of the effectiveness of citizen engagement to as-
sess the impact of ICT and its acceptability. 

11 Consider establishing an in-house unit of citizen engagement specialists, es-
pecially facilitators if this appears appropriate; decide location (dispersed or 
localised), staffing, equipment, etc.  

12 Review relevant budgets and schedules to see that citizen engagement activi-
ties are included. 

8.3 Capacity Building 

Successes in civic participation – whether in impoverished communities in 
the developing world or in leading, developed nations – are characterized 
by the development of skills and capabilities of the participants. Successful 
participation projects report the growth in confidence of participants in 
articulating and sharing their views and experiences, their increased 
knowledge and understanding of issues under consideration and ability to 
contribute to debate and decision-making. This contrasts with the fre-
quently voiced expressions of concern in the media about voter apathy and 
cynicism of the public, especially of the young. In fact, there is consider-
able evidence to show that, in the right conditions, there is positive enthu-
siasm, commitment and a surprising willingness to spend time preparing 
for consultative exercises on issues of significance and relevance to par-
ticipants (The National Forum on Health – Canada, Wyman et al. 1999). 
Capacity building is defined in different ways, depending on the context. 
One common element is the change and development which takes place as 
individuals learn new skills and gain in confidence.  

In the context of involving citizens in shaping the digital technologies 
that underpin the information society, some important objectives of capac-
ity building among the individuals responsible for achieving and managing 
engagement include the following:  

• promote widespread understanding of the need for change; 
• promulgate awareness of the wide-ranging benefits of participa-

tion/engagement for individuals and their communities; 
• provide realistic and flexible guidance on how to achieve such under-

standing; 
• promote the development of skills and knowledge necessary for citizens 

and other stakeholders to make a meaningful contribution to ICT design – 
tailored to the needs and context; 

• enable citizens and relevant others to arrive at consensus on design deci-
sions; 
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• promote understanding of sociotechnical concepts, i.e. the relationship 
between different elements of the system such that policy can influence 
technology and vice versa; 

• give confidence in asking ‘know why’ questions before jumping to the 
‘know how’. 

Preparing staff to carry out their responsibilities for involving members 
of the community in an ICT development project will be helped by an 
imaginative awareness and education programme. This should be defined 
and designed wherever possible in consultation with the people for whom 
it is intended. Those responsible for leading and managing the change need 
leadership and facilitation skills. 

Equally, preparing citizens is an essential part of capacity building in 
society. The quality of their contributions to design outcomes is of course 
determined by the capacity of participants to engage in the various stages 
of a typical design life-cycle. Developing this capacity begins with giving 
confidence to members of the public that they have a significant part to 
play. Through understanding that they really can participate usefully in ar-
eas where they probably feel they have little to contribute – and would 
probably not be heard anyway – is a critical step in eliciting willingness of 
citizens to engage with an ICT project. It is therefore important to show 
that citizens can and have played a constructive part in project processes 
such as the following: 

• activities which shape the social context in which ICTs are used; 
• the evaluation of technological solutions at the conceptual stage – 

evaluating the potential implications not just in terms of functionality or 
ease of use, but for quality of life, sustainability, ethical issues etc.; 

• identification and specification of their requirements (as input to the de-
tailed shaping of socio-technical systems); 

• evaluation of detailed sociotechnical design options against their re-
quirements; 

• developing ‘ownership’ of the sociotechnical solutions which are im-
plemented; 

• monitoring progress and contributing towards further evolution where 
appropriate. 

Clearly the language used above would need to be ‘translated’ into 
meaningful colloquial language used by the intended participants. Appro-
priate real-life examples of actual contributions made by other citizens 
with whom they can identify, are particularly motivating and reassuring. 
Seeing the outcomes and impacts that are possible are powerful ways of 
changing perceptions and expectations. 
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It is important to make clear to potential participants the difference be-
tween those activities which will benefit from the knowledge, skills and 
capabilities that most people already have – such as those listed below and 
those where some preparation and opportunities for learning are required 
e.g. in areas associated with technical aspects of ICT developments. Re-
garding the skills which citizens have in abundance, it will be important to 
emphasise that it is capacities such as those listed below – and not their 
knowledge of ICT – that are most relevant and important in shaping ICT 
developments.  

To inform ICT design decisions citizens/users can do the following: 

• use their imagination and creativity as well as their knowledge of their 
context and experience to envision the possibilities; 

• consider the implications and the potential of emerging technologies for 
their lives; 

• be demanding, informed and willing to ‘co-create’ the systems, products 
and services best suited to their lives; 

• exert their power and influence to significant effect by asking critical 
questions; 

• engage in considered reflection to pre-empt or reduce the negative unin-
tended effects of new technologies; 

• provide inputs to the design decision-making process that reflect the di-
versity and richness of their own experience.  

In addition to the above capabilities, there are some specific skills which 
are frequently of value and relevance in design exercises of many kinds. 
These include envisioning, knowledge sharing, requirements shaping, con-
sensus building and conflict resolution. It is has already been indicated that 
an active educational process and appropriate learning opportunities, sup-
ported by tools and techniques described in Chapter 9, may be required to 
promote development of these skills.  

As indicated above, an appropriate organisational infrastructure will be 
essential to launch a viable citizen engagement strategy and to support en-
gagement processes. Setting up organizational infrastructure to facilitate 
and enable citizen engagement processes in the context of on-going ICT 
projects is best done in advance of launching engagement processes. More 
typically, this happens as an ad hoc response to developments. For exam-
ple, pressures from national government to implement local e-government 
in the UK has required local councils to find their own ways of developing 
structures and procedures to support the implementation. The trial and er-
ror involved has been an expensive process and slowed up the delivery of 
e-services. For example, people who are in job roles that require them to 
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interact with citizens – gathering opinions, eliciting information needs, or 
seeking participation of the hard-to-hear, have in many cases, lacked the 
necessary guidance and training. (This issue of improved sharing knowl-
edge and experience will be addressed in more detail in subsequent sec-
tions).  

8.4 Changing Organizational Culture 

Shifting the focus of ICT development projects from the technical to the 
sociotechnical represents a significant change in culture for many IT de-
partments and organizations engaged in developing systems and services 
for the public. For citizen engagement to become a routine and, more im-
portantly, a valued part of ICT developments, the organisational context 
must be one that promotes, supports and rewards citizen engagement ac-
tivities.  

A first step is to create readiness for change and for this to happen re-
quires that there is understanding of the need to change. Achieving the 
shift in ICT design focus, like any other major change, will be facilitated 
by using an established change management approach. This involves the 
three steps (see Gleicher’s formula – Chapter 7) to be addressed at the pro-
ject level, within the organizations where ICT developments take place, 
and in wider society. Essentially, everyone involved in making the shift 
towards citizen participation/engagement in ICT development needs to 
have the opportunity to develop the following:  

• understanding of the need for change – the ‘Know Why’ of Citizen En-
gagement in ICT design; 

• knowledge of what needs to be done to achieve the vision – the ‘Know 
What’of Citizen Engagement in ICT design;  

• knowledge and skills to carry out the necessary steps – the ‘Know How’ 
of Citizen Engagement in ICT design.  

As already described in 8.2.2, an important precursor to achieving the 
engagement of citizens/users as a routine matter in ICT development pro-
jects is achieving a shift in the design focus of key stakeholders (e.g. senior 
managers, project managers, IT development staff, practitioners) from a 
technical to a sociotechnical one. This requires changing attitudes and per-
ceptions. With the objective of persuading these role holders to take ac-
count of human, social and organisational concerns as a normal part of the 
project agenda throughout the development cycle. Educational processes 
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such as those outlined in the Action Plan are likely to be essential to suc-
ceed in meeting this objective.  

To prepare people, such as staff in local councils, to engage with citi-
zens in the context of ICT projects there is an abundance of educational 
and experiential learning material which is described in Chapter 9. Follow-
ing good practice in change management it may be helpful to begin the 
educational process by communicating some key learning points such as 
those presented below. It is important to stress that these are for illustrative 
purposes only – and not to be regarded as a prescribed or standard ap-
proach to apply in all situations. For new information and concepts to be 
heard and taken on board, material has to be tailored to context and to the 
people it is intended to inform. In all cases presentations should be used 
only as an introduction and as a catalyst for discussion to help people to 
think through and explore the ideas and their implications and to articulate 
their ideas. They can helpfully set the scene for further learning opportuni-
ties but are far from adequate without a supporting programme for building 
capacity. 

8.4.1 Key Learning Points: The ‘Know Why’, ‘Know What’  
and ‘Know How’ of Citizen Engagement 

Understanding the need for change – the ‘Know Why’  

Why the need for a shift to involve citizens? 

- high cost of disappointing delivery of ICT 

- poor match with needs of citizens 

- dissatisfaction of citizens/users 

- low level of take-up of electronic services 

Limitations of current ICT design approach 

- focus is on the delivery of a technical solution 

- traditional design roles (software designer, programmer etc) 
predominate 

- limited and low level of citizen/user influence or shaping of ICT 
design decisions 

- lack of awareness and skills of participatory methods for involv-
ing citizens/users 
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- perceived high costs and risk of delays associated with involv-
ing users are deterrents of a change in focus 

The benefits / outcomes of involving citizens – some examples 

- better understanding of citizen’s needs and priorities 

- design outcomes meet the needs of citizens better 

- greater satisfaction with ICT-enabled services 

- improved take-up of services 

- greater confidence and empowerment of citizens 

- enhanced democracy 

Sharing the Vision of what needs to be done – the ‘Know What’ 

What needs to be done? 

- gain the ‘buy-in’ of key role holders (CEO, IT managers, etc) to 
achieve the shift 

- gain support and resources to: build the capacity, i.e. develop 
knowledge, understanding and skills of all stakeholders (e.g. 
citizens, ICT project staff, customer liaison personnel etc.), and 
create the infrastructure to support the participation/engagement 
of people in ICT developments 

What all key stakeholders need to know 

- the costs/consequences of the current approach (the need for 
change) 

- the advantages of doing things differently (the benefits of in-
volving citizens) 

- different ways of doing things successfully (good practice ex-
ists) 

- how to do things differently (tools and techniques) 

- opportunities and support to learn new ways of doing things will 
be available (training and coaching etc.) 

- success will be recognised (performance appraisal will include 
citizen participation/engagement activities) 
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Providing knowledge and skills to carry out the necessary steps – the 
‘Know How’  

How to create the infrastructure for citizen engagement? 

- define roles required – recruit and train people to fill them 

- define and develop relevant learning opportunities for citizens 
and other stakeholders 

- select appropriate tools and techniques to support the participa-
tion/engagement of citizens and other stakeholders 

How to build capacity – essential skills include: 

- leadership 

- facilitation 

- envisioning 

- knowledge sharing 

- requirements shaping 

- consensus building 

- conflict resolution 

8.5 Sharing the Knowledge 

There is now extensive knowledge available about effective citizen en-
gagement. Promulgating the learning is most pressing in order to make 
more visible and tangible the limitless potential of the vast pool of human 
knowledge and diverse capabilities of people everywhere. This rich re-
source residing in citizens is available to inform and enhance the design of 
digital futures but is largely unappreciated and untapped. An effective citi-
zen engagement strategy will need to include a wide variety of multi-
media education and communication material tailored to convey and share 
the knowledge and learning of the processes involved. It is often the case 
that the most effective way of persuading individuals to do things differ-
ently is to show them a different approach in action. This may involve 
demonstrating the methods used, the processes involved, the issues arising 
including problems encountered, and how these were tackled and the out-
comes and impacts. Showcasing best practice can be particularly powerful 
and effective. As an example of this, Chapter 4 reports on a major undertaking 
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in Canada (K-Net) (see Beaton (2004) which was selected for government 
funding as an exemplary ‘Smart Community’ project and which has been 
extensively documented and reported.  

8.6 Conclusions 

The strategies presented in this chapter will establish processes for engag-
ing citizens and delivering more effective systems and services for the pub-
lic. An impressive array of techniques and tools are available to support the 
strategies and these are examined in the next chapter. The know-how pre-
sented has been distilled from examining examples of citizen participation 
and engagement worldwide and from developing the integrated theoretical 
framework described in Chapter 7. It is likely to have resonance and rele-
vance to many people in the public sector, in e-business and in a variety of 
other contexts who are actively engaged with design and delivery of ICT-
based developments for use by the general public.  

Some of the individuals involved are already acutely aware of the limi-
tations of current approaches and open to the idea of doing things differ-
ently. In such cases, individuals need support and guidance, tools and 
techniques, and new approaches to find and adopt appropriate new ways of 
working which embrace the principle of citizen engagement. Others may 
not yet be persuaded of the need for change. For example, the Demos Project, 
co-funded by the European Commission, had the primary aim of increasing 
and enhancing citizen participation in local government. The project linked 
eight city councils in seven countries with research organisations across 
Europe. One of the findings of the research was that “the attitude of gov-
ernment officers loath to share control with citizens” was a barrier to citi-
zen engagement (Demos 2004). These findings are not consistent with the 
authors’ experiences of working with local councils on e-government im-
plementations in the UK. We found local government staff working at 
grass-roots in the community are committed to consulting and engaging 
with citizens – especially the ‘hard to hear’ groups – but expressing uncer-
tainty about how to go about this and apprehensive about the adequacy of 
their skills for this process.  

Beyond this, for digital technologies to begin to transform lives in sig-
nificant ways on a societal scale, involves both major institutional change 
and behavioural change of people. It is often the case that such changes 
come about reactively as institutions and individuals strive to exploit and 
accommodate new technologies in their lives. Now, in the early 21st cen-
tury a far more pro-active approach is within our grasp. The convergence 
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of telecommunications and information technologies alongside the bur-
geoning knowledge and interest in promoting participation of citizens in 
civic society means that it is timely to find new answers to old problems. A 
great diversity of wired and wireless technologies to enable fundamentally 
new ways of working, learning, communicating and influencing are com-
ing on stream with great rapidity. Harnessing these to create desirable digi-
tal futures requires a major shift in culture surrounding the developments 
of ICT systems, services and projects. What is needed now for this to hap-
pen is leadership in society and the political will to take action to achieve 
this change. How to achieve this is discussed in the final chapter.  
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9 Strategies for Citizen Engagement (ii) – Tools 
and Techniques  

In Chapter 6 we have described how the creativity, know-how, interests 
and values of citizens have been harnessed to generate a range of desirable 
outcomes – thus shaping aspects of their digital futures. For this to happen 
routinely, as we have already indicated in Chapters 7 and 8, requires a shift 
in focus of the ICT design process. Such a shift is essential not only for 
making citizen participation/engagement in ICT projects the norm, but also 
to empower citizens to contribute to decision making about meeting their 
information and communication needs. This paves the way for debate and 
selection of appropriate social and technical solutions suited to a particular 
context. Having set out in Chapter 8 the actions to achieve such a shift in 
focus within individual organisations, this chapter considers the practical 
issues associated with engaging citizens in the context of specific projects 
and initiatives. Emphasis is placed on building the capacity of all stake-
holders to contribute effectively.  

9.1 Methodologies or Toolkits? 

There is in fact a myriad of tools and techniques available to support both 
citizen engagement and user-centred ICT design. It is tempting to try to 
pull these together into a methodology, which spells out step by step the 
way to go about citizen engagement in the context of ICT design. However 
we have resisted this temptation because the research evidence, and our 
own experience, makes clear that such methodologies usually do not work. 
By this we mean that few of the many ‘new’ design methodologies which 
have been developed, often from the best of intentions and on the soundest 
of theoretical foundations, have been widely adopted by the ICT design 
community. The lack of ‘user pull’ from the design community has already 
been cited as one of the reasons for the low uptake of such guidance. An-
other reason is the sheer diversity of ICT design projects. Projects will 
vary by purpose, budget, timescale, scope, skills, feasibility, working 
styles and preferences of the designers to name but a few factors; creating 
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a methodology which can be sensitive, responsive, relevant and appropri-
ate to all these variable factors has been shown to be an almost insuperable 
challenge.  

Nor is it possible to specify a ‘right’ or ‘best’ way to ‘do’ citizen en-
gagement. The numbers and types of citizens who should be involved in a 
project will depend on the aims and scope of the project. Sometimes it may 
be necessary to make particular efforts to engage with specific groups, 
such as the ‘hard to hear’. It is also the case that citizens’ skills and knowl-
edge bases will be very diverse, depending on the context and communi-
ties in which they live. This means that the techniques needed to recruit, 
inform and empower them to contribute effectively to an initiative will be 
very different.  

With regard to methods used to recruit participants, contrast, for exam-
ple, the German Bundestag website project, (which sought to consult a 
sample of German citizens about ideas for the design of the Parliament 
website), with the UK Womenspeak project, (which sought input to policy 
from those who had personal experience of domestic violence). Appropri-
ate ways of seeking out relevant participants will need to be selected on a 
case by case basis, bearing in mind the characteristics of the people in-
volved and the purpose of the intended participation/engagement. 

Informing and empowering different groups of citizens will also take 
may different forms. Clearly the pictorial methods used for people without 
literacy skills in villagers in Africa and India, for example, in the Reflect 
ICTs project, are very different from the nature of the briefings and docu-
mentation used in preparing citizens to participate in such initiatives as the 
Canadian National Forum on Health. For the Womenspeak project, the 
only knowledge which participants needed to make an effective contribu-
tion was that of their own experiences. Their learning need would be to 
develop the confidence and trust necessary to convey real understanding of 
their situation and needs. Learning opportunities and materials will only 
succeed in building the capacity of people to participate effectively to the 
extent that they take into account the different levels of skills, knowledge 
and experience of the individuals concerned. Equally, the purpose of the 
engagement and the characteristics of the participants (both citizens and 
ICT designers or policy makers) will have implications for the kinds of 
tools that will be helpful in equipping people to engage effectively. For 
instance, to contribute constructively to the Bundestag website design 
project, citizens needed some prior knowledge and understanding of the 
nature of the Bundestag in order to identify the kind of information that 
they would wish to receive on the website. They may also have needed 
some understanding of the generic nature of websites so that they could 
contribute practicable ideas for content which could feasibly be included. 
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For the Reflect ICTs project, villagers needed ways of communicating their 
own needs and values to the facilitators drawn from the local community 
who were working with them to develop solutions to local problems. Indeed, 
perhaps the only universal imperative to follow in seeking citizen engage-
ment is to begin at the point where potential participants are (Klein 1976).  

It seems therefore that a ‘toolkit’ approach, which identifies candidate 
tools for particular tasks and objectives, is one which can offer the kind of 
flexibility which is needed to support engagement with diverse citizens in 
diverse contexts. The aim of this chapter is not to provide an exhaustive 
list of the tools which might be included in a toolkit – because there are 
dozens, if not hundreds available – but to identify some of the criteria for 
selecting them. The key functions to support citizen engagement in ICT 
design will be outlined and the way in which some of the many available 
tools and techniques might meet these requirements will be highlighted.  

9.2 Resources to Support Citizen Engagement 

There are numerous, easily available resources – many published on the 
Internet – which provide compilations of relevant tools and techniques for 
citizen engagement. The majority of these have been produced by public 
sector organizations or NGOs for those working in these domains. Some 
examples of these include the Handbook of Information, Consultation and 
Public Participation in Policy Making (2001) published by the OECD, the 
Participation Handbook, produced by the Scottish Parliament (2004), the 
Citizen Science Toolbox produced by the Australian Coastal CRC (2004), 
and the Guide to Effective Participation produced by David Wilcox. Table 
9.1 lists the 63 tools and techniques included in the Australian Coastal 
CRC toolbox. Most of the resources provide instructions for how to apply 
the tools and techniques which they describe. Others provide an evaluation 
of different tools in relation to their ease of use and impact for citizen en-
gagement, and several also provide case studies of their use in practice. In 
addition to compilations such as these, there are numerous texts which 
describe relevant tools and techniques in detail. For example, Merrelyn 
Emery and Ronald Purser have written several books about the Search 
Conference method that they have developed (e.g. Emery & Purser 
1996), providing extensive practical detail about one of the techniques 
which is included in many toolkits. 

The tools and toolkits mentioned above are not directed specifically at 
the design and development of digital products or systems, although 
some of them have been appropriated for such purposes to good effect. 
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For example, focus groups, which began as a tool for market research, are 
now regularly used by some designers as both a way of eliciting require-
ments and as a way for designers to gain additional insight into the needs 
and aspirations of users. One example is the UTOPIA project (UTOPIA 
2004) described in Chapter 5 (See also Bruseberg and McDonagh Philp 
2001). 

Table 9.1. 63 Tools for engaging, interacting, lobbying and creating dialogue with 
stakeholders (Citizen Science Toolbox, from the Australian Coastal CRC) 

Backcasting 
Brainstorming 
Briefings 
Citizen committees 
Citizen juries 
Civic journalism 
Community fairs 
Community indicator 
Conference 
Consensus conference 
Deliberative opinion polls 
Delphi study 
Design charrettes 
Displays and exhibits 
Electronic democracy 
Expert panel 
Field trips 
Fishbowl 
Focus groups 
Future search conference 
Information contacts 

Information hotline 
Information repository 
Interactive TV 
Interactive display kiosks 
Key stakeholder interviews
Kitchen table discussion 
Media release 
Meditation and negotiation
Multi-objective DSS 
Newspaper inserts 
Nominal group 
Open house / open days 
Open space technology 
Participant observation 
Photovoice 
Planning for real 
Poster competitions 
Printed information 
Prioritization matrix 
Public conversation 
Public volunteers 

Public meetings 
Questionnaires / responses 
Role plays 
Samoan circles 
Scenario testing 
Search conference 
Shopfront 
Simulation (electronic) 
Sketch interviews 
Snowball sampling 
Speakouts 
Stakeholder analysis 
Study circles 
Submissions 
Surveys 
Technical assistance 
Technical reports 
Telephone trees 
Visioning 
Websites 
Workshops 

There are also numerous other tools and toolkits which have been de-
veloped specifically for the purposes of developing user-centred, inclusive 
ICT products and services (see, for example, the I~Design toolkit for in-
clusive design – available at: http://www.inclusivedesign.org.uk, or the 
RESPECT Handbook of User-Centred Design Methods produced by 
Maguire et al. 1998).  

It is not the aim of this chapter to reproduce the material which these re-
sources already provide. What is intended here, is to show how different 
tools and techniques can support the transformation of citizen inputs into 
an array of positive outputs and outcomes (as shown in figure 6.1, in Chap-
ter 6), in the particular context of the creation of digital futures.  
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9.3 Preparing the Ground 

An important precursor to effective citizen engagement is to recruit citi-
zens to participate in a specific initiative or project. As we have already 
indicated above, the selection will depend on features of the project itself 
(e.g. scale, scope and the likely impact that it will have on citizens). How-
ever the approach to selecting and recruiting citizens to participate will 
also need to take into account factors such as their diversity, motivation 
and readiness to engage. 

9.3.1 Identifying Stakeholders: Who Needs to be Engaged? 

In order to engage the relevant and appropriate stakeholders for a particu-
lar design or development project, the first step clearly is to discover who 
they are and to begin to understand something about the nature of their 
stake in a project or initiative. Stakeholder identification can simply take 
the form of a list of all the possible people or organisations that might be 
affected in some way by a particular product, system or service. However 
this simplistic approach may fail to identify significant and critical catego-
ries of stakeholders. To reduce this danger there are other ways of identify-
ing stakeholders. For example, in a participative ‘cascade’ approach, an 
initial group of stakeholders (perhaps representing the most ‘obvious’ 
ones) then identifies and defines other groups of stakeholders. These addi-
tional people can then be approached and their participation invited. Talk-
ing with members of a target stakeholder group can additionally provide 
useful information about that community.  

There is a need for both quantitative information e.g. how many stake-
holders in a given category, and for qualitative information, e.g. what are 
the important distinguishing features of any given stakeholder group. 
Building up a stakeholder ‘map’ or profile of stakeholders for a target pro-
ject is an important research exercise. It involves a review of a range of 
data sources to build a picture e.g. of the demographic or geographic 
makeup of a particular community. This could include for example, popu-
lation trends, business and employment patterns and available infrastruc-
ture.  

Other methods for gaining useful information about the issues which are 
important to a particular group of stakeholders include scanning stored 
print and electronic media articles. This may help to identify key spokes-
persons, and indicate community attitudes and values (Queensland Gov-
ernment: Department of Communities 2004). Such research can be done in 
the traditional way, or it can now be done electronically. For instance, 
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some organisations offer a stakeholder mapping service based on data col-
lected by a computer program. It searches the Internet and then creates an 
actual ‘map’ or visual representation of the different stakeholders who may 
be interested in a particular concept and their relationship to each other.  

The identification of stakeholders, their diversity and their different re-
quirements is important in defining issues of relevance for them. It also 
gives a starting point for collaboratively identifying appropriate citizen en-
gagement activities. Clearly, stakeholder analysis needs to be thorough. It 
should be undertaken as early as possible at the very start of the design 
process so that stakeholders can be recruited to participate from the outset. 
This enables them to inform decisions from the conceptual stage of design 
onwards. Engaging with stakeholders after decisions have been taken can 
run into problems since the early decisions may constrain or limit what 
will eventually be possible. These limitations and constraints may subse-
quently be challenged by the stakeholders. There is also the danger that 
stakeholders may be misled (consciously or otherwise) about the amount 
of influence that they will be able to exert over the design process. The 
sense that ‘there is no point’ can become a serious disincentive for citizens 
to participate.  

9.3.2 Revealing Stakeholder Diversity 

User-centred approaches to ICT design tend to assume that it is easy to 
identify the potential user population for a product or service, and then to 
engage with a sample of those potential users to define their requirements 
or evaluate potential options. The reality is not so straightforward. The per-
vasive and ubiquitous nature of technology means that everyone in the 
population is a potential user of, for example, e-government services. As 
members of the population differ vastly on a range of characteristics, 
which ones will be significant for the design of effective, accessible and 
popular e-services? Those involved in marketing, policy making and plan-
ning recognize the diversity in the population. In these domains, increas-
ingly sophisticated and detailed understanding of different categories of 
citizens and stakeholders has been built up, and ways of recruiting, com-
municating and engaging with them devised accordingly. Comparable in-
depth understanding of the diverse characteristics of stakeholders is needed 
to inform ICT design decisions and solutions. Such knowledge and infor-
mation is necessary to ensure that design outcomes are desirable, easy to 
use and accessible to the widest possible constituency. It is also neces-
sary to identify and develop an appropriate approach to participation/ 
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engagement and to the selection of a representative sample of participants 
from relevant diverse sectors of society.  

Stakeholders can be categorized or segmented in many different ways 
for different purposes. For example, market and social research organisa-
tions have developed classifications by profession and income level. For 
ICT developments, distinctions are typically drawn between primary 
stakeholders (e.g. those who might be ‘users’ of a product, system or ser-
vice) and secondary stakeholders (those who may not use it directly but 
have some other relationship e.g. customers, agents, maintainers, etc.). Be-
cause each group is likely to have different kinds of requirements. Charac-
teristics of stakeholders that may be relevant to design decisions include: 

• age and gender; 
• education and levels of literacy (including ICT literacy); 
• socio-economic profiles (income, employment, housing etc.); 
• language; 
• ethnic groups, faith and cultural differences. 

Chapter 5 has already highlighted the value and benefits of engaging 
with ‘hard to hear’ stakeholders. Often such stakeholder groups have spe-
cific needs and requirements which are not likely to be identified and met 
if they are not explicitly sought. Special efforts should therefore be made 
to identify and engage with such categories of citizens e.g. young people, 
ethnic minority groups, people with disabilities and the elderly (Demos 
2004). 

In the case of design for people with ‘extraordinary’ characteristics 
there are many tools available which can be used to identify some of their 
distinguishing characteristics and limitations which can influence their re-
quirements for design – e.g. Older Adultdata (Smith et al. 2000) There are 
also analytical techniques that can be applied to design concepts to identify 
those whose physical and/or cognitive characteristics would put them at 
risk of exclusion by a particular design feature (e.g. Structured Assess-
ment, see Keates et al. 2000). 

9.3.3 Stakeholder Readiness to Engage 

The readiness of citizens and of other stakeholders to engage in planning 
or design will be influenced by a raft of factors including their experience, 
attitudes and skills in relation to engagement. Positive experiences of en-
gagement will reward and encourage citizens to continue to participate and 
to seek opportunities for further engagement (e.g. Reflect ICTs project). 
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Lack of experience or negative experiences will discourage engagement. 
Some of the most relevant factors to consider are: 

• starting from the point where people are (Klein 1976). The capacity to 
listen and to develop understanding of the world that participants oc-
cupy is crucial; 

• capacity for engagement – do stakeholders have the knowledge needed 
to participate (e.g. to critique planning models), the resources needed to 
participate (e.g. time, internet access), and the skills needed to partici-
pate (e.g. public speaking)?;  

• access to necessary infrastructure necessary to support participation 
(e.g. child care networks, transport and disability access)?; 

• preferences for engagement – have community members expressed par-
ticular preferences regarding engagement (e.g. to be involved in infor-
mation sharing, consultation or active participation)?; 

• previous experience(s) with engagement – has any previous engagement 
been particularly positive or negative?; 

• are there factors that could prevent trust and connectedness being 
achieved between stakeholders and designers?; 

• what motivation and incentives are there for engagement? 

9.3.4 Motivation for Citizens to Engage  

With regard to the issue of motivation, one of the paradoxes of new tech-
nology is that it “connects the connected more than the peripheral” (Norris 
2001). In the same way, and for some of the same reasons, efforts to involve 
and engage citizens face the danger of including those who are already will-
ing and able to engage rather than those who are uncertain and lack experi-
ence of engagement. This can mean that those with a vested interest will 
be motivated to engage – potentially driving the agenda and exerting undue 
influence. 

There are some important lessons to learn regarding motivation to en-
gage from cases where unprompted or spontaneous engagement of citizens 
has arisen. This generally occurs in response to a particular issue they re-
gard as significant in their lives or that of their community. The drivers for 
this can usually be readily identified. Typically the motivation to take ac-
tion will be prompted either by a high level of dissatisfaction with the 
status quo (e.g. poor housing conditions, the high cost of fuel for transport, 
a failing local school, crime or anti-social behaviour in the neighbourhood) 
or by fear of a proposed change and perceptions of likely negative impact 
(e.g. erection of a telephone mast, creation of a holding centre for asylum 
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where there is a strongly felt personal reason for the citizen to become 
engaged, people are motivated to become actively involved to address 
the issues. It is often very difficult to generate interest and involvement in 
projects which are perceived to have little immediate relevance.  

Extrapolating from the phenomenon of citizen-initiated action, Coombs 
(2003) suggested that in the quest to gain citizen engagement in changes it 
is proposing, government should “tap into their passions at a personal 
level”. This suggestion is supported by Randell (2003) whose first rule of 
engagement is to enable citizens to “define their own decision making 
process.” Both identified the need to go to the citizen at a local level and 
not expect the citizen to move to the ‘authorities/experts’. A fundamental 
element underlying both these points is the importance of building the rela-
tionship/communication with the citizen. Such processes require time and 
resources both from the stakeholders and the participants (Coombs 2003). 
Special skills in facilitation may also be essential. Randell (2003) reports 
that involvement at a local level broadens through time to extend to wider 
public issues in society. She suggests that people need to be given time to 
participate and to experience the rewards and satisfaction associated with 
working together. Findings from projects engaging citizens clearly identify 
the need of the citizen to know they have actually been listened to and that 
their participation has influenced the process and outcome. The Demos 
project (2004) makes the further point that citizens need feedback about 
their contributions in order to sustain motivation to participate, i.e. to be 
able to see the effects of their inputs.  

Building the confidence of citizens to engage effectively in a change 
process or design activity happens in stages. Confidence comes from indi-
viduals having the insight to see that they possess unique knowledge and 
insights that others cannot contribute – because they have not ‘travelled the 
same path’ and therefore have not gained the same knowledge and experi-
ence. The point is made powerfully by Nardi and O’Day (1999), who re-
gard as most important the idea that strategic questions demand local 
knowledge both to formulate the right questions and to develop answers to 
them. Further they stress that local knowledge is distributed throughout an 
information ecology with the consequence that “no single person can know 
enough to ask all the right questions. A diverse set of perspectives is 
needed to develop a healthy information ecology. This means that every-
one should be encouraged to ask questions, not just those with highly visi-
ble technical knowledge or management responsibility” (Nardi and O’Day 
1999). An excellent example of the benefits of such an approach being ap-
plied to deep-rooted social problems associated with poverty is reported by 
Lister who describes the major and highly positive impact of engaging 

seekers, a new housing or commercial development). In other words, 
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people living in poverty to contribute to the formulation of policy intended 
to reduce poverty (Lister 2004). 

9.4 Supporting Citizen Engagement in Sociotechnical 
Decision Making  

To enable citizens to contribute effectively to the decision making stages 
involved in the creation of sociotechnical systems, the primary require-
ment is for them to be able to fully understand the context. That is, the 
problem or situation which gives rise to the need for decision making, and 
to be able to freely explore the possibilities for, and implications of, differ-
ent decisions. The key processes which will support them in these activi-
ties will include: 

• communicating and knowledge sharing; 
• envisioning; 
• consensus building; 
• creativity and problem solving; 
• requirements surfacing. 

These processes will be involved at different stages of the decision mak-
ing/development lifecycle, as shown in figure 9.1.  

Fig. 9.1. Key processes to support effective citizen engagement in sociotechnical 
systems development. 
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As we have already indicated, there is a variety of tools and techniques 
available to support and facilitate these processes. Some examples of these 
will be discussed in sections 9.5-9.10 below, where we shall identify the 
contributions which each can makes to an effective citizen engagement 
process.  

9.5 Communication and Knowledge Sharing 

Good communication is of course essential throughout any successful pro-
ject which involves different individuals working together, whatever its 
purpose and whatever their roles. It is especially important to engage citi-
zens and to empower them in the context of a technology development 
project.  

To enable citizens to participate effectively in a dialogue, they need 
firstly to have confidence that if they express their views these will be lis-
tened to and valued, and secondly to understand and be understood by 
other stakeholders. The concept of engagement implies that there is a two-
way process where an understanding of the individuals that are being en-
gaged is essential (Hashagan 2002). Good communication and knowledge 
sharing also reduce the risk of misunderstanding and lack of trust which 
mitigate against successful and effective engagement of citizens (Public 
Agenda 2003).  

Knowledge sharing becomes critical where stakeholders come together 
from diverse perspectives and experiences. In ICT projects adopting an in-
tegrated approach to design, there will be people with technical skills and 
expertise in different aspects of the development of ICT-based systems and 
services. There will be others with responsibility for implementing and de-
livering policies and services (e.g. within local communities, local authori-
ties or even central government), project managers, facilitators and possibly 
other domain experts too. Each type of participant will have their own 
frames of reference, jargon, and norms of communication. Add a wide 
range of citizens to this gathering and it will be evident that the potential 
for poor mutual comprehension and for misunderstanding between partici-
pants is significant. 

Communication mechanisms are therefore needed that enable knowl-
edge to be shared easily between the different participants in the process, 
and which do not depend on understanding particular jargon or technical 
concepts. Mechanisms must also allow both for one-way transmission of 
information between participants, but crucially also for two-way dialogue, 
so that clarification can be easily sought and given, or opinions expressed 
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and discussed. To achieve such open communication, a mixture of differ-
ent communication channels and mechanisms are likely to be needed.  

9.5.1 Communication Techniques and Channels 

A wide range of appropriate techniques are available. Examples from the 
Australian Coastal CRC Citizen Science toolbox shown in Table 9.1 include: 

One-way     Two-way  
(information passing)   (enabling dialogue/interaction ) 
Briefings    Conferences 
Information hotline   Focus groups 
Media releases    Kitchen table discussions 
Printed information   Public conversation  
Submissions    Study circles 
Surveys     Websites (interactive) 
Websites    Workshops 

A communication strategy can be developed which will deliver infor-
mation tailored to the audience and provide a range of opportunities for 
dialogue before and after key decisions are reached. Effective public con-
sultation and engagement will exploit communication channels and media 
which are familiar and appropriate to their target audience, building for 
example on: 

• networks, committees, structures which could support engagement 
within a particular community; 

• newsletters, radio stations, websites etc. that the community already use.  

A study by Myhill et al. (2003) examined how police authorities in the 
UK engaged with the public in dialogue and identified the benefits to the po-
lice service. It also aimed to identify how best to direct improvements to this 
area of activity. The report describes various communication methods which 
were used by the police authorities to consult with the public. The traditional 
public meeting was still the main form of consultation for many authorities, 
but other methods had increasingly been adopted. Surveys were also used by 
the majority of authorities and over half had used focus groups. Other tech-
niques included market research and electronic methods. Analysis of the ef-
fectiveness of the different mechanisms led to the conclusions that: 

• methods must be tailored to suit the audience;  
• community factors and personal contacts played the largest role in 

stimulating participation; 
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• utilisation of more than one method was important to achieving consul-
tation and engagement aims; 

• the public is more engaged when engagement is done on their terms. 

The Myhill study also outlined measures which were used to encourage 
engagement. These included the use of mobile units (advertised on press 
and radio) which would be driven to publicly accessible areas where en-
gagement could easily take place, including areas where there were likely 
to be groups of people such as barber shops and hair salons. Efforts were 
made to target shows or special events in the community by setting up 
stalls with promotional materials at these events. 

Of the different methods tried, surveys were found to be useful in tar-
geting citizens, using online or conventional methods as appropriate. Al-
though surveys can be expensive, the responses are generally helpful in 
giving an overall assessment of a situation. Citizen panels on the other 
hand were found to be less effective as they failed to reach important seg-
ments of society such as ‘hard to reach’ groups.  

On this point, a study done by Communication Canada (2002) helps to 
identify strategies for effectively reaching out to young people. The study 
suggests that factors which enabled successful communication with young 
Canadians included the following: 

• communicate about what matters to them; 
• break through the advertising clutter and grab their attention; 
• use spokespeople young adults admire; 
• tell real stories from people their age; 
• project an image of the Government that is consistent and sustained; 
• use a variety of media, with an emphasis on the Internet. 

9.5.2 Knowledge Sharing 

One of the barriers to effective participation described in Chapter 7 is that 
participants lack appropriate knowledge or believe that they do not have 
appropriate knowledge to contribute. Designers and system developers will 
have technical expertise and knowledge which citizens most likely do not. 
Conversely, citizens’ needs and requirements will be rooted deeply in their 
own personal experiences, and it may be difficult to express and commu-
nicate these in a form with which designers can understand and empathise.  

We have already mentioned the growing use of the focus group. This is 
one example of a communication medium in which groups of citizens can 
meet with designers, policy makers etc. or their representatives, to discuss 
and comment on topics, design ideas etc. The group setting can give 
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participants confidence to contribute views and opinions which they may 
be reluctant to do as lone individuals.  

The use of pictorial techniques, such as mind mapping (Buzan & 
Buzan 1995), or ‘rich pictures’ (as in Checkland’s Soft Systems method-
ology 1981) can be particularly useful in helping stakeholders to map, 
explore and understand a complex ‘problem space’. The K-Net project 
adopted the ‘rich pictures’ approach in workshops to explore problems 
that could be resolved through the application of new technologies in 
their local communities. They describe rich pictures as simple pictorial 
diagrams, “using as many drawings and icons as possible to convey in-
formation. Each line drawn should include details on what the linkage is 
about, what is exchange, what communication tool is used, etc. The 
names of people and organizations that should be involved in further 
planning also begin to appear. The rich picture is the transition from the 
brainstorming to the next step where specific activities are worked on.” 
Furthermore, it is a tool that is “fun to use” (K-Net 1999). Similarly, the 
Reflect ICTs projects used a range of pictorial techniques to help the 
teams explore aspects of their community.  

Fig. 9.2. Example of a simple ‘rich picture’ (http://www.ideagenerationmethods. 
com/images/rich-picture.gif ). 
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Stakeholders also need to be able to understand possibly unfamiliar, 
even complex, concepts in order to make informed evaluations, for exam-
ple of different technical options or plans and policies. Citizens must be-
lieve that there is a ‘level playing field’ if they are to contribute fully to the 
development process, and this includes being able to have a dialogue with 
designers. Techniques are therefore particularly needed which bridge the 
gap between designers’ knowledge and citizens’ knowledge, breaking 
away for example from technical jargon and the complex text-based de-
scriptions which characterize many if not most large scale ICT develop-
ment projects. 

9.6 Envisioning 

As a precursor to contributing to design decisions, citizens have to develop 
an awareness of the potential of technological capabilities available. Then, 
crucially to perceive that the emerging capabilities have relevance to their 
lives, are suited to their needs and capacities, and are affordable and ac-
cessible. The requirement here is for techniques which not only allow 
stakeholders to visualize the form of design solutions, but which provide 
sufficient detail for them to be able to assess the ‘impact’ of the design at 
different levels – at the individual level, for ease of use, joy of use, etc. and 
at the collective level for organizational and/or social impact. 

9.6.1 Visual Representations 

Sketches, prototypes and mock-ups have long been a part of the designer’s 
repertoire of tools. Each of these forms of representation offers stake-
holders the opportunity to explore and evaluate aspects of design. Lower-
fidelity representations such as sketches or diagrams may be better for 
testing out concepts because they are seen as more ‘disposable’ and less 
costly. However, they are only capable of conveying superficial or limited 
aspects of a design, and may be capable of being interpreted in widely 
different ways by different stakeholders. Scenarios and use-cases have 
become popular in the requirements engineering community as a way of 
exploring and defining requirements, but these too can lead to different in-
terpretations and resulting requirements.  

Such techniques have often been used in an evaluation context, i.e. to 
present the potential user with a representation of a future situation on 
which they can comment. Prototypes and simulations can be a good way of 
finding out from users whether the features of a design meet their needs, 
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and the more realistic the representation, the easier it is to evaluate. But 
research also shows that as design representations become more ‘con-
crete’, evaluations become more focused, i.e. the scope for imagination of 
alternatives becomes much more limited. Through successive iterations of 
prototyping and evaluation it may be possible to ensure that qualities and 
features that the evaluators do not like are designed out. However, it is 
harder to ensure that qualities and features that they may have liked are 
‘designed in’.  

An example of a technique which enables citizen engagement in envi-
sioning is Planning4real. This technique uses simple physical models as a 
focus for people to put forward and prioritise ideas on how their area can 
be improved. It is a highly visible, hands-on community development and 
empowerment tool. It has been used in a wide range of settings and it ap-
pears to be easy and enjoyable to use by people of all abilities and back-
grounds. The method uses three-dimensional materials or models for 
people to see potential changes in their community. Comments and opin-
ions are then written on cards or post-its and added to the model. Other 
comments then build on these. This method is particularly appropriate for 
stakeholders who are less comfortable with written material. Often the 
model is set up in a community venue and worked on over a number of 
days (Scottish Parliament 2004).  

9.6.2 Experiential Approaches 

Experiential approaches enable the participant to envision a particular 
situation more fully than simply looking at a visual representation of it. 
Examples would include role playing, theatre, and high-fidelity simula-
tions such as can be provided with virtual reality. Virtual Reality (VR) 
technology is increasingly being used as a tool for this purpose. Davies 
(1999) for example describes the ‘Envisionment Foundry’ – a virtual real-
ity tool which has been developed to support the participative design of 
work environments.  Several organisations have developed simulated envi-
ronments in which new products can be evaluated in ‘realistic’ settings 
(e.g. the ID Studiolab at Delft University of Technology). Simulation envi-
ronments such as this may be relatively costly to set up initially, but the 
representations they enable have the twin benefits of being highly realistic 
and yet relatively easy and cheap to change. 

There are other approaches which give the participants the direct oppor-
tunity to experience different ways of ‘being and doing’. One example of 
such an approach is the Third Age Suit (Hitchcock et al. 2001), a design 
aid which aims to provide designers with some insight into a range of 
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functional limitations associated with ageing. The suit was developed after 
a thorough review of the physiological effects of the ageing process and its 
consequences for older drivers, such as reduced mobility of joints and im-
paired vision. The aim was to enable engineers in the vehicle design indus-
try to immerse themselves in ‘being a third ager’, wearing the suit to climb 
in and out of vehicles and to drive them. The impact of the Third Age Suit 
on design practice has yet to be systematically assessed, but anecdotal evi-
dence suggests that wearing the suit sensitizes designers to the reality of 
having special needs, and the importance therefore of designing to accom-
modate ‘extraordinary’ users. 

9.7 Consensus Building 

The myriad of different perspectives that the different stakeholders bring 
with them to a design project means that there is potential for conflicting 
views about their needs and priorities, or what constitutes the ‘best’ or 
right solution in any given situation. Tools and techniques which help to 
expose these differences and enable participants to discuss them and build 
consensus will be important at different stages in the decision making 
process. As Chapter 4 has shown, there are many examples of good prac-
tice in engaging citizens in shaping aspects of their own future. A first step 
in creating technologies that positively contribute to a desirable future is 
to enable participants not only to imagine and envision what a desirable 
future might be for themselves, but to discuss, negotiate and arrive at a 
consensus with other stakeholders about what it should be. Subsequently 
stakeholders will need to achieve consensus about the way forward. While 
positive endorsement of all aspects of a plan by stakeholders may not be 
feasible, the process will expose disagreement or dissent which can then 
be discussed and used to inform plans further.  

9.7.1 The Search Conference 

An effective participatory technique for this process is the Search Confer-
ence (Emery and Purser 1996) – sometimes called a Future Search Confer-
ence. This approach was used in the Macatawa Area Coordinating Council 
case. A Search Conference is a participatory event that enables a group to 
create and implement a plan. Based on the view that people have a desire 
to make decisions about their own lives and futures, a Search Conference 
brings together between twenty and thirty-five people who work together 
as a group to develop strategic plans for a system they share. (This system 
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can be a corporation, a geographic region, an organisation or association of 
any kind). Those selected to participate are chosen because of their knowl-
edge of the system, their potential for taking responsibility for implementa-
tion, and to reflect a wide range of viewpoints. The Search Conference 
usually consists of a two or three day event, which is facilitated by a spe-
cially trained facilitator. Search conferencing results in action-based strate-
gies. This is because participation in the decision-making process creates a 
sense of ownership which in turn motivates participants to implement 
plans emerging from the process. The plans and strategies in a Search Con-
ference reflect the unique character of each organisation or community, 
thereby increasing the probability that effective implementation will fol-
low.  

Search conferencing has been successful in a number of areas. Emery 
and Purser (1996) report that: “organizations have found that it is an effec-
tive method for fast-paced, participative strategic planning in today’s tur-
bulent environment. Communities have used it for bringing diverse groups 
together to work on issues and areas of common concern. It is an excellent 
means of planning large-scale systems change in real time, and it gener-
ates excitement, energy, and purposeful behaviour.” Emery and Purser 
(1996) report a number of examples of successful search conferences in-
cluding: mergers of hospitals and companies, community-based planning 
and development, establishing new policies for governing institutions, and 
development of system-wide plans for reinventing government (e.g. 
Macatawa Region Project).  

Although primarily used for community and organisational planning 
situations, the search conference approach has the potential to be extended 
so that participants consider the types of technologies that could be created 
to help make the vision of a desirable digital future a reality. However, one 
of the difficulties which consistently arises when people are asked for their 
requirements for new technologies is that they feel hampered by not know-
ing what is technologically feasible. At the same time, considering the cur-
rent limits of technological feasibility can create constraints and limitations 
on imagination. Therefore use of envisioning techniques could supplement 
this process. 

9.7.2 Citizens’ Juries 

While techniques such as the Search Conference seek to achieve a shared 
vision of the ‘right way forward’, there are often competing and conflict-
ing views amongst stakeholders about desirable futures. Techniques such 
as the Citizens’ Jury can be helpful in achieving conflict resolution, or to 
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develop a transparent and non-aligned viewpoint. “Citizen jurors bring 
with them an intrinsic worth in the good sense and wisdom born of their 
own knowledge and personal experience. The Citizens’ Jury provides the 
opportunity to add to that knowledge and to exchange ideas with their fel-
low citizens. The result is a collective one, in which each juror has a valu-
able contribution to make” (Jefferson Center 2002). 

In a Citizens’ Jury, participants are a representative sample of citizens. 
The participants are briefed in detail on the background and current think-
ing relating to a particular issue, and asked to discuss possible approaches, 
usually in a public forum (occasionally even televised). Jurors are required 
to make their judgement in the form of a report, as they would in legal 
juries.  

9.8 Creativity and Problem Solving 

For citizens to become actively engaged in shaping their futures, tech-
niques are needed which help participants to explore problems and develop 
ideas for solutions. Rather than presenting them with ‘ready made’ solu-
tions or options developed by ‘experts’ for them to comment upon and 
evaluate.  

9.8.1 Brainstorming 

Brainstorming (e.g. Bolton 1979) is a technique which has been used in a 
wide variety of different circumstances to generate new ideas and solve 
problems. Brainstorming is a group activity in which participants are en-
couraged to come up with as many ideas as they can, including ‘wild’ 
ideas. The ‘rules’ of brainstorming are that participants must not evaluate 
ideas as they are generated, nor should they seek clarification. Further, 
while all ideas are recorded, names are not attached to them. Participants 
are encouraged to build and expand on ideas generated by others.  

9.8.2 Workshops and Games 

An innovative approach to participation has been developed by Mackie 
and Wilcox (2003), in the form of a workshop-based game (Making the 
Net Work), which can be used to plan the development of technology sys-
tems, online communities and learning materials. Workshops and games 
provide informal settings, which promote and facilitate exploration in a 
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“safe” environment. The co-design workshop is an approach which has 
been successfully used in a product design environment (e.g. Gyi et al. 
2005) and again has potential to be used for aspects of ICT design. Such 
events allow the opportunity for citizens to give in-depth feedback on 
products and to share, communicate and discuss ideas through ‘designing 
and making’.  

9.9 Requirements Surfacing 

As we note in Chapter 2, the most difficult challenge for those designing 
ICT systems is to properly and fully elicit the requirements of potential us-
ers. Conventional approaches to systems design have tended to be aimed at 
eliciting, and satisfying, functional (task related requirements) and have 
ignored other kinds of user requirement. However, as we also argue in 
Chapter 2, the non-functional requirements which users have – such as for 
security procedures which are robust but which at the same time do not 
place high loads on our memory or capability to enter accurate strings of 
numbers on keypads – can actually be equally or even more important for 
the effectiveness as well as the desirability of the system.  

Robertson (2001) proposes that requirements can fall into three catego-
ries: conscious requirements, unconscious requirements, and undreamed of 
requirements. Conscious requirements are those that stakeholders are par-
ticularly aware of, and which are therefore relatively easy to elicit. Uncon-
scious requirements are those that stakeholders do not realise that they 
have. Reasons for having unconscious requirements might be that stake-
holders are so used to having a requirement fulfilled that it does not occur 
to them to express it. These are harder to elicit because they relate to what 
may be deeply ingrained beliefs about what technology ‘can do’ or ‘should 
do’. Undreamed-of requirements are those, which do not occur to stake-
holders because they cannot imagine what it might be like to have access 
to a new kind of technology or product. One of the major problems with 
requirements such as these is that they are hard to elicit. In many cases 
they cannot be directly observed or easily articulated. They may for exam-
ple relate to our wishes and aspirations for quality of life – issues which 
we are not necessarily used to discussing with others, and which may 
appear to have no relevance to the design of technology. In other cases, 
requirements arise as a result of seeing and exploring possibilities: new 
technologies for example can offer new ways of doing things.  

Unless these requirements can be elicited or brought to the surface dur-
ing the design process, there is no prospect of designing products and 
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systems, which deliberately aim to meet them. Designers therefore need 
tools which help people to imagine or ‘surface’ their requirements. The 
techniques described above under ‘Envisioning’ e.g. prototypes and simu-
lations, can be used not only to give participants a vision of a different way 
of being or doing, but also to help elicit aspirations, wishes and require-
ments. 

9.9.1 Challenging Stereotypes 

One way of bringing unconscious requirements to the surface is to chal-
lenge them – i.e. to create prototypes or simulations of technologies or 
products which are very different from the norm, and encourage stake-
holders to express their views and opinions about them (see section 9.6). 
Conversely, as we have already noted in section 9.6.1, presenting stake-
holders with options which are very similar to previous technologies will 
not challenge underlying assumptions and therefore may not bring these to 
the surface to be tested and, if appropriate, changed. The most important 
features of successful techniques for supporting imagination and surfacing 
requirements is that they should enable people (not just stakeholders, but 
also designers) to break away from the constraints which tend to arise from 
the existing situation or current ways of doing things (‘out of the box 
thinking’). Brainstorming is another possible technique (see section 9.7.1). 

9.9.2 Surfacing Assumptions and Attitudes 

Techniques which can help to reveal our unconscious assumptions and at-
titudes that may give rise to requirements can be drawn from diverse 
fields. For example techniques that help to expose the thinking which 
might underlie a particular expression or thought could be drawn from 
family therapy approaches (e.g. Satir et al. 1991), or neuro-linguistic pro-
gramming (e.g. O’Connor & Seymour 2003). Other approaches include 
theatre, dramatization and storytelling.  

9.10 Developing Outputs to Inform Design 

The outputs of these multi-faceted analyses generate invaluable data to in-
form the requirements specifications for the proposed systems. To ensure 
that the citizen engagement process feeds into the shaping of digital tech-
nologies, it will be important to capture the outputs of different activities 
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and present these in a way that designers of ICT systems can use. This can 
be problematic. For example, some designers have used approaches drawn 
from ethnography to get a deep understanding of their users in order to de-
rive design requirements. However, it is recognized that this approach is 
time-consuming and needs trained researchers to analyse and interpret the 
data which is obtained, particularly to derive design requirements from it 
(e.g. Lebbon et al. 2003 in Clarkson et al. 2003). Transforming this kind of 
rich data into outputs that can be used by designers is not straightforward 
and has often proved elusive to achieve. Examples of outputs which can be 
informed by rich qualitative data include:  

• a stakeholder ‘map’ of all stakeholders (including those at risk of exclu-
sion); 

• a description of citizens’ priorities and goals; 
• a skill profile of citizens in terms of ICT preparedness;  
• a profile of local context; 
• ICT options and alternatives; 
• identification of interdependencies. 

The products such as those listed above will complement and enrich 
those carried out in conventional system analysis. These information-rich 
outputs greatly enhance the validity of specifications of citizens’ require-
ments and are therefore likely to significantly improve specific design at-
tributes such as the relevance, ease-of use and utility of the products of 
ICT development. (For further examples of the outputs and outcomes see 
Chapter 6).  

9.11 Conclusions 

We have considered here the processes which are necessary to support 
effective citizen engagement/participation in ICT design such that socio-
technical systems evolve into desirable digital futures. But bringing about 
a significant change in the way in which ICT design is approached needs 
more than just tools. The final chapter discusses the changes required for 
this process to become institutionalised in all development processes 
which involve the public.  
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10 Achieving a Culture of Participation

The central theme of this book is that ICT design and development prac-
tices informed by citizens and enriched by principles drawn from several 
design approaches – especially a sociotechnical one – promise wide-
ranging and rich rewards for 21st century society. Yet we reported earlier 
that we could find few cases of citizen participation/engagement in ICT 
development and delivery, beyond website design projects. This was sur-
prising given that early participatory design initiatives were very promis-
ing in organisational contexts. It seems that the custom and practice of 
participation has not spread to influence the design of large scale ICT sys-
tems used by the public. This is disappointing and suggests we have a long 
way to go to embed participation and engagement in integrated ICT design 
approaches. Substantial funding of effort in countless projects to generate 
design guidelines over more than three decades has failed to achieve sig-
nificant change in ICT design practice. The time to take a new approach is 
long overdue. In the zeitgeist of the early 21st century a major shift seems 
timely and eminently possible as several disparate strands are coming to-
gether: sound research and good practice (the necessary ‘know-how’) in 
projects and initiatives around the world; important drivers for change in so-
ciety (the momentum); and, perhaps most significantly, enthusiasm for 
change within the IT profession offer unprecedented opportunities.  

Some of the barriers to participation/engagement in the ICT context 
have been described in Chapter 6. In addition to these, another stumbling 
block which the authors have encountered but for which we have no docu-
mented research is the sheer tedium associated with ‘user issues’ in the 
minds of some managers and IT professionals. The problems of poor us-
ability, lack of relevance for users, especially members of the public, nega-
tive user responses and limited uptake are so familiar and have been 
around for so long that they have become a tedious backcloth to the use of 
ICT. The rhetoric of user participation as a solution has become boring and 
it seems that for many ICT designers, engrossed in demanding, technically 
complex software design, it is unwelcome and unrewarding. While this is 
entirely understandable, it is a position that denies designers the advantages of 

and Engagement  
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citizen/user participation and the rewards associated with delivering what 
people want. The challenge therefore is to find innovative and compelling 
ways to radically change mindsets and working arrangements so that ICT 
design can benefit from contributions of citizens/users. Breathing excite-
ment and interest into new ways of doing things which enable businesses, 
governments and citizens alike to reap the rich rewards offered by success-
ful ICT developments must surely be worthwhile. This is the challenge 
that this chapter addresses in the following sections:  

• drivers for action; 
• the rewards for changing the focus of ICT design; 
• leading the way; 
• enabling the transition; 
• roles of key stakeholders; 
• scaling the process; 
• conclusions. 

10.1 Drivers for Action  

The drivers for citizen engagement have been considered at length in 
Chapter 3 so will not be repeated here. Clearly a number of them are also 
drivers for a shift in design approach. One particularly powerful catalyst 
for change is the financial incentive to increase significantly the return on 
investment in public sector ICT developments. A current example of the 
problem is provided by the limited success so far with implementing local 
e-government in the UK. The evidence suggests that the public is not 
buying in to this on the scale required to make the efficiency savings an-
ticipated. Nor are citizens gaining the projected benefits of the enhanced 
services developed for them.  

We know that this pattern of high investment and disappointing return is 
nothing new. We have noted earlier that over several decades such out-
comes have been attributed in part to inadequate user involvement and 
consequent poor user requirements specification (Kearney 1984). The au-
thors suggest that the costs of allowing this pattern to continue are be-
coming prohibitive both in economic and in social terms. Investment in 
achieving new ways of designing ICT products, systems and services can 
reasonably be expected to pay for itself over the medium to long-term. 
This would come about as a result of delivering ICT design outcomes 
which successfully meet the needs of the public and fulfil the objectives of 
other stakeholders. Some savings are also likely from increased knowledge 
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sharing. This should reduce some of the duplication of effort currently in 
evidence. For example, the move towards local e-government in the UK 
means that every local council is having to discover for itself how to en-
courage citizens to use e-services, and especially how to reach the ‘hard to 
hear’. This is wasteful and unproductive as there is considerable well-
established practice and knowledge available; Lisl Klein captures the 
essence of the issue: “the challenge is to produce forms of institution-
alization that provide appropriate opportunities for development and 
guard against inflexible and inappropriate application, but do not require 
everybody to rediscover the wheel” (Klein 1976). Sharing available 
knowledge as described in section 10.2.1 could cut down some of the un-
necessary effort and reduce costs.  

10.2 The Rewards for Changing the Focus of ICT Design  

Achieving the shift in ICT design to embrace wider design principles and 
citizen contributions will bring important and valuable rewards. In Chapter 
3, we describe the high level functions and drivers for citizen engagement. 
Some of these, e.g. narrowing the digital divide, increasing social inclusion 
and enhancing democracy and citizenship, are benefits for society as a 
whole. Others however bring rewards directly to those involved in ICT de-
sign and implementation, and indirectly to everyone else. These include:  

1. an enriched knowledge base and pool of resources; 
2. improved systems and services (i.e. better matched to citizen/user 

needs); 
3. faster adoption and more widespread use; 
4. reduction in the risk of error or failure. 

10.2.1 Enriched Knowledge Base 

A significant benefit of the proposed shift in ICT design is the expanded 
knowledge base that will become available to inform the entire design and 
decision process. This will come in part from the integration of knowledge 
from two particular domains. Earlier chapters have referred to two parallel 
universes of discourse and activity, namely the ICT design domain on the 
one hand and the public participation domain on the other. Both domains 
are characterized by significant human endeavour, which has led in each 
case to a considerable literature of published knowledge and information. 
Both domains consume significant amounts of public funds through 
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government departments, agencies and research funding bodies. Yet the 
output of these two rather diffuse communities generally takes little or no 
account of the other. Their separateness may help to explain why we seem 
to be such a very a long way from reaching the vision of human-computer 
symbiosis anticipated by Sackman in the mid 1960s (Sackman 1967). 
Bringing the knowledge base from the public participation domain to-
gether with ICT design expertise will greatly enrich the resource pool 
available to designers. Adding contributions from citizens to this expertise 
will further enhance the resource pool accessible to the ICT design proc-
ess. 

10.2.2 Improved Systems and Services 

The expanded and enriched knowledge base will greatly increase the 
likelihood of achieving a good match between the design outcome and 
citizens/users’ needs. Better informed design is likely to produce better 
systems and services from the perspective of the citizen/user as they will 
be closely matched to their needs and requirements as depicted in Fig. 10.1.  

Fig. 10.1. Enriching the Knowledge base for ICT Design. 
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10.2.3 Faster Adoption and More Widespread Use 

Successful systems, services and products attract users and promote 
continued use. In Chapter 3 we discussed the success criteria for gain-
ing customer loyalty. It is worth repeating that meeting these criteria 
(for relevance, accessibility, value for money etc.) demands good knowl-
edge of the needs of prospective users in society. This is where the citizen 
contributions are of particular value to the developer. Direct engagement 
with potential users is the most effective way of gaining insights into what 
matters to them and their priorities regarding electronic services. The point 
is worth reiterating here that the economic benefits of ‘getting the design 
right first time’ can make the difference between a business prospering or 
failing. When services are well-matched to the real needs of their intended 
customers, take-up will reflect this. Valued systems tend to be well-used 
systems. Comparisons of government website usage make this very clear. 
A recent report in the Guardian (Guardian 2005), revealed that many gov-
ernment websites are failing to attract readers despite extensive spending. 
Figures show that many of the UK government’s internet operations are 
under-performing despite vast funding and investment. One website, UK 
World Heritage Sites, for example, received only 77 visitors in the previ-
ous year. By contrast, some other government websites have been over-
whelmed by demand e.g. the website for the 1901 census. These extremes 
suggest a lack of prior research to discover citizens’ interests and user 
needs, and therefore to predict likely demand, before investing in website 
developments.  

10.3 Leading the Way 

10.3.1 Role of Influential Leaders 

Those best placed to initiate change are the most powerful stakeholders 
involved in determining our futures, that is, governments, shakers and 
movers of the telecommunications sector, and especially the ICT profes-
sionals and the bodies that represent them. Setting major change in motion 
requires an appropriately high profile initiative with influential leaders and 
key stakeholders in society. Putting in place a process to institutionalize a 
new approach to ICT design is clearly a very major undertaking. Success 
will require strong political will, commitment and understanding of three 
key facts:  
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• ICT applications for use by the public will inevitably and unavoidably 
have technical, human and social components and should therefore be 
designed as sociotechnical systems; 

• citizen engagement in defining and developing these is crucial to their 
success; 

• the rewards (outlined 10.2 above) are very significant and attractive – in 
both social and in economic terms. 

10.3.2 Publicising the Value of Citizen Participation/ 
Engagement 

At least one precedent has already been set for a senior government min-
ister to recognize and acknowledge publicly the benefits of citizen en-
gagement in decision-making. This occurred in the context of local 
health provision. Regarding the role seen for citizen juries in the UK, in a 
speech on the 23rd June 2005, Patricia Hewitt (Secretary of State for 
Health) highlighted the benefits of ‘Citizen Juries’ in Leicester, UK. She 
recalls: “the health authority was grappling with the problem of how to 
recognize services across three acute hospitals. Their proposals were 
leaked – and the public were confronted with a plan to close a highly 
successful and much-loved hospital and replace it with what looked like 
a glorified old people’s home. Within a few weeks, 120,000 people had 
signed a petition to save the hospital. I persuaded the health authority to 
establish a citizens jury and, for a week, in the full view of the local paper, 
a panel of local residents interrogated the experts on their plans. The re-
sults were extraordinary. The part of the plan that had attracted most op-
position – the ‘care and rehabilitation centre’ – was welcomed with open 
arms by the people’s panel. But they were equally firm that they were put-
ting it in the wrong place. The authority, sensibly, accepted the people’s 
verdict and amended their plans” (Hewitt 2005). It will of course be some 
years before the impact of this particular citizen jury can be assessed. The 
fact that it took place at all suggests the stirrings of a change in culture to-
wards acknowledging the value of citizens’ knowledge and experience and 
accepting these as significant contributions to decision-making processes. 
What needs to happen now is the extension of this growing awareness of 
the benefits of citizen engagement into the domain of ICT development. 
We have described some of the instances where this is already happening. 
Often however, as we have noted, the engagement relates to a very specific 
aspect of technology such as creating and designing a website (e.g. 
Germany’s Bundestag website project). Often too the intention has been 
specifically to engage with hard-to-reach groups (for example, the Surrey 
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Over 50’s website developed as one part of the UK’s local e-Government 
pilot projects) rather than with citizens more generally. There is a need to 
build on this good practice, publicising both the benefits and the processes 
used, to encourage adoption of the approach more widely.  

10.3.3 Role of the IT Profession  

Public acknowledgement of the benefits of citizen engagement by influen-
tial leaders in society is of course only one of several thrusts required for 
transformational change to follow. Equally important is that the leadership 
in the IT profession and in the telecommunications sector consider the case 
for ICT developments to be conceived and planned as integrated socio-
technical systems right from their inception. The foundations for such 
developments appear to be present already in professional bodies such as 
the United Kingdom Academy for Information Systems (UKAIS), the 
Worshipful Company of Information Technologists, (WCIT)  and the British 
Computer Society (BCS). For example, in the case of WCIT, the 100th liv-
ery company of the City of London, it has through its charitable activities 
brought to bear the experience of senior IT professionals in several pro-
grammes involving citizen participation and engagement – notably the 
Lifelites scheme which is currently installing specially designed computer 
networks in every children’s hospice across the country, enabling children 
with serious illnesses to continue their education, keep in touch with 
family and friends and access the Internet (The Worshipful Company of 
Information Technologists 2006). It also supports the “Carers on Line” 
project offering advice, information and support to carers across the coun-
try (Milner 2005). In addition, WCIT has played a key role in the devel-
opment and launch of IT4Communities, a national initiative to promote 
volunteering by IT professionals, using their skills for the benefit of local 
communities. WCIT is an example of a voluntary professional organiza-
tion which can bring IT skills to the aid of the disadvantaged in the com-
munity.  

Part of the remit of the BCS also reflects a wide societal perspective. In 
its terms of reference the BCS states that “The Society also acts to gener-
ate public awareness and appreciation of the associated social and eco-
nomic benefits in IT ” (British Computer Society n.d.a). Further, part of its 
stated mission is that “The BCS will lead the change in the standing of the 
IT profession by creating an understanding of what is required to imple-
ment successful IT projects and programmes, and to advise, inform and 
persuade industry and government on what is required to produce success-
ful IT enabled projects” (British Computer Society n.d.b). Allied to this is 
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an explicit objective “to provide leadership in industry, government and 
trade and regulatory associations” (British Computer Society n.d.b). It 
therefore appears that there is a readiness on the part of the BCS to engage 
with the kind of change which would result in more successful ICT devel-
opments. Its objective to ‘Encourage creativity’ also has important rele-
vance for a change process where new ideas and new ways of doing things 
will be key to success. One more piece of evidence of the preparedness of 
the IT professionals represented by the BCS to fully engage in achieving 
the proposed shift is the existence of the BCS Sociotechnical Specialist 
Group. This group is concerned with human and organizational issues that 
arise in developing, implementing, using and evaluating information sys-
tems and in the wider use of ICTs. The aims of the group are to integrate 
the social and technical aspects of ICTs, and of systems more generally, 
and to promote sociotechnical principles, methods and ways of thinking. 
The BCS Sociotechnical Group promotes the view that in developing, us-
ing and studying ICT systems, it is essential to give due weight to both 
social and technical factors. 

Since IT professionals are such key stakeholders in ICT developments 
they are of course well positioned to support and encourage the engage-
ment of citizens at all stages of design decision making. Many will be well 
placed to be influential role models by engaging with citizens/users them-
selves and following good practice to achieve a good experience of par-
ticipation and worthwhile outcomes. 

10.3.4 Starting the Dialogue 

Identification of some of the key players to engage in debating the issues 
and possibilities associated with the major change proposed is a first step 
towards planning action. The next consideration is how to begin a dialogue 
on the merits of the case for achieving a shift in the focus of ICT design. 
The initial task here is to persuade a number of influential individuals that 
there is a worthwhile issue to consider in some depth and in an informed 
consultation. To this end, we hope we have developed through the course 
of this book a sufficiently convincing case for a sociotechnical focus of 
ICT design and associated participation/engagement of citizens/users. In 
particular we hope we have convinced our readers that there is real value 
and benefit to derive from enabling citizens to inform ICT design decisions 
that profoundly affect their lives.  

Assuming there is a nucleus of interested relevant parties, the next step 
is to decide how to host and conduct such a consultation. There are excel-
lent precedents for creating the ‘spark’ which ignites a process of systemic 
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change in society. For example, St. George’s House at Windsor in the UK 
has an honourable history of hosting inspirational and productive events to 
address complex issues in society. Since 1966 the members of St George’s 
House have invited people of influence (for example, national leaders, sen-
ior members of governments, of the armed forces, of emergency services, 
leading figures in the voluntary sector, management and technical experts, 
to name a few of the types of participants at past consultations), from all 
parts of society to attend consultations on the challenges faced by today’s 
world. One example of a consultation convened in January 2004 sought 
discussion on the ‘Introduction of a Single Three-Digit Non-Emergency 
Number for Accessing Local Services’. The consultation was chaired by 
the Chairman of Motorola, with distinguished participants drawn from 
local Councils, UK Youth, the Independent Police Complaints Commis-
sion, Help the Aged, academia, Government Departments (E-envoy, DTI, 
Home Office and Crime Reduction), the National Farmers Union, the 
Neighbourhood Watch Association, schools, the Jersey Ambulance Service, 
the Strathclyde Fire Brigade, NATO Consultation, Command and Control 
Agency, West Midlands Police, and the Diocese of Oxford. This particular 
event resulted in a report which informed the deliberations of the Home 
Office and the drafting of a consultative document published in 2005 (Of-
fice of Communications 2005). 

Another UK institution which affords opportunities for debate and ex-
ploration of societal issues is Goodenough College, London (see: http://www. 
goodenough.ac.uk/). As part of its mission as a college, it offers through 

and problems to be examined and appropriate actions and methods of ap-
proaching them to be considered and reported to inform planning and pol-
icy-making.  

Although both of these examples are based in the UK, there are no 
doubt equivalent institutions in other countries which host exploratory 
consultative events which can lead to important initiatives being launched 
in society. It is also the case that both St. George’s House consultations 
and Goodenough College’s conferences and debates enjoy contributions of 
participants from the wider international community.  

Such consultations allow participants to discuss freely, in a congenial 
environment away from day-to-day demands, major issues of social con-
cern. The generic objective of hosting such events is to contribute to the 
betterment of a rapidly changing world through the publication of influential 
reports and briefings for key people in positions of power. The participation 
of key people who are in positions of authority where they can support and 

the medium of a conference series “to debate issues of concern to the lead-
ership of the contemporary world”. These allow complex real-world issues 
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facilitate the progress of initiatives agreed upon in consultations clearly 
adds impetus for effective implementation of changes proposed.  

Taking such opportunities for high level strategic consultations would 
seem to offer a powerful way of exploring the issues and proposals raised in 
this book. In particular such consultations would test the level of interest, 
and, potentially, achieve the buy-in and positive backing of many relevant 
stakeholders. These would be essential prerequisites for beginning a move-
ment of sufficient standing and influence to begin to shift the focus of ICT 
design. Participants in any such event would need to include thought leaders 
from many domains. Examples of relevant domains include government, 
government agencies such as the Audit Commission in the UK (e.g. authors 
of the Comprehensive Performance Assessment guidance for government),
industry – especially the telecoms industry, professional bodies such as the 
British Computer Society, other institutions representing designers, acade-
mia, the voluntary sector and other groups representing members of the pub-
lic. It would be for the participants to debate the issues to decide whether 
action should follow and what form any action might take.  

10.4 Enabling the Transition  

Assuming there is sufficient support to take up the challenge to shift the 
focus of ICT design to incorporate citizen engagement, then utilising num-
erous channels and mechanisms for promoting and facilitating change be-
comes possible and necessary.  

Enabling the transition will require change at several levels. For institu-
tions there are many changes to achieve in the culture of IT departments, 
mindsets of software developers, education and training of IT profession-
als, accreditation and so on. With regard to citizens, participation and en-
gagement are not familiar activities for many. Building capacity to equip 
citizens to contribute effectively will be an important function which 
Government will need to fund. This will be considered briefly in section 
10.5 where the role of government in this venture is outlined.  

10.4.1 Institutionalizing the Changes  

‘Know-how’ is readily available to achieve the changes that are urgently 
needed. A great deal of good practice in participation strategies and the 
management of change has been documented in Chapters 8 and 9. Utilis-
ing the ideas and research findings presented in this book implies vision, 
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understanding, infrastructure and institutions. We have attempted to lay 
out our stall regarding each of these in the course of this book.  

For citizen engagement and participation to become the accepted norm in 
shaping our digital futures requires that these processes are also institutional-
ized in society. Lisl Klein provides an excellent example of institutionaliza-
tion in describing a familiar everyday context: “society has made a policy 
decision, crystallised in law, to restrict driving to one side of the road. This 
apparently simple decision is supported by a surprising number and range 
of institutions: the assumption that it must happen is built into the design of 
vehicles. It is built into the training of drivers, as well as into their legitima-
tion (licensing). It is built into the formulation of codes and standards (the 
Highway Code, standards about the width and layout of roads, and so on). 
Then there is the continual reinforcement of seeing that others do it, and, fi-
nally, sanctions (punishment) if it does not happen. These institutions, in 
turn, are supported by funds, training establishments, staffing, and monitor-
ing (traffic police). Together, these institutions are very powerful, and they 
have been in force for a long time. In addition, a breach of the policy is gen-
erally clearly visible and unambiguous. As a result of all that, the policy is 
mostly carried out: drivers are not in the position of having continually to 
decide on which side to drive” (Klein 2005).  

As already discussed, to put in place a comparable set of mechanisms to 
institutionalize citizen engagement and embrace a range of new design ap-
proaches requires a groundswell of support and action at many levels and 
in many sectors. The pervasiveness of the problems and issues associated 
with large scale ICT systems means that there are many in society who 
would like to see significant change. This means that there are likely to be 
influential thought leaders willing to make the case for citizen engagement 
and the allied need to change the focus of ICT design. Through sharing 
their vision and understanding with many others in central and local gov-
ernment, in telecommunications, manufacturing and retailing sectors, in 
academia and in the design community, preparedness and enthusiasm for 
change can be expected to grow.  

10.4.2 Giving Citizens a Voice  

Another separate, but closely related, aspect to explore is how citizens at 
large can begin to become involved in influencing decisions to shape our 
digital futures. The World Wide Web is an awesome symbol of human 
creativity and people power. It is the world’s largest ICT system, continu-
ing to grow on a scale so vast that it is hard to conceive its true propor-
tions, and it is arguably making the greatest contribution yet to human 
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development. However the Web as it now exists was not ‘designed’ – the 
original concept devised by visionary technologists and scientists has sim-
ply been appropriated by the rest of the world. It is a unique example of 
participative development undertaken by countless individuals. The freely 
accessible and open nature of the Web has empowered citizens and engen-
dered extensive engagement, with highly visible and influential outcomes. 
This power and influence is at odds with the limited power and influence 
citizens typically have in the design and shaping of many of the other ICTs 
they use in their daily lives. Although citizens are major stakeholders in 
systems for public use, their high importance to the success of such sys-
tems is not matched by their opportunity to influence critical variables – 
e.g. access, ease of use, usefulness, entertainment value or desirability – all 
of which will promote adoption.  

Members of the public, along with many relevant professionals in a 
wide variety of roles, have significant and often unique contributions to 
make in shaping digital futures. To achieve their participation in the design 
of ICT systems, services and products will require not only a shift in the 
focus of the design process, but also special capacity-building initiatives. 
A groundswell of support and understanding of the issues is essential in 
gaining a critical mass for major change to begin to come about. It is not 
possible or appropriate to attempt to offer an exhaustive list of relevant 
participants who have significant contributions to make to bring about 
change. Some examples of professionals to include are social scientists, 
psychologists, software developers, HCI designers, change management 
specialists, experts in participation strategies, along with government 
agencies, voluntary agencies representing the interests of many ‘extraordi-
nary users’ among the population, and, above all, citizens themselves as 
crucial stakeholders in society. 

10.4.3 Enabling Role of Technology 

There will of course be a role for technology-enabled debate to cascade 
discussion of the issues and involve citizens in examining ways in which 
they wish to engage with the design of our digital futures, what they see as 
the benefits and the pitfalls, their priorities, and the preparation they need. 
Some new mechanisms might well emerge to support this process. For ex-
ample, a ‘civic commons’ conceived of as a trusted public space where 
dispersed discourse can be concentrated to allow government to inform it-
self regarding concerns and views of its citizens would offer one context 
for debate for people who are comfortable conversing on the Internet. For 
others, there are tried and tested hybrid environments such as those offered 
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by ‘America Speaks’ which combine traditional ‘town hall’ meetings with 
the use of ICTs to allow votes to be counted and reports of deliberations to 
be compiled in real time.  

10.4.4 Investing in the Transition  

Achieving the proposed shift in focus of ICT design and development will 
require commitment of substantial resources to implement governmental 
strategies at both national and local levels. There is often reluctance to in-
vest in the citizen participation/engagement aspect because of the high 
perceived cost (see Chapter 7). In contrast it seems that we simply accept 
the escalating costs of large scale ICT systems and the huge investment in 
the technological aspects of ICT development projects – despite their un-
satisfactory record of delivery. There is now a need for comparable com-
mitment of resources to the social, human and organisational aspects if the 
reluctance to engage with citizens is to be overcome. The risks and costs of 
failure to do this successfully are proving just as significant. All the key 
stakeholders will have a part to play in resourcing the transition. 

The reality is that investment in the human aspects or ‘soft issues’ has 
for decades persistently remained at very low levels compared with the 
vast investment in information and communications technologies. The in-
vestment in the technology escalates for each successive public sector ICT 
development, (£6 billion for the latest NHS system in the UK, which is in-
tended to make patients records more accessible, to enable GP’s to book 
hospital appointments, and to develop a system to store and send prescrip-
tions and x-rays electronically). Thus it is to be hoped that in such a crucial 
area as health provision, that good practice will be the norm and set a 
precedent in participation and engagement to ensure an excellent match 
between ICT provision and user requirements. This will reverse the pattern 
of inadequate involvement of stakeholders, including citizens as patients, 
documented in the failures of ICT systems cited earlier in the book (National 
Audit Office 1999; Bourn 2000).  

10.5 Roles of Stakeholders  

Although this book is focussed upon the importance of the role of citizens 
in shaping technologies and determining their application, there are many 
other stakeholders with a part to play in debating and planning a shift in 
focus of ICT design. Successful institutionalization of sociotechnical 
thinking and associated citizen/user engagement within ICT design will 
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require the active participation of very many role holders, especially from 
the ICT design community, the technology providers, ICT manufacturers 
and retailers. Government will also have a significant role as a major initia-
tor of large scale ICT developments, a major customer of ICT systems, ser-
vices and products and as guardian of democracy. The roles of these key 
stakeholders in achieving the shift in focus of ICT design is considered next.  

10.5.1 ICT Designers 

One of the themes of this book has been the importance of having ICT sys-
tems, services and products that are well matched to the characteristics of 
citizens. We have suggested that this will be achieved successfully by 
integrating into ICT design principles from the five complementary ap-
proaches of sociotechnical theory, participatory design, information 
ecologies, inclusive design and change management. New challenges 

An important consideration in the preparedness of designers to adopt the 
suggested approach is their skill and knowledge. There are important ways 
in which the skills of ICT designers need to be extended and comple-
mented by those of other professionals to meet the needs of 21st century 
society. University degree courses for software designers and for product 
designers have for many years included teaching in human-computer inter-
action (HCI). This has helped to improve interface design considerably 
from the users’ perspective. Teaching of inclusive design principles is still 
far from standard practice. This is despite moves in the European Union 
several years ago. In February 2001 the Council of Europe Committee of 
Ministers passed a resolution that introduces the principles of ‘Universal 
Design’ into the curricula of all relevant occupations in member countries. 
(Council of Europe 2001). While such principles are already part of the 
teaching in centres of excellence in design and education in the UK and in 
other countries, the principle of inclusive design is still something of a 
novel concept elsewhere.  

Concepts which relate to social psychology and human interactions with 
other people and with technical systems – in other words, sociotechnical 
thinking – are even less likely to be part of the curriculum of courses for 
designers. Yet knowledge about citizen’s concerns, attitudes, and needs 
regarding many aspects of their lives would seem highly relevant to design 
decisions about digital products, systems or services. Knowledge which 

along with new rewards are likely to characterize this new way of work-
ing. Giving designers the confidence and enthusiasm to work within an
integrated design approach will be a key part of the institutionalization
process.  
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provides an holistic view into citizens’ lives – and not simply an analysis 
of the tasks people carry out, will have generic relevance in designing for 
whole communities. In our experience, the values and cultural attributes 
inherent in the design process of systems, services and products for the 
citizen, are a dominant influence in determining whether or not citizens 
embrace the resultant digital technologies with some degree of prepared-
ness and acceptance.  

Designing to meet the needs of diverse populations requires designers to 
have education and training in the concepts and theories of all five compo-
nents of the integrated approach to design proposed in Chapter 7. The 
principles need to be taught, in order that the concepts and approach can be 
institutionalized. Product managers, service developers, design engineers, 
marketing professionals and others involved in any of the stages of the ICT 
design and development cycle need an understanding of the basic concepts. 
Having an understanding of the principles underpinning a sociotechnical 
approach to design will help designers and others to see the central part 
that participation and engagement of citizens/users play in an integrated 
approach to ICT design.  

The future holds countless opportunities for designers to use their skills 
in innovative ways. Their design ingenuity has perhaps never been as im-
portant in terms of its influence over the quality of life of citizens of the 
world. Enlightened managers can provide a supportive environment in 
which the designers’ skills and creativity have full reign in the rich design 
context envisioned here. Designers will of course have their own perspec-
tive on the proposed changes and ideas for making the change work for 
them. They will have a crucial role in planning the transition.  

10.5.2 ICT Manufacturers 

The importance of allowing market forces to prevail is frequently voiced. 
The essential premise in this model of a market-driven economy is that 
well designed products that meet consumers’ needs will sell successfully 
and those that do not will fail. In reality, life is not so simple. There are 
many circumstances when consumers/citizens do not have the freedom of 
choice or sufficient influence or knowledge to guarantee that this will hap-
pen. Advertising can motivate consumers to buy new products and ser-
vices. Sales are achieved but, once purchased, goods or services are often 
under-used and sometimes even abandoned. Shifting the focus of ICT de-
sign towards a sociotechnical systems perspective requires a different 
model of how the market operates. In the case of manufacturers, they will 
need to recognise that adoption and successful usage of products depends 
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not only on the quality of their design, but also on consumers’ awareness, 
attitudes and understanding of their products. Wider potential roles for the 
manufacturer are suggested below.  

Part of the role of manufacturers is to see the commercial advantages of 
designing to meet the needs of our highly diverse populations. Engaging 
directly with citizens and hearing expression of their very different needs 
and wants is a far more powerful way of becoming aware and responsive 
than simply reading consumer survey data. Manufacturers have much to 
gain in learning from those with experience in public participation exer-
cises about how to elicit ideas, hopes and aspirations of citizens. As under-
standing develops of the powerful business case for designing for diversity 
(e.g. Keates et al. 2000) together with realization of the bigger markets to 
be created globally, responsiveness of manufacturers is also likely to grow. 

To ignore significant sectors of the population is to restrict market op-
portunities as well as to increase the risk of exclusion. Ensuring that ICT 
systems/services/products become accessible and desirable for a wide 
range of the population, immediately broadens the market to which they 
can be sold. It also increases the likelihood of their take-up in European 
and worldwide markets. Using just one segment of the population and one 
ubiquitous product to illustrate the point: imagine if a company were to in-
vest in designing and manufacturing a TV remote control to operate digital 
television which was truly easy to use – both cognitively and physically, 
by most older people. It would have a huge potential market. The design 
challenge is to recreate the simplicity and ease of use of the first handsets 
introduced for analogue televisions.  

To be responsive requires the identification of market segments and of 
the gaps in existing research into attitudes and needs. Filling the gaps in 
research is likely to reveal potential new markets and opportunities for in-
novation. This knowledge enables new business opportunities to be identi-
fied – including the potential to use the internet and local intranets as a 
means of reaching new markets (e.g. isolated older people), and opening 
new routes to market. Greater responsiveness to needs of consumers may 
be reflected in a growth in development of inclusive systems, services and 
products. Developing successful products that are inclusive will be facili-
tated by collaborative arrangements with designers, special interest groups, 
media companies, retailers and citizens themselves. Sharing and using 
knowledge and understanding of citizens and how to engage them in de-
sign and testing of systems/services/products will therefore have mutual 
benefit for all the stakeholders. In addition, the need for acquisition of so-
cial science skills mentioned above in relation to ICT designers, applies 
equally to the engineers and product developers in the manufacturing 
sector. 
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With regard to consumers/citizens, many lack confidence in their skills 
in using ICTs, and their ability to operate new technology. Manufacturers 
have a role to play not only by ensuring that their products and services are 
designed to be easy, reliable and safe to use, but also in providing accessi-
ble help, support and even learning or training packages for their products. 
For example, advertising material could include information on newly-
designed helpful features of new products/services, on how to use them, 
and the fact that these were designed with the participation of people from 
appropriate user groups. Such measures will serve not just to inform con-
sumer/citizens – but also to promote business success.  

10.5.3 Government 

Crucially, the role of national government will be to create an environment 
in which technology ‘push’ and user ‘pull’ strategies are encouraged.  For 
example, government is well placed to promote and reward appropriate 
activities in society both in terms of technology design and civic particip-
ation. The allocation of realistic resources explicitly for the process of 
stakeholder participation and engagement – including the crucial opportu-
nities for education and learning – is clearly critical. Further, some of the 
principles and values of public service, reflected in a commitment to con-
sultation and public participation, offer a substantial and valuable legacy of 
expertise in the processes involved. 

A highly influential role for government will be to encourage the insti-
tutionalization of relevant criteria in the commissioning process for all ICT 
systems for the public. Government is a very large customer for countless 
products, systems and services. To the consultants commissioned to develop 
ICT systems, government is the customer, not the citizen. Government 
however is a complex and multi-faceted customer; project specifications 
result from a sequential process, overseen throughout by Treasury. This 
process starts with a political act, which is then converted into a legislative 
or regulatory scheme, which then requires an administrative process and 
organization to be defined. This is then translated by an ICT Department 
into a user requirement, which in turn results in the selection of an industry 
vendor, which then proceeds to design and implementation. After delivery, 
staff in government departments and agencies have to actually use the sys-
tem. At the end of the process the real customer – the citizen – has to bear 
the consequences, intended or otherwise. Only rarely are those who have 
to use the system, or who are likely to be affected by the system, involved 
in the process of specification and design. This means that acceptability to 
the citizen stakeholder and usability by the departmental staff are only 
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really put to the test at the conclusion of the project after implementation 
when, all too often errors, inconsistencies and unintended consequences 
emerge. Part of government’s responsibility is to close this gap by ensur-
ing (e.g. through their procurement practices) that external ICT developers 
have explicit responsibility to apply best practice in achieving successful 
engagement of users and citizens throughout the ICT development cycle – 
especially in eliciting needs and in evaluating design solutions. Such a 
shift in the focus of design would identify and obviate errors, increase 
relevance, test acceptability and usability.  

So the extent to which government requires ICT manufacturers and 
suppliers to adhere to relevant design principles and policies can have 
great influence in regard to promoting good design practice. Requiring 
suppliers to comply with standards for usability for example would be a 
major incentive for companies to meet them and provide a new and level 
field to stimulate competition which can drive prices down. Government is 
not generally providing this pull perhaps because of pressures to accept 
lowest price tender bids in any current spending round. A broader as-
sessment of the real medium and long term costs arising from products/ 
systems and services that do not meet usability and other human-centred 
criteria would reveal this stance to be counterproductive and short-sighted. 

Governments across Europe have a real opportunity to push for national 
adoption of the EU resolution for the implementation of inclusive/ universal 
design/‘Design for All’ in all design curricula. This would serve to institu-
tionalize some important design principles throughout the European Union. 
The enhanced design outcomes are likely to offer powerful competitive 
advantage to the European economy.  

10.5.4 Creating Capacity for Engagement/Participation 

It should give pause for thought that few of us as citizens in technologi-
cally advanced nations appear to have any part to play in the technology 
shaping process. As the opportunity to influence design decisions opens up 
to citizens it will be important for people to develop the skills and capabili-
ties. Creating capacity to participate and engage in technology shaping and 
design will need to be actively developed. Indeed this is an explicit objec-
tive in exciting and innovative community development projects in the de-
veloping world, e.g. the ActionAid Reflect ICTs Project (Beardon 2005). 
In these projects, there are facilitated opportunities for citizen learning 
through discussing and analysing local issues. The possibilities for eco-
nomic and social change are opened up by learning of the rich possibilities 
and alternative ways of harnessing ICT capabilities in the community. 
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Crossing boundaries of knowledge domains relating to such areas as 
culture, perspective, context (e.g. home, educational setting, place of em-
ployment), location, (e.g. private space or community–based) will demand 
new ways of communicating to achieve real sharing of knowledge and per-
spectives. This is likely to be a necessary precursor to development of 
mutual understanding and respect amongst participants.  

Achieving all this is far from easy and will often require facilitation 
skills and learning on the part of many of the participants. There are many 
techniques for these processes, ranging from those used in conflict resolu-
tion processes (see Chapter 9) to techniques such as knowledge cafés, 
which place emphasis on the active listening of the receiver to extract 
meaningful knowledge from the source, rather on the more usual delivery 
of information in a format planned by giver of information. These skills 
need to be embedded in education and training at all levels in schools and 
colleges, e.g. in the citizenship classes introduced in the UK. The impor-
tance of training in relevant skills for all professionals involved in ICT 
development projects has already been emphasised. Creating awareness 
and confidence of citizens in participation and engagement is a determin-
ing factor in the shaping of technology to achieve desirable digital futures. 
This is therefore an essential challenge to meet! 

10.6 Scaling the Process  

As ‘e-everything’ prevails in the information society, everyone is a stake-
holder in our digital world. However, because of the scale of the potential 
stakeholder population, the idea of designing whole global systems with 
the participation of all citizens in one great collaborative endeavour would 
be nonsensical. Achieving widespread participation will depend on, among 
several other things, achieving the right scale for the process.  

While the message is to involve and include citizens in ICT design and 
development and appropriately use their unique contributions, there is no 
single ‘right way’ to do this. Tailoring the approach to the context is essen-
tial for success. Applying the concept of information ecologies (Nardi and 
O’Day 1999), described in Chapter 7 establishes the contexts in which is-
sues of real concern in communities throughout the world can be addressed 
effectively and enabled by technology where appropriate.  

Citizens can become involved in design and development activities at a 
local level, and on a small scale, making it initially more manageable and 
allowing citizens a voice. Some successful examples were reported earlier (see 
Chapter 4) and demonstrate that citizens can contribute to novel solutions 
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and assist in innovation. Successes with starting small means that such par-
ticipation can evolve into something bigger. In the Jhai Foundation project 
described in Chapter 4, the importance of a gradual process is emphasized: 
“Jhai helps create change that is sustainable, because it is locally con-
ceived and implemented to be that way, with minimal interference and 
direction from outsiders. And we always try to start slow, making sure 
everyone is on board, building momentum as we go” (Jhai Foundation 
n.d.). 

10.7 Conclusions 

Shifting the focus of ICT development processes to incorporate a variety 
of design approaches and especially to engage citizens in these processes 
will have a transforming effect. It is an immense undertaking with many 
ramifications and it is worth reminding ourselves of the challenge of major 
change, described vividly in 1505 in the words of Niccolò Machiavelli 
(1469-1527), Italian historian, statesman, and political philosopher: “there 
is nothing more difficult to arrange, more doubtful of success, and more 
dangerous to carry through than initiating changes…the innovator makes 
enemies of all those who prospered under the old order, and only luke-
warm support is forthcoming from those who would prosper under the 
new. Their support is lukewarm partly from fear of their adversaries, who 
have the existing laws on their side, and partly because men are generally 
incredulous, never really trusting new things unless they have tested them 
by experience. In consequence, whenever those who oppose changes can 
do so, they attack vigorously, and the defence made by the others is only 
lukewarm so both the innovator and his friends are endangered together” 
(Machiavelli, originally published c.1515).  

This quotation sums up eloquently some of the likely obstacles that are 
likely to crop up. In this chapter we have considered some of the ways to 
begin the shift. We are fully cognisant of the complexity, the scale and 
effort involved in making the changes we suggest. We are equally cogni-
sant of the unsatisfactory nature of current design practice. Working – 
sometimes as researchers and sometimes as consultants – with ICT project 
managers, designers and developers and users in many different contexts 
over many years has given us first hand experience of the realities. We 
have seen the enormous effort and technical skill committed to improving 
the user experience and ability to carry out work tasks. Too often we have 
witnessed the distress caused to the designer when users criticise and 
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complain about design features which have taken countless hours of pains-
taking writing of code to create.  

Another obstacle is the sheer enormity of the undertaking. Recognising 
the sense of futility that many of us experience in contemplating attempts to 
change huge, impersonal systems, Nardi and O’Day encourage and inspire 
us: “While a local information ecology might seem too small a leverage 
point, consider these words of Margaret Mead: ‘Never doubt that a small 
group of thoughtful, committed citizens can change the world; indeed, it’s 
the only thing that ever has.”…As we confront the rhetoric of inevitability 
and the steamroller of technological change, it is good to remember Mead’s 
optimism and her own unique, committed contributions” (Nardi and O’Day 
1999). 

Evidence of the potential for significant change stemming from similar 
modest beginnings is beginning to appear in the context of ICT develop-
ments as local councils in the UK strive to implement e-government. The
technology has tended to dominate the national strategy for local e-govern-
ment. Despite this, change has already started at grass roots with local coun-
cils making significant efforts to achieve a shift of focus towards the needs 
of users. In defining and developing e-services, they have been consulting 
with citizens in the community regarding their needs of the council.  

We anticipate with enthusiasm and optimism the growing focus on the 
needs of people and on their unique and diverse qualities and contribu-
tions. Our vision is that such a focus will be nurtured in an integrated de-
sign approach which draws from the different approaches according to the 
needs of a particular design context and to the design challenges encoun-
tered.  

The harmonising impact of a holistic, integrative approach was antici-
pated by Margaret Mead. In ‘The Future as the basis for Establishing a 
Shared Culture’ (cited in Bennis, Benne and Chin 1969 p. 532) she notes 
“the agglomeration of partly dissociated, historically divergent and con-
ceptually incongruent patterns of culture and sub culture which now block 
men and women in their search for a better future for mankind”. Miss 
Mead envisioned a future united society founded upon the collective ef-
forts of young and old, men and women, people of various nationalities 
and religions, scholarly and non-scholarly. She envisaged individuals and 
communities transcending the existing cultural divisions to create a shared 
culture. She emphasised the value of inclusion and sharing knowledge. Her 
interest was much less in predicting changes in society in the future but 
to focus upon the potential for invoking and shaping the future “The fu-
ture, unlike the past is always newborn. To involve all living persons in 
constructing the future is to release and facilitate growth and change all 
round.”  
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In conclusion, citizen engagement strategies offer a potent way forward 
for the Information Society of the 21st century to inform desirable digital 
futures. These are likely to be most fruitful within a design framework that 
integrates a number of approaches including a sociotechnical perspective.  

The challenges in achieving such a shift in focus of design are enormous 
and profound but realizable if we collectively have the courage and 
foresight to pursue the vision. The tantalising potential rewards for vast 
numbers of the world’s citizens, for governments, for societies and for 
economies make the striving towards the vision worthwhile. We shall 
leave the last word with other authors:  

“…the worst thing we can do is to ask too little of the future – and ask 
too little of ourselves in determining the future…” (Nardi and O’Day 
1999). 
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