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The ‘engage’ System: Using Real-Time Digital
Technologies to Support Citizen-Centred Design
in Government
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Abstract Much of the literature on citizen-centric e-government focuses on the
evaluation and classification of systems, while relatively little research exists on
methods to ensure that such systems are designed around unmet user needs. This
chapter focuses on the use of a specific ICT-based tool for citizen-centred service
design within Northern Ireland. The ‘engage’ system is a novel technology for
user research developed by Ulster University and commissioned by a variety of
public sector clients to support the development of new policies and services. The
‘engage’ platform is examined in the context of the wider trend towards user-
centred design and digital transformation in government. The relative advantages
and disadvantages of the system are analysed in light of alternative user research
methods and tools currently in use in the public sector. Lessons from real-world
trials over a period of approximately 5 years are discussed, and implications for the
future adoption of user research technologies in the public sector are explored.

Keywords e-Government • Digital government • e-Participation • User
research • User-centred design • Citizen-centric

1 Citizen-Centred Service Design in e-Government

Policy and research interest in the impact of technology on the structure and function
of the public sector has continued to grow in recent years [1, 2]. At the same
time, there has been an increasing demand for more citizen-centred public services.
Links have been drawn between these two trends, with some experts speaking of
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Fig. 11.1 Typical room layout for an eTM/engage workshop (from Galbraith et al. [46])

the demand for citizen-or user-centred e-government [3–5]. Despite this alignment,
there has been relatively little exploration of how technology can be used to support
user-centred service design. In this chapter we will investigate one example of how
digital tools can support user-centred design in the public sector, and consider the
implications for future adoption of such technologies.

1.1 Overview of e-Government

The move towards internet-based services in the private sector has increased demand
for similar forms of interaction with government. Edmiston [6] argues that citizens
now expect the same service standards and levels of satisfaction in their dealings
with the public sector. The promise of e-government is “more efficient, transparent
and accessible public services” [7]. As a research field, e-government is relatively
young [8], and has generally been multidisciplinary in character [9]. Some experts
argue that the field is showing some signs of maturity, and alternative labels have
been suggested, including “transforming government”, “online government”, and
“digital government”. Irani et al. [7] point out that it is not yet clear whether e-
government should be considered a field in its own right, or is more properly
understood as a subset Public Administration or Information Systems research, or
even as an intersection of these two disciplines.
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According to Welch et al. [10], research on e-government addresses how the
public sector can use online information exchange and deliver services relevant
to the needs of citizens, businesses, and other government bodies. Others have
suggested that e-government promises efficiency and process improvement within
government alongside enhanced public services [11, 12]. Irani et al. [7] highlight
the need to identify effective strategies, practices and processes in order for
e-government to become broadly adopted. In addition, the benefits, challenges
and organisational change requirements of each e-government project must be
understood in relation to its specific context [13]. It should also be noted that the
benefits of e-government, such as better transparency and higher quality services,
come at a significant cost to the public sector [14], and that the uptake of e-services
by citizens may sometimes present a challenge [15].

A review of the literature by Irani et al. [7] observed that while earlier research
tended to emphasise the challenges of e-government delivery (e.g. [12, 16–18]),
later studies were more likely to address questions of diffusion and adoption (e.g.
[15, 19–21]).

1.2 Citizen-Centred e-Government

Early discussions of citizen-centred e-government by Chen [5] suggested that
e-government had arrived at an important turning point, as progress was slower
than many had hoped [22, 23] and that its potential was not being fulfilled [24].
Digital interactions with government were still relatively rare, with the exception of
a few popular examples such as driver licence renewals and online filing of taxes.
According to Scott [25], e-participation had an even lower level of uptake, following
an examination of US-based municipal authority websites. Despite these issues, the
continuing global trend towards online services in the private sector has created an
expectation that governments will follow suit.

Chen [5] argues that the tension between expectations and delivery has encour-
aged experts to question existing research assumptions. Alternative perspectives
have been proposed, critiquing standard linear models of e-government maturity
[16, 22, 26]. Chen [5] proposes that such innovators are characterised by their
ability to deviate from the linear model of progress. Citing the UN report on e-
government [27], he suggests that the research should focus on citizen-centric
services as “the ideal manifestation” of e-government. The implication is that
government information needs to be shared across internal silos, organisations, and
sectors [28]. Furthermore, service users should not be required to have knowledge
of the internal structures of the public sector. On the contrary, government agencies
should be interconnected in order to enhance their efficiency and effectiveness. Chen
[5] illustrates this point with the example of 311, a single phone number which
connects users to non-emergency services in many parts of the United States and
Canada.
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1.3 Engagement and Digital Government

More recently, many practitioners have been using the term “digital government”
to describe the transformative impact of technology on the public sector. This has
been reflected to some degree in the literature. One example is Janowski [29], who
presents a model of digital government evolution which proposes that the concept
tends towards greater complexity, contextualisation and specialisation over time,
mimicking the evolutionary processes one finds in culture and society. Janowski’s
model has four stages: Digitization (Technology in Government), Transformation
(Electronic Government), Engagement (Electronic Governance) and Contextualiza-
tion (Policy-Driven Electronic Governance). Evidence for the model is provided by
an analysis of the digital government research published between 1992 and 2014 in
Government Information Quarterly. The author also describes a Digital Government
Stage Analysis Framework to explain the evolutionary process.

In the context of this chapter we are particularly interested in the Engagement
Stage. According to Janowski, this stage is intended to transform the relationships
between government and non-government institutions, including citizens, busi-
nesses, and the voluntary sector. Some of desired outcomes include the promotion
of the knowledge-based economy, enhanced civic participation, and better access
to government information and services. Janowski argues that the Engagement
Stage dovetails with the more general trends towards Digital by Default and Open
Government, and thus should enable greater transparency, accountability and trust
between government and external actors. This stage builds on the earlier Digitisation
and Transformation stages, facilitating improved interactions and collaborations
internal and external organisational boundaries.

Examples of activities typically carried out during the Engagement Stage include:
increasing adoption of e-services by citizens (e.g., [30–32]); growing levels of civic
engagement and participation (e.g., [33, 34]); more open, transparent and account-
able government (e.g., [35–37]); and increased trust and cultural transformation
(e.g., [35, 38]).

1.4 Digital Government Exemplars

We have described how e-government research has developed in recent years
and examined where engagement might fit in terms of the evolution of digital
government. However, as Brown [39] points out, while maturity models can be
useful to understand global behaviours they are less effective in explaining the
behaviour of individual organisations. We will therefore take a closer look at
two exemplars commonly cited in research and policy literature—the UK and US
governments.
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1.4.1 UK Government

Brown et al. [40] explore the example of the UK’s Government Digital Strategy,
outlining how the public sector might realise the government’s concept of “digital-
by-default” services. The authors point out that the term “digital” might be best
understood as a vision of new organisational practices and values, highly focused
on user needs, with an emphasis on speed, agility and flexibility. While technology
is often the catalyst for such changes, digital transformation is not restricted to
technical innovations. The aims include services that can respond quickly to changes
in policy and user expectations, reduced costs and increased efficiency, as well as
the exploitation of novel technologies.

A key part of this digital transformation strategy has been the establishment and
growth of the Government Digital Service (GDS), a new agency that is designed to
grow digital capacity in the heart of the public sector. GDS has been charged with
developing the vision for digital government in the UK, as well as implementing
key changes and new online services. One of the architectural principles that the
GDS team are working towards is “Government as a Platform” (GaaP), which
envisions a suite of shared e-services and digital standards to be implemented across
government. GDS are also extremely vocal about the central importance of user
needs to service design. Thus the first of their ten Design Principles is “Start with
needs”, which they explain means “user needs not government needs” [41]. From
April 2014 it was mandated that all new public services must meet the GDS digital
design standards in full [40].

1.4.2 US Government

In the US, an important catalyst for digital transformation was the Presidential
Innovation Fellows programme, launched by President Obama in early 2012 with
the aim of saving lives, reducing the burden on taxpayers and enhancing private
sector job growth. A key aspect of the programme was the hiring of private sector
innovators to bring experience of agile and user-centred design methods to apply
[42]. Of the over 700 people who applied, 18 were eventually appointed as Fellows.
During the last 6 months of Obama’s first term, small innovation teams were
effective in making bidding processes 12 times more competitive and reduced
contract costs by 30%. They also developed a range of tools for making government
services easier to find and use, and enabled US citizens to access their personal
health data.

As awareness grew of what had been achieved, demand for Fellows also
increased. Working alongside the General Services Administration, the White
House created a completely new agency—called 18F—to promote wider adoption
of successful practices that had originally been championed in the Presidential
Innovation Fellows programme. 18F has since established a strong reputation
for innovation and leadership in open collaborative networks in the US public
sector [43].
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Around the same time as 18F was being established, the US government
launched its much-heralded Healthcare.gov website in October 2013. It’s aim was
to provide access to information and services associated with the Affordable Care
Act, but the site failed to work from the start. Drawing on private sector skills and
Presidential Innovation Fellows, the White House created a small team of experts to
correct the problem. By April 2014 the site was operating properly and eight million
citizens had been signed up for health insurance. Following the high-profile success
of the rescue operation (including a Time magazine cover feature), the White House
decided to create the US Digital Service, partly modelled on the UK Government
Digital Service. This organisation works within the Office of Management and
Budget to support other public sector agencies to design, develop and deploy online
services [42].

Strong links exist between the UK and US government initiatives, with the US in
many instances emulating practices that originated in the UK Government Cabinet
Office. Common themes emerge when looking at both programmes side-by-side,
such as the emphasis on recruiting external talent into Government, the adoption of
agile processes and the focus on user needs. While it is too soon to speculate on the
long-term impact of these initiatives, the overall level of public investment suggests
a significant commitment to creating a fundamental organisational shift.

1.5 The Purpose of This Chapter

From the preceding analysis, it seems clear that e-government is about a broader
transformation of government, and not simply about adopting new technologies.
It is about evolving culture and practice, introducing new approaches such as agile
development, and focusing on user needs [44]. This focus on the user applies not just
to online activities, but to everything that government does. Despite the link between
digital transformation and citizen-centrism, there is a marked lack of attention being
paid to how technology can enable better user-centred design. This may be due in
part to the fact that engagement happens only in the later stages of e-government
[29]. In the rest of this chapter we will examine one particular example of how
technology can support effective user engagement.

2 The Use of ‘engage’ in the Design of Citizen-Centred
Services

The engage e-participation system has its origins in the PARTERRE project,
which was funded by European Framework 7’s Competitiveness in Innovation
Programme (CIP). One of the core goals of the project was to pilot a number
of workshops—called “Electronic Town Meetings” (eTMs)—across the partner

http://healthcare.gov
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countries, in order to address a variety of public policy issues. These pilots were
designed to determine the viability of the eTM framework, which comprised a
specific technical framework and methodology based on small group discussions.
Ultimately, the aim was to analyse the effectiveness of the eTM as a tool for
engaging with communities of “lead users” [45, 46] in the context of developing
public policy. Ulster University, as one of the partners in the PARTERRE project,
was responsible for piloting the eTM framework within Northern Ireland.

2.1 The engage Methodology

The eTM methodology was implemented in Northern Ireland in the following man-
ner. Each eTM is a workshop-style event, typically coordinated with members of a
particular stakeholder network. These members normally invite other stakeholders
to attend an event to discuss a matter of importance to the network. At the start
of each event, a short introduction to the topic is provided to the entire room
of participants, which can number from 20 to 150. The room is then organised
into small round-table discussion groups, which then discuss typically 3–5 sub-
topics related to the overall theme of the workshop. Each discussion is normally
15–30 min in length. Instant minutes of each group’s conversation are taken by
table facilitators, using wirelessly networked tablet computers. In another part of
the room, a team of domain experts collects and reviews the comments in real-
time, clustering emerging issues, removing duplication and identifying conflicting
perspectives.

The system also allows polling so that participants can select their preferred
option from multiple alternative opinions. Comments, themes and polling results
can be visualised on a projector screen, and feedback is given to the room at
regular intervals during the event. An “instant report” is also generated in parallel
with the discussion, and is available for distribution as soon as the workshop is
completed. This report summarises the aims of the debate, the process which has
been undertaken and the key results of the work [46] (11.1).

2.2 Technical Implementation

The design of the engage system is deliberately focused on the needs of users
who hold regular consultative and participative events. For this reason, the system
is intended to be unobtrusive to workshop participants, highly interactive and
responsive to group discussions, and easy for table facilitators and event organisers
to use. It is also designed to minimise the workload for organisers pre- and post-
event. Thus, setting up the equipment before the event and taking it down after the
event can be done quickly by one or two individuals in under an hour.
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These requirements are enabled by the strategic use of specific technologies.
Thus, mobile devices with bluetooth keyboards can be quickly deployed to a large
number of tables and connected to a wireless network without worrying about either
power or ethernet cabling. The use of off-the-shelf tablets provides familiar, user-
friendly controls for table facilitators and other participants. Node.js, a software
framework for building real-time applications, is used to allow the rapid capture of
comments and voting data and to provide immediate visual feedback on a projector
screen. By combining consumer hardware with open source software the entire
system can be made available at a relatively small cost.

2.3 Application in Service and Policy Design

The use of the engage system as a policy tool consists of two main phases. The
first phase was the PARTERRE project, during which it was deployed across
Northern Ireland in a range of policy contexts. This initial phase included eight
pilot events, which are described in Table 11.1. For each of these eTM pilots, the
topic was identified by a representative of a specific community, who approached
the project team with a request for an event. User-centred research methodologies
were employed during the organisation and implementation of each eTM. The
research team found high levels of interest and motivation among Lead Community
Coordinators (LCCs), who were keen to professionalise the engagement process,
make it more efficient and improve the outcome of the civic engagement [46]. LCCs
can be defined as highly motivated experts who take a leadership role to connect user
communities. The number of participants of each eTM pilot ranged from 40 to 50
per eTM, with a total of 380 participants across the eight cases. The pilot events
took place over a period of approximately 12 months.

The second phase of engage deployment took place after the PARTERRE Project
ended. The pilot events have successfully identified and catalysed a market for
novel stakeholder engagement tools and methods, which lead to ongoing demand
following the end of the research project. Due to strong research network links the
majority of these additional workshops took place in collaboration with the public
health sector. A range of strategy, policy and service design issues were addressed
in 16 events which took place between 2014 and 2016. The specific event topics are
detailed in Table 11.2 below.

3 Comparison of ‘engage’ with Other Approaches

In order to gain a deeper understanding of the context of the ongoing demand for the
engage platform, six in-depth semi-structured interviews were carried with users of
the system. These users included health sector managers and university staff who
had co-organised and delivered engage events, and were selected for their ability to
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Table 11.2 Post-PARTERRE engage workshops

Date Client Topic

21 Feb 2014 Health and Social Care Board Strategic Futures Workshop on eHealth
and Care Strategy for NI

28 May 2014 BCS Health NI and HSCNI Better Data Better Care
06 Jun 2014 Telecare Service Association Best Practice Workshop on ECRs,

Interoperability and Big Data
05 Sep 2014 European Connected Health

Alliance
Exploring Engagement Between
Academic, Business and Clinical

16 Sep 2014 Assoc. British Pharmaceutical
Industry

Increasing collaboration with the
Pharmaceutical Industry in NI

09 Dec 2014 Public Health Agency Beyond 2015 Staff
Engagement—Internal

10 Mar 2015 Public Health Agency Beyond 2015 Staff
Engagement—External

26 May 2015 Public Health Agency Making Life Better in Partnership
19 Jan 2016 MAGIC Project Pre-Commercial Procurement

Stakeholder Engagement
21 Jan 2016 MAGIC Project Pre-Commercial Procurement

Stakeholder Engagement
16 Feb 2016 Public Health Agency Electronic Clinical Health Record

Benefits
07 Apr 2016 HOME SBRI SBRI Stakeholder Engagement
12 Apr 2016 HOME SBRI SBRI Stakeholder Engagement
16 May 2016 Public Health Agency Research for Better Health & Social

Care
15 Jun 2016 Health and Social Care NI Domiciliary Care Workforce Review
22 Jun 2016 Ulster University Employers Engagement Event

provide feedback on organisational drivers and barriers, usability issues, and policy
impacts.

A key theme that quickly emerged was increasing organisational demand for
stakeholder engagement, along with a growing expectation that policy and service
design should be focused on user needs. In some cases, this was linked to a policy
drive for greater openness and accountability. This trend in the Northern Irish
public sector reflects the push for user-centred design that we observed in the
context of digital government, which in turn suggests a deeper shift in public sector
culture, permeating from the national down to the regional level. It also reflects the
observation of [29], that the Engagement Stage of digital government evolution is
often linked to the concept of Open Government.

In this context we will explore how user research is currently carried out by the
leading digital transformation agencies, as well as public bodies in Northern Ireland.
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3.1 Alternative User Research Methods

In the US and the UK, there has been a shift towards bringing technically
skilled individuals and agile methodologies into government, accompanied by an
increasing emphasis on user-centred design. In the case of 18F and GDS, each of
these organisations have published online guides to agile development in the public
sector. Within these guidelines, specific user research methods are suggested for
adoption by government agencies. Both 18F and GDs divide the design process into
four phases. 18F name the phases “Discover”, “Decide”, “Make”, and “Validate”,
and categorise the research methods according to the appropriate design phase.
GDS, on the other hand, name their development phases “Discovery”, “Alpha”,
“Beta”, and “Live”, and while they note that “Different types of research are more
appropriate depending on what phase of service development process you are in.”
[47], they do not provide specific guidance on when each method should be used
(Tables 11.3 and 11.4).

In terms of research methods commonly used in the Northern Ireland public
sector, our investigation of engage users revealed that the most frequently mentioned
methods were interviews, focus groups, workshops and online surveys. Methods
mentioned by interviewees were limited in variety compared to those listed by
organisations like 18F and GDS. This is perhaps not surprising, given the difference
in available resources and cultural focus between these high-profile digital trans-
formation agencies and local organisations in Northern Ireland which are primarily
focused on operational matters. Nevertheless, there was a consistent message from
respondents that stakeholder engagement and citizen-centred service design were
increasingly important.

Table 11.3 User research methods used by 18F

Discover Decide Make Validate

Feature dot voting Comparative analysis Protosketching Card sorting
KJ method Content audit Wireframing Multivariate testing
Metrics definition Design principles Design pattern library Usability testing
Design studio Site mapping Prototyping Visual preference testing
Bodystorming Task flow analysis
Cognitive walkthrough User scenarios
Contextual inquiry Affinity diagramming
Heuristic analysis Journey mapping
User interviews Mental modeling

Personas
Storyboarding
Style tiles
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Table 11.4 User research methods used by UK Government Digital Service

Method Description

Evidence-based personas A persona is a fictitious individual, based on a composite of the
characteristics of a group of real users

User Journey Maps A technique that helps teams to understand the full experience
that users have throughout the lifecycle of the service

Eye tracking
Unmoderated usability study User attempts a task or series of tasks alone and the moderator

observes in a separate room
Surveys A survey is user research that includes a questionnaire
A/B and Multivariate testing A/B tests are controlled experiments on the web. Show two

randomly assigned groups of users different designs of a page
Remote user research User research can be done over the phone or using a VoIP

system. Can be done in conjunction with screen sharing
Pop-up research Take questions and prototypes to where target users are likely to

be, such as libraries, day centres and colleges
Depth interviews Semi-structured conversation that help learning about users’

needs. Ideal for exploring attitudes, aspirations and preferences
Community research panel A group of pre-selected users who have agreed to participate in

research activities on a regular basis
Ethnographic research Ethnographic research is sometimes called contextual research

or contextual inquiry
Affinity mapping A technique for sorting large volumes of unstructured

information, as a means of understanding patterns and themes
Card sorting Helps to understand how users naturally organise different

kinds of information. Can also be used for sorting user needs
Co-design A co-design workshop involves getting users in the same room

creating sketches/prototypes and generating ideas
Day in the life Mapping someone’s activity over a day, including what

products and services they use at what time of day
Guided tour Helps to understand what people actually do rather than their

reported experience
Map your use Can be used to understand a user’s current use of services and

their feelings towards them
Think aloud A way of testing how users experience a service. Using a

service while thinking aloud about what they are doing
Write a diary

3.2 Alternative Tools and Technologies

There appear to be limited alternative technologies specifically tailored for citizen
engagement—perhaps reflecting the fact the engagement happens at the later stages
of e-government development according to Janowski’s evolutionary model [29].
The UK’s Government Digital Service provides a list of user research tools that
it uses, which is given in Table 11.5 below. According to Northern Ireland users of
the engage system, technology-enabled engagement was restricted to online surveys
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Table 11.5 UK Government Digital Service user research tools

Tool Description of usage

UserZoom UserZoom is used for quarterly benchmarking of the usability of
top tasks on GOV.UK. It also enables remote testing by external
stakeholders

What Users Do WhatUsersDo allows for rapid usability testing with people who
are in their own home/work with their own computers. Teams can
quickly and inexpensively conduct iterative usability testing at a
feature based level. Teams can also able to see videos of user
sessions

CRM A CRM system is used to build and manage a panel of people who
have agreed that they are interested in participating in user
research

GoToMeeting GoToMeeting supports moderated remote user research with users
who are either too busy or otherwise unable to come into the lab,
or when it important to talk to them in their own context

FluidSurveys FluidSurveys are used to perform online surveys
OptimalWorkshop OptimalWorkshop enables testing about information architecture

and navigation, including card sorting and tree testing
Mental Models Template GDS use a mental model template to structure discovery research

data. A mental model skyline diagram can be generated using a
Python script (CSV to Visio)

(which were widely used) and electronic voting systems (which were less common).
The limited range of available technologies is somewhat surprising given that all
respondents recognised an increasing demand for stakeholder engagement at the
organisational level.

3.3 Where Does engage Fit Into Existing Practices?

According to Daae and Boks [48], user research methods can be divided into three
categories, according to how information is collected: methods for communicating
with users, methods for investigating what users do, and methods that both inves-
tigate what users do and communicate with users. This classification is illustrated
with examples in Table 11.6. Within this framework the engage system would be
most appropriately classified as a method for communicating with users.

It was clear from talking to engage users was that the system, which in
many ways resembles a traditional roundtable workshop, fitted easily into familiar
business practices. This is not surprising, given that Preece et al. [49] consider
workshops to be one of the five basic data collection methods. All the respondents
had taken part in such workshops before, and some had used them for stakeholder
engagement in the past. In this sense, the system felt familiar to both organisers
and participants and did not require a steep “learning curve”. For organisers, the
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Table 11.6 Three types of user research method (from Daae and Boks [48])

Methods for communicating
with the user

Methods for investigating
what the user does

Methods that include both
investigation and
communication

Interview Observation Applied ethnography
Focus group Studying Contextual enquiry
Survey Documentation
Verbal protocol Video ethnography
Conjoint technique Shadowing
Wants and needs analysis User testing
Card sorting Empathic design
Group task analysis Culture-focused research
Probes/diary study

burden of preparing for an engage event was no greater than it might have been for
a more traditional workshop. For participants, the process of engaging in a series of
structured conversations was a familiar and comfortable activity.

3.4 Comparative Advantages of engage

User feedback from the PARTERE pilots was in general very positive, particularly
in terms of the methodology [46, 50]. Stakeholders felt that participation levels
were good, and that the quality of discussion and debate was high. An analysis of
user responses showed that engage offered advantages over traditional workshops
in a number of ways, which might be classified as “immediacy”, “connectedness”,
“transparency”, and “efficiency”.

Immediacy—One of the frustrations that users expressed with traditional work-
shops was the delay between participating in a discussion and receiving a formal
report of that discussion. Some users felt that this gap between contribution and
feedback lead to a sense that such events were merely a “box-ticking” exercise, and
that the lack of tangible outputs was a sign that their contribution would have little
impact on actual policy or service design. For these users, the engage framework
addressed this issue by allowing for real-time feedback during the event and for a
final report to be distributed immediately after a workshop was completed. Thus
“immediacy” appeared to be a significant source of value for many respondents.

Connectedness—Another benefit of the engage approach was the ability to
connect multiple different discussion groups, and thus multiple perspectives, within
the context of a wider shared conversation. One example given by a frequent
user of the system was the facility to compare and contrast the views of different
professional groups—for example, pharmacists and physiotherapists. The user
pointed out that such groups inevitably have a different view of how services should
be delivered and how value can be created for service users. By allowing conflicting
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perspectives to be surfaced and discussed, the user felt that it was possible to achieve
a more robust consensus and thus a more effective overarching strategy.

Transparency—The value of transparency was raised by a number of users.
In the context of engage, this meant the transparency of the process by which
participant comments were converted into the final report and recommendations.
One of the problems with a traditional paper-based workshop is that the delay
between recording ideas and opinions on paper, and converting those statements
into a final report is slow and opaque. By making feedback immediate and visible
to all, users of the engage platform can see straightaway whether the outputs of the
discussion are reflective of their inputs, thus enhancing trust and increasing user
satisfaction.

Efficiency—A fourth major theme that emerged from interviews was that the
engage framework was attractive to event organisers due to its ability to reduce
their workload compared to conventional workshops. Stakeholders felt that relevant
data was collected, analysed and distributed in a more timely and resource-efficient
manner. It was suggested that engage workshops allowed for effective consultation
at scale, making it significantly more cost-effective that running multiple interviews
or focus groups.

3.5 Challenges of Wider Adoption

The engage methodology has a number of limitations in its current state. The
level of engagement of participants depends to some degree on the skills of the
individual table facilitator. Also, by their nature, roundtable discussions do not allow
for the same level of in-depth analysis as one-to-one interviews. Nevertheless, the
experience of the engage platform suggests that an acceptable level of participation
can be created through the use of untrained facilitators, with a minimal technical
introduction to the system.

Perhaps the largest methodological barrier is the need for trained event organ-
isers, particularly with regard to the structuring of discussions and presentations.
In particular, the correct wording of questions is critical to ensuring satisfactory
outcomes [46, 50]. Defining effective questions is an important challenge that
requires some experience in terms of what typically works, but also a specific
understanding of the discussion topics and purpose of the engagement. At the
moment, the need for trained event coordinators is a major contributor to the cost
of using the system. Wider adoption is likely to be accelerated if this cost can be
reduced through a training programme, or perhaps partial automation of core tasks.

A further challenge to the engage method is the need to have all participants
in the same room at the same time. While this requirement supports high levels
of engagement and inclusion for those in the room, it may occasionally exclude
stakeholders who are unable to attend the event in person. In the context of health
sector service design and policy development, this created a challenge for service
users and carers. It is possible that this issue might be addressed in future through
technical enhancements to facilitate remote participation.



198 B. Cleland et al.

There are a number of costs associated with the use of the system that may be
addressed through technical improvements. For example, the price of hardware is
continuing to come down over time. Another significant cost is the requirement
for university staff to attend each event. This could be addressed by the provision
of a cloud-based software model, accompanied by a suitable training programme
for clients. Furthermore, from talking to users it became clear that further technical
enhancements could increase the value of the system and reduce overheads. Specific
examples could include increased automation of core tasks (including report
generation), richer visualisation and analysis tools, and easier integration with social
media.

One of the key messages from users is that significant obstacles to technology
adoption exist in the public sector. Some concerns raised during user interviews
included challenges relating to IT infrastructure, including the difficulty giving
novel hardware and software systems access to public sector networks. These issues
were associated primarily with security and resource concerns—i.e., getting access
to IT staff who can enable integration, and justifying perceived risks to security.

Another issue, related to organisational culture, was ensuring that engagement
activities had credible impacts. A number of stakeholders suggested that it was
often the case that consultation was a “box-ticking” exercise, and that actual
stakeholder empowerment might be met with resistance from senior management.
It was suggested that stakeholder opinions could be diluted or distorted to the
point where they had little real impact. One respondent suggested that a possible
solution to this problem would to have repeat engagements, allowing stakeholders
to evaluate ongoing policy impacts. This was referred to as “closing the loop”.
This implies that in order to maximise impact (as well as stakeholder satisfaction),
engagement should be an ongoing process or “conversation” rather than a one-off
activity, echoing the iterative approach found in agile development practices.

4 Future Trends and Conclusion

As we noted at the start of this chapter the discourse on e-government has evolved
significantly in recent years. One of the most influential concepts has been that of
Digital Era Governance, originally proposed by [44]. A key insight from the authors
is that changes in governance are driven not simply by public sector adoption of new
technologies, but by changes in society at large. These social changes take many
forms—cognitive, behavioural, organizational, political, and cultural—but all can
be linked back in some way to the evolution and impact of information technology.
Mike Bracken, formerly of GDS, makes a similar point when he says: “Digital
means applying the culture, practices, processes and technologies of the internet
era to respond to people’s raised expectations.” [51].

This insight may help to explain why digital transformation is occurring in
parallel with the drive towards more citizen-centred government, insofar as low-
cost, disintermediated forms of communication enabled by the internet create an
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expectation that governments will embrace deeper citizen engagement. Dunleavy
et al. [44] label this mode of governance “Needs-Based Holism”. Citing Hood
[52], they point out that “detector” mechanisms (which enable information-seeking)
are as important to government functioning as “effectors” (which enable delivery).
The engage platform may thus be considered a novel “detector mechanism” for
government.

It is worth noting how scarce and underdeveloped such tools appear to be
given the demand for effective solutions. Even in the case of technology-orientated
practitioners and early adopters such as GDS and 18F, non-digital user research
methods seem to predominate. It may be that user research data—which is often
qualitative, complex and subtle—may not lend itself to digital capture or analysis.
Or perhaps it is merely that suitable solutions have yet to be developed. Or perhaps,
as Kotamraju and Geest [53] suggest, there is a fundamental tension between user
and government needs that creates a barrier to adoption of user-centred methods and
tools. Such questions inevitably point to opportunities for further research.

If we speculate about what form such technologies might take, the experience
of engage suggests that the greatest opportunity lies in unobtrusive user interface
design, systems that complement well-established forms of human interaction, and
approaches that are tailored towards the capture and analysis of qualitative data.
While the engage system is undoubtedly an early-stage technology, it perhaps
illustrates the potential for digital tools to support a new era of citizen-centred
governance.
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