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 Innovations in web technology have the potential to help city and county governments improve 

their delivery of services and engage local communities in governance. Using civic engagement 
theories and best practices of online civic engagement, this research project audits 100 local 
government sites for their civic engagement capabilities. Results indicate that most cities and 
county governments place a heavy emphasis on using their websites to streamline delivery of 
services and little effort in promoting citizen participation and democracy. Building on Musso’s 
model that distinguishes between managerial versus democratic models of engagement for 
government websites, we suggest a civic engagement model for local governments that goes 
beyond service delivery and emphasizes the participation of citizens in the local democratic 
process. 
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INTRODUCTION 

Researchers have discussed the potential of using new media technologies to promote political 
participation and civic engagement (Dwivedi et al., 2017; Mwangi, 2012; Nip, 2006; Rosenberry, 2005; Schultz, 
1999). Some scholars have paid special attention to the use of technology by local governments to enhance 
service delivery and citizen participation at the local level (Munro et al., 2000). Along that line, CivicPlus, a 
company based in Kansas, USA, has established itself as a leading developer of websites for city and county 
governments to promote community engagement. Using what they call a dynamic communication model (as 
opposed to a static, one-way communication model), CivicPlus provides integrated websites centered around 
a citizen-focused communication model for municipalities to engage citizens in their communities by making 
it easier for them to find information online, access services online, facilitate transactions, facilitate feedback 
and two-way communication, and enable citizen participation in decision- making. To date, they have helped 
design websites for hundreds of municipalities around the USA. 

This is part of an emerging trend where local governments are establishing online presence to engage and 
serve their citizens. The International City/County Management Association surveyed all city governments in 
the USA with a population of 10,000 or more and found that 97 percent had a website and that their primary 
reason for establishing an online presence was to streamline local government services and improve citizen 
participation in government. But there has been little research conducted on civic engagement and 
government websites and especially how local governments are using communication technology to involve 
citizens in local democracies (Coleman & Gotze, 2003). That is the focus of this paper. This research examines 
the technological tools deployed on municipal governments websites for civic engagement. Further, the 
research seeks to find out the model of civic engagement predominant on such sites using Munro’s model 
that distinguishes between managerial versus democratic models of engagement for government websites 
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(Munro et al., 2000) and Lee’s stage-based model that views e-government as the last stage in an evolutionary 
process of using ICTs to engage citizens (Lee, 2010). 

LITERATURE REVIEW 

Civic engagement is defined as a sense of responsibility through which citizens act as agents of positive 
social change for a more democratic world (Mwangi et al., 2014; Coalition for Civic Engagement and 
Leadership, 2004). Common concepts used in defining civic engagement include knowledge of and discussion 
of public affairs (Jennings & Zeitner, 2003; Levine, 2007; Mossberger et al., 2008, p. 48; Norris 2001, p. 219), 
community participation (Paek et al., 2005), Community involvement (Jeffres et al., 2002; Verba et al., 1995), 
political behaviors (Moy et al., 2005) or public involvement (Clift, 2004; Margolis & Resnick, 2000). These 
concepts emphasize the idea of agency and participation in community affairs and in public and civic action 
through individual or group actions. 

According to the Center for Information and Research on Civic Learning and Engagement, common 
indicators of civic engagement include: voting in national elections, joining a political party, being a candidate 
for local office, and civic activism, such as writing letters to a newspaper about social or political concerns, 
collecting signatures for a petition, collecting money for a social cause and boycotting products or services 
because of social concerns (CIRCLE, 2003). For citizens to be engaged in civic life, they must be equipped with 
certain skills such as knowledge and understanding of community issues, values that support a civic culture, 
a willingness to act to advance the public good and the skills and ability to imagine a better society and direct 
social change (Carpini, 2000; Pratte, 1988). 

Local government websites provide a new venue for the presentation of information on government 
policies, programs and processes. Armed with such information, citizens become better equipped to engage 
public officials in discussions, and to become involved and participate in the affairs of the local governments. 
This definition of civic engagement goes beyond the mere provision of services. Civic engagement is also 
defined as membership in collective activities for establishment and nourishment of the community through 
active citizenry (Shah et al., 2001). This study adopted Khang and Gearhart’s two types of civic engagement 
found on city websites namely civic involvement in city issues (e.g., participation in city improvement and city 
projects), and political behaviors (e.g., participation in voting, petition drives, and hearings). 

Scholars have identified three dimensions of civic engagement that websites built for civic engagement 
must provide namely, connecting to the community; engaging individuals as citizens; and helping public 
deliberation in search of solutions (Nip, 2006). Shah et al. (2005) found that online information seeking as well 
as civic messaging strongly influenced citizens’ civic participation than uses of traditional print and broadcast 
media or person-to-person communication, especially among young people. Bimber (1999, 2000) notes that 
this is changing to embrace all age groups as the internet gains more acceptance across age groups.  

The potential of the internet to enhance communication and political participation appears to be much 
higher for certain dimensions of participation such as participating in opinion polls and surveys as well as 
contacting elected representatives and is equally powerful in enhancing the political participation of 
geographically dispersed citizens, those who have similar interests, as well as those with limited mobility 
(Rabya, 2005). Others note the internet’s capacity to lower entry barriers for disadvantaged groups that are 
now able to organize and create networks and voice their concerns (Gross, 2001; Jones, 1998; Jordan, 2002; 
Lin & Dutton, 2003). While some scholars see new media as having the potential to enhance democracy by 
creating a cyber commons (Blumler & Gurevitch, 2001; Papacharissi, 2004; Shah et al., 2005; Tambini, 1999), 
others point out that the internet can also be used to build social capital by taking advantage of information 
distribution networks to connect communicators (Kavanaugh et al., 2001).  

The introduction of social media and its rising dominance as a tool of communication among citizens 
created new expectations that its interactive features would boost citizen engagement efforts by local 
governments. This expectation has resulted in various research projects over the last decade with mixed 
results (Dwivedi et al., 2013). Some studies have found that social media can have a significant and positive 
impact in the adoption of e-government and in promoting civic engagement (Cottrell and King; Kaigo and 
Okura). Other studies have found that citizens have a higher preference of social media over other online 
tools used by local governments in engaging citizens (Alarabiat et al; Boudjelida et al., in a wide-raging review 
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of research papers that have been published on social media and e-governments, Dwivedi, 2013) found that 
the most widely explored themes in these studies included “electronic participation”, “engagement”, 
transparency”, communication/interaction, “trust” and “collaboration” clearly indicating the growing view that 
social media has the potential to promote engagement and democratic participation if deployed for those 
purposes. But a study that examined how Swedish municipalities were using social media found that they 
used social media to help citizens procure traditional services through their Web sites (Liden & Larsson, 2016). 

These studies seem to suggest that despite the rich interactive features of social media, cities were largely 
deploying them on their websites to ease the process of accessing traditional services. But as pointed out in 
a recent study that examined new forms of internet-based communications in UK local governance, Web 2.0 
platforms such as Facebook and Twitter afford new opportunities for interaction that could bridge the divide 
between residents as consumers of local services and residents as citizens or democratic actors (Ellison & 
Hardey, 2014).  

Scholars have found that internet users have a high level of engagement in political activities and increased 
involvement in voluntary organizations (Hill & Hughes, 1998; Johnson & Kaye, 1998, 2000; Pinkleton & Austin, 
1998; Wellman et al., 2001), and internet access has been shown to be a predictor of civic participation (Dutta-
Bergman, 2005; Shah et al., 2005). People who use the internet to gather information and exchange ideas 
tend to be more socially and politically engaged (Hasse et al., 2002; Jennings & Zeitner, 2003; Shah et al., 
2001a) but scholars have also noted that such positive civic engagement through websites is dependent on 
other variables such as ease of use, usefulness, and enjoyment (McMillan et al., 2003; Tambini, 1999; Van der 
Heijden, 2003). Carpini (2000) has noted that the internet is equally useful for political elites such as candidates 
and office holders for offering them opportunities to create new networks, ease organizational 
communication, target particular audiences and tailor messages. While there is scant research on civic 
websites, internet researchers have distinguished between the various types of interactivity common on 
websites: interpersonal interactivity allows users to interact with other users through message boards, 
forums, emails and instant messages; content interaction allows users interaction with editorial content (Bucy, 
2004; Nielsen, 2005).  

Seeking to take advantage of the foregoing technological benefits and trends, the rising number of local 
government websites is geared towards a more efficient service delivery, easy access to local government 
services and increased emphasis on transparency that gained a new momentum after the election of Barack 
Obama who campaigned on a platform of increased transparency and access to government information 
(Jaeger & Bertot, 2010). On his first day in office, Obama issued a Memorandum on Transparency and Open 
Government that set the framework for developing a system of transparency, public participation, and 
collaboration (McDermott, 2010). Research has highlighted the potential contribution of using information 
technology to enhance interactivity, transparency, accountability and openness of public sector entities. Using 
ICTs to promote transparency and the engagement of citizens is seen as a way of improving citizens’ trust in 
government. A study of e-governments in the European Union found that most local governments in Europe 
were using ICTs to enhance transparency but the idea of using such technology to promote public dialogue 
and e-participation was still in its infancy (Bonson et al., 2012). A study of the 75 largest cities in the USA found 
an exponential increase in the number of municipal websites that had adopted social networks had increased 
from 250% to 600% over a two-year period (Mossberger & Wu, 2012). Cities have also embraced the use of 
open data portals but at a slower rate. Open data portals allow users to access city data on crime, budgets, 
building permits, vacant land, and many other issues. The study found some cities were organizing 
competitions for the development of applications (apps) for other innovative uses of data.  

ICTs have also introduced the idea of citizen co-production where citizens perform the role of partner 
rather than customer in the delivery of public services, especially given the many avenues for collaboration 
made possible by information technology that empowers the public to play a more active role in the 
functioning of their government (Linders, 2012). 

Lee (2010) attempted to develop a stage-based theoretical framework to explain the various models of e-
government and argued that these could be classified in five metaphorical stages: presenting, assimilating, 
reforming, morphing, and e-governance all of which can be housed under the two themes of citizen/service 
and operation/technology. They included concepts such as information, interaction, integration, transaction, 
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streamlining, participation, transformation, involvement and process management. The proposed 
metaphorical stages are a road map for the development of e-government. The development of digital 
democracy is seen as the last and long-term stage in this process and according to the United Nations, is 
focused on citizen’s participation as a dimension that is separate from the service operations or technology 
aspects of e-government. E-democracy is seen as a long-term goal of e-government and is promoted through 
tools that promote citizen involvement and participation such as online polling, voting and surveys. 

Creating a digital tool for civic engagement, as CivicPlus local government websites have sought to do, fits 
well within the ambit of the communication infrastructure theory that differentiates local communities 
depending on whether they have a communication infrastructure that can be activated to enable community 
action for a purpose (Kim & Ball-Rokeach, 2006; Mwangi et al., 2013). Such an infrastructure consists of a 
neighborhood where citizens, grassroots organizations and the media disseminate stories that capture 
everyday conversations. The theory teases out three important community “story tellers” that serve as agents 
of civic engagement. The first is the local media which fosters a sense of belonging and civic participation 
(McLeod et al., 1996; Paek et al., 2005). The second form of storytelling that contributes to civic engagement 
occurs through community organizations where citizens engage common issues and leverage their capacities 
to tackle those issues as a community engaged in civic action (Putnman, 2000; Verba et al., 1995). The third 
form of storytelling occurs within individual networks that form between friends, family and within 
neighborhoods. Scholars argue that the act of exchanging stories within such networks positively impacts 
civic engagement (Kim et al., 2002; Kim & Ball-Rokeach, 2006; McLeod et al., 1999). City government websites 
often feature these communication networks to make it easier for citizens to engage in their communities. 

In a study of 250 local government websites, Moore developed a theoretical framework that distinguished 
between managerial versus democratic models of engagement for government websites. A managerial model 
focused on streamlining service delivery and made it easy for citizens to access services and transact business 
with the city using technology. On the other hand, the democratic model emphasizes the civic elements of 
engagement for democratic participation. Therefore, the managerial model of engagement emphasizes the 
production of outputs while the democratic model emphasizes the process of government decision making. 
The tools of engagement deployed on municipal sites are therefore geared to optimize the model of 
engagement chosen by particular local governments (Musso et al., 2001).  

This study sought to answer three research questions: 

(1) What are the tools for civic engagement available on municipal websites? 

(2) How are these tools distributed on municipal websites? 

(3) What model of civic engagement is emphasized on municipal websites? 

METHODOLOGY 

This study adopted Khang and Gearhart’s two types of civic engagement found on city websites namely 
civic involvement in city issues (e.g., participation in city improvement and city projects), and political 
behaviors (e.g., participation in voting, petition drives, and hearings). 

A list of websites created by Civicplus was entered into a spreadsheet to generate random numbers using 
Excel’s Rand function. The list was then sorted using the order of corresponding random numbers to select 
the first 100 sites on the list. Inferences drawn from simple random sampling are generalizable (Krippendorf, 
1980). 

Inspired by literature on civic engagement as well as best practices for developing online tools for civic 
engagement, the study developed a list of online civic engagement tools expected to be present on websites 
developed for civic engagement. The research audited 100 sites selected through simple random sampling 
for the presence of such tools. Entire websites were examined through content analysis to identify the 
engagement tools present. 

Content analysis is “a research technique for the objective, systematic, and quantitative description of the 
manifest content of communication” (Berelson, 1952, p. 18). Content analysis content analysis is ideal for a 
descriptive study–– such as the present one–– which seeks to describe identify and describe engagement tools 
on county government websites (Krippendorf, 1980; Wimmer & Dominick 1997)  



 
 Online Journal of Communication and Media Technologies, 2021 

Online J. Commun. Media Technol., 11(4), e202123 5 / 12 
 

To answer the third question, this study adopted Musso’s framework of a managerial versus democratic 
model to assess whether the sites emphasis lay on outputs (enhanced service delivery) or citizen participation 
and involvement in the process of policy formulation and decision-making. 

After IRB approval, two coders coded a sample of 10 websites. Intercoder reliability was calculated using 
Scott’s pi index and yielded an agreement of .85. The researcher coded the rest of the websites. 

RESULTS AND DISCUSSION 

Local governments are the grassroots organizations closest to citizens and are therefore uniquely placed 
to engage citizens and promote their participation in the democratic process. This exploratory research 
sought to audit local government websites to identify the tools for civic engagement present on such sites. 
One hundred websites were randomly selected and analyzed using a rubric developed from the literature. 
Each of these sites were designed by Civicplus, a company whose stated mission is to design local government 
websites for civic engagement.  

RQ 1. What are the tools for civic engagement available on municipal websites? 

The websites appeared primarily designed to streamline service delivery and there was a heavy emphasis 
on transactional components such as paying utility bills and taxes, applying for a permit, renewing vehicle 
registration, accessing parks and recreation services, and waste management among other services. But 
many sites went beyond the service component and attempted to engage their citizens in city governance 
and in the democratic process. Tools available for civic engagement included: Social media for communication 
between citizens and city officials, language choice for those who are not fluent in English, polls and surveys, 
discussion forums, mapping tools for data visualization, databases for documents, space for community 
groups, civic initiatives such as community service opportunities or signing petitions, and information for 
knowledge and involvement on events such as city meetings. This finding appears to confirm Lee’s stage 
based model of e-government that evolves from presenting information, assimilating, reforming, morphing 
and finally e-governance as the ultimate stage of evolution. That means most municipal websites were created 
to make it easier for citizens to access municipal services. But once that mission has been accomplished, city 
governments are slowly rolling out other tools beyond the service goals to get citizens involved in their local 
governments. While most of the features identified were part of the ideal civic engagement website in the 
literature, there is a gap that still exists. For example, none of the 100 sites audited had a dedicated online 
workspace for city officials and citizens to work together on city plans. Thus, while literature suggests that ICTs 
have introduced the idea of citizen co-production where citizens perform the role of partner rather than 
customer in the delivery of public services, none of the audited sites had embraced that model. Literature 
also suggested the use of games to generate interest and engagement with city issues but none of the sites 
had such a feature.  

RQ 2. How are these tools distributed on municipal websites? 

As indicated in Table 1, almost all the sites (98%) used their websites to provide information for their 
citizens’ knowledge and involvement. Such information was often about meetings and events. They also 
provided video or live streaming for those who wanted to watch the meetings. This is a critical service because 
information is at the heart of civic engagement and without information, citizens will not be able to participate 
in city issues or in political behaviors such as voting or petition drives. 

86% of websites had databases of important city documents such as budgets and city policies. Such use 
of city websites to provide citizens with critical information fits in well with the communication infrastructure 
theory that argues such an infrastructure and information are important in enabling community 
conversations and community action.  

Social media played a critical role in connecting citizens and city officials and this interaction was supported 
on 75% of the site. Social media were also the tools of choice when it came to citizen interactions and 
discussions and 54% of sites allowed such grassroots discussions to happen. This is in line with the 
communication infrastructure theory where the story telling that contributes to civic engagement occurs 
through community organizations and infrastructures where citizens engage common issues and leverage 
their capacities to tackle those issues as a community engaged in civic action. 
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 RQ 3. What model of civic engagement is emphasized on municipal websites? 

One of the seminal scholarly work to attempt to conceptualize community involvement was Arnstein 
(1969) which depicted citizen participation as a staged process where power is shared differently. Using the 
metaphorical “rungs on a ladder”, she sketched out eight levels of participation, namely: citizen control, 
delegated power, partnership, placation, consultation, informing, therapy, manipulation. These rungs depict 
levels of citizen power with the bottom two non-participative rungs amounting to no power transfer to the 
citizens. Wild and Marshall have argued for a conceptualization that extends beyond Arnstein’s levels of 
participation. They argue that we need to consider three other levels of participation, namely: the scope of 
community involvement, the methods of decision making structures being employed in the process, and to 
whom power is being devolved (Wild & Marshall, 1999). 

McDonald et al. (2016) argues that new media technologies have reconfigured the structures and locations 
of communities and that public administration needs to engage in critical reflections about engagement 
practices in the face of digital experiences of place and disaggregated models of the social.  

A recent study sought to establish how different departments in a U.S municipal government 
conceptualized community engagement beyond service delivery and democracy and identified daily 
challenges that impacted engagement efforts between municipal governments and residents (Corbett & 
Dantec, 2018). 

Hand and Ching (2014) found that local governments that had adopted social media platforms that were 
built to facilitate the many-to-many engagement models continued to use such platforms using a speaking-
from power model on platforms that were otherwise designed to encourage citizens to speak to power. 

100% of the sites audited in the present research had tools that streamlined transactions and services 
delivery. Indeed, this appeared to be the fundamental purpose of creating the websites whose emphasis was 
what Musso calls a managerial model of engagement. This is seen as different from the democratic model 
whose emphasis is the participation of citizens in the democratic process. While Musso treats these models 
as separate Lee sees them as evolutionary with the managerial model eventually evolving to a democratic 
model of e-governance. There is merit in both positions. The Musso model is simply an acknowledgement 
that one of the primary functions of municipal governments is to provide services and citizens as taxpayers 
expect efficient services from their local governments. The model bets on efficiency to win the hearts and 
minds of voters. The Lee evolutionary model acknowledges the progressive needs for citizens to be involved 
in governance and decision making once their basic service needs have been met. This paper argues that local 
governments ought to combine both the managerial and the democratic models of engagement instead of 
picking one over the other. It has been over a decade since local governments embraced ICTs to help fulfill 
their missions. Technology has since evolved and there are tools in the market that can effectively enhance 
both service delivery as well as citizen engagement in the democratic process. It should not be a choice of one 
model over the other. Rather using the communication infrastructure that is municipal websites for twin 
engagement at the service as well as governance levels enhances both service and governance based on a 

Table 1. Distribution of engagement tools across the web sites 

Tools for civic engagement on municipal websites 
Percentage of websites 

providing capability 
Workspace for city and citizens to work together on city plans 0% 
Discussion forum 1% 
Games to generate interest 0% 
Surveys and polls 20% 
Social media for communication between citizens and city officials 75% 
Mapping capabilities for data visualization 63% 
Database of important documents such as budgets and city 86% 
Provide information for knowledge and involvement (meetings, events, video, live streaming) 98% 
Citizen interaction, facebook and twitter 54% 
Enable other civic initiatives (signing petitions, making donations, community service 
opportunities) 

41% 

Space for community groups 11% 
Information on technology centers for those without computers 0% 
Language choice 15% 
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process of mutual reinforcement: citizens participate in deciding the types of services they want from the city 
and how they want to access them. In turn their participation in such a process engenders a culture of 
democracy that is nurtured through tackling basic as well as complicated issues. Embracing the 
communication infrastructure model can help bridge the gap between Lee’s evolutionary model and Musso’s 
service versus democratic model. Every community requires an infrastructure that can be activated by citizens 
to tell their stories, engage issues and leverage their collective abilities to address such issues. The presence 
of such an infrastructure is not an evolutionary process but is at the heart of what it means to be a community. 
The earlier two models do not place a heavy emphasis on communication or the creation of community. The 
computer-mediated communication afforded by local government websites prioritizes communication as a 
key component in enhancing citizen participation in the democratic process and in determining the destiny 
and services they receive form their local governments. 

LIMITATIONS AND FUTURE RESEARCH 

This research sought to identify the civic engagement tools and capabilities present on city government 
websites. Given the growing capabilities of information communication technologies to enhance service 
delivery and governance, this research wanted to find out how local government entities are using such 
technologies to engage citizens. The study found that all the 100 sites audited were using technology to 
streamline their service delivery. The study also found that there is a gradual and sporadic attempt by 
municipal governments to roll out tools that help engage citizens at the governance level.  

A future study could survey cities to try and identify the challenges associated with engaging citizens in 
the democratic process using technology. It is possible that the adoption of such a model has been slow due 
to limited manpower and capacity to deal with a deluge of mediated communication. 

Another study could look at the depth and intensity of engagement that is taking place through ICTs to 
find out if there is sustained engagement and deliberation of public issues taking place using the tools 
deployed by city governments. 
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