20 Recommendations for online democracy sites
Dr Andrew Evans and Richard Kingston
Centre for Computational Geography, University of Leeds, West Yorkshire, UK

http://www.ccg.leeds.ac.uk/

The following recommendations have come out of the experience of some 6 years of web-based public participation projects, watching users and site developers.

Clarity recommendations
1. Structure information, explicitly or implicitly as a file tree. Present a broad overview of each issue at the start with a couple of lines of text. In the first tree level give a more detailed overview of each issue, and in the next, detailed explanations of sub-facets of the issues. Finally allow users to browse full documentation and reports at the lowest level. They will pick the level and subjects they feel they can appreciate most, while getting a broad view of the totality of the issues.

2. Follow standard usability guidelines, and test with a broad range of users.  See for example http://www.useit.com/

3. Don’t overload users.  Attention span alters with interface.  We found that most users responded well to large tick box questionnaires, but would only interact with 5 to 7 factors on a weighting map.  A potential solution for situations with more issues is to explicitly force the user to pick the families of issues they believe are important on a questionnaire before generating the appropriate styled GIS automatically.  

Data and copyright issues recommendations 
4. Speak out. A case needs to be made to allow local planning authorities to make use of other Ordnance Survey products for online use at a much more reasonable cost.
5. Use what’s at hand. As alternatives to maps aerial or tall-building oblique photography can be overlaid with digitised roads or site boundaries. In some cases this may be a more familiar ‘backdrop’ rather than a standard map base.

Accessibility recommendations.
6. Target local community groups, if necessary supplying Internet enabled PCs.  The sites can usually be run locally and data collected or mailed on disk by local organizations.

7. Introduce schools to the issues. This is a good way of increasing the local engagement with a problem (provided you’ve publicised elsewhere – you wouldn’t want to be accused of targeting the vulnerable!). Teachers will usually be glad to give children homework based around significant local issues, and the pupils will (hopefully) both draw parents into the problems, and engage in political decision-making more themselves.  

8. Always provide a basic text alternative. However, be aware that real accessibility to Java based systems is likely to appear over the next 3-5 years.
9. Investigate local digital T.V. systems. These can often allow the of Flash-based systems, but be aware of the very real problems with accessibility and coverage.

Trust recommendations 
Encouraging belief in the information and methodology.

10. Ensure that the information given is bi-partisan. Where possible, secure the certification of data by all the groups involved.  Where there is disagreement over interpretation, be explicit about this – groups will be more willing to ratify your data if you are.  In addition be sure to detail any modelling processes and areas of interpretation in what appear to be “scientific” software solutions.  

11. Allow people to leave to external sites, and link to contrary viewpoints.  This gives your site legitimacy by showing you have nothing to fear from debate.  For example, NIREX, the people responsible for nuclear waste disposal, link to their own reports, but also the sites of the major Green organizations.

12. Allow users to add their own data/information. This can be either into the site’s data area or into discussion boards.

Encouraging belief that something is being done and the system not abused.
13. Only start the process if you’re genuinely interested in a public response!! Groups will concentrate on on-line presences, and you have to be able to argue your case strongly and respond flexibly.

14. Limit the on-line consultation time explicitly. Give a date to return for further information – or, even better, allow users to sign up to email news bulletins.
15. Give explicit and obvious details of what will be done with the information, as recommended by the Information Commissioner. Check you are registered appropriately under the 1998 Data Protection Act.  See http://www.dataprotection.gov.uk/ for details and recommendations.  

16. Allow people to opt-into giving you demographic and contact details.  Being explicit about the level of confidentiality given by different subsets of postcodes may help persuade people to give them. 

17. Allow users to see other responses and to opt-into putting email contact details for others on-line.  One of the major oversights with our initial projects was that other responses were kept from users in the belief that it would encourage a wider range of responses from participants.  This is true, but a real advantage is gained by allowing people to see when they were not alone in an opinion and build self-help groups dedicated to solving problems without Local Government input. One reasonably safe way of allowing people to communicate is to set up email newsgroups. 

Response legitimacy recommendations
18. Joke returns are usually obvious. Equally obvious are automated multiple returns and those initiated by on-line campaigns.  Maintaining good access logs tied to the return data will allow you to assess returns from a single machine over a short period of time, and postcodes can be checked against addresses if gained.

19. Analyse demographic data, but also view the responses “blind”.  Only dismiss responses on the basis of plainly ridiculous answers, not on the age or occupation of the respondent. The responses of the young often reflect the society they interact with.

20. Watch for people who start the process but drop out.  If you collect demographic data early, and don’t rely on a single final button push to submit information you can monitor whether drop-outs occur because of usability problems or because particular groups are finding the system unengaging.  Make sure your system doesn’t break if people don’t traverse the whole thing. 

For further information on online democracy and online GIS-based public participation see our website at…

http://www.ccg.leeds.ac.uk/

