


Figure 7: Examples of ideas posted on SpeakUpAustin

The administration for SpeakUpAustin is coordinated through the City of
Austin’s Communications Department. City staff in the Communications
Department monitor the website on a weekly basis and inform other offices of
comments or questions that are relevant to them. Communications Department

staff encourage other departments to respond to these inquiries in a timely
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manner. Currently, the website boasts over 2500 registered users who have
posted 642 ideas. Sixty-two of the proposed ideas have been implemented or are
in the process of being implemented.
User Demographics

Meaningful participation requires engagement by a broad range of
participants. In order to better understand the characteristics of SpeakUpAustin
users, | reviewed aggregated demographic information from those users who had
completed their user profiles. Although this information provides some ideas
about the diversity of participants, it should not be seen as representative of all
website users. In addition, it is not possible to know the level of engagement of
those users who have completed their profiles. Numerous focus group
participants noted that they had signed up for the website, visited it once or twice
and then did not return. Finally, several of the questions asked as part of the user
profile provide helpful information but cannot be compared to the larger
population of Austin since | did not have access to a survey that asks similar

questions of the broader population.
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Internet Usage
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Figure 8: Internet Usage of SpeakUpAustin Users with Completed Profiles (Source: Granicus)

SpeakUpAustin participants were asked the following question: “Please
choose the category that best describes your Internet level of expertise.” An
overwhelming majority of registrants who completed their profiles consider
themselves to be advanced Internet users. Again, it is not possible to compare
this information with the level of Internet expertise of the majority of Austin
residents. Howevers, it is reasonable to assume that those who feel more
comfortable using the Internet will be more likely to register for SpeakUpAustin
than those who are less Internet savvy. This may create an obstacle to attracting
the type of diverse participation, particularly from historically excluded

communities, required for meaningful participation.
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Age
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Figure 9: Age of SpeakUpAustin Users with Completed Profiles and Austin Residents (Source:

Granicus; U.S. Census Bureau, 2010)

Nearly a third of users who have completed their profiles on
SpeakUpAustin are under the age of 25. This is a much larger percentage than
that of the population of Austin. Percentages in other age categories decrease as
age increases — similar to the larger population of Austin. Younger people, who
typically are more comfortable using the Internet, may be more likely to

participate in SpeakUpAustin than older populations.
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Ethnicity
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Figure 10: Ethncity of SpeakUpAustin Users with Completed Profiles (Granicus & U.S. Census

Bureau, 2010)

When compared with the City of Austin, a smaller percentage of website
registrants who completed their profiles are African American or Asian — and a
slightly larger percentage identified as white. In reference to the Hispanic
population, a significantly lower percentage of SpeakUpAustin users who
provided this information identified as Hispanic. However, this number may be
misleading since the SpeakUpAustin profile question which addresses ethnicity
included Hispanic with the categories (Figure 10), whereas the U.S. Census
includes a separate question asking respondents to identify as Hispanic or Non

Hispanic (Figure 11).
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Hispanic
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Figure 11: Hispanic SpeakUpAustin Users with Completed Profiles and Austin Residents (Source:
Granicus; U.S. Census Bureau, 2010).

Educational Attainment
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Figure 12: Educational Attainment for SpeakUpAustin Users with Completed Profiles and Austin
Residents (Source: Granicus; U.S. Census Bureau, 2010)
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A similar percentage of SpeakUpAustin users who completed their profiles
and Austin residents are high school graduates or have completed some college
but have not received a degree. A higher percentage of SpeakUpAustin users
are college graduates or have a graduate or professional degree.

Involvement in Government

Involvement in City Government, Local Government
or Neighborhood Issues
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Figure 13: Involvement in Government of SpeakUpAustin Users with a Completed Profile (Source:
Granicus)

One of the questions about SpeakUpAustin is whether it is reaching those
who are not currently engaged or providing another platform for those who are
already involved in City governance. Over 50% of SpeakUpAustin users who
completed their profiles reported being involved in city or local government or
neighborhood issues at least a few times a year. Although it is not possible to
compare this information with the engagement levels of Austin residents, an

overwhelming majority of focus group participants reported being actively
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engaged in city planning activities, including attending City Council meetings,
being a part of a neighborhood association and subscribing to City list serves.
Summary

Although only 30% of SpeakUpAustin users have completed the online
profile questions, this information provides a glimpse into the characteristics of
website users. Many of those who have completed their profiles report being
advanced Internet users, being younger than the general population of Austin,
having attained higher education levels and are more likely to be white. These
characteristics are consistent with the characteristics of focus group participants
for this research.

Focus Group & Interview Themes

This section of the thesis identifies common themes that were found in
analyzing transcriptions of focus groups and interviews. The goal is to identify
both convergent and divergent perspectives of research participants. These
themes fall into the following categories: characteristics of website participants,
website design, purpose of the website, promotion, access, dialogue, impact of
website and transparency.

It should be noted that although these findings are particular to
SpeakUpAustin, some of the concerns raised during focus groups and interviews
transcend the website. As one City staff described, “The site is kind of a little petri
dish for a lot of this stuff. A lot of the same systemic issues that you have in the
organization manifest themselves in the online space.” In addition, it is important

to state that focus group participants were overwhelmingly appreciative of the
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SpeakUpAustin initiative. They viewed it as an important participation tool and,
perhaps not surprisingly, had high expectations for its effectiveness. Although
many of the findings discussed in this section could be seen as critiques of
SpeakUpAustin or of the City, they should be viewed as an attempt to offer
insights into ways of improving the website.

Characteristics of website participants

Focus group participants ranged in age from recent college graduates to
those in retirement. They live in different parts of the City, including downtown,
North Austin, West Austin, East Austin, Rainey Street neighborhood and the
Holly Shores neighborhood. Participants seemed to be well-educated and very
knowledgeable about City governance. The specific interests of focus group
participants included cycling, government transparency, public transit, urban
gardening, housing and social justice.

All focus group participants reported being engaged in City initiatives.
Several are members of their neighborhood associations or regularly attend
neighborhood meetings. Others frequently attend City Council meetings. For the
most part, participants were informed of the existence of SpeakUpAustin through
other channels of engagement with the City. For example, several participants
found out about the website through a neighborhood list serve or because they
attended a community meeting. Focus group participants were wary that those
participating in SpeakUpAustin are not representative of the population of the
City and expressed concerns that many Austin residents, particularly those from

minority communities, do not know about the website.
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Purpose of the website

A common theme throughout the focus group conversations was
confusion about the purpose of the website, which affects how citizens interact
with it. One participant stated, “I don’t know what the rules of the game of the site
are.” Although participants were unsure of the City’s reasons for developing
SpeakUpAustin, they identified several purposes fulfilled by the website. First,
the website is viewed as a place where the City can post questions and request
feedback on specific topics. Others viewed the site as a place where residents
can express concerns or ask questions of City officials — a direct link between
residents and the City. Others primarily viewed the website as a place to
“crowdsource” ideas. For these residents, the website serves as a forum where
they can post their own ideas about City improvements and connect with other
residents who have similar aspirations.

Focus group participants differed in their expectations of the website.
Some group members wanted the City to be more responsive to ideas and
comments that are posted on the site. Others felt the City should only respond to
popular ideas. Several participants wanted the site to be a place where residents
can share ideas with each other and were afraid that interference from the City

could be an obstacle to discussions among residents.

73



One participant explained,
The more that it can be a space where you can meet up with other people
who have ideas or are engaged, then maybe it will generate momentum.
And the more that...like it seems like the purpose is much more to have a
dialogue space where citizens who care can connect with each other and
network and take on an idea and see that there's an interest and go, like
start something and develop it more and come back to the City. Less of an
automatic response from the City would make me more compelled to go
there.
Another participant concurred:
My interest was finding out what other people are thinking. | didn't really
care what the City thought. Eventually, | would. With the idea of crowd
sourcing, | would hope that the City wouldn't respond right away and let
people have a conversation. Because as soon as the City comes in with a
"yeah, but"...it's, it kills some of where that's going.
Mismatched expectations for the website create several problems. Without
a clear purpose, users do not know what type of outcomes to expect from their
interaction. For instance, if a user views SpeakUpAustin as a direct link to their
City government, they may post a question and expect a response. However, if
the City views SpeakUpAustin as a place to crowdsource ideas, they may only
respond to ideas that have received a certain number of votes or comments.
Users may become frustrated with a lack of response and discontinue using the
site.
Website design
Website design has considerable implications for the success of online
political spaces — particularly those attempting to be deliberative (Rose & Sabo,

2010). City staff and the software developers for SpeakUpAustin indicated that

Austin residents were not involved in the design of the website. The focus groups
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organized for this thesis research were the first formal opportunity that residents
had to provide input into how the site should be designed. As described in the
Chapter 3, Web 2.0 platforms are defined at least in part by ease of use. The
software developers for SpeakUpAustin explained that the site does not have a
tutorial because it is designed to be so simple that users do not need
instructions. Although focus group participants understood and appreciated the
general functionality of the website, they found it difficult to navigate to topics that
interested them and were confused by some of the categories of web pages.
Items posted on SpeakUpAustin appear in chronological order on the website.
Although it is possible to search for a topic of interest, items are not categorized
according to topic. Research participants wanted easier ways to find topics that
interested them. SpeakUpAustin has four main categories of web pages: ideas,
projects, forums and discussions. Projects and forums are initiated by the City —
whereas, ideas and discussions are initiated by users. Focus group participants
did not understand the differences between these categories.

In addition, SpeakUpAustin does not have an archiving function. Although
City staff do attempt to manually archive older posts that have not received much
traction with other website users, older posts are not automatically archived.
Currently, there are twenty-eight web pages of ideas — including some that were
posted two years ago and only have one or two votes. Participants expressed
frustration with having to scroll through all of these ideas to find ones they are
interested in. In these ways, the design of SpeakUpAustin creates an obstacle to

engagement.
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Promotion

Focus group participants agreed that the City should do more to both
promote the website to new users and do more to engage current users. One
participant said, “There’s been no promotion, no advertising. It’s like the City
doesn’t want people to know about it.” A participant who posted an idea that is
currently being implemented by the City explained that he had to do a lot of work
to promote the idea outside of SpeakUpAustin because the website does not
have a “critical mass.” Another participant echoed this idea:

| mean what I've been interested in just has no posts. So it's not...there

isn't a social space there. And | got really excited when | saw the format

because it seemed like it could be...l hate Facebook conversations. But |
really like the idea like we're in a neighborhood that has a big park
planning project happening, and | thought yeah, a lot of people were

talking kind of frustrated about it on Facebook, but how great that there's a

site where you can actually put ideas down, and then people can vote,

respond to ideas like going forward. That seemed great, and no one is
using it. People are on Facebook, but...and they can log in through

Facebook. But no one is using it.

City staff agreed that they have not done enough to promote the website,
citing a lack of resources to properly promote SpeakUpAustin. Without these
resources, they have relied on word of mouth and promotion through their
existing networks, which targets people who are already engaged with the City.

An overwhelming majority of focus group participants visited the website
once or twice and then did not go back. They stated that there is not enough

activity on the website to make it engaging for them. Many said they forget about

the site unless someone reminds them about it.
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Access

In order to participate meaningfully, Austin residents need both access to
the website and to enough information to understand the issues being discussed
on the site. Although one third of Austin residents report speaking a language
other than English at home, all of the content on the website is in English (U.S.
Census Bureau, 2007-2011). It is possible to translate the content into a number
of different languages using Google Translate. However, as was discussed in
one of the focus groups, Google Translate often does not provide an adequate
translation. Focus group participants expressed concern that SpeakUpAustin
was not readily accessible to all Austin residents.

A number of participants described not having enough background
information to fully understand and engage in an issue. This concern is
particularly relevant for projects on SpeakUpAustin that are initiated by the City.
For example, one participant described being interested in the Sixth Street
Redesign project, explaining:

At least for the Sixth Street site, when | went and | was looking at the

options, you know, they were encouraging you to vote, but | really thought

like | needed more background information, but I tried to find it on the

SpeakUpAustin site. It wasn't there, but it didn't even say ‘for more

information, you can go here’ and then you could read a lot about it, and

then you could come back and vote.

Although it is understandable that the City does not want to overload
people with information, limiting the amount of background information on

SpeakUpAustin may discourage participation from those who do not feel they

fully understand an issue.
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Dialogue

One of the reasons the City of Austin developed SpeakUpAustin was to
create a space for dialogue, as one City staff member explained, “I think the
ultimate purpose for me is to be able to provide Austinites with a place to engage
online in conversations that matter about their city.” However, when asked, none
of the focus group participants described their interactions with others on
SpeakUpAustin as a dialogue. One participant described a typical interaction on
the website, “| might reply to someone’s comments and other people might reply
to it, but it’s not a real back and forth kind of dialogue.” When asked why they
would comment on an idea or in a discussion, participants said they either do so
because they agree with something that has been proposed or they disagree.
Participants indicated that they do not typically comment to ask questions or to
better understand the perspective of the person posting the idea — key
components of dialogue and deliberation.

Most focus group participants agreed that SpeakUpAustin provides a safe
place to express their opinions, particularly when compared to neighborhood list
serves or online newspaper forums. However, they disagreed about the reasons
for this. Some felt it was because the site is a “civic space” and is monitored by
City staff, while others attributed the relative safety of the site to the small group
of users. A few mentioned the fact that the site is not entirely anonymous — you
have to create an account in order to post an idea or a comment — as another
reason for the amicable discourse. In addition, users have the ability to flag posts

that are deemed inappropriate, which provides another means of moderation.
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City staff who monitor the site have been surprised by the civility of the discourse
on SpeakUpAustin. Although they have had to ask several participants to change
their language or tone, they have not had to ban any users.
Impact of website
A key ingredient of meaningful participation is that participation needs to
be considered as part of the decision making process. Overwhelmingly, focus
group participants identified a lack of understanding of how SpeakUpAustin
influences decision-making as the largest obstacle to meaningful participation.
None of the focus group participants could identify projects or policies that had
been influenced by the website. Several participants offered cynical views of the
utility of the website, as one participant explained:
| get the strong impression that the purpose of the website is to be able to
say that we have a website that people can send complaints to...I mean,
there's a pipeline, what we're talking about is like a pipeline from the
person who has the question/complaint to the person who can do
something about it, and the SpeakUpAustin website is like this giant moat
that can catch all those complaints and all those questions and make sure
that they don't interfere with the people who, you know, just want to get
their job done, and | can understand, you know, as both of you are saying
that a lot of the stuff on the website is just junk...there's just a lot of people
who put up suggestions that are either infeasible, incomprehensible...and
they all land in that dreaded ‘acknowledged’ state where there's like 95%
of the suggestions have been acknowledged, whatever that means. And it
means that somebody's good suggestion and somebody's
incomprehensible suggestion sit there side by side.
Several City staff who were included in this research also indicated they
were unsure of how the participation generated through SpeakUpAustin makes

its way through the decision making process.
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Many of the Austin residents who participated in this research were
particularly interested in changing city policies. They were unclear of the
connection between the website and City Council. Participants noted that those
from the City who are responding to ideas are often public information officers —
not decision-makers. One participant questioned whether those with the authority
to make decisions about the city were supportive of this type of participation tool,
saying:

But I've sort of gotten the feeling that there's someone who was really

excited about using this tool, and they put it up. But then they never really

got the buy in from all the important people who are necessary for a

conversation to happen.

City staff indicated that including SpeakUpAustin in the decision-making
process represents a cultural shift for the City as an organization. Some
departments have been better than others at integrating feedback from the
website into their work processes and in demonstrating how this type of
participation influenced the outcomes. Staff expressed a need to continue to
work with City departments to ensure they are open and responsive to feedback
gathered through SpeakUpAustin.

Transparency

One of the prerequisites of deliberative online forums is that the discourse
should be driven by public concerns. Although much of the content on
SpeakUpAustin is user-generated, the City, as administrator of the website,

retains a certain amount of control. City staff members are able to frame the

parameters of the dialogue within City-initiated projects, making it difficult for
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participants to contest that frame. Again, using the Sixth Street Redesign project
as an example, the City proposed four options for the redesign of the
streetscape. SpeakUpAustin users were encouraged to vote for their preferred
option. However, one participant was interested in making parts of Sixth Street a
pedestrian walkway, but this was not one of the options proposed by the City. In
addition to framing the conversation, representatives of the City determine when
to respond to ideas and which ideas to implement.

Focus group participants disagreed about how the City’s influence affects
the success of the website. A number of participants felt the site’s direct link to
the City sets it apart from other online forums where residents discuss City
policies, such as cycling advocacy websites and neighborhood list serves. Since
the City administers the website, these participants felt the conversations on
SpeakUpAustin had, at least potentially, the ability to influence City decision-
making. Others felt the direct connection to the City created an adversarial
relationship between those contributing to the site and City staff. As one
participant explained,

The other big thing is there's a tension between the City employees who

participate...there’s a tension between them as a representative of the

City trying to sort of speak for the City and members of the City trying to

collaborate in improving something. And so what I've found is that there's

a lot of defensiveness, like you're going there and saying, ‘hey | think this

is a great idea’ and the response, you know you're hoping for is, ‘oh wow

that is a good idea’...and the response you get is ‘oh, the reason we do it
like that is because blah, blah, blah’...

City staff also recognized this tension, noting that when they respond to an

idea they are officially speaking on behalf of the City. One staff member said it
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often takes several hours to craft a single response. Other staff articulated a
desire for the website to empower residents to implement their own ideas,
stating:

| don't think that we've gotten to the point where we're effectively bridging

to action...specifically action that we don't necessarily need to be a part of.

And that's really where you get into that, that true democracy piece, which

to me is kind of the Nirvana of this whole thing, which is we're providing a

platform for folks not only to articulate their ideas, their thoughts and their

concerns but also eventually to aggregate around them and do something
about them.

Calling for greater transparency, several participants questioned whether
SpeakUpAustin was intended to empower residents — or to merely make it
appear that the City was interested in residents’ input. One participant exclaimed,
“You need to break down the walls of democracy. It's not clear that the website is
doing that.” Another participant expressed a more cynical view of the power
struggle with the City, stating, “You can’t fight City Hall.”

Summary

Although most of the participants in the focus groups expressed
appreciation that the City initiated SpeakUpAustin, they were generally frustrated
by the lack of a clear purpose for the website and elements of the website
design. In addition, focus group participants indicated that many Austin residents
do not know about the website, and that it is not accessible to non-English
speakers. Although most participants felt the website offers a safe place for
expressing their opinions, they stated they have not engaged in a dialogue with

website users that had different viewpoints. Overwhelmingly, focus group

participants were frustrated by the lack of a clear connection between feedback
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provided through the website and decisions made by the City. They called for
increased transparency of how the City uses input provided through
SpeakUpAustin.

Website Discourse

To assess the character of the discourse of SpeakUpAustin, | did a
content analysis on two discussion forums: an idea for a bike share program that
was proposed by a website user and a discussion prompted by the City of Austin
concerning a potential ban on plastic bags. These two topics were chosen
because they represent the two ways that discussion initiate on SpeakUpAustin —
prompted by site users and by City staff. The bike share program was one of the
first ideas posted on SpeakUpAustin and is the idea that has received the most
votes. The plastic bag conversation was provided by one City staff person as an
example of the potential of the website to facilitate a conversation — and it
generated a fair amount of activity on the site.

These conversations were assessed using the categories of democratic
communication identified in the Chapter Three of this thesis: liberal individualist,
communitarian and deliberative. Using qualitative analysis software, comments
were categorized according to the indicative metrics established by Freelon
(2011) (Table 1, p. 44-45). Although | use the categories established by Freelon
(2011), I also recognize the importance of participants’ stories and passion, as
well as the right of participants to contest the role of the website administrators

and the structure of the website.
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162 Improve last-

“¥ mile and
recreational
transit by installing bike
share hubs throughout the
urban core

A managed bike share system should be an integral part of the transit discussion. For
distances of less than one-mile, these are cost-effective systems of getting urban-Austinites
and visitors where they want to get to. The utility of these systems grows with number of
stations. A large bike sharing network is also a superb recreational and tourist amenity.

Examples in use:

1) BIXI - http://www.bixi.com/the-stations

2) B-Cycle - http://www.bcycle.com

3) Nice Ride - https://www.niceridemn.org

Targeting the following city departments, and possible stakeholders
1) Austin Transportation Dept

2) Economic Growth & Redevelopment Office
3) CapMetro

4) Austin Chamber of Commerce

5) Austin Convention and Visitors Bureau

Jude Galligan 023

Figure 14: Bike Share Program Idea Posted on SpeakUpAustin

A SpeakUpAustin user proposed the idea for a bike share program in
Austin soon after the site launched in 2011 (Figure 14). The idea received 164
votes and generated 21 comments from 14 different users, including several
responses from City staff. Nearly all of the comments were in support of the idea,
with several offering ways to improve on it. Only one person commented in

opposition to the bike share program, which may indicate that this issue did not
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attract diverse perspectives. There was some back and forth between those who
expressed support for the idea and the one person in opposition.

This forum has several of the characteristics of deliberative
communication. First, it is public-issue focused. The conversation is related to the
role of the City in facilitating a bike share program to improve City transit. In
addition, all of the posts in this forum directly address the initial discussion topic.
The discussion is not dominated by one or two individuals but is spread out
relatively equally among all of the conversation participants. The idea as it was
proposed is framed in the context of the common good — improving transit for all
Austin city dwellers — and could be considered a rational critical argument.

One important indicator of deliberative forums is the use of questions to
better understand a given perspective or to expand on an idea. Of the 21
comments, only three questions were posed, suggesting that most conversation
participants had already established their positions on this idea when they
commented. This is consistent with how focus group participants described the
reasons they comment on an idea — either because they agree or disagree, not
necessarily to better understand the perspective of the person proposing the
idea. Those questions that were posed were from individuals who stated their
support for the idea.

As mentioned earlier, this discussion generated some back and forth
between the one person who disagreed with the idea and several supporters.
The post that expresses disagreement uses insulting language that could be

described as flaming — an indicator of liberal individualist communication (Figure
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15). At the same time, the participant is contesting the role of the City in this

project and is suggesting that City resources could be put to better use.

z Jay Strong
| accidentally voted for this.... of all the things to vote for accidentally. | feel that this is absolutely

ridiculous. There are so many things that our tax dollars should be going to and yet you want the
city to buy you a bicycle? Buy your own bicycle or walk. I've got this image of a city council
member talking to a homeless guy on the street... “yeah that's to bad about being cold man, do you
want to borrow a bicycle?"

Figure 15: Comment on Bike Share Program Idea on SpeakUpAustin

Several supporters of this idea responded to this post, fitting the category
of an inter-ideological response. The person in disagreement seems to have a
better understanding of the idea proposed, suggesting that the dialogue helped

to clarify several of his concerns — particularly about the role of the City.

@®  Jude Galligan

As |'ve observed in other cities, bike share systems require city coordination and leadership.
Afterall, the bike stations need to be placed on/near sidewalks and ROW. The systems are
developed an managed by private companies, and depending on how the infrastructure is financed
cities can participate.

I'm ambivalent about how they are to be paid for. ALL transit systems are subsidized and require
municipal participation of some sort. IMO, dollar-for-dollar a managed bike share system could
deliver the greatest value for last-mile transit.

Jay Strong

il

Ok, so that makes a little more sense to me. | thought the idea was to have the city provide the
bikes and then rent them out for some arbitrary price. | did read the links but as | stated earlier, this
is a forum for ideas for the city to act upon and | didn't see how that could possibly be the best use
of our city budget.

Figure 16: Conversation about Bike Share Program Idea on SpeakUpAustin

Although the conversation about the bike share program contains several

elements of a deliberative discussion, it is mostly dominated by monologue —
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presenting positions without stating the reasons for the positions. There are
several instances of personal revelation. The absence of questions and
crosscutting dialogue seem to indicate a liberal individualist model of democracy.
It is important to note that this idea is currently being implemented by the City of
Austin, although it is not clear that posting the idea on SpeakUpAustin had any
direct impact on its implementation.

Plastic Bag Regulations
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The Austin City Council recently approved a resolution directing the City Manager to develop a
city ordinance providing a comprehensive phase-out of single-use plastic bags offered at retail
checkouts within the city limits. This follows a staff analysis of the cost to taxpayers for
processing plastic bags.

Speak up, Austin!

Which bags should an ordinance cover? Which distributors of bags (grocery stores,
restaurants, dry cleaners, etc.) should be required to follow the ordinance?

Answer below and complete this poll!

Figure 17: Post by City Staff on SpeakUpAustin Requesting Feedback on a Plastic Bag Regulation

City staff created a project on SpeakUpAustin to get feedback on a
proposal to eliminate single-use plastic bags offered at retail locations. The

project included six topics, as well as a place to post general comments. In
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addition, participants were encouraged to fill out a survey about the proposed
ban. The discussion analyzed for this research was about the scope of the
proposed regulation. Participants were asked which types of bags should be
included in the regulation and which types of retailers should be regulated.

Fifty-three people participated in this discussion, contributing 89 posts —
54 original comments and 35 responses. The posts were overwhelmingly
opposed to the proposed ordinance — 71 expressed opposition while 16 were in
favor of the ordinance.

Similar to the discussion about the bike share program, this forum has
several characteristics of deliberative communication. Again, this conversation is
public issue focused — a potential public policy that will affect all Austin residents
and many businesses. For the most part, those participating in the conversation
remained on topic, addressing the issue as City staff framed it. The discussion
forum is not dominated by any one individual. The most posts by one contributor
is ten, meaning that the posts are fairly well distributed among the participants.

The plastic bag discussion contains several posts that could be described

as a rational critical argument (Figure 18). However, similar to the bike share
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. Mike

“ Plastic grocery bags are an extremely resource-efficient disposable
bag choice. Plastic grocery bags require 70% less energy to
manufacture than paper bags, and produce half the amount of
greenhouse gas emissions in the process. &nbsp;For every seven
trucks needed to deliver paper bags, only one truck is needed for
the same number of plastic bags, helping to save energy and
reduce emissions. &nbsp;lt takes 91% less energy to recycle a
pound of plastic than it does to recycle a pound of paper.

Oct31 at11:24 am Hide 3 Replies

Figure 18: Example of Rational Critical Argument on SpeakUpAustin

program, this conversation is dominated by monologue. In the 89 posts, only
seven questions were asked. There is some crosscutting discussion — 16 posts
were in response to individuals who had expressed different opinions (i.e. inter-
ideological response).

The plastic bag discussion contains more elements of communitarian
communication than the bike share program discussion. Several posts advocated

for political action (Figure 19). Sixteen posts were in support of a position stated
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by another user (i.e. intra-ideological response).

. Texas Retailers

“ Oné&nbsp;Monday, January 30th&nbsp;at 6pm, the City of Austin is holding a
hearing on the ban at Austin City Hall. All citizens are welcome to attend, and we
highly encourage you to voice your opposition to the proposed ordinance.
http://www.austintexas.gov/news/city-host-plastic-bags-forum#overlay-
context=news/city-host-plastic-bags-forum
You can also sign our online petition here&nbsp;http://signon.org/sign/oppose-the-
austin-bag
Or send a letter to the ATX City Council here&nbsp;http://www.bagtheban.com/take-
action/austin/#. TyFzB7mbJgs.twitter

Jan 26 at 2:44 pm

Figure 19: Example of Communitarian Communication on SpeakUpAustin

Perhaps due to the controversial nature of the proposed ordinance, a
number of discussion participants used insults and derogatory language in their
posts. This language included threats to vote council members out of office — “I
would like to know the names of the idiots that voted this in. | will help vote them
out of office.” One participant referred to the City Council as “junk government”.
The City staff person who moderates SpeakUpAustin interjected into the
conversation several times asking people to refrain from name calling and using
obscene language. Although it is understandable that moderator would flag
inappropriate language on SpeakUpAustin, the language does express the
passion of participants in this discussion. One discussion participant questioned
the role of the moderator, suggesting that he was only responding to comments
in support of the regulation.

Similar to the discussion of the bike share program, the conversation on

SpeakUpAustin about the proposed regulation of plastic bags has more elements
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of liberal individualist communication than deliberative. Discussion participants
did not show a willingness to sincerely engage with those offering opposing
opinions, for the most part did not ask questions to better understand those
opinions and overwhelmingly stated their positions without providing reasons or
by relying on personal revelation.
Summary

Both of these conversations contained elements of deliberative discourse,
but were dominated by speech that falls into Freelon’s (2011) category of the
liberal individualist, particularly through monologue. The absence of questions
suggests that participants were more interested in stating their positions than in
learning about other perspectives. However, there were elements of crosscutting
dialogue in both conversations. Also, participants in both discussions contested
the role of the City, which may be considered an appropriate element of

discourse.
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Chapter Seven: Discussion

In this chapter, | apply the questions identified as criteria for meaningful
participation in chapter five to the findings discussed in the previous section.
These questions fall into four categories: characteristics of participants, discourse
of participation, participation opportunities and participation outcomes. As part of
the implications of the findings, this discussion will include recommendations for
changes that could be made to SpeakUpAustin to make it a more engaging,
more deliberative space.

Analysis
Characteristics of Participants

Is there a broad range of participants engaging in the forum?

Currently, only a small percentage of the population of Austin is using the
website. The demographics of website users who completed their profiles show
that the website seems to favor younger people and those with a higher
education than the typical Austin resident.

Does the website engage participants who are not involved in other City

initiatives?

All focus group participants indicated that they are actively engaged with
the City of Austin. Since the website is promoted primarily through neighborhood
associations, the Community Registry and City-related meetings, focus group

participants did not think that residents who are not already engaged are aware
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of the website. The demographics of website users who completed their profiles
also indicates that many users may already be engaged with the City.

Is the forum accessible to a broad range of Austin residents?

Austin residents without access to a computer or the Internet — or the
capacity to use these technologies - are not be able to engage with this tool. In
addition, the website is not accessible to those residents who do not speak
English or who are not comfortable with an online conversation in English.
Discourse of Participation

Does the website promote deliberative discourse?

The discourse analyzed on SpeakUpAustin contains several dimensions
of deliberation. Discussion topics were public in nature, and for the most part,
discussion threads remained on topic. There were examples of presenting a
rationale in support of a common good, and the two discussions analyzed in this
research included some cross-group responding and questioning. However, the
discourse was dominated by personal position statements, characterized as
monologue, and included very few questions. This is consistent with how focus
group participants described their interactions on the website — typically
commenting either in strong agreement or strong disagreement of a position.

Do users have enough information to participate in the discourse?

The amount of background information provided for discussion topics and
projects varies. For example, an overview provided for a discussion about
bicycling in Austin contained seven links to information, directing participants to

various reports, Austin’s bicycling plan, an updated bicycling map and resources
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on bicycling safety. In comparison, the discussion about the redesign of East
Sixth Street does not contain any links to background information. Focus group
participants indicated they preferred for the City to provide more background
information for City-initiated topics on SpeakUpAustin.

Do users engage in dialogue with those who have expressed an opposing

viewpoint?

None of the twenty-five focus group participants characterized their
interaction on SpeakUpAustin as a dialogue. Although the content analysis
showed some back and forth between users with different perspectives, the
conversation were primarily dominated by position statements, with very few
questions being asked of other users. This may indicate that either
SpeakUpAustin users do not view dialogue as a reason for using the site or that
the design of the website does not promote dialogue.

Is the website viewed as a safe space to express opinions?

For the most part, focus group participants viewed SpeakUpAustin as a
safe space to express their opinions. In the conversations analyzed for this
research, a City staff person interjected at several points asking participants to
use respectful language and to avoid name-calling. As the website attracts more

users, it will be important to ensure that SpeakUpAustin remains a safe space.

94



Is discourse driven by public concerns or by the City?

SpeakUpAustin contains discourse that is driven by both resident
concerns and City initiatives. As a City-administered website, the City maintains
a fair amount of control — at least in the “discussions” and “projects” portion of
SpeakUpAustin. By setting the parameters of the discussions, the City may be
limiting the deliberative potential of SpeakUpAustin. The “ideas” section of the
website allows for more user-generated content and has more potential for
deliberation. However, the City still has the power to decide which ideas to
pursue and which to ignore.

Participation Opportunities

Does the website offer low to high threshold forms of participation?

SpeakUpAustin provides a number of different ways for participants to be
engaged: filling out a survey, giving feedback on a project, discussing a topic,
voting, commenting and proposing ideas. There appears to be a hierarchy of
participation from voting, which has the lowest amount of risk, to commenting,
which has a moderate amount of risk, to proposing an idea, which has the
highest amount of risk. Almost all focus group participants had voted for an idea,
while only a few had proposed ideas. In this way, voting can be viewed as a low

threshold form of participation, allowing engagement with minimal risk.
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Do participants understand the different ways they can participate through

the website?

Focus group participants did not always understand the different ways
they could engage with the site — or the most appropriate place to post their
comments. Almost all focus group participants were confused by the categories
on SpeakUpAustin, particularly the difference between a discussion and a forum.

Does the website make it easy for participants to remain engaged?

Focus group participants overwhelmingly indicated that they visited the
site a few times and then forgot about it. They described several reasons for this:
the low amount of activity on the site, the difficulty of navigating to topics that
interested them and the inability to subscribe to topics or to receive periodic
updates.

Are users able to participate in shaping the structure of the website?

Austin residents were not included in the development of SpeakUpAustin,
and it is not clear if there is a plan to include them in future changes to the
website.

Participation Outcomes

Does patrticipation through the website impact decisions made by the

City?

Focus group participants were not aware of how their participation through
the website impacted decisions made by the City. City staff indicated that most

departments do consider feedback posted on SpeakUpAustin; however, there
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currently is not a practice of reporting back to the people who provided input,
indicating how their feedback was used. The two discussions reviewed for the
content analysis of this research did not provide any information about what the
City would do with feedback they received. Participants in every focus group
identified the lack of clarity about how feedback and ideas posted on the site
influence decision-making as the biggest weakness of SpeakUpAustin.

Is the City transparent about the purpose of the website and the ways that

participation impacts decisions?

Although participants had ideas about the purpose of the website, they
were unclear of the City’s vision for the site. This lack of clarity made it difficult for
participants to know whether or not they should expect a response from the City
to feedback they posted on the site. The City does formally respond to ideas that
have received at least 20 votes or 10 comments, although this threshold is not
communicated through the website. Also, the criteria the City uses to determine
whether or not to implement an idea is not clear. For instance, the City is moving
forward with implementing a bike share program, which is an idea that was
posted on the website. However, several research participants noted that the City
was already considering this possibility when the idea was posted. Participants
recognized that the City is a large, complex organization and that changes often
take a long time to implement. However, they requested more transparency to
help them understand the decision making process — and how SpeakUpAustin fit
into that process. In addition, focus group participants requested a stronger

connection between the website and City Council.
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Does the City show that it values the local knowledge that is expressed

through the website?

Although City staff indicated that one of the purposes for the website was
to gather ideas from local residents, the lack of clarity about what happens to
those ideas makes it difficult to know if the City values the knowledge expressed
on the site.

Summary

Data gathered from profiles of SpeakUpAustin users, interviews with City
staff, focus groups with Austin residents and content analysis of two discussion
topics indicate that SpeakUpAustin is not meeting the goals of City staff or Austin
residents — and overwhelmingly, does not meet the criteria for meaningful
participation identified in this thesis. Instead of providing a forum for broad,
diverse participation — particularly from those not already participating with the
City, SpeakUpAustin appears to provide another venue of engagement for those
who are already involved in the development of the city. In addition, it is not clear
that marginalized communities have sufficient access to the website. Although
City staff indicated they wished to promote dialogue through the website,
conversations seem to be dominated by position statements, and focus group
participants were not able to provide examples of when they had engaged in
dialogue on the site.

SpeakUpAustin does provides a convenient way to engage with the City in
that participants can choose when and how to participate, and the low threshold

participation opportunities allow users to engage in ways that contain minimal
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risk. However, the structure of the website — the inability to sort by topic, the
inability to subscribe to topics and the ambiguous titles of website pages —
diminish the convenience of the forum and may hinder participation efforts.
Finally, the lack of a clear connection between SpeakUpAustin and decision-
making processes, as well as the lack of transparency about how input
influences City initiatives, calls into question the City’s commitment to
empowering Austin residents through SpeakUpAustin.
Recommendations
Given the above analysis, | provide recommendations for ways that the

City of Austin can improve SpeakUpAustin as a public participation tool — making
progress toward meeting the expectations of City staff and Austin residents as
well as getting closer to the requirements for meaningful participation identified in
this thesis. In addition, recognizing the important role of civil society in shaping
places, | outline several recommendations for ways that these entities can
engage with the City through SpeakUpAustin.
City of Austin
Characteristics of Participants
1. Findings indicate that encouraging participants to complete their demographic

profiles on SpeakUpAustin would provide the City with a better sense of who

is and is not using the website.

As mentioned earlier in this paper, only about 30% of current registered users
have completed their profiles. This lack of information makes it difficult to

determine exactly who is — and who is not — participating through the website. To
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encourage users to complete their profiles, the City could consider including

aspects of social networking that would allow users to connect with others who

have similar interests. For instance, if the demographic profile included a user’s
neighborhood, participants would be able to see what others in their
neighborhood are saying.

2. Findings indicate that the website would benefit from greater activity, which
could be achieved by increased promotion and making it easier for current
users to remain engaged.

It is clear from focus group conversations and interviews that the website
needs to generate more activity — both attracting new users and by engaging
those who are currently registered for the site. The City could do more to
promote the website, particularly to groups that are not currently engaged with
City initiatives. To do this, the Communications Department may need to allocate
additional resources for SpeakUpAustin. Focus group participants had several
ideas for greater promotion of the site. Several suggested promoting
SpeakUpAustin by highlighting ideas that had been implemented. One participant
suggested using the promotional slogan, “Speak Up, Austin, because what you
say matters!” Of course, for this slogan to be true, the City would need to show
how feedback on SpeakUpAustin matters. Another participant suggested
monitoring conversations about city issues on social networking sites, such as
Facebook and Twitter, as well as Austin-specific websites, and attempting to

drive some of this traffic to SpeakUpAustin.
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Focus group participants expressed a desire to be more engaged with the
website but wanted more reasons to visit it. Again, they had several ideas about
how to make the site more engaging. Participants suggested sending a brief
weekly email newsletter that could highlight “hot topics” or new projects that the
City has initiated. The e-newsletter could also provide updates for ideas that are
being implemented. In addition, participants wanted the option of subscribing to
certain topics (i.e. cycling or housing) and receiving personalized updates on
those topics. The City could also provide updates to those participants who
comment on projects or propose ideas. For example, one focus group participant
who proposed an idea that is being implemented by the City said he had not
received any updates on the progress of the idea. Finally, several participants
suggested adding a master calendar to the website which could highlight
community meetings that are connected to SpeakUpAustin. This would provide
another reason for people to visit the website.

Another way of generating more traffic on SpeakUpAustin would be to
build relationships with civil society organizations, particularly those from
marginalized communities, and encourage them to contribute to discussion
topics and propose ideas on the website. In this way, SpeakUpAustin could serve
as a networking site for local organizations, while at the same time broadening
and diversifying the participants that are contributing to the site.

Finally, the actual design of the website is another component of
engagement. Focus group participants had several suggestions for improving the

website experience. Instead of only listing ideas in a chronological order, users
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could have the option of sorting ideas to the number of votes or comments —
providing users with more control over the website and allowing visitors to quickly
see the most popular ideas. In addition, organizing content according to topics
would make it easier for users to find ideas that they are interested in.
3. Findings indicate that the website would benefit from improved access, both
in terms of access to technology and access to the capacity to use the site.
To increase access to the website, participants suggested promoting
SpeakUpAustin at public libraries and making computers with access to the
website available in public places. Obviously increasing participation with those
communities who are not currently engaged with the City will require more than
informing them about the website. As one City staff person explained, the City
needs to find ways to build face-to-face relationships with these groups before
identifying ways for them to be engaged through SpeakUpAustin. In addition,
conducting a review of the City’s organizational culture may provide insight into
why some communities do not engage with the City through these types of
participation opportunities. Making the website available in Spanish would be one
way of promoting a more diverse user base.
In addition, providing a short tutorial on the website may increase the
capacity of participants to use SpeakUpAustin.
Discourse of Participation
1. Findings indicate that participants would be more likely to use the site if the

purpose was clearly stated.
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Clarifying the purpose of the website would help users understand how to
interact with the site and could emphasize the desire to promote dialogue among
residents and between residents and the City. The purpose could be stated on
the home page or explained in a short video. Clarifying the purpose would also
assist residents in determining whether or not SpeakUpAustin is the most
effective tool for them to use in engaging with the City — or if there are other
venues where their participation may be more effective. The City may wish to
gather input from SpeakUpAustin users and members of civil society in Austin to
determine the best use and purpose of this tool.

2. Findings indicate that participants would be more likely to engage in
deliberation if conversations on the website were facilitated by the City or by a
third party.

If the City wants SpeakUpAustin to be a more deliberative space, City staff
could actively facilitate, not only moderate, conversations on the website. This
currently happens for select conversations where City staff will engage with
participants, asking questions to help clarify their positions, providing background
information as needed, etc. However, the vast majority of discussions include
very little facilitation, with City staff intervening only to make sure the language
being used is appropriate for the space. An active facilitator could also
acknowledge the passion of participants and ask clarifying questions when
participants use stories to express their opinions. A facilitator could help
participants to move beyond positional statements to consider the larger

implications of their opinions. In addition, a facilitator could attempt to pull more
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users into the conversation. For example, if there is a conversation on
SpeakUpAustin about bicycling, the facilitator could contact local bicycling
advocacy groups to contribute to the conversation. A facilitator could also help
participants understand how the discussion will impact decisions that are made.
It is important to note that SpeakUpAustin users may be wary of the City
facilitating conversations since it has a stake in the outcome. Alternatively, the
City could rely on a third party — or possibly on representatives from local
organizations — to facilitate conversations.

In addition to promoting deliberation on SpeakUpAustin, several focus
group participants suggested that the City should invite those who have
expressed interest in a topic on SpeakUpAustin to a community meeting or a
focus group. In this way, the City would be able to connect online deliberation
with face-to-face deliberation.

3. Findings show that participants would benefit from increased access to
background information for the topics posted on SpeakUpAustin.

One of the reasons for the inconsistencies in the amount of background
information that is provided on SpeakUpAustin is that different departments in the
City create the projects and discussions. Some departments may include
background information and others may not. Although many City staff were
trained in how to use SpeakUpAustin before it was launched, initiating another
round of training for staff may help them better understand the capacity of the
website and ensure that those posting to the website are providing the

appropriate kinds of background information.
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Participation Opportunities

1. Findings indicate that participants would be more likely to engage with
SpeakUpAustin if the types of participation opportunities on the website were
clarified.

City staff and the software developers should find ways to clarify the
differences between the categories on the website (discussions, forums, projects
and ideas) so that users understand the best place for them to engage.

2. Findings indicate that low threshold forms of participation could encourage
participants to increase their levels of engagement.

Although SpeakUpAustin does provide opportunities for low threshold
forms of engagement, it is not clear that these opportunities lead to increased
participation. One suggestion is to prompt users to engage at a higher level. For
instance, when someone votes for an idea, the website could encourage that
person to also comment or to ask a question to clarify the idea. Or if someone
comments on an idea, they could be prompted to propose an alternative idea.

3. Findings indicate that involving users in the ongoing development of the
website may increase its effectiveness.

Software developers and City staff collaborated to design SpeakUpAustin;
however, they did not include input from residents in the design process. Focus
group participants provided many helpful suggestions for how the website could
be improved. Regularly inviting input from both current users and Austin
residents who do not use the website may make the site more responsive to their

needs.
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In addition to helping with the design of the website, the City could invite
local organizations to assist in framing the content of the website. For example,
before City staff post a project, they could work with local organizations to
establish the parameters of the project, develop questions for the surveys and
frame the discussion.

Participation Outcomes

1. Findings indicate that participants would be more likely to use the website if
there was a stronger connection between the site and decisions made by the
City.

Although City staff indicated that most City departments value feedback
that is provided through SpeakUpAustin, participants were not aware of how their
input was considered. Clearly stating how input provided through SpeakUpAustin
is used by the City may make participants more likely to use the website. In
addition, ideas posted on SpeakUpAustin are currently given one of a number of
statuses. These include “acknowledged”, “referred”, “in progress”, “implemented”,
etc. However, focus group participants indicated they did not understand the
meaning of these labels and were not clear of how or when an idea moves from
one status to another. To improve the transparency of the decision making
process, the City should consider adding a progress bar or some type of visual
on the site, which shows what happens when an idea is posted or feedback is
given. The visual would make it clear where SpeakUpAustin fits into the decision-
making process — as well as where a specific idea or comment is within that

process.
106



2. Findings indicate participants would be more likely to use the website if the
responsiveness of the City was increased.

Focus group participants were unsure of how and when the City would
respond to ideas posted on SpeakUpAustin. The criteria used by the City to
determine a response should be clearly stated on the site.

In order to increase the responsiveness of SpeakUpAustin, ideas posted
to the site could be automatically delivered to the appropriate department or to
City Council staff, rather than requiring someone to compile ideas and email
those to other departments. The website has the capability to do this, but the City
is not currently using that function. Utilizing this function may increase the
timeliness of City responses.

Currently, City staff need to take a lot of time to review the volume of
comments posted on some of the forums in SpeakUpAustin. This both increases
the response time of the City and makes it difficult for City staff to identify themes
in these conversations. Granicus, the software company that manages the
development of SpeakUpAustin, is exploring this possibility of incorporating text
analytics and sentiment analysis. This would provide a way of categorizing all of
the feedback delivered through the website, making it more useful for City staff.
3. Findings indicate the website may benefit by a review of the resources that are
allocated to its administration.

City staff identified a lack of resources — both finances and personnel — as
one of the reasons the website has not reached its potential as a public

participation tool. Other findings described in these recommendations indicate
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the website may benefit from increased facilitation of discussions, increased
responsiveness by the City to input provided through the website and increased
promotion. These recommendations, if implemented, would require additional
financial and human resources.

4. Findings indicate participants may be more likely to use the website if it
provided more opportunities for them to collaborate with other residents.

Focus group participants understood that the City would not be able to
implement every idea posted on SpeakUpAustin. They were interested in finding
more ways to collaborate with other residents to implement ideas that were not
being pursued by the City. To do this, the City could use SpeakUpAustin to
facilitate activities that are implemented by residents by connecting those
interested in a certain idea with organizations that are working in that arena,
providing a space for residents to physically meet about the idea and providing
technical support. To do this effectively, there would need to be a clear distinction
on the website between the types of ideas implemented by the City and those
implemented by residents.

Related to this recommendation, the City could consider allowing local
organizations to use SpeakUpAustin to gather information that is important for
their purposes. For example, a neighborhood association may want to use the
website to survey the opinions of their residents about a new planning initiative.
This would allow local organizations to benefit from the website and provide a

space for more localized networking opportunities.
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Civil Society

Focus group participants and City staff indicated that Austin enjoys a
robust civil society. Focus group participants were active in a number of
organizations: biking coalitions, urban gardening groups, open government
advocacy groups, etc. In this section of the thesis, | outline several
recommendations for ways that civil society, particularly marginalized
communities, can strategically participate in the development of Austin through
SpeakUpAustin.
1. Findings indicate that civil society may benefit by strategically not
engaging through SpeakUpAustin.
As mentioned in the previous section, SpeakUpAustin is not currently meeting
the expectations of City staff or Austin residents. Providing value — both in terms
of individual experiences and in influencing outcomes — is a vital part of
meaningful participation. Individuals and organizations interested in influencing
the development of Austin may strategically choose to not engage with
SpeakUpAustin because of its current underperformance. Instead, these entities
may have greater success in influencing the development of Austin through other
participation venues — public meetings, neighborhood associations, advocacy

groups, etc.
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2. Findings indicate that civil society may benefit by assisting City staff in
changing the organizational culture of Austin City government.

City staff have indicated they are hopeful that developments such as
SpeakUpAustin will help to shift the culture of the city to be more inclusive,
responsive and adaptive. Civil society participants may have a greater voice in
the development of the city as the culture changes. Therefore, these entities may
benefit by assisting City staff in creating this change. Members of Austin’s civil
society could promote the website to encourage more activity — and then apply
pressure to the City to be more responsive and transparent in administering the
site.

3. Findings indicate that civil society may benefit from horizontal
communication through SpeakUpAustin.

SpeakUpAustin provides a space for horizontal communication between
Austin residents. If the City welcomes increased participation from local
organizations and individuals in creating the structure and content of the website
(as recommended in the previous section), members of Austin’s civil society,
particularly those from marginalized communities, could use the website to bring
attention to injustice and to build networks of support.

Conclusion

Applying the criteria for meaningful participation to SpeakUpAustin

demonstrates both the potential of this participation tool and improvements that

could increase its effectiveness. Although there are elements of deliberative
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discourse on the website, increased facilitation of conversations and improved
access to background information may help to make SpeakUpAustin a more
deliberative space. Focus group participants did not think the website was
reaching Austin residents who are not already engaged with the City. Increased
promotion of the site and improved access may increase the diversity of
SpeakUpAustin users, enriching the knowledge that is produced through the
website. The website does offer a range of participation opportunities. However,
changes in the design of the website and regular updates to users may make it a
more engaging space. Finally, although City staff indicated that feedback
provided through SpeakUpAustin is taken into consideration, stronger
connections between the website and the decision making process, as well as
increased transparency of the administration of the website, may attract more
participants and increase the website’s effectiveness.

In addition, it is important to consider the role of civil society in shaping,
not only the physical space of Austin, but also the virtual space of
SpeakUpAustin. Civil society can play an important role in creating a more
engaged, effective space — but only if their participation is welcomed and

encouraged by the City of Austin.
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Chapter Eight: Conclusion, Limitations & Future Research

In this thesis, | argue that public participation is not merely another step in
urban planning processes; rather, it is a foundation on which the success of the
profession lies. As the forces of capitalism emphasize the exchange value of
places, the forces of democracy, through public participation, must counter by
promoting and protecting the use value of places. The history of public
participation in urban planning in the U.S. calls into question the ability of experts
to plan the city and the wisdom of excluding large groups of people, particularly
the poor, in the development of those plans.

Responding to these calls, some planning practitioners and theorists are
shifting the paradigm away from top-down expert driven planning to increased
collaboration among a broad, diverse group of stakeholders. The role of the
planner in this shift is to facilitate a process where the appropriate use value of
places can be negotiated. To learn from the mistakes of the past, planners
should promote participation that democratizes the profession, that values local
knowledge and that promotes social justice.

| contend that communicative action planning, with its emphasis on
discourse, collaboration and inclusion, offers a framework for facilitating
conversations to reach agreement about the future of our cities. However,
although consensus and agreement may at times be possible, planners should
also recognize the important role of conflict — particularly as a strategy of the

dispossessed- in the struggle to define the city.
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In an increasingly networked world, communication technology provides a
tool to engage a larger, more diverse group of participants, to make information
more accessible and to increase the transparency of government decision
making. Planners can tap into local knowledge through crowdsourcing, and
social movements can use the increased horizontal connections facilitated by the
Internet to influence planning decisions.

Although these tools are now readily available in our Web 2.0 world,
questions remain about their ability to transform the role of the public in urban
planning. As the case study for this research exemplifies, the transformative
potential of communication technology often remains just that — potential.
Communication technology has the potential to create a space for dialogue but
also has the potential to be another platform for the loudest voices. It has the
potential to discover and create local expertise — but it also has the potential to
provide another means of control by technical expertise. Communication
technology can build networks among marginalized communities, but it can also
build walls that further exclude these communities.

In order to utilize these communication tools effectively, planners need to
create processes that promote meaningful participation — fostering deliberation,
welcoming diverse participants, providing a variety of participation opportunities
and including the results of participation in decisions that are made. Applying
these criteria to SpeakUpAustin through an analysis of the demographics of
website users; focus groups and interviews with Austin residents and City staff;

and a content analysis of two discussion topics, | suggest that SpeakUpAustin
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can be improved as a public participation tool. My recommendations for

improvements are:

Clarifying the purpose of the website;

Facilitating conversations to increase deliberation;

Increasing promotion of the website, particularly among residents not

currently engaged with the City;

Including more background information on City-initiated topics;

Encouraging more users to complete their demographic profiles;

Finding ways to increase activity on the website;

Increasing access to the website;

Clarifying the participation opportunities available on the site;

Helping participants move from low to high threshold forms of

engagement;

Involving users in the ongoing development of SpeakUpAustin;

Strengthening the connection between the website and decisions made by

the City;

Improving the responsiveness of City staff on the website;

Reviewing the resources allocated for the site;

Providing more opportunities for residents to collaborate with each other.
Limitations

Several limitations restricted the effectiveness of this research. First, | was

not successful in recruiting non-website users for focus groups. These users may
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have provided a helpful perspective to make SpeakUpAustin more accessible to
those not currently using the platform. Second, since the City and Granicus
provided the venue for focus groups, all of these meetings were held downtown,
which may have affected who was and was not able to attend. Third, due to the
limited amount of time | was able to spend in Austin, | was able to offer a limited
number of slots for these groups, which did not work for a number of residents
who expressed interest in my research. Finally, since | relied on the Community
Engagement Consultant to recruit focus group participants, those residents
without formal connections to the City may have been excluded.
Future Research

As demonstrated in this thesis, there is an abundance of literature on the
role of communication technology in promoting democracy and participation.
However, this research is primarily descriptive or theoretical in nature. There
appears to be a paucity of research on the actual experience of users of these
technologies — and their perception of the effectiveness of communication
technology to enhance democracy and promote meaningful participation. The
research approach used for this thesis could be replicated in other geographic
areas and for other technology platforms. In addition, this thesis focused on
public participation facilitated by government agencies. Increasingly, private
entities — both non-profit and for profit- are using communication technology to
facilitate participation in urban planning. This research approach could be applied
to private initiatives to see if they are more or less successful than those

facilitated by government agencies. Finally, the design of this research could be
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applied to urban social movements to identify meaningful participation in those
contexts and then evaluate how technology utilized by these movements

facilitates meaningful participation.
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