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Abstract
This paper addresses the role of citizen engagement in the design of electronic government
services. A model of civic participation is suggested, one that combines major tenets of
participatory design techniques with generally-accepted principles of citizen engagement. The
model is utilized as a conceptual lens to analyze a specific case study involving the engagement
of young Canadians in the design and development of the Government of Canada’s Youth
e-Cluster – a centralized web portal containing a comprehensive offering of youth-related
information, programs, and services. Youth between the ages of 15 and 24 across Canada are
participating in the project via a secure online workspace. Based on this case analysis,
implications are drawn for future e-government citizen engagement activities. Lessons learned
centre on the difficulties of fostering active and sustained civic participation over an online
environment and the ways of overcoming such challenges.
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Introduction
The recent advent of new information and communication technologies such as the World Wide
Web holds much promise in facilitating improved access to government information and
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services and promoting greater citizen democracy and engagement (Gronlund, 2002; Simon,
2000). One aspect of this scenario is heightened participation of citizens in the design process
of new electronic-based government services. This paper examines this issue by analyzing a
specific case study of a Canadian government portal development project for youth citizens
where young Canadian citizens are engaged in design via communication over a Web-based
electronic environment. Implications for facilitating citizen participation in electronic government
design over online environments are suggested near the end of the paper.

A Model of Civic Participation
Before discussing specifics of the portal project, a model of civic participation is presented. This
model is derived from the Information Systems literature on participatory design techniques and
the general principles surrounding citizen engagement activities gleaned from knowledge of
national and international examples. The model is used by the authors as a conceptual
framework for focusing observations on the case study.
The discipline of participatory design (PD) offers good insights on the need for and benefits of
promoting the active involvement of users in the information systems development process. For
the most part, system designers have traditionally developed systems in isolation of users. At
best, a designer may question users on what they want, but the difficulties in generating an
adequate and representative list of requirements for design from simple interviewing is well
documented (Davis, 1982; Galliers, 1987). Users find it difficult to articulate their information
needs when asked; further, they are often unaware of the technological solutions practically
available for consideration. More commonly, due to lack of time and resources, designers
assume what users want and forge ahead into the production of database designs, computer
interfaces, and program code.
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PD represents a relatively new approach towards systems design where “the people destined
to use the system play a critical role in designing it” (Schuler & Namioka, 1993, p. xi). By doing
so, the traditional designer/user relationship is reversed: users are viewed as “the experts – the
ones with the most knowledge about what they do and what they need – and the designers as
technical consultants” (p. xi). The roots of PD originate from system projects conducted in
Scandinavia in the 1970s and 1980s, such as DEMOS, FLORENCE, and UTOPIA, where there
was (and continues to be) an explicit commitment to workplace democracy through the direct
and effective participation of workers in design activities and decision-making (Kuhn & Muller,
1993, p. 26). From there, the area of PD has grown rapidly in terms of the development of
various approaches to heightening user engagement in system design, such as prototyping,
mock-ups, JAD, and other co-development efforts (Muller, Wildman, & White, 1993).
Greenbaum and Kyng (1991) provide a thorough and notable discussion on designing computer
systems in collaboration with users in their edited book Design at Work. There, they stress the
need for users to become “full partners in a cooperative system design process where the
pursuit of users’ interest is a legitimate element” (p. ix). Ehn and Sjogren (1991, p. 247), two
contributing authors to Design at Work, provide sage advice for promoting successful PD in
practice based on Russell Ackoff’s (1974) concept of idealized design of social systems:
•

It makes a difference for participants

•

Implementation of the results are likely

•

It is fun to participate.

The first two points refer to the political side of having users participate in design. The project
must make a difference for participants. If they perceive the system as having little benefit or
relevance to their daily lives, the likelihood of engaging users actively in the project is remote at
best. Further, if participants perceive their inclusion in the process as only a gesture of goodwill
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or a half-hearted attempt at understanding user needs, participants will not “buy-in”.
Participants need to feel their contributions are meaningful and will be put into action, not just
recorded and put aside.
The last point concentrates on the design process itself; it must be fun for users to participate.
To secure the active engagement of users in design, steps must be taken to overcome
obstacles of hard work and boredom that is inherently part of any systems project.
Another concern evoked by PD advocates is the need to foster healthy cooperation between
user and designer. Greenbaum and Kyng (1991) suggest the following ways to facilitate
cooperative action in design: 1) create opportunities for mutual learning between users and
traditional designers; 2) utilize design tools and language familiar to participants; 3) facilitate
events where users can envision future situations of working with the final system – this would
allow users to experience how emerging design may affect their lives in practice; and 4) start
the design process with the current practice of users – that is, understand how users currently
conduct activities that the future system will help users perform, and use that knowledge as a
springboard for determining ways to make improvements.
Insights on ways to encourage citizen participation in electronic government design can also be
obtained from the public sector. Public involvement has always played an important role in
government planning. In fact, options for engagement and civic participation have existed in
various forms both within Canada and on an international scale for decades. These options are
characterized by close and ongoing interaction between citizens and governments and are
focused on joint-agenda-building; collaborative development of policies and programs; shared
ownership of process, outcomes and ongoing responsibilities.
In general, there have been two fundamental changes over the past decade which have
promoted the heightened role of citizen engagement in governmental affairs. First, citizens have
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become more educated and aware, and desire a more meaningful role in governance itself
(Alcock & Lenihan, 2001, p. 19). Second, new information and communication technologies,
such as the World Wide Web, are available to public sector institutions to engage their citizenry.
Overall, these two fundamental changes have promoted generally-accepted principles of citizen
engagement:
Fair Citizen Representation
•

Strive to create a recruitment process that reflects the diversity of the citizen
population and encourages the involvement of all citizens, including marginalized
groups;

•

Provide opportunities for citizen involvement across national, regional and local
levels;

•

Encourage involvement of all citizens with particular emphasis on marginalized
groups;

•

Provide universal access for citizens to participate, including both in-person and
virtual interaction.

Meaningful Citizen Participation
•

Provide meaningful roles for citizens to participate, and ensure that process is
genuine and effective;

•

Provide appropriate orientation, training and supervision for citizens, especially those
that may lead other citizens to participate;

•

Allow for varying degrees of participation including consultation, dialogue, decision
making and accountability;

•

Promote leadership and skills development for all participants.

Combining these principles of citizen engagement with the insights gleaned from the PD
literature mentioned above, the authors present a model of civic participation for governments to
follow (see Figure 1).
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• Meaningful Project

• Fair Citizen Representation

- It makes a difference to participants

- Recruitment reflects diversity of population
- Involvement of marginalized groups

- Implementation of the results are likely

- Universal access

• Fun
- Encourage design as play

CIVIC
PARTICIPATION

• Cooperative Action
- Opportunities for mutual learning
- Familiar design tools
- Familiar language
- Envisionment of future situations

• Meaningful Participation
- Meaningful roles
- Provision of training & orientation
- Support for varying degrees of participation
- Skill development

- Starting design with the current practice of users

Figure 1: A Model of Civic Participation for Electronic Government Design

The model summarizes the key characteristics required for successful citizen engagement in
electronic government design. The PD literature contributes the need for a “meaningful project”
where participants believe the resulting system will serve a benefiting purpose in that it will
make a difference to their daily lives. It also contributes the need to promote “fun” or playfulness
in design and some initial methods by which “cooperative design” between users and technical
developers can be achieved. The principles of citizen engagement offers the need to maintain
“fair citizen representation” across constituents in terms of both recruitment and involvement of
a diverse and representative set of users, and universal access to those user groups through
various means. Both sets of literature recognize and contribute the need for “meaningful citizen
participation”, where participant contributions are viewed as likely to be implemented and there
is infrastructure in place to foster citizen contributions to design such as the provision of training
and orientation sessions, and an acceptance to support varying degrees and ways of involving
citizens in design.
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This model was utilized by the authors as a conceptual framework for analyzing the chosen
case study site: the Government of Canada’s Youth e-Cluster project. As such, the model
provides a lens of analysis for structuring and organizing observations on this particular
electronic government initiative.

Case Study Background
The Youth e-Cluster is a centralized web portal to be launched in March 2002 spearheaded by
the Department of Human Resources Development Canada (HRDC). This portal is a key
instrument through which quality information and service delivery will be made available to
young Canadians providing access to a full range of information, services, and programs offered
by the Government of Canada. Youth between the ages of 15 and 24 from across Canada are
participating in the project via a secure on-line environment. To date, no other federal
organization in Canada has attempted to engage such a large number of citizens in the
development of a product in this manner.

Why study the Youth e-Cluster Project?
This project was an ideal candidate study site from which to gain insights on the effectiveness of
citizen engagement in the design and delivery of electronic government services for several
reasons.
First, the Government of Canada provides a rich context for the promotion of electronic
government through its plans to become the most electronically connected government in the
world connected to its citizens by 2004. Coined Government On-Line (GOL), the vision is “to
continually improve the quality of interaction between Canadians and their government by
enabling Canadians to request and receive services and information when and where it is most
convenient for them, wherever they live” (Government-of-Canada, 2000). GOL represents the
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Canadian government’s institutional response to the shift towards knowledge-based economy
and advancements in information technology. There are three phases or “tiers” to the initiative,
each representing a further evolution towards integrated, client-centred electronic service
delivery. Tier One objectives include the establishment of the federal government’s on-line
presence by December 2000 and the promotion of a client-centred approach to presenting
information. Tier Two involves the delivery of key federal programs and services securely over
the Internet by December 2004 and the promotion of a client-centred approach to presenting
information and services, including clustering and integration. Lastly, Tier Three involves the
promotion of inter-jurisdictional electronic service delivery and innovative pilots to improve
service to clients.
Second, the Government of Canada, through the Privy Council Office, has re-established citizen
participation as a priority across the organization. Departments and their policy teams have
been tasked with developing their own strategies for engaging Canadians in an effective
manner in order to “help the Government of Canada explore the potential of citizen
engagement” (PCO, 1998, p.11) These participatory efforts are defined as activities which:
•

increase the opportunities for citizens to talk with one another and decision-makers by
ensuring a two-way flow of communication among participants;

•

provide for open-ended process in which there are no pre-determined outcomes;

•

allow for serious, substantive and deliberative discussions;

•

are supported by factual, balanced information that is written in plain language and delivered
in a transparent, meaningful and timely way;

•

are based on a mutual learning between citizens and decision-makers;

•

assume that citizens add value and bring important perspectives to the policy development
process (Policy Research Initiative, 2001).

Third, youth are becoming a strongly-advocated demographic group for inclusion in the design
and delivery of government programs and services. Research produced by the Council of
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Europe’s Steering Committee for Intergovernmental Cooperation in the Youth Field indicates
that youth is considered a transitional period in life during which the ties that integrate
individuals to society and the working world should be formed. The economic, social and
cultural environment of youth is constantly changing; what worked yesterday may not work
today; thus there is a constant need for re-evaluation (Council of Europe, 1997, p. 6). And who
better to re-evaluate then youth themselves? Many believe youth are in the best position to do
this. They perhaps are the best candidates to understand their own needs and approaches
inherent to the successful design and delivery of youth programs and services. Therefore, there
is growing support for projects and programs to arise out of young people’s own identification of
issues and needs and their chosen response to them.
Fourth, Canada places a high-priority ranking on youth participation in the delivery of
government services. For example, Canada acted as a signatory to two international documents
emphasizing the importance of involving youth in policy and program development: specifically,
the United Nation’s World Program of Action for Youth in 2000 and Beyond; and the Lisbon
Declaration on Youth. Similarly, the Centre for Excellence for Youth Engagement, a Health
Canada funded initiative run by the Student’s Commission, operates under the principle that
“every young person has something to contribute to the active betterment of Canadian society”.
Their research indicates that youth that actively participate are less likely to suffer from health,
career, family or societal distress (Health Canada 2001).
Fifth, the youth engagement component of the Youth e-Cluster project represents a marriage
between the need for citizen involvement and the use of technology in the process of dialogue
and interaction. This marriage fits very well given the nature of the audience (youth) and their
level of comfort and ability with computers, the Internet and virtual interaction.
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Sixth, a centralized repository of all youth-related information, services and programs offered
by the Government of Canada was badly needed. Initial research identified two strong factors.
One was the need to coordinate online service delivery for youth. Less than half of the federal
government’s sites contained youth information accessible from the homepage. No sites
covered all available departmental youth resources and the majority required users to use a
search engine. Users would need to understand the structure of the Federal Government, its
programs and services or make a concerted effort to invest more time than necessary in
locating the resources directed to their needs. The other was that youth were technically
inclined and had a clear desire to seek out information through non-traditional mediums:
•

Internet usage doubles every 100 days and young Canadians are drastically increasing
their usage of the Internet;

•

87% for 16 - 20 year olds have access to the Internet;

•

60% of youth are on the Internet for more than 3 hours per week;

•

82% of youth access the Internet for study and related purposes;

•

97% of youth believe that having access to computers and the Internet will become as
commonplace as having a telephone;

•

82% agree that having access to the information highway will improve a person’s
employment prospects (Youth Culture, NetGeneration Survey, May 2000).

It is important to note that the Privy Council Office makes a distinction between Government Online and eGovernment activities. GOL represents “the use of information and communications
technology to improve services and access to them while eGovernment is about the changing
relationship between government and citizens” (PCO May 2001). By combining a youth
engagement component that takes advantage of communications technology to produce a
coordinated on-line service delivery tool for Canadian youth, the Youth Cluster project could
effectively meet Government On-line targets, test a new model for eGovernment in a Canadian
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context and capitalize on the knowledge, energy, and expertise that young people possess if
they are provided with effective and appropriate opportunities for involvement.

What is the Youth e-Cluster Project?
The Youth e-Cluster is a centralized web portal containing all youth related information,
programs and services offered by the Government of Canada. The site, being launched in
March 2002, categorizes and presents youth-related information on the Internet in a manner
that is easy to access and targeted to youth. HRDC is the lead department and is supported by
a partnership of eighteen other federal government departments and agencies. These partners
are responsible for providing web site content as well as functional guidance throughout the
development process. They will also be active in marketing and promoting the product once it is
completed. HRDC provides overall coordination, administration, logistics, on-going management
and support to youth involved in the design of the project; youth can participate in-person or
virtually through the Internet. Elements of the project include: a youth-based web site
architecture and functional applications; information accessible at national, regional and
community levels; and the redesign of HRDC’s own online youth-related information. The
project is funded by the Treasury Board Secretariat.
A number of distinct components bear on the success of the project, including:
•

Interdepartmental collaboration and coordinated on-line service delivery;

•

A governance structure that incorporates the affected client group directly in the product
development and maintenance processes; and

•

A layered marketing approach that converges existing communications media to
maximize reach and user response.

Table 1 identifies the major milestones of the project.
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Milestone

Date

Complete initial project planning and partnerships
arrangements

Nov. 2000

In-person Youth Team in place

Feb. 2001

Virtual Workspace Development

June 2001

On-Line Youth Team in place

July 2001

Website Prototype

Nov. 2001

Content Management Plan

Nov. 2001

Systems Support Level Agreements

Nov. 2001

Testing and Modifications

Dec. 2001

Youth Cluster Soft Launch

Jan. 2002

Begin Marketing and Advertising Campaign

Jan. 2002

Final Modifications

Feb. 2002

Youth Cluster Full Public Launch

Mar. 2002

Table 1: Major Milestones of the Youth e-Cluster Project

The e-Cluster is part of the overall redesign of the Government of Canada’s on-line presence
which includes the Canada Site, three information Gateways and a series of clusters intended to
meet the needs of particular client groups by providing access to information and services from
various different departments in a seamless and client-centered fashion. (See Figure 2). More
details of the history, success factors, and strategic considerations surrounding the Youth eCluster in context of the GOL initiative can be found in Detlor & Finn (2002).
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Figure 2: Structure of the Government of Canada’s portal sites (TBSC, 2000).

Engagement of Youth in Design
In terms of participant structure, there were two youth teams involved in the project. The first
was an in-person team of 19 individuals between the ages of 18 and 24 living in the National
Capital region of Ottawa. The second was a group of approximately 400 individuals between the
ages of 15 and 24 living across Canada. We refer to these two groups as the Core and Virtual
Youth Teams, respectively.
The Core Team was recruited through a network of local youth serving agencies (e.g., YMCA,
National Youth in Care, Odawa Native Friendship Centre) as well as through career and infofairs at local community colleges and universities. The goal was to reach as broad an audience
as possible and to maximize the diversity of the applicants. Print packages were distributed and
a website was set up for online applications (see Figure 3). The application was designed to find
out what kinds of issues the individual was interested in and why the person felt it was important
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to involve youth in the process. It was also made clear that computer skills or previous
involvement in civic activities were not requirements.

Figure 3: Website created to recruit Canadian youth to join the project

Over 200 applications were received through the process and were reviewed. The criteria for
review focused on diversity, an individual's imagination, interest and desire to contribute, and
unique perspectives on information issues affecting young Canadians; not on computer skills or
past history of participation. It was also stressed that an important goal of the establishment of
the youth team was to foster and develop learning and skills for youth that participate. Nineteen
individuals were selected to become members of the Core Youth Team and in late February
they began working on the project.
In order to encourage a wide spectrum of individuals to participate, it was necessary to provide
some youth members with additional technical support. Specifically, some members of the Core
Youth Team did not have access to computers and the Internet and it was necessary to assist
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them in this area. Through the interdepartmental partnership within the Government of
Canada, Industry Canada’s Computers for Schools program provided Internet-ready computers
free of charge to Core Youth Team members in need for the duration of the project.
Throughout the spring and early summer, the work of the Core Team concentrated on several
things: orientation and training; initial website architecture and applications selection; creation of
a Virtual Workspace Plan including timelines; activities and rewards and incentives for online
team members in order to keep them interested given that they were not going to be paid. The
team also received media training, information sessions on the Internet and web design and
brainstormed on logos, website addresses and taglines. Core Youth Team members were also
invited to attend Interdepartmental Working Group meetings of the HRDC with representatives
from other federal government partners, as well as take part in senior official briefings related to
the project. The primary function of the group however was to act as team leaders to Virtual
Youth Team members.
The Virtual Youth Team was recruited in much the same manner as the Core Youth Team. The
network of national youth serving agencies distributed recruitment information to youth in
through their local offices across Canada. Applications were received on-line and in-paper
format and were reviewed by staff within the project secretariat. Individuals were notified in late
June via email that they had been selected to participate and a package describing the project
and how to access the Virtual Workspace was sent to them in the mail. This was done in order
to ensure the security of user names and passwords. Gradually over a period of weeks, as
individuals received their packages in the mail they began to come online, sign-on to their team
rooms and introduce themselves to one another.
The Virtual Workspace itself is a username and password protected discussion board
environment. Each Virtual Youth Team member was assigned to a team and to a specific team
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leader. The only streaming done with respect to team selection was based on language in
order to ensure that individuals could participate in the language of their choice (French or
English). They were able to create profiles of themselves and have names and design logos for
each of their team rooms. The space was divided into team rooms and had a lounge for general
discussion (see Figures 4 and 5). The software also allowed for document sharing, real time
chat, polling and some visual customization. There was a team leaders’ room that was only
functional and visible for the Core Youth Team members. Virtual Team members had the ability
to read any other material on the site but they could only post in their own team room and the
lounge. There was a full-time moderator (another youth), known to the team members as the
Virtual Moderator, who answered questions and provided technical assistance on a continuous
basis.
Virtual Youth Team members were given an activity every ten days. They were given a week to
answer the questions or complete the tasks and do so in their team rooms. They were free to
discuss their activity with team members and their team leaders provided guidance and
encouragement throughout the process. Once the activity was completed, team leaders
submitted a summary report to the project staff at HRDC. These reports were also posted in
each team room by the team leaders and were available for review by Virtual Team members.
The Virtual Moderator provided a roll-up of the team leader reports and a monthly status report
on the workspace as a whole.

17

Figure 4: Virtual Workspace – Introduction page with links to each team room
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Figure 5: Lounge - Section where members could discuss things freely with all online team members.

Initially the activities were designed to foster team building and a general understanding of the
project. Subsequent activities followed the timeline for the project (refer back to Table 1) and
were specifically related to the design of the e-Cluster and other elements such as marketing
and communications. Virtual Team members contributed to the development of the top and
second level subject headings for the site, determined what functional applications the eCluster
would contain (message board, webcasting, etc.) and selected the URL and logo for the
website. The basis for each activity were ideas generated through brainstorming with the Core
Team. The ideas were refined slightly and then put to the Virtual Team for further discussion
and decision making (see Figures 6 and 7).
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Figure 6: Activities are posted every ten days
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Figure 7: Team Room Example - Each team had their own room where members could post and respond
to activities as well as discuss the project with one another

The rewards and incentives plan developed by the Core Youth Team provided prizes to Virtual
Team members based on participation for each activity. Team Leaders nominated an individual
in their team for each activity to receive a small prize. Larger prizes were planned for
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outstanding effort every two months and Virtual Team members also had the opportunity to
compete for a trip to Ottawa for the launch of the e-Cluster in March 2002. Team leaders also
provided regular encouragement and praise to their team members in the workspace and via email.
HRDC found it necessary to provide the Core Youth Team with additional training in order to
effectively moderate in an on-line environment. The training was developed and provided by a
company that specializes in youth and on-line youth engagement activities and covered the
following topics: “keeping them interested”; “dealing with group dynamics”; “creating fast
turnarounds”; “encouraging participation”; “creating reports”; and “using the right technology”. It
was found that skill and training on virtual moderation was required to give team leaders the
necessary tools to promote active dialogue on-line.
It was interesting to observe how youth utilized the Virtual Workspace for social interaction
beyond topics relating to design. Youth Team members, both Core and Virtual, used the space
to share information about school, life, relationships and recent events. This allowed them to get
to know one another and ultimately had a positive effect on the work being done. Part of the
project’s goals was to provide an environment where young people could come together from
across the country and learn from one another while working together. This was encouraged
and fostered explicitly in the workspace.
While the off-the-shelf software solution used for the Youth e-Cluster Virtual Workspace had all
of the necessary elements for online discussion, the level of customization available was limited
and the aesthetic qualities were not geared towards a youth user group. The Virtual Youth
Team and their Team Leaders used other forms of communications technology to facilitate work
and social dialogue outside of the virtual workspace provided. These included chat rooms,
instant messaging services (e.g. MSN messenger, ICQ), NET meetings via web cam, their
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personal websites and e-mail. In response to the need for increased levels and varied
methods of communicating with one another, HRDC also provided each team with the
opportunity to hold a conference call and speak with one another as a group.
It was found necessary and imperative to inform both the Core and Virtual Youth Teams of the
progress of the project on a repeated and consistent basis. Given the size and scope of most
public sector institutions it would have easy to assume that such information was onerous or
unnecessary for team members. This was proven not to be true. The regular posting and
sharing of project updates ensured that team members were aware of the project’s overall
progress and could see the effect of their participation. This was a fundamental component to
keeping members active and engaged.
Membership in the online setting was fluid and fluctuated throughout the project. Over the
summer, a drastic decline in activity was observed. This was due to summer vacations,
relocation and a general change in participants’ attitudes over the summer months. Participation
has increased since September. It was also not unusual for individuals to participate on a
sporadic basis. For example, one member could be very active for two or three assignments,
disappear for a period of time and then return again and continue participation. Unlike the inperson Core Team, membership of the Virtual Team tended to ebb and flow. This was
somewhat frustrating for team leaders as they were uncertain what kind of response each
activity would garner. It also required that activities not be tied to one another. In order to
maximize participation, it was important to have individuals do tasks which allowed them in
effect to pop in and out without losing the ability to understand and complete the activity for a
given week.
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Further, activity in the online environment occurred over non-regular business hours. Core
Youth Team meetings took place on Saturdays and the Virtual Workspace was available
twenty-four hours a day.

Case Analysis and Lessons Learned
To analyze the observations surrounding the inclusion of young Canadian citizens in the design
and delivery of the Youth e-Cluster, the model of civic participation for electronic government
design outlined in Figure 1 was utilized as a conceptual guide. It is important to note that at the
time of writing of this paper, the project is only at the halfway point of its lifecycle. Thus it is
impossible to analyze completely the implications and effectiveness of the initiative at this stage.
That being said, the overall analysis is summarized in Figure 8. In general, it was found that the
Youth e-Cluster project exhibits many of the characteristics advocated by the model and thus
proves to be a good example of how to foster active and sustained citizen engagement in the
design of electronic government services.

• Meaningful Project

• Fair Citizen Representation

- Recruitment blitz, support of Core Team, and
development of online tool validated project importance
- Implementation of the results seemed likely as
participant ideas reflected in design

- Broad calls for participation via various mediums
- Recruitment of a diverse group of participants nationally
- Concern for universal access through IT provision

• Fun
- Innovative and creative online
workspace supporting social interaction
- Flexibility in participation

CIVIC
PARTICIPATION

- Rewards & recognition

• Cooperative Action
- Intense interaction between HRDC and Core Team
- Familiar language between Core and Virtual Teams &
between Virtual Moderator and participants
- Participants familiar with Web-based design tool
- Regular posting of project status info
- Activities included envisionment of future use situations

• Meaningful Participation
- Core & Virtual Teams had clear and purposeful roles
- Participant activities directly translated into design
- Provision of training to Core Team to expedite the Virtual
Team’s online engagement
- Support for varying degrees of participation through
independent task assignments
- Participant skill development (Web, design, government)

Figure 8: Application of the Model of Civic Participation to the Youth e-Cluster Project
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One of the strong points of the project was its focus on securing fair citizen representation.
This was illustrated through broad calls for participation across the country over various print,
Web-based, and face-to-face mediums. A limitation on this call was the need to constrain
recruitment of Core Team members to the National Capital region of Ottawa; however this was
primarily for logistical reasons and thus was a legitimate constraint. Of relevance was the
purposeful recruitment of a diverse group of participants (i.e., not those just with technical
interests in the Web) and the concern for universal access of participants reflected through the
acquisition of computers and Internet access to Core Youth Team members as a means of
securing their participation.
Another strength was the project’s focus to ensuring meaningful participation. Youth participants
segmented into Core and Virtual Teams had very clear roles to play in design. Moreover, these
roles were purposeful and added value to the final design. The activities directed to youth
participants clearly translated into the layout and functionality of the e-Cluster interface. In terms
of engaging youth in design, the HRDC provided sufficient training to Core Team members to
increase the likelihood of Virtual Team members’ effective participation in the online
environment. Further, tasks and activities were developed which were not dependent on one
another; this allowed for varying degrees of participation to occur. Last, the project contributed
to participant skill development. For example, utilization of the Virtual Workspace environment
increased participants’ familiarity with the Web; participation in an electronic government project
increased participant knowledge of government workings and introduced many of the youth to
their first experience with Web site design.
The project also exhibited clear instances of supporting fun and playfulness in design. First, the
tool was innovative and offered a creative workspace through which to design. The environment
facilitated social interaction, both project and non-project related. Second, there was tolerance
from the HRDC in allowing flexibility in youth participation. No ramifications resulted for those
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who participated in bursts of activity. Third, there was ample rewards (e.g., prizes) and
offerings of praise and recognition to youth participants. All these contributed towards
supporting aspects of fun in design which in turn helped sustain participant engagement in the
long run.
Good effort was also expended in fostering cooperative action between users and civil service
project team members. For example, to facilitate cooperation, a two-tier structure of users (Core
and Virtual Teams) was created whereby intense interaction between Core Team members and
HRDC employees could occur due to the relatively small number of Core Team members and
their close proximity to the National Capital area. This interaction included opportunities for Core
Youth Team members to learn about the project purpose through on-site orientation sessions
and attendance at Interdepartmental Working Group meetings. Further, since Core Team
member were youth themselves, they could easily relay assignments and tasks in language
familiar to the other youths in the Virtual Teams. This concept was also evidenced in the
provision of the Virtual Moderator (an HRDC employee) who was also a youth; it was thought
that such a person could more easily relate to youth team members. The use of the Virtual
Workspace was a good example of the use of a familiar design tool (the Web), one in which the
majority of youth participants would be comfortable in engaging. Other examples of cooperative
activity included the provision of regular information postings on project updates to youth
members, as well as the creation of activities where youth could brainstorm on the functionality
of the e-Cluster. The latter provided opportunities for youth to envision future situations of
working with the system. Despite these good efforts, some improvements still could be made in
the area of cooperative action as supported by the model, namely by providing more
opportunities for HRDC members to learn about youth participant perspectives on government
operations and focusing initial design on youth’s current practice and experience in utilizing
federal government information services.
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In terms of being a meaningful project, the Youth e-Cluster exhibited sizeable strength. The
recruitment blitz, extensive effort to engage youth citizens (particularly those of the Core Team),
and provision of a secure online work space, all strengthened participants’ belief that their input
indeed was valued and needed. Further, through regular updates and access to project status
information, participants could directly see the impact of their contributions on the design of the
e-Cluster. This validated participant importance and heightened the meaningfulness of the
project to those youth involved as implementation of their ideas seemed likely.
From this analysis, the Youth e-Cluster was found to be an exemplary case study site exhibiting
many of the fundamental components outlined in the model of civic participation for electronic
government design. Recall that the model was derived from major tenets of participation design
and citizen engagement principles. Overall, the e-Cluster project dealt with specific issues
surrounding user engagement in eGovernment design: fair representation; meaningful
participation; cooperative action; meaningful project, and fun in design. As such, the project is a
good candidate to be used as an example for other eGoverment design initiatives that wish to
engage citizenry in the design process.
However, despite this success, several key lessons were learned from the project which could
further improve the likelihood of success of other eGovernment initiatives. These lessons centre
on the difficulties of fostering active and sustained civic participation over an online environment
and supporting citizen engagement in general. These lessons should be considered in addition
to the five principle tenets suggested in the model of civic participation.
•

Emphasis should be placed on training online moderators to effectively engage
participants in design over this medium.

•

Social activity in a virtual workspace should not only be tolerated but encouraged. While
it may seem frivolous, the same discussions that allow you to create personal
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friendships with your co-workers in an office environment are also necessary in an online environment. If you do not provide this space, it will be created regardless.
•

The on-line community will expand beyond the boundaries of the space provided and
other forms of communications technology will be used in conjunction with the primary
tool. This is not necessarily negative, however, in order to encourage your user group to
communicate primarily within the space provided, software and on-line environments
should be selected carefully or a substantial amount of work may occur off-site. A more
youth oriented workspace with visuals that were customizable by the user and less
corporate looking, would have been a better choice given the audience for the Youth eCluster project. Communication off-site can make it difficult for you to capture data and
results and to monitor progress and participation.

•

Consideration should be given to the amount of time and effort required to successfully
recruit large numbers of citizens on a voluntary basis for participation in a government
initiative. Recruitment methodology must also involve creative components that take
advantage of partnerships and networks in order to reach and attract participants.
Incentives are a key component to recruiting individuals to participate in policy and
program development initiatives within the public sector and to keep them engaged over
the long term. This may include financial compensation, prizes, awards, rewards,
recognition, etc.

•

Sufficient resources and staff flexibility should be top concerns as well. Involving
individuals directly in design requires that a regular level of interaction and dialogue exist
between the project team and the participants. This level of support is similar to that of
the interdepartmental partnership and requires a similar level of staff time, competence
and dedicated financial resources. Given that some citizens, as in the case of youth
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team members, are in school or employed, there must be a willingness and ability to
work irregular hours.
•

Upper management support from government departments and agencies should be
considered mandatory. Direct citizen engagement in the design and development of
policies, programs and products complicates the process and has implications for our
system of representative democracy. It requires resources, commitment and a level of
transparency unsurpassed to date within public sector institutions. Upper management
should secure these in advance of the project start. Further, the support of senior
management is imperative in order to create the ‘space’ needed. In terms of the Youth eCluster, the dissemination of research findings and well-tailored briefings played an
important role in stressing the benefits of including users in design to management and
securing the requisite financial and human resources to execute the project.

Conclusion
Overall, this paper addresses the role of citizen engagement in the design of electronic
government services. A model of civic participation was devised and utilized to analyze a
specific case study involving the engagement of young Canadians in the design of the
Government of Canada’s Youth e-Cluster. The analysis highlighted the viability of the model in
identifying key aspects required in an electronic government design initiative involving the
participation of citizens. These aspects, in general, are the provision of a meaningful project
which incorporates fair citizen representation, purposeful participation, fun, and cooperative
action between citizen and traditional designer. The analysis of the case study also identified
lessons learned from the project which may be utilized to overcome challenges in facilitating
active and sustained civic participation. It is the authors’ hope that such insights are helpful to
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others contemplating the engagement of citizens in future electronic government design
initiatives.
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