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ABSTRACT
The partnership between local residents and city officials to in-
form policy and decision-making about government resources,
or participatory governance, has been extensively studied. In
addition to numerous ethnographic studies about how citizens
engage in-person, there has been increased focus in HCI to
understand the impact of technology on citizen participation
in local governance. Building upon those studies, this paper
provides unique insight from a 3-year longitudinal study on
the use of online tools that were organically adapted by citi-
zens to engage in local governance in three diverse Chicago
neighborhoods. Though the responsiveness of government
officials varied across communities, our results suggest that
citizens use technology to heighten the visibility of their con-
cerns, to support mechanisms of government accountability,
and to provide various options for resident participation in
local governance. We argue that while communities may be
effective in their use of ICTs, technology may not increase
their political power.

ACM Classification Keywords
H.5.m. Information Interfaces and Presentation (e.g. HCI):
Miscellaneous
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INTRODUCTION
For decades, scholars have studied participatory governance,
the partnership between local residents and city officials to
inform policy [16, 15, 30]. Though traditional studies have
focused on citizen engagement in-person, in the past decade
HCI scholars have focused more on understanding digital
democracy [1, 17]. Many of these approaches do not address
institutional inequalities embedded in social, economic, and
political infrastructures (e.g., poverty, unemployment, lack
of educational opportunities, inadequate housing) that impact
community issues such as crime - the topic of this paper.
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Many of the inequalities that impact crime are perpetuated
by local policies, which have been mostly shaped by groups
with political power [31]. We define political power as the
ability of a collective group of citizens to influence local poli-
cies. The economic status of a group impacts their political
power, and the poor have not traditionally had as much politi-
cal power to change policies that have direct effects on their
health, safety, and educational opportunities [5, 9, 46, 50]. For
example, in Chicago (like most major cities), violent crime
is disproportionately prevalent in low-income neighborhoods
[40]. Yet, much of public policy around violence prevention
has been created without the full participation of poor com-
munities that disproportionately experience violent crime. For
instance, the mayor’s office and the police decide the details of
programs, initiatives, and agendas (e.g., policing budgets and
the frequency and structure of community-police meetings) to
address crime in Chicago, not citizens [42, 40].

Though there is much debate about the effect of state-
sponsored community crime prevention programs [16, 15],
some scholars suggest that poor communities can gain politi-
cal power by participating in such programs [15]. Given the
pervasiveness of information and communication technologies
(ICTs) [44, 45], there is a unique opportunity to explore the
role ICTs play in citizen engagement in local participatory
governance. Specifically, we examine the research question:
How do ICTs affect political engagement and interactions
with city officials around crime prevention in diverse neighbor-
hoods? By ICTs, we refer to any tools that support interactions
amongst many citizens that are relatively easy to access and
join (e.g., web forums, email lists, social media websites).

In this paper, we describe how citizens use ICTs to influence
local policy, particularly among law enforcement and local
government officials. Our results suggest that residents influ-
enced local policies ranging from increasing police presence
on a particular street corner to petitioning for the demolition
of abandoned buildings by leveraging ICTs to increase the
visibility of community concerns, to support holding officials
accountable, and to provide additional methods of participa-
tion. However, we also observed that though residents in
affluent and lower-income neighborhoods used technology
similarly, city officials responded more promptly to residents
in affluent neighborhoods.

This paper makes several contributions to the field of HCI.
First, our findings provide insights into the usage of ICTs to
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Table 1. Lexicon of terms
Term Definition
Alderman Elected official of a local ward

who sits on the City Council.
Beat officer Police officer assigned to a particular

area for at least a year.
Commander Appointed official who overseas a

police district.
Online Moderator A self-appointed citizen that manages

online communication between
community members, aldermen,
CAPS officers, and other officials.

CAPS Sergeant One officer per district charged with
liaising with the community and is
ranked higher than beat officers
but much lower than commanders.

support local governance for crime prevention, extending prior
HCI research focused on the use of technology to support
local engagement [11, 12, 18, 21, 25, 26, 34]. Specifically,
this work provides accounts of community ICT usage and its
impact on relationships with government as evidenced by local
in-person meetings with law enforcement and government
officials. Second, our results add to the conversation that
technology alone cannot equitably empower citizens to solve
deep-seated social problems such as crime without addressing
the underlying inequities across communities [48]. Our results
indicate that while communities in this study are successful
in their use of ICTs to address local issues, technology did
not increase their political power. Lastly, our study builds on
prior work in HCI that provides insights into designing for
traditionally marginalized groups [7, 23, 32, 53, 54].

RELATED WORK

Participatory Governance and ICTs
Local government has a major impact on improving neighbor-
hood issues such as crime, walkability, and investment. The
lack of addressing these issues impacts residents’ mortality
[10], economic mobility [52], health [2, 29], and risk of victim-
ization [28, 35]. This phenomenon is particularly concerning
to lower income areas that often lack political capital and col-
lective efficacy, and thereby more susceptibility to continual
neighborhood decline [35, 38, 41]. As a result, there has been
a push for residents to engage in participatory governance,
the practice of involving community members in the local
political process. The goal of participatory governance is to
create a functional democracy in which community members
influence the actions of local government officials [14, 16].

HCI researchers have explored the use of technology to sup-
port participatory governance. A theme in recent work is
designing tools that incorporate social media and support
hyper-local and real-time civic engagement. For example,
Yuheng Hu and colleagues designed and evaluated a web ser-
vice called Whoo.ly that filters content on Twitter that is rel-
evant to a particular neighborhood, which was an effective
method to help people find information related to their neigh-
borhood [18]. Bohøj and colleagues designed a mobile phone
technology that facilitated citizen engagement in municipal

planning using location-activated alerts and augmented reality
to communicate a proposed building plan to citizens while
they are in-situ. The system incorporated a messaging plat-
form for users to respond and converse about the plan and
take further action if they had objections or suggestions for the
proposal [3]. Researchers at Aalto University used a participa-
tory design approach to redesign urban planning software that
enables conversation and collaboration between planners and
citizens regarding proposed traffic plans [33]. These projects
use design to encourage the public’s engagement in local gov-
ernance.

Empowered Participation in Chicago
Community engagement in participatory governance has been
extensively studied in Chicago [6, 16, 15, 37]. In his book,

“Empowered Participation: Reinventing Urban Democracy,"
Archon Fung describes how Chicago residents participated in
monthly meetings with police and educators [15]. He argues
that residents were able to influence change by engaging in
decision-making processes with city officials and law enforce-
ment agencies. Fung’s work provides an example of what
participatory governance looked like in practice during the
late 1990s and is a relatively optimistic outlook of the power
that residents have in influencing their circumstances. Fung
suggests that “accountable autonomy," a hybrid of indepen-
dence and transparent responsibility for government agencies,
best impacts residents’ ability to participate in local gover-
nance about issues such as crime. Essentially, Fung found
that participating in government-run crime prevention strate-
gies empowered residents because the Chicago Alternative
Policing Strategy (CAPS) meetings were accessible to every-
one; and, the structure afforded citizen-led deliberation on
issues and decentralized decision-making abilities. Fifteen
years after Fung’s study, we describe the impact that three
communities’ online engagement had on local CAPS meet-
ings and the actions taken by city officials. Our results suggest
that ICTs further empowered residents, particularly those in
affluent communities, by increasing the visibility of the com-
munity’s concerns, improving how residents hold city officials
accountable, and diversifying residents’ methods of participa-
tion.

METHODS
During our three-year study, we took a triangulated approach
to address our research question using observations, inter-
views, and qualitative content analysis. In year one, we built
relationships with residents and local stakeholders, obtained
permissions from locals to observe community meetings, and
built tools to gather online data. In year two and three, we
continued our observations of community meetings in five
geographically-bound areas in Chicago, Illinois, USA. These
meetings were sponsored by the City of Chicago’s Chicago
Alternative Policing Strategies (CAPS) and held once a month
with residents and the police. Additionally, in year three we
interviewed 45 residents from five communities. By the end of
our study, we conducted qualitative content analyses on over
7,000 online messages sent among local residents in three
of the five areas through grassroots community-created web
forums or email lists. In this paper, we focus on the three
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Table 2. Demographic information of the communities based on data from Census and the American Community Survey
Population Income Level % White % Black % Latino Index Crime Rate

Community 1 24,200 Middle 54% 12% 17% 1528
Community 2 10,300 Middle-Low 28% 29% 34% 2889
Community 3 17,260 Low 2% 78% 19% 3048

The Index Crime Rate is the number of serious crimes (e.g., 1st and 2nd degree murder, rape, robbery) per 100,000 residents from
August 2012 - August 2013.

communities that used ICTs. Below we describe the three
communities and how we collected and analyzed our data.

The Communities
We focus on three communities. We define “community" as a
police beat, which is a relatively small geographically-bound
area (typically 30 to 40 square blocks) containing approx-
imately 20,000 residents (sometimes fewer in less densely
populated areas of the city). We selected police beats as the
geographic boundaries because residents often used the terms
“beat" and “community" interchangeably in their online and
offline language about crime and when appropriating ICTs for
community use, residents typically described the tools as be-
ing for those who live in certain police beats. Beats may have
been heavily used by residents, because it may be easier to
have conversations about crime if the targeted boundaries are
mapped onto police beats. We do not refer to neighborhoods
because a Chicago “neighborhood" refers 77 larger geographic
regions with a median population of 31,000. One Chicago
neighborhood could be made up of as many as nine beats. We
use the term “community" to refer specifically to the areas
studied and “neighborhood" to refer to a more general defini-
tion open to interpretation by a broader audience outside of
Chicago.

The three communities were selected based on crime rates
and racial compositions. We considered crime rate because
citizens’ behaviors, reactions, and attitudes towards civic par-
ticipation may be affected by the amount of crime and social
disorder they experience on a daily basis [43]. We considered
racial composition because crime rates and racial composi-
tion are confounded with socioeconomic status (SES) levels
[28, 40] and to compare our work to previous studies, which
consider race [40, 49].

Two communities (Communities 1 & 2) were classified as
middle income based on the median household income, while
the other (Community 3) was classified as low income, with
poverty and unemployment rates greater than 21% and 15%,
respectively. Community 3, the lower income community,
also reported higher crime as compared to the middle-income
communities. Table 2 provides demographic details of each
community.

Data Collection
Observations
We collected over 300 pages of ethnographic fieldnotes from
attending 48 meetings and community events. We observed
monthly community-police meetings in each of the three com-
munities for a little more than two years. Meetings were held
at local churches, libraries, schools, and community centers.
There was an average of 22 citizens and four police officers in

attendance, including at least one community facilitator (i.e.,
a resident who volunteered to be the liaison between the com-
munity and police). We also attended community events such
as community walks, block parties, and block club meetings.

Semi-structured Interviews
We interviewed 27 residents from the three neighborhoods. We
recruited nine interviewees at the community-police meetings
and 12 from invitations sent on the community-based ICTs.
Another six were recruited from public places such as local
libraries or by word-of-mouth, which allowed us to gather
insight from those who live in the community but do not attend
the community-police meetings or use the community-based
ICTs.

Interviewees’ ages ranged from 23 to 74 (median age 58).
Fifteen of the 27 (56%) interviewees were women. Twenty
(74%) of the interviewees were homeowners. Education level
of interviewees varied as follows: four (15%) did not complete
high school, two (7%) had high school diplomas or equivalent,
one (4%) had some college or vocational training, eight (30%)
had a bachelors degree, and six (22%) had a degree beyond
a bachelors. Race of interviewees varied as follows: twelve
(44%) identified as black, fourteen (52%) white, and one (4%)
Latino. Interviewees’ demographics, as detailed in Table 3,
represent those who actively participate in local governance.

Interviews lasted an average of 50 minutes and were tran-
scribed. We asked residents about their attendance at in-person
community meetings and/or participation in online discussions
with their neighbors about crime; their online and in-person
participation and the factors that influence their decision to
select either medium; and their satisfaction with community-
police meetings and trust level of the police.

Online Qualitative Content
Lastly, we analyzed online conversations from community-
based ICTs created by residents, not by the police or other
government agencies. We identified such ICTs by asking resi-
dents to describe if and how they engage in online discussions
about local issues [13].

Community 1. Community 1’s main method of online com-
munication was a Yahoo! Group that was created in April
2004. Roughly 250 users signed up using their real names,
email addresses, and home addresses.

Community 2. From January 2008 - March 2011, Community
2 used an open discussion board, where anyone could send
a message to all the members. Posts on the discussion board
were publicly accessible but to post, real names and home
addresses were required. As of March 2011, over 350 residents
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Table 3. Number of meetings observed and demographic information about the interviewees by community.
# of

Meetings
Observed

# of
Interviewees Avg. Age % Female Race % Homeowners % > High School

Diploma

% White % Black % Latino
Community 1 16 7 60 43% 100% 0% 0% 86% 100%
Community 2 17 9 41 56% 67% 22% 0% 33% 100%
Community 3 15 11 61 64% 9% 82% 9% 27% 36%

primarily used a private email list instead of the message board,
where a moderator sent messages directly to members.

Community 3. Since May 2011, residents in Community 3
used a private email list with over 300 recipients, where a
moderator distributed information related to crime.

Attendees were granted access to the private email lists after
signing up at the in-person community-police meetings. After
posting a notice to residents about the study and there were
no objections, we developed a web crawler to retrieve infor-
mation such as forum post, date, subject, and author from the
community-based ICTs (e.g., web forums). Using this method,
we collected 5,425 messages from Community 1’s Yahoo!
Group, 1,054 messages from Community 2’s public message
board and private email list, and 665 from Community 3’s
private email list. The message dates ranged from April 2004
to June 2013. Below is an example of an online forum post
written by a resident:

“Saw drug dealing on Saturday afternoon @ 2:30 while having late
lunch on my front porch. I can identify the car and will look for it now
that I know....here’s the info: A reddish-marroon Buick (at least 10 yrs
old) did a strange move at the stop sign as it was heading south[...] I
could not take the license number, but can identify the car again - very
shiny!!"

Though the community-based ICTs in this study were web
forums and email lists, we also searched for discussions using
search engines and social media websites (e.g., Facebook or
Twitter). While we found dated announcements about local
meetings, we did not find up-to-date information.

Analysis
We analyzed the data described above using inductive qualita-
tive analysis [47], where the first author and two undergraduate
research assistants initially read through roughly 20% of the
interviews, observations, and online data line-by-line, creating
a total of 179 codes. We then recoded the data multiple times,
resulting in a final codebook of 145 codes (e.g., community
cohesion, action, meeting content, organizing, alderman). The
lead author then coded all the data, and after achieving an
interrater reliability of 81% using intra-class correlation coef-
ficient using a two-way mixed model and absolute agreement,
the two undergraduates each coded 50% of the data. The
team met weekly for six months until the application of codes
were exhausted. The team then grouped the codes into 13
higher level categories (e.g., trust, visibility, accountability,
participation, criticism). In this paper, we discuss three major
themes related to our research question, while other publica-
tions address other themes that emerged. We present quotes

verbatim as illustrations of the repetitive phenomena, with
little alteration except to protect the identity of participants.

FINDINGS
Our findings suggest that residents use ICTs for visibility,
accountability, and participation when engaging in local gov-
ernance.

Heightening Visibility
Technology increased the visibility of the community’s con-
cerns with city officials. Specifically, residents created email
lists and discussion boards to connect with other residents
about local issues and persuade the police and the alderman to
take action. As time went on, more and more people joined
the electronic mailing lists to receive community-generated
information. As the number of people on the lists increased,
citizens stated that they received better responses from city
officials and law enforcement agencies during the in-person
meetings. Interviewees attributed the improved response to
the fact that city officials recognized that many people were
concerned about issues discussed online, even if only one per-
son was stating the concern at the in-person meeting. There
were three main ways that residents used technology to in-
crease visibility of their concerns: through open communica-
tion strategies where many could reply and engage in online
discussions, through a community leader who lead the ma-
jority of engagement with the alderman, and through strong
relationships with government officials.

Visibility Through Many
In Community 1, residents used their online email forum to
discuss and share their concerns and the response (or lack
thereof) from the alderman and police. During our observa-
tions, the alderman attended over 75% of the CAPS meetings
and the commander attended 90% of the CAPS meeting.

Data from our meeting observations, online forum, and inter-
views suggest that the alderman or a representative from the
alderman’s office checked the community discussion board
to be aware of residents’ concerns. There were at least eight
instances where the alderman responded to individuals who
posted messages addressed to her office about neighborhood
disorder. She also addressed the concerns citizens voiced on
the discussion board in her weekly newsletter, which was sent
out to citizens via email. One citizen, for example, sent a mes-
sage to the entire online group addressed to the alderman about
fliers being posted in the neighborhood that were a nuisance.
The alderman responded directly to the resident, not the entire
group. The resident later cc’ed the community email listserv
with the alderman’s response and his subsequent response
(below):
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“[Citizen’s Name], I received your package over the weekend and calls
were made on Monday. The businesses were told to stop distributing
the literature. This ultimately is a police matter, so if this persists I
suggest you contact them. [Signed the Alderman’s first name]"

Below is the resident’s response to the Alderman, copying the
neighborhood group:

“Thanks for the follow up. In the future I would appreciate your office
making an effort to contact me (an email would suffice) when action
is taken. [...] I took the time to provide the evidence and pay to send
the package, all they had to do was make the calls and tell me what
happened. Pretty simple to me. I will call the police going forward."

Further, our observations over two years revealed at least six
instances where the alderman came to CAPS meetings to
describe what she is doing to address issues she read about
on the online discussion board. Police officers in Community
1 were also diligent in engaging with community members
based on their use of ICTs. Our fieldnotes capture an example,
where during a CAPS meeting, a resident stands and states
that he,

“sent a message but didn’t hear additional information. Officer [name]
says ’Sorry I printed out an email. Sorry I didn’t get back to you on
that. I have it here.’ She holds up a paper with the information that the
person was requesting."

Overall, the data suggest Community 1 successfully used ICTs
to leverage their political power. This was demonstrated as
government officials attended community meetings and were
responsive to electronic messages from Community 1 resi-
dents. Community 1’s success may be attributed to the number
of citizens engaged online to report community issues. Evi-
dence demonstrates that the alderman consistently maintained
a connection with the community by responding online and
attending community meetings. Further, she influenced the
commander’s meeting attendance after citizens complained
about a lack of results.

Visibility Through Community Leader
During this study, we observed residents in Community 2 use
an open discussion board initially and change to a private email
list. Despite the changes in the technologies, Community 2
mainly communicated their concerns through a community
leader that was informally elected by the neighborhood. This
community leader who served as the online moderator was
also the beat facilitator.

During our observation, the alderman never attended a CAPS
meeting; however, he sent representatives from his office to
over 65% of the CAPS meetings. The district commander
for both Communities 1 and 2 attended less than a third of
Community 2’s CAPS meetings (compared to 90% in Commu-
nity 1). (The commander changed twice during our fieldwork.
Here, we refer to the longest standing commander during the
two years of fieldwork.)

Our data demonstrate that the alderman and CAPS sergeant
were made aware of residents’ concerns via emails sent from
Community 2’s online moderator. Also, according to online
data and an interview with the moderator, the alderman and
CAPS sergeant were responsive to the emails. After the mod-

erator received a response, he would then broadcast the results
of the information to the rest of the community. Though the
online moderator described having a contentious relationship
with the alderman’s office, the email list was a major factor in
the alderman’s quick response. The online moderator said:

“I intimidated [alderman’s name]! I mean I would have never in a
million years [intimidated him] out of all the stuff going on [without
the email list]."

It seemed that the alderman and CAPS sergeant promptly re-
sponded to the moderator because of his role in sending out
information to hundreds of people on the email list. For ex-
ample, the aldermanic administrator of abandoned buildings
stood up at the CAPS meeting and said that she would now
be attending the meetings to represent the alderman’s office
based on emails from the community email list about unre-
solved abandoned and deleterious buildings. In this instance,
the alderman’s office sent a representative to directly address
recent concerns that had been shared online about buildings
that were a nuisance to the neighborhood.

Data from our observations demonstrate that police also re-
sponded to Community 2’s online grievances at the CAPS
meetings. Though they never officially posted to the discus-
sion boards, over ten times during our observations, the police
stated that they received all the messages shared on the discus-
sion board including pictures of graffiti. The CAPS sergeant,
for example, instructed citizens in Community 2 at a CAPS
meeting to upload images of graffiti to the community website,
because they go directly to his phone. As described in our
fieldnotes:

“The CAPS sergeant says ‘Take a photo and email it to us. We want
to know if it’s from a gang. There’s graffiti before shootings.’ He says
that people should upload it to [the community website]. The CAPS
sergeant says ‘When it’s sent there, it goes directly to my phone.’"

When another resident pointed out a problem street corner,
the CAPS sergeant said, “Send me an email and I’ll figure
out what issue it is." Both of these statements reveal how the
sergeant used email on his phone to keep up-to-date about
neighborhood issues. Community 2’s CAPS sergeant said that
she received all emails from the community email list and
forwards the “serious" emails to the commander. She stated
that she never responds publicly because of liability issues
with the police department.

Although there were major differences in the role that the alder-
man and the commander played in Community 2 as compared
to Community 1, the data suggest Community 2 successfully
leveraged their political power as well. Evidence demonstrates
that the alderman and CAPS sergeant were aware of and re-
sponsive to the residents’ issues. However, it was not to the
level of Community 1 where the alderman and commander
both attended in-person meetings with the community and
proactively addressed local issues. In Community 2, we saw
the CAPS sergeant, who has less power than the commander
to address issues, respond. We argue that Community 2’s
success can be attributed to the moderator using technology
to increase the visibility of community’s concerns. A notable
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concern about this approach is that there is a heavy reliance
on the one person to represent the entire neighborhood.

Visibility through Relationships
In Community 3, residents used a private email list to commu-
nicate, where an email moderator, who was a long-standing,
well-respected community member received private emails
from citizens about what was happening in the neighborhood.
The moderator then anonymized the information before send-
ing it to the alderman and CAPS sergeant.

During our observation, the alderman never attended a CAPS
meeting and sent representatives to less than 35% of the meet-
ings. The commander attended one meeting after the third
commander change in less than one year. Beat officers at-
tended less than a third of meetings.

Our analysis revealed that although the alderman received the
emails, little action was taken to address community concerns
as a result of information that was shared via the private email
list. Only two times during our three years in Community
3 did the alderman’s office clearly respond to the commu-
nity’s concerns shared online. In one instance, an aldermanic
representative began attending the CAPS meetings after a rep-
resentative from the state’s attorney office attended another
official city meeting where she stated that their office received
messages from the community’s email list and that representa-
tives from their office now planned to participate future CAPS
meetings in the neighborhood. The email moderator stated
that after the incident with the state’s attorney representative,
the alderman began to respond more promptly to requests, con-
cerns, and needs. All interviewees in Community 3 strongly
criticized the alderman’s office, with one interviewee saying:

“You got a problem...they want you to call the Alderman’s office. Well,
we didn’t have much success calling the Alderman’s Office."

Others agreed saying,

“I feel that her role should be to get a little bit more involved with the
police, their head man over there, the commander."

“A lot of things that we talked to the aldermen about, they say ‘Oh, we’re
going to fix it. We’re going to take care.’ But we don’t get any response.
We only see them when...they really want to be reelected. And that’s
another thing, they should really stick to what they say."

A woman described what she believed was the major reason
for crime and disorder in the neighborhood, saying:

“I think also the Alderman has a lot to do with it. Having a good
alderman means a lot."

The email moderator agreed with citizens’ characterization
of the alderman’s office as neglectful, but said the alderman’s
office was unresponsive to community concerns until they
felt that the community-based email list may be too large to
ignore. Specifically, the moderator stated that by keeping it
anonymous, the alderman’s office was unaware of the email
list’s reach except when evidence suggests that influential and
powerful officials are on the list when they begin getting in-
volved in community issues (e.g., the state’s attorney’s office).
When asked who, besides that alderman and the sergeant, are
on the email list, he says,

“What kind of powerful people are in the community? They’re in
the State Attorney’s Office. they’re in the Attorney General’s Office.
Most people don’t know it anymore. They don’t know [whose on the
email distribution list] because my list has expanded from what it was.
And now it’s blind copy...So you don’t know but the reason [local
city officials] know it because I can show up to any meeting, anytime,
anyplace and they wonder who invites me. [Laughter] I done walked in
meetings and they’re like, ‘What is he doing here?’ [Laughter]"

During our interviews, residents described having a positive,
trusting relationship with the CAPS sergeant and saw him
as effective at addressing local concerns, though they always
shared their concerns with him through the moderator. It is im-
portant to note that the sergeant had been in the position longer
than any of the police commanders during our observations
and had built a strong rapport with the community. The email
moderator of the Community 3 email list said that he emailed
the CAPS sergeant often but never emailed the commander.
He said he interacted with the commander only if he went to
the district police station.

Community 3 used ICTs similarly to Community 2, but the
data suggests they were not as successful in translating their
online concerns to action by government officials. The al-
derman did not attend CAPS meeting and commander rarely
attended. Also, emails were not responded to promptly by the
alderman but were by the sergeant, who had little power. We
argue that in the rare instances when alderman or commander
took action, it was the result of leveraging relationships with
powerful officials outside of the community on the anonymous
email list and having a positive relationship with the CAPS
sergeant.

Supports Accountability
With community concerns being increasingly visible, it is
essential that local residents have the ability to hold govern-
ment officials accountable for addressing those concerns as
well as keeping their promises. In Chicago, CAPS meetings
have long been an opportunity for citizens to not only share
their concerns, issues, and problems with the police, but also
challenge the police’s efforts in addressing the problems [40].
Local residents in Communities 1, 2, and 3 used technology
to deliberate about the important issues (and sometimes solu-
tions) and share those issues during the in-person meetings
with the police, subsequently influencing the in-person meet-
ing agendas. They then used the technology to document the
agreed upon solutions to follow-up on whether local officials
completed specific tasks. The use of community-based ICTs
seemed to increase pressure on police and city officials to take
action because their responses (whether action or inaction)
were easily accessible to citizens and decision makers.

Accountability By Sharing Agendas and Meeting Minutes
Residents in both Communities 1 and 3 created agendas and
meeting minutes, respectively, for the CAPS meetings. The
police also created agendas for the meetings. The moderators
distributed the agendas and minutes both online and at the
CAPS meetings. These documents were used to discuss prior
concerns from previous meetings and to record action items
that the police said they would accomplish. These digital
documents were brought to susequent meetings to remind
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citizens of the agreed upon solution, which then allowed them
to hold public officials accountable by asking if they have
completed a task.

One example of citizens using technology to support efforts
in holding government officials accountable is when Com-
munity 3’s alderman stated during a ward meeting, which is
alderman-run, that she would not approve any new permits
for pawnshops on a crime-ridden, commercial street in the
neighborhood. Most residents in the community agreed, stat-
ing they wanted higher quality retail stores in the area and that
they were opposed to any additional pawnshops to the area
because there were already four in a two block radius on the
commercial street. When the alderman discreetly approved a
fifth pawnshop, residents referred back to digital documents
they created that recorded when the alderman stated that no
more pawnshops would be allowed. Citizens conveyed their
discontent at the alderman’s office and the CAPS meetings.
They also shared their outrage on the community email list,
where they organized greater in-person attendance at the CAPS
meeting. Residents who could not attend shared ideas with the
moderator about how to leverage city ordinances that prohibit
the unwanted store as well as community organizations and
lawyers that may help residents fight the decision.

Accountability Through Sharing Police Responses
Community 2 did not create official community agendas or
minutes. Instead, Community 2’s residents sent emails in-
forming others of the alderman or police’s response to specific
issues that were reported online. For example, resident posted
that they contacted the alderman’s office about a troubled
building, saying:

“We have requested that the alderman call in the building owners, who
have been unresponsive to our e-mails. Will post when a meeting is
scheduled. "

After the CAPS meeting, attendees posted an update:

“Here’s an update on [building address]. An officer went inside the
building there is someone who lives on the 2nd floor only now, and
a woman with 4 kids currently moving out. It’s in foreclosure the
bank owns the building (mortagage [sic] fraud). [..] The Alderman,
[alderman’s name]’s office is doing their part as are the police at this
juncture. The building will remain accessible evidently until it’s bought,
something catastrophic happens or the bank secures it."

In addition to sharing what the in-person responses are to
community concerns, residents in Community 2 also shared
written responses about incidents, whether it was originally
private or not. For example, one resident posts an email from
the police commander to the alderman:

“Regarding last weekend’s disturbances [the police] will be beefing up
attention for the summer, see correspondence from [the] Police Chief
[..] to [the alderman]: I have review the letter you submitted to our
department concerning the elevated activity in the [..] area. [..] I have
spoken with Deputy Chief [name] and extra attention will be give to
this area as the warmer weather approaches. I have also instructed Mr.
[name] to capture video related to the below listed incidents for review.
Your concerns are important to me and please feel free to contact me at
[phone number]."

Residents use ICTs in all three communities to document de-
cisions made in community meetings and to keep those who
did not attend informed. Using this community-created docu-
mentation proves useful for monitoring progress and pushing
the community agenda forward. Although the outcomes of the
meetings do not always result in action from local officials,
ICTs can be used to hold government officials accountable to
their verbal commitments.

Diversifying Methods of Participation
There are numerous barriers to attending the CAPS meetings.
Eight (80%) of the ten interviewees who did not attend the
CAPS meetings stated that other obligations hindered their
attendance. Whether it was a second job, sickness, lack of
transportation, or a single parent who needed to be home
in the evenings, there were various reasons given for not at-
tending the CAPS meetings. In the past, Chicago citizens
may have felt that they needed to be physically present at the
CAPS meetings for their concerns to be heard by law enforce-
ment [40]. However, technology can address such barriers to
participation. More than half of interviewees that used the
community-based ICTs said that they used it as either an alter-
native or supplemental method of participating in community
crime prevention.

Online Engagement to Supplement In-Person Meetings
In all three communities, citizens still felt that their online
presence was a type of participation in community crime pre-
vention. In Community 1, people used the technology to
facilitate community discussion about problems and solutions.
Six out of seven (85%) interviewees believed that their online
participation influenced the police’s reaction to solving issues.

One woman in Community 1, for example, explained why
she did not attend the CAPS meetings but shared that she was
aware of what happened at the meetings, saying,

“I have health issues. So that’s a big part of it. That was really the
main thing so usually I am pretty tired by that time in the evening. [But]
I usually hear it online, like somebody would be talking about it.

Similarly, a male from Community 1 said,

“I was really heavily participating in CAPS, but since they changed
that [meeting] day, I’ve had to pull away from it. But I still kind of,
monitor the site. I post things on our neighborhood site that I think are
pertinent, if crimes happened or something has happened."

Both of these residents believed that their online participation
allow them to be involved in crime prevention despite their
lack of in-person participation at the CAPS meetings.

Residents in Communities 2 and 3 received emails from mod-
erators (one-to-many communication) about what happened in
the in-person meetings and were able to respond back to only
the moderator. During the interviews, citizens reported in-
stances that they emailed the moderator about issues that were
later discussed at the in-person meetings. Also, many felt they
were active participants in the community crime prevention
efforts because they informed their neighbors who were not on
the email list about community-created agenda and minutes
read online (though they did not attend the CAPS meeting).
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This was particularly prevalent in Community 3, where all
interviewees discussed the significance of “word-of-mouth"
communication among residents.

Online Engagement Supports Offline Participation
Though some citizens are unable to attend the CAPS meetings,
we observed that residents in Community 1 & 2 used ICTs
to organize face-to-face meetings with residents that differed
from the CAPS meetings. These meetings, for example, were
more about “positive loitering," in which community members
organize informal walks and spend time outside talking to each
other to discourage crime and disorder in the community by
having “eyes on the street." It should be noted that, we did
not observe instances where the email list was used to help
organize informal community-driven meeting in Community
3. A post on Community 2’s online discussion board describes
the most recent community walk, which the alderman attended.
The post said:

“Update on last night’s (July 20) group walk...Attendance was down for
this walk [but] we were joined by Alderman [name]. [..] Nevertheless,
we did manage to distribute some flyers and also get the message across
to a few ‘questionable’ sort that neighbors here are getting organized.
The walks do have an impact, but we need more walkers! Our area
has been relatively quiet since the spring outbreak of violence. While
our walks are not solely responsible for that, they have contributed to
reducing problems. The more people we can get to these walks the more
we send the message that we will not tolerate abusive behavior in our
neighborhood."

The community-based ICTsS seem to make organizing these
types of activities easier. Law enforcement officials were not
required to be present. Yet, at six out of the eight community-
organized positive presence walks that we attended in Commu-
nities 1 and 2, at least two beat officers were present. While
there were mixed feelings about law enforcement showing
up to such unofficial community events, it demonstrates how
online organizing can help stimulate police attention. This
finding suggests that the vast number of people that ICTs can
reach may nudge police and other city officials to be aware of
what the community is doing.

DISCUSSION
This paper describes the role that ICTs play in supporting
citizen participation in local governance in three Chicago com-
munities. We framed our approach using Fung’s definition
of empowered participation, which suggests citizens have the
ability to engage local governance in ways that allow for citi-
zen deliberation and decentralized decision-making. Theoreti-
cally, empowered participation leads to government officials
being held accountable and accessible to the public. Based on
our analysis, we found both similarities and differences across
the communities studied. All three communities used ICTs to
increase the visibility of local issues. Community 1 accom-
plished this by leveraging the power of many to engage and
interact with the alderman and police. Community 2, on the
other hand, relied on a trusted community member to liaison
with city officials. Though using a similar approach as Com-
munity 2, Community 3 also needed to leverage relationships,
specifically strong ties with the police sergeant and those in
powerful positions outside of the community to motivate local

change. Each community used ICTs to hold local officials
accountable by sharing community-driven meeting agendas
and minutes (Community 1 & 3) and decisions made by local
officials about specific issues (Community 2). Lastly, citi-
zens used ICTs as another method of participation in local
governance, specifically by engaging online when they are
unable to attend in-person meetings (Communities 1, 2, & 3)
and by using ICTs to organize community-based, in-person
meetings (Communities 1 & 2). We frame our discussion of
these findings around our two major points: technology alone
cannot equitably empower citizens and, the experiences of the
marginalized can inform ICT design for local governance.

Technology Alone Cannot Equitably Empower Citizens
In "Empowered Participation, Reinventing Urban Democ-
racy," Fung argues that participatory democracy can effect
social change. Based on our data, we support the notion that
participatory-democratic organizing creates channels through
which residents can voice their concerns about local issues.
Furthermore, ICTs support the concept of empowerment as
described by Fung [15] by serving as a tool through which
citizens share information, discuss potential solutions, and
supplement their ways of participating directly in local gov-
ernance. ICTs also provide an alternate or complementary
means by which a relationship between city officials and the
community can be initiated and developed. Using these tools,
community members can, over time, generate and utilize a
"durable network" [4, p. 248] to strategically confront lo-
cal issues like crime. Despite these promising empowerment
strategies, our research also suggests that less affluent neigh-
borhoods still have the same problems affecting change as
observed by Fung and other scholars for decades [15]. Though
technology provides an opportunity to make citizens’ concerns
visible, to hold officials accountable, and are an avenue for
alternative methods of engagement; we argue that the use of
ICTs alone cannot change ongoing challenges in marginalized
communities lacking the social relationships inherent in more
wealthy communities.

Fung suggests that "much of the inequality in service provision,
opportunities, and outcomes across different neighborhoods
stems from the background of social and economic disparity
that characterizes all urban environments in the United States"
[15, p. 23]. Our work supports this notion. Our analysis sug-
gests there are larger structural issues at play. One of the
most noticeable and critical differences across communities is
race [19], which tends to be confounded with wealth due to
hundreds of years of ongoing educational, employment, and
otherwise economic disenfranchisement [27, 51, 52]. Subse-
quently, there continues to be a devaluing of predominantly
Black and poorer communities politically, economically, and
socially which is evidenced by the lack of public revitalization
efforts, local resources, private investments, and the overly
simplistic and stigmatized reporting when referring to these
communities [27, 51].

In fact, since the 1960s studies of Chicago communities, social
networks, and subsequent support or the lack thereof in minor-
ity and poor communities has been a well-known challenge
[52, 42, 36]. The communities we studied all used ICTs to
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effectively communicate with local government officials, but
varied in terms of racial and socioeconomic status. While each
community in the study had a strong online presence, political
figures responded differently to concerns across these commu-
nities. Seemingly most attentive to Community 1 –a majority
white and middle-high income community– local political
figures attended meetings and were responsive in addressing
residents’ concerns. Although eventually addressed, more
pressure was required for government officials to tackle local
concerns in the two lower income, racially mixed and minority
communities (Communities 2 & 3, respectively). In fact, we
saw varying levels of engagement from government officials
across communities, with the poorest community (Community
3) receiving the least amount of support. Therefore, through a
venue designed to empower communities, poor and minority
community residents’ lack of power was demonstrated instead,
potentially undermining their political power as compared to
other communities.

This begs the question if technology alone can remedy the
problem of suppressed political power in minority and poor
communities. Residents in the low-income community we
observed responded to the call to engage in local governance
using ICTs and at CAPS meetings because they believe their
participation will make a difference. While theoretically, these
strategies increase communication and improve the likelihood
of attention, the effectiveness of this approach in producing
improvements in one community and not in others is a source
of inequality. Subsequently, as evidenced by our research,
there is still a need for these communities to engage in local
governance at greater levels than more affluent communities
in attempts to achieve the same goals while having a lower
probability of success than more affluent communities.

Fung contended that, "Voices of minority, less educated, diffi-
dent, or culturally subordinate participants are often drowned
out by those who are wealthy, confident, accustomed to man-
agement, or otherwise privileged" [15, 5]. We agree and assert
that powerful social ties with those in power who can and will
advocate on behalf of residents in minority and less affluent
communities are a necessity to change and citizen empower-
ment. The absence these social connections (or relationships),
can lead to these residents’ loss of confidence in local gover-
nance and a widening civic empowerment gap [24]. Therefore,
scholars must seek to uncover how the increased levels of
and varied participation that ICTs encourage in communities,
particularly minority and poor communities, can be used to
generate a durable network of relationships and support that
leverages and deploys political power in ways we have not
seen before. The poses an opportunity for future work for HCI
scholars.

Designing for the Experiences of the Marginalized
The communities in this paper highlight complex, underlying
issues such as the impact of race, class, and power on public
policy and local governance [39, 52]. Wilson’s seminal work
criticizes approaches to public policy that do not consider the
reciprocal impact of policy decisions and economic mobiliza-
tion of lower income citizens, particularly those who live in
areas with concentrated poverty [52]. Similarly, when devel-

oping community-based ICTs to support local governance,
we must consider traditionally marginalized, lower income
citizens and their realities of action (or inaction) by local city
officials. By examining the differences in use, we can begin
to draw insights into how to design tools that attempt to shift
notions of power by moving beyond simply supporting infor-
mation sharing and communication and aim to improve equity
in local governance and action for disenfranchised communi-
ties. Based on our findings, we propose three approaches to
designing such ICTs. We suggest designing ICTs that 1) sup-
port relationship-building between the community and those
in power beyond local decision makers to put outside pressure
on local officials; 2) highlight local decisions made during
in-person meetings to expose inaction and improve account-
ability; and, 3) support community organizing to successfully
encourage citizen participation.

ICTS that Support Relationship Building
As evidenced in our study, explicit relationships with powerful
government officials played a critical role in catalyzing change
and action amongst local officials in the minority, lower in-
come neighborhood (Community 3). While the effectiveness
of this method is not completely clear, it is evident that creat-
ing relationships with more powerful people was successful
in getting the alderman’s attention (e.g., the state’s attorney
office lead the alderman to address a local situation). There-
fore, ICTs that support relationships alone may not be the
best solution; while, ICTs that help citizens understand the
local hierarchy and build relationships with people that have
the ability to put pressure on local officials would be more
effective. For example, the commander answers to the Deputy
Chief who answers to the Police Chief who answers to the Po-
lice Superintendent. ICTs also have the ability to help citizens
consider non-traditional approaches to power; for example,
the alderman who is on city council has the (unofficial) power
to influence who becomes the commander in their area, which
may be one reason why Community 1’s alderman was very
successful in engaging the commander. However, state repre-
sentatives and senators have the ability to impact the decisions
of the alderman. Helping residents identify and build relation-
ships with potential advocates in the unofficial city, regional,
and state power structure may be unconventional, but neces-
sary to persuade local officials to address the community’s
concerns.

ICTs that Expose Local Action and Inaction
We observed immediate responses from the alderman in Com-
munities 1 & 2 as a result of community concerns shared
online. However, such reactions were not as prevalent in Com-
munity 3, despite the fact that there were similarities in the use
of technology. Given that residents in lower income neighbor-
hoods may have to do more than those in more affluent areas
to see results, we imagine ICTs supporting their efforts to
hold public officials accountable by publicizing local officials
behavior beyond the email list. In Community 3, for example,
the alderman who approved the creation of a fifth pawn shop,
may have assumed that residents in Community 3 would not
expose her actions. However, the uproar by the community led
to the story being covered by several major newspapers and
media outlets. As a result, she was not reelected, which is very
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rare for an incumbent alderman in Chicago with the mayor’s
support. Key states, "The blunt truth is that politicians and
officials are under no compulsion to pay much heed to classes
and groups of citizens that do not vote" [22, p.99]. A tool
allowing residents to not only record decisions that were made
in the meeting, but to also share them in a more public for-
mat can increase the amount of pressure that local politicians
feel from their constituents. All three neighborhoods shared
information; however, future work can explore the impact of
exposing local decisions to a broader audience.

ICTs that Support Local In-person Organizing
Community walks, positive-presence events, and community-
based meetings demonstrate solidarity amongst community
members and help spur local change [8]. Although Commu-
nity 3 residents were engaged in trying to improve local issues,
we did not observe such organizing online or in-person by citi-
zens in Community 3. Despite this, we do not attribute their
lack of organizing to a lack of interest in government or crime
prevention as some previous studies suggest about citizens
in low-income, minority communities [40]. Low in-person
attendance can be the result of overwhelming and competing
responsibilities (e.g., second jobs or child care) that lower
income citizens have to negotiate. For example, we witnessed
Community 3 residents petition against the development of
the fifth pawnshop in a two block radius; and, there was a
large amount of public support for this effort as evidenced
by the numerous people who signed the petition. However,
despite this, the community’s complaint was dismissed, and
the pawnshop was approved because not enough opponents
attended a meeting at city hall. This meeting was held at 10am
on a weekday when residents were most likely working.

We imagine designing ICTs for local governance that inform
citizens of the optimal times when their in-person attendance
will have the greatest opportunity to enact change. Such tech-
nologies, for example, could alert residents when it is essential
to be physically present at a meeting versus signing a petition
to show support. It is unlikely that citizens in Community 3
understood the gravity of the city hall vote. They were passion-
ate about this issue; and, we believe with the right information
and tools, they would have organized to have better represen-
tation from the community at the meeting. Technology could
provide an understanding of the sometimes murky political
process and boost efforts to organize in-person by helping
residents decipher when it is essential to participate in-person.

LIMITATIONS AND FUTURE WORK
There are several limitations to this study, and thus opportu-
nities to engage in future research that can potentially lead to
greater understanding of the role of technology in deliberative
governance. First, our qualitative approach to understanding
our research questions does not lend itself to broad general-
izations. While we believe there may be similar dynamics in
other cities, our results must be taken in the context of Chicago.
Although we attempted to include more Chicago communi-
ties, the other communities we initially investigated did not
engage with a prevalent community-based technology, and
our research question did not lend itself to an investigation of
communities that do not use ICTs. However, future research

can explore how ICTs can support community organizations
(e.g., churches, community centers) that have traditionally
been activists in communities but do little online grassroots
organizing. Recent studies regarding attitudes and perceptions
about community technology found that minorities, those who
are lower income, those who have less trust of the police, and
residents in high-crime neighborhoods tend to use technology
less to engage with government officials about local issues [20].
Citizens from these communities instead relied heavily on in-
person meetings. It would be interesting to see a comparison
of grassroots results across different communities that include
communities that do not engage with ICTs. Additionally, fu-
ture work could examine the extent to which neighborhood
characteristics influence the type of technologies citizens use
and the structure of information sharing [13].

Lastly, it is important to consider the difference between mea-
suring the action of government officials versus the promise
of action. Whereas other scholars have used voting patterns of
city officials as a measure of political power [41], we measured
the responses by government officials as confirmed by citizens.
However, it is difficult to know if those actions actually took
place. The realization of action versus the promise of action
is a limitation of this study that presents an opportunity for
future research. Furthermore, our approach of viewing action
as political power may differ from residents feelings. Though
we saw less action from government officials in Community 3,
demonstrating inequity in political power, we did not investi-
gate if residents themselves are aware of this inequity or feel
less empowered. Future work can measure citizens feelings
as a result of their technology use. Addressing these types
of questions will provide us with a richer understanding of
the social and political factors that designers must consider to
effectively design technology that supports civic engagement
in various communities.

CONCLUSION
The relationship between citizens and city officials is incredi-
bly complex and requires a deep understanding of the social
and political environments. Though many times we design
technology to affect the behavior of a user, researchers should
consider the greater ecological implications. In Chicago, for
example, residents initially appropriated ICTs to share infor-
mation and support discussions amongst residents. Height-
ened visibility of community concerns, police accountability,
and varied participation were subsequent effects. Scholars
who research technology’s affect on social issues (e.g., crime,
sustainability, health) should potentially extend beyond exam-
ining technology’s influence on individual behavior. Instead,
we may consider how technology affects the ability of commu-
nities, particularly those that are disproportionately plagued
by challenging social problems, to influence their political,
social, and economic circumstances.
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