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ABSTRACT

There is a growing interest in HCI research studying
technology for citizen engagement in civic issues. We are
now seeing issues around technologies for empowerment
and participation, long discussed in HCI literature,
appropriated and formalised in government legislation. In
the UK, recent reforms stipulate that community-based
service information should be published in continuously
updated, collaboratively designed and maintained, online
platforms. We report on a qualitative study where we
worked with stakeholders involved in the collaborative
design, development and implementation of such a
platform. Our findings highlight tensions between the
grassroots desire to innovate and local governments’ rigid
compliance with statutory obligation. We pose a series of
challenges and opportunities for HCI researchers engaged
in the design of civic technologies to consider going
forward, addressing issues of engagement in policy,
measures of participation and tools for enabling
participatory processes in public institutions.
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INTRODUCTION

The field of Human-Computer Interaction (HCI) has a
growing interest in technologies for civic participation that
promote  bottom up processes in  communities
[3,17,18,43,47]. Recent work evidences a ‘civic turn’ in the
field [5,27] that privileges citizen voice and empowerment,
and the expansion of ‘digital civics’ as a field of enquiry
[2,38]. This domain is concerned with the design of
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technologies supporting new interactions and relationships
between citizens, local community organisations and their
local governments [18], with recent studies centering on the
challenges of designing tools to support communities of
marginalised people, e.g. the urban homeless [32], people
with disabilities [14,40] and sex workers [44].

In parallel to this, a period of ‘austerity politics’ has seen
increasing efforts in various nations to rethink how public
services are delivered. Increasingly, governments have
looked towards digital technology to promote greater
citizen and community involvement in public service
provision. Central to these efforts have been two overriding
goals: (i) to make better use of digital technologies in
engaging citizens in being aware of, and to actively shape
the design of services; and (ii) to build mechanisms for
greater  collaboration, for example citizen led
commissioning, into acts of parliament. This latter goal has
the effect of formalizing such mechanisms in ways that
local government must deliver on them.

This has been particularly the case in the United Kingdom
(UK), the site of our research, where new acts of parliament
[21] require that local government authorities, in
collaboration with other relevant organisations, develop
online ‘Local Offer’ platforms. These Local Offers mandate
local government to make information about local care,
support and advocacy services available online, collate this
information in a single location, and continually maintain it
as a resource similar to other directories of public services
[49,50]. Furthermore, Local Offers need to be underpinned
by continual public consultation activities, intended to
identify gaps in service provision [22].

In this paper, we report on research conducted over a 12
month period where we participated in the design,
development and implementation of a Local Offer digital
platform. We worked with local government staff,
voluntary sector workers, disability rights activists and
parents of young people with Special Educational Needs or
Disabilities (SEND). During this period, we conducted
fieldwork at public events, held workshops with families
and steering group members, and interviewed members of
the Local Offer steering group where members reflected on
the process of developing the Local Offer. In collecting this
diverse data, we examined the challenges and opportunities
associated with the policy led design of civic platforms. Our
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findings highlight tensions arising from consultation
exercises where statutory requirement converges with the
values of grassroots organisations and citizen groups. We
contribute to the ongoing discourse of technology design in
a civic setting in two ways: (i) by presenting learning from
the design challenges of a digital public services directory
in the context of favourable and progressive legislation, and
(ii) by building on this to identify priorities for future
research focusing on civic technologies that are driven by
policy, rather than the motivations of researchers or
activists.

HCI, DIGITAL CIVICS & PARTICIPATORY DESIGN

There has been an expansion in work within HCI on issues
related to civic matters as research and design projects take
an evident ‘turn to the local’. Examples of work in this
space concerns itself with improving citizen involvement in
consultation [28] and decision making [26], expressing
matters of local concern [45], or to support the formation of
communities and publics around specific topics [12,30] as
well as citizen activism [1,35]. These projects demonstrate
the ways in which digital tools, configured in various ways,
can quickly engage citizens in-situ to collect their opinion
and capture their experience, in turn creating data for use as
part of social advocacy or civic decision making.

While much of this work results in the production of new
civic technologies, Balestrini et. al [4] note the limitations
with these kinds of researcher-led engagements with
communities, especially those designed to support greater
participation and collaboration with citizen actors. Tools
seeking to empower citizens through the recording and
sharing of their common experience are often poorly
integrated with practice [15], struggle to become relevant
for public bodies [42] and can create challenges for
sustaining work beyond project timescales [46]. There is a
growing acknowledgement with much of this work that
embedding these systems into municipal systems and
governmental organisations is complicated and represents a
significant challenge [42].

Additionally, supporting organisations of any kind to
engage in new practices and processes that are grassroots,
bottom up, or advocate for specific groups is challenging.
For example, in deploying PosterVote, a lightweight tool to
capture public opinion on matters of concern to activist
groups, researchers reported suspicion about data captured
by the system for its provenance and relevancy [47].
Johnson et. al describe difficulties in actioning digitally
collected consultation data, citing a lack of social capital for
citizens or ‘buy-in’ from public bodies as limiting factors
[27]. Time and again, difficulty has been found in
impacting  government  policy, and insufficient
organisational support [25] and complexity of civic bodies
[2] are often noted as challenges. Moreover the conflicting
perspectives of multiple  stakeholders [8]  limit
collaborations with local governmental structures.
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The use of participatory design within HCI has been
invaluable to the process of supporting the articulation of
civic issues [13,31] and understanding the tensions at play
in involving publics around those issues. For example,
Bodker et al’s [7] work in unpicking notions of
participation in municipal collaborations complicate the
notion of democracy present in such design spaces, while
alerting us to the importance of timing to interventions.
Expanding this, the Malmo Living Labs work observes that
the infrastructuring of such projects is more than the
substrate on which they are built, but a fluid ‘constellation’
that fosters alignment across contexts [6]. This frames
Universities, for example, as agnostic spaces inbetween
conflicting actors as well as highlighting the shortcomings
of designing to a hegemonic consensus.

HCI researchers” work in this domain is therefore
necessarily politically charged and, in executing these kinds
of engagements with stakeholders, they have found reason
to suspect that government motivations for involvement in
the development of innovative civic technologies has more
to do with advancing neo-liberal marketization than
inclusivity [41]. This is especially so in the UK, at a time of
‘austerity politics’ where cuts in staffing of public services
are often rationalized in relation to a Localism agenda that
seemingly offers greater citizen control [36] and comes
with the prospect of new digital tools that support
communities in ‘doing things for themselves’.

An ongoing challenge for HCI researchers is then to
identify ways for technologies that value citizen
participation and empowerment to be embedded into the
practices of local governance. There is, furthermore, a need
for researchers to question their role in furthering specific
political agendas that demonstrate the semblance of greater
citizen participation while at the same time justify cuts to
public service provision. These are cogent matters of
concern at a time in the UK when recent acts of parliament
stipulate a legal requirement for community-led
participation  that demonstrates engagement  with,
consultation on, and feeding back around matters relating to
local service provision [21]. Such legislation, along with its
enactment, is central to our work and makes up part of
much larger reforms to care service delivery across the UK.
Our study was therefore an opportunity to explore some of
these issues of relevance to HCI in these contexts, which
we explain in more detail below.

THE LOCAL OFFER

Recent reform to the delivery of care for young people with
disabilities in the UK places the service user as central to
how health, care and education provision is configured [21].
Specifically, these reforms introduced the Local Offer
which requires local governments (of which there are 418
across the UK) to publish online details of health, education
and social care provision for young people with SEND (see
Figure 1 for an example). However, the Local Offer, as
described in this new legislation, is intended to be much
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Figure 1 - The Local Offer Service Directory Website.

more than just an information provision tool. The Local
Offer mandates that local governments must engage in an
open and transparent process of participation with groups
and individuals who might benefit from or have a stake in
local service provision—namely, children and young
people with SEND, their parents and families, and local
non-state care service providers. Furthermore, Local Offer
platforms needed to provide space for the submission of
comments and feedback related to service provision, and
these must then be made publically available online.
Additionally, the online presence of the Local Offer needed
to be underpinned by frequent local consultation and
engagement activities—such as workshops, feedback events
and forums—where further feedback could be collated and
made publically available. Thus, this legislation could
potentially support new forms of citizen-led commissioning
of services, where the continual publication, maintaining
and feedback on local service provision would identify
critical gaps for people with SENDs and lead to new
services being created.

The introduction of the Local Offer invokes numerous
aspects of recent HCI research: the development of
information services for specific underserved populations
[3]; the use of data generated by such services to support
advocacy and service improvement [14,15,37,42]; bringing
together diverse groups of actors and creation of publics
around digital data and information [33]; and to bridge gaps
between consultation exercises and decision making [26].
However, unlike work thus far in HCI, much of these
community-oriented attributes of the Local Offer come
from a top-down agenda from central government in the
form of legislation. While being highly aspirational it also
invokes many complex challenges, not the least of which is
designing for a target group of young people with multiple
and complex needs. A primary requirement is therefore the
development of a usable and accessible online platform
where information can be sought for, navigated and
submitted.

Furthermore, the Local Offer requires ongoing cooperation
with multiple organisations, as well as potentially disparate
departments within a given local government body. This is
coupled with the provision of no additional funding to
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develop the Local Offer. As such, the development and
implementation of Local Offers presents an important site
where some of the values and commitments of civically
orientated HCI research might be translated into practice
and scaled, but also challenged and problematized.

OUR APPROACH

We report on fieldwork, workshops and interviews
conducted as part of the design, development and
implementation of a Local Offer platform in the northeast
region of the UK. Our involvement in this work was
initiated through being invited to a steering group meeting
following a visit of local government workers to the
authors’ institution. The steering group was a committee
convened to influence and direct the qualities of the Local
Offer as an online digital resource. In effect, this formed a
design group composed of 19 people, including the research
team. The group was formed at the instruction of a senior
public worker at the city council responsible for the
platform’s implementation. The inclusion of certain specific
individuals, both employees of the local council and
workers from charities and grassroots organisations, was
attained through word of mouth between public and
voluntary sector workers at meetings where they work
together. As such, the group represented a diverse,
heterogeneous committee of stakeholders, including 10
members of the local government from different
departments, 2 representatives of a local college, 2 parents
of children with SEND and 2 representatives of charity
sector organisations working to support young people with
a disability. Of this diverse range of workers, many gained
the experience necessary to obtain their public positions
through work in the voluntary sector, moving freely
between grassroots organisations and public bodies. Indeed,
at least one of those individuals working for the local
government at the time of our research has now returned to
a voluntary sector organisation, emphasizing the ‘churn’ of
public and voluntary actors.

Initially, the researchers were invited to the group to act as
‘critical friends’, attending monthly meetings, providing
constructive feedback and helping generate ideas for
designing and implementing the Local Offer platform. Over
time our involvement changed, as we helped group
members with public engagement activities and facilitating
workshops. As the development of the first version of the
platform started to reach its conclusion, the steering group
asked us to help in documenting aspects of the group’s
work to ensure lessons learned were captured. The latter
appeared to be of great importance as several new
parliamentary acts were being introduced, all of which had
a similar scope to the Local Offer but for different
populations and citizen groups.

Above the steering group, there was a ‘SEND board’ that
was responsible for the wider suite of care and service
reforms that were being introduced. As such, the board had
ultimate responsibility for ratifying and approving
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suggestions from the steering group, especially those that
might represent more radical shifts in the proposed design
of the platform or may have implications for staff in certain
departments of local government. As a result, it was unclear
how much the group could affect changes above and
beyond those that were necessary to ensure that the project
fell in line with statutory obligations. Our presence and
participation as committee members provided an
opportunity to observe in detail the processes of
development of the Local Offer, and to document the
various challenges and issues group members and other
stakeholders encountered during the project. In particular, it
gave us privileged insights into the tensions group members
faced in advocating for service users and giving voice to
families, and the interpretation of the SEND reforms and
policies by the SEND board, staff in the local government,
and those who assess whether the Local Offer meets
necessary requirements.

Data collection and analysis

Balestrini et. al have shown how methods and approaches
drawn from Participatory Action Research (PAR) can be
more practical for the engagement of grassroots actors [4].
Similarly, our data collection methods were inspired by
PAR to ensure sensitivity to the complexities of the specific
context within which our research was being conducted. In
this way, we draw from Hayes [20], reporting on
engagements with actors that are prolonged, incorporate
elements of ethnography and aspire to knowledge outcomes
that are co-constructed. As a result, over the course of a 12
month period, we collected a diverse array of data. This
included:

i) Fieldnotes and (publically documented) minutes from
attendance and participation in 10 steering group meetings,
7 of which were attended by at least one of the authors.

ii) Fieldnotes from a series of consultation and public
engagement events that the researchers helped committee
members plan and facilitate. This included: a parent and
carers conference of approximately 100 people from
families and service providers; a workshop with a
grassroots, voluntary sector community interest company
that delivered support and advice to families with children
with SEND; a ‘Fun and Feedback’ day, organized in
collaboration with this grassroots organisation, where
parents and family members expressed their thoughts and
opinions about service provision across the region; and the
initial public launch event for the Local Offer where
citizens were invited to contribute suggestions for services
and local assets that were missing from the platform.

iii) Finally, we conducted a series of semi-structured
interviews lasting between 47 and 92 minutes with a cross
section of the steering group members (n=7). Of these
members, we interviewed: four were members of the local
government; two were family and young person workers
that had experience of working within grassroots, charity
sector organisations; and one was a parent of children with
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Part. Role
Pl Disability Worker
P2 Advice and Support Worker

Affiliations

Voluntary Sector

Voluntary Sector

P3 Parent Voluntary Sector
P4 Family Information Service Council
P5 Disability Worker Council

P6 Young people w/ disabilities team lead Youth Service

P7 Senior advisor for special schools Special Schools

Table 1 - Interviewee professional roles and organisation
affiliations

SEND that was also a member of a parents forum
organisation (Table 1). These interviews were structured
based on data collected from the meetings and events we
had attended over the preceding year. Interviews concerned
how members had come to be involved in the steering
committee; their reflections on the nature of the reforms
and the Local Offer development process; as well as their
thoughts on the outcomes from the entire design process.

Our field notes and interviews were used as a corpus on
which we conducted thematic analysis [10]. Data was
coded by the lead author, and then clustered into initial
themes that captured shared issues across codes. These
were shared with the two other authors, where agreements
and disagreements in interpretations of data led to the
refinement of codes and themes. This process resulted in six
themes that describe the results of our analysis. We describe
these in the following sections.

FINDINGS

In the following sections, we first discuss stakeholder
motivations and aspirations for the new Local Offer
platform. Following this, we highlight how shared values
were enacted through shaping the Local Offer. We then
highlight how important it was to get ‘buy-in’ from relevant
power brokers, and the challenges the Local Offer steering
group faced in getting this. This leads us onto discussing
concerns and suspicions that arose in relation to the
government legislation as team members started to realise
the limited scope for its interpretation. We then highlight
issues group members raised in relation to feeding back and
their relationship to official commissioning processes.
Finally, we discuss the challenge of sustaining the system
beyond the completion of the steering group’s design and
development phase.

Motivations and Aspirations

Steering group members were each motivated to be
involved with the group because of a wide range of
professional and personal experience of working with
young people with SEND. Some were involved directly
with service provision, such as education or support, others
by association with advocacy groups or parent forums. As a
result, there was a wide range of expertise available, as well
as differing perspectives, priorities and hopes for what the
system could be.
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Early on in the process there was optimism and enthusiasm
for innovation around how the Local Offer could support
young people and families to find information about
services for themselves. At early meetings, the group
agreed that ‘choice, empowerment and cooperation’ should
be the tagline to which the system aspired. An experienced
voluntary sector Advice and Support service worker,
explained what, in her view, the Local Offer was about:

“It is about that whole inclusion thing and that is what the
Local Offer is about for me. It is about everything from the
specialist end of service right down [...] It is about opening
everything up and providing the maximum amount of choice
and the maximum amount of availability to as many people
as possible.” (P2)

The council employee principally responsible for
implementing practical changes to the Local Offer website
echoed this optimism:

“It should be dynamic. This idea of it being a moving
reflection of what is actually existing in the city that you
have to engage with [...] it is about having hold of that
information, about feeding information into that website,
about extracting information from that website and about
engaging with it.” (P4)

Instead of creating a static directory of services group
members aspired for it to be more interactive, giving people
the chance not just to get the information about services,
but also to contribute their knowledge and experience
through engagement with it. The aspiration for something
dynamic and evolving was repeated by the chair of the
group: “How can it be a tool that is useful for them and
empowers them in a more creative way than just a
website?” (P6). This idea of the system being ‘more than’ a
website, having an empowering, community-led aspect
represented taking the new legislation and interpreting it in
the best possible light. P5, a social worker at the council
specializing in working with young people with SEND,
with many years of experience, saw it as reaffirming long
held professional views:

“I think we need to reach out and do different things with
folk, and we need to work with other people locally in their
areas, or within their schools, or wherever it is that’s the
most comfortable place for them — within their homes.”
(PS)

PS5 was not alone in interpreting the legislation in a way that
emphasised learning from collective community
knowledge: “[the] Local Offer, it's very much about that.
How can we look at that community wealth?” (P1). For
both there is real value in drawing on the knowledge held
by the ‘disabled community’, and finding new ways to
harness and share that knowledge, something that P5
observed as a community strength: “I think people do word
of mouth much more in this world.” (P5).
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Shaping the Local Offer

Enacting the values behind these aspirations was a key
challenge throughout the design of the platform, and was
manifest in decisions made during meetings. For example,
questions arose around what types of information should be
included in the Local Offer, particularly with respect to
what types of service should be on there. This was an issue
discussed often at meetings and public events. People
explained that some services meeting the needs of people
with disabilities were not necessarily formal care services,
but those that were just cafes or cinemas. Sometimes
labelling these, ‘the best kept secrets in the city’.
Unsurprisingly, across stakeholders there were differing
perspectives on what was appropriate to include, whether
those included should be more readily identifiable as
‘special’ services, or whether it should include anything
young people with SEND would feel able to access and
participate in. This was stated by a parent who was both a
parent carer of children with SEND and parents’ forum
member: “Parent carers felt that they wanted, you know, a
place where they could get information and other things,
and this wasn't just special education needs.” (P3). Council
workers agreed, and saw the risk in limiting the scope of the
types of services that were included:

“the danger of doing it that way is that it just becomes
service land. It becomes what professionals know rather
than a conversation about what needs to change
sometimes.” (P5)

This enmeshed with the concept of a new type of system,
not just a static directory but instead a space of dialogue
and knowledge exchange about the services available
across an area. However, as meetings and the timeline
progressed and the Local Offer came together the scope of
what was achievable became narrower:

“A lot of stuff people use perhaps isn’t on [...] we are not
really bringing in what's actually happening or that other
stuff and that's more important.” (P1)

The emphasis shifted to making sure that the information
that appeared in the Local Offer in the first instance at least
addressed the basics, for example: “The thing about the
schools is it's they have to be on. Otherwise if they are not
[...] then the local authority would have been penalised.”
(P1). Partly this was a result of having to work to strict
timescales. These timelines also had ramifications for the
development of the system, as the question of who would
build it rapidly required addressing. To answer this, group
members turned to a software company that already held a
contract with the council and was providing resource for
other local authorities in the region: “Certainly in the
period of time that we had to do what we had to do it
seemed that was a good solution.” (P4). Critically, it was
seen to be a cost saving measure as well: “because it was
going to be cheaper than starting afresh.” (P1). This
accomplished two things: first it handed some of the
interpretation of the legislation off to another council’s
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vision, as the platform now being ‘bought in” was designed
to another authority’s initial specification; and secondly it
imposed limitations, raising tensions around specificity for
their own solution and adopting a generic, off the shelf
system.

Getting Buy-in

There were further limits for the steering group in terms of
working with and across different departments of the local
government, many of whom did not see the Local Offer as a
priority since it wasn’t part of their job. As the chair of the
group reflected, getting ‘buy-in’ from relevant departments
and individuals was a constant struggle: “[We] really
struggled with getting buy-in from other departments that
weren’t represented on the Local Offer [steering] group.”
(P6). This was not just a problem in terms of people giving
their time to provide information for the Local Offer but
also in managers agreeing to resource the work properly.
Even the steering group itself was not immune from being
critically under resourced meaning that members had to
find time to squeeze in tasks along with their regular
workload: “That was the biggest pressure, because it was a
bolt on, on top of everything else you still had to do.” (P6)
This was unfortunate since the Local Offer was a project
that required the input of a wide range of stakeholders, both
inside and out of the council. Partly the problem was
thought to be a lack of understanding of legislation
generally, as P2 remarked with reference to the schools that
they were trying to engage:

“You will find a lot of people in schools who don’t
understand ... I would challenge you to find anyone in
school who understood the Education Act and what it said
in its entirety.” (P2)

There was further the suggestion that within the local
council disparate departments were lacking in their
engagement with the project and that this manifested in an
ongoing struggle for cooperation from and between them:

“That’s really messy. It’s much easier within the local
authority than it was, but it’s still difficult. You still need
protocols and agreement within the local authority, so we
still struggle.” (P5)

For the group members, this appeared as though they were
not being listened to, and applied pressure that could
ultimately result in rifts within the steering group itself:

“People that were within [the] group were very disgruntled.
It was a real shame because it was almost like we were
going to lose parents [or] our voluntary sector colleagues.”
(P1)

As a result, there were frictions between notions of
participation and community led-ness and the processes of
public authorities. Meeting minutes from across the study
period evidence the ongoing battles group members faced.
There are references to getting additional administration
staff to support the development of the new site, it failing to
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appear on several occasions, and when it does the worker is
only able to assign two days of their time. What’s more,
within months of the group convening, the original chair
had to take a step back: “The Local Offer Group... was
struggling because they had somebody managing it who
really didn't have the capacity to manage it,” (P1). More
critically, the person most directly responsible for
implementing changes to the system, P4, was moved to
another department following the launch of the platform
after the twelve-month consultation period. About which
the group’s chair commiserated: “Jayne’s departure, I was
sat in a meeting already this week and that was raised as a
concern [...] And I know that all you need is two or three
months, things go adrift” (P6). P4 acknowledged that:

“One of the key strengths that the steering group had |[...]
were these key individuals who felt embedded in the process
and signed up to the offer willing to champion the processes
for me.” (P4)

Despite this, there was no guarantee that those individuals
would be able to maintain their commitment. Given the
goal of using the system to identify gaps and fill them,
however, perhaps the failure to get buy-in from the
commissioning department was most critical, since this was
the body principally responsible for the creation of new
service provision. This is a concern that we will return to.

Concerns and Suspicions

As time progressed and frustrations grew, there emerged
suspicion surrounding the new act, despite its positive
tones, that it is a resourcing and efficiency exercise,
directed by a central government intent on austerity: “Part
of the problem was the way the government handled the
whole reforms bit.” (P2). In interviews there was a
continual concern expressed in relation to cost saving and
cuts: “I think the background is council cuts.” (P6). A
voluntary sector worker blamed these cuts for having
created gaps in service provision, directly related to the
kind of gaps the Local Offer aimed to fill, such as in
services offering advice, guidance and signposting to
families: “Quite a lot of those [participation worker] posts
are cut [...] the Children’s Right’s team all got cut
alongside Youth Service and Play Service” (P1). Moreover,
efficiency savings and their effects were seen as a
countrywide problem, “nationally local authorities have
been squeezed and squeezed with budget.” (P1). For
steering group members, who were also council workers,
they reported the impact on their own departments: “There
used to be 12 [...] Now it is pretty much me with a little bit
of support.” (P4). As such, over time the group members
and other stakeholders started to question whether this new
legislation was part of a cost cutting strategy: “there’s a
limited pot of money it’s about making the most effective
use of resources and having a real attempt to improve those
services.” (P7). The Local Offer’s principle utility then
becomes its needing fewer staff for signposting citizens to
services. This was linked with the perception that it could
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be: “low cost, no cost [...] getting people thinking about
taking ownership and being in control of their own lives.”
(P1). Here cost saving is a result of shifting work to
individuals.

The Local Offer and platforms like it then become viewed
as a way of reallocating human work to computers;
however, as the group was finding, this was a false
economy given that digital platforms need updating and
seeking the information to go onto it is a job in itself. As
concerns grew, it was also starting to be seen as unrealistic:

“the local offer is one of those lovely ideas [...] it looks
lovely in theory, but the actual practicalities on the ground
are very different.” (P6)

This was in contrast to the more ambitious elements
expected of the system, elements that some feared were not
being addressed:

“There’s also supposed to be this whole thing of identifying
the gaps in the provision and getting the feedback and
being a much more interactive thing, that for me, my fear is,
that’s going to get lost in (anon) and basically, tick [a]
box.” (P6)

In this way, knowledge is captured, and aggregated and
even used to: “see where the gaps are in services provided
in order that people will then identify those gaps and start
to provide the services that are missing.” (P2). While
ambitious, these system qualities were mandated by the
new legislation. Unfortunately, the legislation did not
stipulate how this was supposed to be achieved. As the
Local Offer came together the realities of the work involved
in identifying such gaps, much less filling them, started to
become apparent to the group members:

“There is a whole extra level of research that needs to then
be done because somebody needs to work out if there is a
gap and that doesn’t sit anywhere.” (P4)

Here the tensions between experienced voluntary and youth
disability sector workers and motivated council workers
and the council management are thrown into relief. For
some, the members of the steering group, the reform is an
opportunity to innovate, creating efficiency savings while
providing the relevant information and links for disabled
children and their families and help them to live the life
they want. Local government on the other hand appears as
an ossified bureaucracy, inflexible in providing resource or
support to the steering group, while making sure that they
comply with that which national government has asked of
them: “I think sometimes people who have worked for
councils have worked in a certain, sort of, very autocratic
way. It can be very hard for them to change.” (P1).

Feeding Back and Commissioning Processes

Collecting feedback, as part and parcel with the Local
Offer, was identified as a way of addressing the challenge
of identifying gaps in service provision, but this needed
consideration in terms of how it would fit with established
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commissioning processes: “Feedback is going to work and
how that links to commissioning is the real and present
challenge really.” (P4). This was in line with the idea of the
Local Offer and the legislation on which it was predicated,
that it should feed into decision making to the extent that it
was seen as a priority for the regulator Ofsted, the
government office for inspecting and reporting on standards
in education and children's services in the UK: “Ofsted will
want to see that as part of when they come in and their
checks and balances will be around that.” (P1). In this way
the local offer would establish a conduit through which
people could participate in identifying gaps in provision,
that in turn would generate data upon which the local
government could commission appropriate services that
were responsive to a specific need.

P1 who had experience of both the voluntary sector and the
local government was doubtful that the Local Offer would
so easily be integrated with the existing commissioning
processes: “It's not very fluid. The way they commission
things it has to be like this, it has to be like that and it's not
open to change or accepting” (P1). Moreover, there was an
understanding that commissioning is led by the funding that
is available: “As money becomes available the charities are
right there looking at what is the money being funded for.
We are not actually being user driven.” (P2). Yet further,
there was a fear around the public forum and opening up
the platform to comment and feedback:

“I don’t think we 're going to open up the website to people
to write comments, are they? [...] I think they're really
wary about something where it’s a public forum.” (P5)

The intention behind these platforms is to stimulate
discussion, debate and awareness around gaps in service
provision and to even highlight where currently services are
under-supported. However, the extent to which this was
achievable was unclear as there are clearly anxieties around
the public nature of this activity and how individuals and
organisations are unsure about how they would be able to
respond to these new innovative practices.

Innovation itself was viewed as something that could
represent risk taking: “I think people are very scared to try
and be innovative unless it's within a certain parameter”
(P1). However, innovation is what it would take to ensure
that those that need to participate can actually participate.
This could apply to new methods and processes that would
be required to make sure that the appropriate person would
‘sign-oft”, for example, on new data required to keep the
Local Offer up to date: “That function doesn’t exist as such,
so it ends up a low priority item of work to be done in a
very semior person’s in-tray almost without exception.”
(P4).

Despite the enthusiasm for bottom-up engagement, given
the scale of current commissioning processes within the
council, there was scepticism about how the Local Offer
could ever feed into established commissioning processes:
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“I don’t know that in a way the Local Offer would have any
impact on those reviews which are commissioning of big
services.” (P7)

Taken together, this related set of issues are specific to
digital platforms like the Local Offer and demonstrate the
complicated temporal element involved, where the ‘local
offer’ (which services are offered locally) is dynamic and
changes very quickly. This underlines the point that, even if
there were resources to support these types of new activities
there is no guarantee that they would be sustained over
time. This is a point we expand upon in the next section.

Making it Sustainable

Local governments, traditionally, are in the business of
enacting policy handed down to them. The legislation
concerning the Local Offer was thus seen as something to
satisfy central government and then move on:

“We see a legal duty, and we jump to do something, and
then, ‘Oh, we’ve done that now.’” We don’t think about how
it needs to change, and evolve, and how it needs to become
more involved with folk.” (PS5)

This reveals a perspective and attitude of bureaucratic box
ticking: “The problem is when you work for an organisation
that is absolutely so many people on a really senior level
that just want to have things they can tick off the list, it's
very hard for them to move their thinking.” (P1). Here there
is a managerial attitude that is both reductive and limiting.
P2 reaffirms this, while helpfully identifying the site where
the real work is located: “Clearly from the local authority’s
perspective it is a list of jobs to do [...] the actual working
out happens somewhere between grass roots and the
hierarchy.” (P2). People from the steering group were
critical of this kind of attitude, and how inappropriate it was
for the task in front of them, “I think that that's been our
downfall really because I think it's very much seen as start
a task and finish.” (P1). Establishing the Local Offer was
seen as a ‘job that had to be done’. This equally came
through at the steering group meetings, where there was a
real anxiety around the group being taken apart at the end
of the ‘implementation’ process and the local government
not seeing the Local Offer as an activity that needed
ongoing support. The group chair reported how quickly it
dissolved when its work was seen to be complete: “And
then of course the group was disbanded and it’s like,
‘Whoosh’. And it’s ceased to be part of my job, I mean it’s
just unbelievable.” (P6)

A critical point is the issue of resourcing following the
implementation of the Local Offer, addressing what
happens outside of the time frame, after the steering group
had completed its work and the service was up and running.
Certainly, it would need consideration to ensure
sustainability. P4 at the council remarked of previous
projects over which she had seen: “It really wasn’t long ago
and it seemed once the project had finished and it had
dropped off people’s radars it just seemed very futile.” (P4).
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Reflecting on this, others observed how it had been
hamstrung from the beginning:

“the Local Offer didn’t come with any extra money I know
we had the initial grant, but it doesn’t come with long term,
sustainable funding, and I think that is the biggest weakness
in it, because to maintain a website needs staffing.” (P6)

This is an issue of the great amount of work that comes into
curating and generating ‘information’ in the first place. Or
equally the impact of information not being up to date: “the
first time I used it something I showed them was inaccurate,
so that doesn’t help [...] I suppose getting confidence in it
will be the thing.” (P5). There were further issues regarding
the continued engagement around feedback, its place in
commissioning new services, as well as how ‘participation’
activities would be facilitated, all of which would need to
be properly resourced. However, with the public sector
contracting, and certain posts no longer existing, it was hard
to see how any of this was going to be achieved.

DISCUSSION

The Local Offer, as first envisioned both in legislation and
in the steering group, represented an enormous shift in the
ways information about local service provision was
collected, shared and disseminated. The reality of the
design and development process of one Local Offer
platform, and the prospective delivery, reveals a tug-of-war
at the nexus of values, relationships and compromises that
accompany a complicated multi-stakeholder service
delivery process. Our findings reinforce existing knowledge
that working with a diverse and complicated public
organisation such as local government structures is both
messy and difficult. While traditional HCI approaches have
dealt with both the opposing ends of the citizen-government
gradient, from participatory design [19] to e-government
research [34], it is less clear what role we can play as
mediators. At a minimum, we can elicit and interpret
community needs, to deliver to local governments, a more
nuanced and reflective set of requirements for systems like
the Local Offer website. We might also, through a
continuous commitment to embedded research, begin to
shift the dominant narratives of modernist and neo-liberal
working within local governments, towards understanding
digital technology as one means through which we can
embrace broader and more meaningful participation [48].

Policy led design versus participation led policy

We have seen how, even with prominent members of a
local government body involved and favourable legislation,
there are limitations that mean that innovation gives way to
box ticking and the delivery of, at best, a minimally viable
product. While it is easy to recognize the value of many of
the ideas the Local Offer aimed to have authorities
implement, public-policy engagements have enough history
in town planning [9], public health [42], and other areas
[39], to suggest that such efforts may ultimately be fruitless
— at least at scale and with consistency. Moreover, in
reality, there is an evident tension between scaling capacity
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down at the behest of continual cuts to service provision
and trying to scaffold the kind of community participation
that the Local Offer system implies. In part, this is down to
a misapprehension that a digital solution would provide a
replacement for the human work that had gone on in the
service delivery space before.

The local government operated as though a system could
replace advice and support workers, help discover gaps in
provision to ensure that future services were attending to
well defined needs, and save money in the process. There
was no acknowledgement that this was impractical from a
design perspective; such a system would take much more
time to develop and implement. Neither was it
acknowledged that it was deeply problematic from a
practice perspective, as it would require the reshaping of
how services were currently commissioned and delivered
and require a whole new set of staff with specific expertise
to make it work. Such a design task is something with
which the methods of HCI and digital civics research would
doubtless be able to help. Balestrini et al’s [4] work in
developing a framework for a city commons helpfully
discusses the applicability of PAR methods to civic
projects. They demonstrate how civic engagement practices
can be configured horizontally which in turn resolves issues
arising from hegemonic power dynamics, fostering equality
of stakeholders in the process. A design strategy that is
particularly cogent with respect to the underlying neo-
liberal forces observed to be at play in these sectors in
many industrialised nations [36,41].

A major challenge faced by the group we worked with was
negotiating the values of participation and engagement
purported to be central to the Local Offer, and the ways in
which the implementation of a ‘successful’ platform were
measured. Based on its underpinning aspirations, we might
have assumed success would be gauged on documentation
of the process of engagement around the development of
the platform, the content of this engagement, and indeed the
quality of information gathered related to local provision.
However, top down indicators of success focused on
documentation of numbers of people at events (rather than
what was learned from those events), whether the “right”
type of information from the “right” sorts of local services
were available, and that the platform was online, stable and
up-to-date by a specific time. These findings demonstrate
that policy isn’t uniquely the problem but also the methods
and processes employed in enacting that policy. As others
have discussed before [15] organisations have to be seen to
be compliant with specific outcome measures or face
penalisation. The problem is the processes that exist for
measuring what is success or failure around the policy, and
not what the policy itself set out to achieve.

One view on these issues is that one of the reasons why the
Local Offer was so challenging to assess was a lack of tools
and techniques for the team to draw upon and evidence the
participatory nature of the endeavor. There might be

Paper 442

CHI 2018, April 21-26, 2018, Montréal, QC, Canada

opportunities here to explore the design of simple tools that
allow those involved in consultation activities to not just
facilitate dialogue between relevant citizen groups, but as
per [26] to capture and record these in sensitive ways to
inform next stages of decision making. This is a significant
problem for those HCI researchers in the field of digital
civics, work that has been characterized as evolving the
relationship between citizen and government, moving from
a traditional transactional model of service provision and
consumption to a relational one [38].

However, we should probably go one stage further than this
to examine the ways in which citizen participation in
processes of engagement is not just documented for the
purposes of reporting but for making visible to citizens
themselves how their input and work is being used,
processed and incorporated. In other words, we need to
facilitate processes of downstream transparency where
systems help identify, trace and track citizens’
participation—for instance, following the flow of citizen
data within structures of decision-making through
distributed ledgers. In this way HCI could support citizen
evaluations of whether they feel that a local government
body has consulted and evidence their role in the dialogue
that they have had with them around issues of civic
importance. In doing so, we may shift away from policy-led
design, measured against potentially simplistic measures or
outcomes, and instead support policy that is led by citizen
participation and the content that participatory processes
generate.

HCI, Grassroots and the Hierarchy

From a design perspective, our findings reinforce central
tenants of participatory design: that without thoughtful
engagement with the challenges of co-design the power
dynamics at play in a given context impact what gets done
and how and are skewed in a particular direction. In our
study, this was reflected in the concentration of power
between officially backed, if poorly resourced, government
departments and grassroots organisations and actors.

Infrastructuring these engagements at the meeting point of
multiple contexts is then a challenge. For Bjorgvinsson, et.
al [6] a priori design decisions can be problematic to
integrate, impacting flexibility and alignment with
stakeholder priorities. In our case the a priori decisions
were drafted in law and executed by a local government
body more used to ticking boxes than innovating. Like [6]
we demonstrate how the hegemony is all too easily the
shaper of the innovation space. This leaves questions about
how we might challenge hegemonic views of what
innovation is and what the products of it can or should be.
Whilst also suggesting that we aim to identify opportunities
to influence legislation and policy before it is handed down.

Making the most of new legislation was a challenge
familiar to the grassroots workers involved our study. Some
even had past experience developing digital resources, often
meeting with limited success or with a product that was

Page 9



CHI 2018 Paper

poorly adopted. It is a testament to their commitment that
they continue to seek out opportunities to be involved and
strive for the best outcomes in the face of adversity. The
willingness of the grassroots actors to innovate was notable,
as was their belief in the potential of digital technologies to
create ‘real’ benefit for people with disabilities. Equally,
they were well versed in the constrictions of hegemonic
interests, yet continued to forge on for the right conditions
where innovation might occur and were happy to take short
term gains in the process. Sadly, their struggle in this
respect is anecdotal and often goes unrecorded, something
that we were uniquely placed to help with but which the
research team failed to support them in doing—even when
our field notes are filled with discussion about how the
process could be better documented and learned from.
Moreover, work in HCI has already explored the benefits of
documenting the hidden work that goes on in care sector
spaces [24]. Moving beyond this work we might consider
how we design to support perseverance, scaffolding
grassroots workers’ actions across time, across projects and
across contexts, from the voluntary to the public sector.

In our study, we encountered people committed to disability
activism, passionately striving for better services,
opportunities and lives for young people with SEND.
Similar values could be ascribed to all of the members of
the steering group, however, each had their own particular
allegiances either to a specific department of local
government, such as education or health, while others had a
wealth of experience working directly with families in the
voluntary sector, or were parent carers. As a result, there
was slippage in interpretation of the legislation between
these perspectives, suggesting a new space that affords
design opportunities for the HCI community. We might
imagine designing tools that offered support to the group
members in making sense of what legislation means, that
afford exploring it, sharing ideas around it and the
development of a shared understanding. Such tools would
necessarily have to address the challenge of how to make
sense of diverse perspectives. While being configured to
afford the questioning of each other’s interactions,
managing expectations of what is realistically achievable
and helping to anticipate conflict before it arises.

For HCI researchers collaborating in the design of
community-led participation tools it is important that we
reflect on our roles as researchers and our position working
between the grassroots and hierarchy. In our work, we
observed a tension between empowerment and austerity; a
repeated cycle of top-down initiatives eroding bottom-up
enthusiasm, and the ‘real work’ happening from the middle
out. This was reflected in the ‘middle-out’ nature of our
project—by which we suggest that, although it is a project
with elements that are both top-down and bottom-up, the
majority of the work was conducted from the middle-out by
the steering group. Indeed, this is a design space not
unfamiliar to HCI researchers [11], especially those
working in civic contexts with public and voluntary sector
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partners [16,23]. Moreover, in the past, this has led to
technologies that could be described in themselves as
‘middle-out’. For example [17], a platform designed to be
shaped by a ‘movement’ of community actors. Taken
altogether then, we suggest that HCI researchers can only
hope to make significant shifts in these infrastructures by
embracing their own middle-out position.

CONCLUSION

In this paper, we have reported on a 12-month study where
we participated in the design, development and
implementation of a Local Offer digital platform. We saw
how new government legislation became a locus for
conflict around individual interpretations and aspirations,
concerns and suspicions. We have highlighted tensions that
arise when new legislation is enacted and translated through
the values of grassroots organisations and citizen groups
working with inflexible bureaucratic hierarchies and
discussed opportunities for the role of HCI in this context.
In doing so, we assert that such opportunities cannot be
pursued purely as a means for governments to save money
by providing tools for ‘streamlining’ service provision.
Rather efforts should support citizens and governments
alike to share and make sense of their diverse perspectives.

Taking a more critical stance, however, where local
government cannot fulfil its fundamental responsibility to
citizens, we should use our position as ‘middle-out’
mediators and observers to narrate the struggles of
potentially marginalised or disenfranchised groups in the
production of government services. In doing so, we might
call into question the logic and failures of neo-liberal
government, and demonstrate and evidence successful
workarounds. This is our responsibility as civic actors—to
both create and record the ways in which digital
technologies are shaping local government with and for
their citizens. The work presented here is just one example
of that record.

Finally, we present a short summary of the main
implications that we derive from our work, that HCI
researchers should: (i) support citizen evaluation of local
government consultation and evidence their role in
dialogue; (ii) identify opportunities to influence legislation
and policy before it is handed down; (iii) design tools to
document and support the perseverance of grassroots
workers and activists and (iv) reflect upon and embrace
their own middle-out position.
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