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Abstract

This project formulated recommendations aimed at facilitating the City of Boston MIS
Department to improve CityofBoston.gov in the future, with a goal of increased civic
engagemenOur approach was to evaluate the current site via both subjective and objective
means in order to identify areas that could be improved. Our research combined with conclusions
drawn from our evaluation resulted in the creation of a new functional tepatged with
other general recommendations.
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Executive Summary

With website expectations changing on a daily basis, web designers are in a constant
battle to ensure that their websites ardaigate so as to keep users engaged and to meet
standards set by the World Wide Web Consortium (W3C). Govent websites are no
exception to this. An online revolution, known ag@/ernment, has cities all across the world
altering their websites in order to enhance the features that they provide to their citizens. E
government websites offer citizens a widgiety of services, such as online payments for
parking violations and taxes, as well as opportunities to interact with their government in a whole
new way. Many of these opportunities arise from the online phenomenon known as Web 2.0,
which represents éhdevelopment and implementation of usentric and aesthetically pleasing
features. Web 2.0 incorporates a wide range of features, such as opinion polls and RSS feeds,
which help to increase usability, user engagement, and accessibility. Due theseenedity, b
numerous government websites have begun to implement theseotiseted elements.

As such, the City of Bostonds MIS Depart me
investigation of how they might incorporate these elements into their weditsitghoston.gov,
in the future. More specifically, the MIS Department placed an emphasis on fostering a greater
level of intercitizen interaction, or civic engagement. The investigation of possible
improvements with this objective formed the basis fargroject work. Our goal was to be able
to provide a set of recommendations for future improvements of cityofboston.gov in the form of
a functional website template.

In order to reach our goal of attaining better civic engagement among Boston citizens
through the CityofBoston.gov website, we composed the following list of thueel

objectives:

1. Complete a subjective evaluation of the current CityofBoston.gov website
2. Complete an objective evaluation of the current CityofBoston.gov website
3. Develop a template for the new CityofBoston.gov website

These objectives were completed through a series of methods that allowed us to evaluate the
current website and propose a nemplate to th&ostonMIS Department. A survey posted on
the Cityos oekfanipagemadentgosdibée oeus to gather feedback from site

visitors. Survey questions asked for userso o



from website appearance to the location of information on the site. In addition to this survey,
through our research, we established two government websites, San Diego and Denver, as good
reference points for us to compare CityofBoston.gov to. Through the titifizzf several
metrics and a general comparison, we were able to evaluate the efficiency of the layouts of our
reference points and determine possible Web 2.0 features in these sites that could be
incorporated into Bost otydBostow.gob was turethrough olimee f u't
validation tools to identify how well the current website adhered to standards seMdg@he
The combination of these methods helped us to not only evaluate the current state of
Cityof Bost on. gov tive, bubatso compare & to 6tregepeenmanpwelasites.
With this evaluation in mind we were able to estahfishsible changes that could be made to
CityofBoston.gov, which were then used as a basis for the creation of our proposed template. We
createch coded mock up of the homepagaich was then subjected to an evaluation. We ran the
template through the same online validation tools and executed the same metrics that we had
done on the current site. This new evaluation and template, along with hhatieveperformed
on the original site, allowed us to provide B
recommendations of possible improvements to increase civic engagement and user satisfaction
of CityofBoston.gov.

The gathered results of the first twbjectives were used to make changes about the
aesthetics, navigation, and accessibility of CityofBoston.gov. We used our subjective and
objective means, as well as our research to determine the proper solution for problems found in
the current website. Weoncluded that we must change aspects of aesthetics such as color
scheme, text, and layout because of our survey results. We made the color scheme on the website
darker to increase contrast, so it would comply with the online validation tools. There was n
alarming need to drastically change the text font, size, and color, but we decided to increase the
size from 10 to 12, to make the website more readable. The layout was changed to make more
efficient use of the available space on the website. To impravigation, we implemented drop
down menus and breadcrumbs to provide users with important links of the website at all times
and to reduce scrolling. We prepared recommendations on accessibility, such as foreign language
options, because of our analysis/é8C standardsin terms of accessibility, we also reduced the
amount of text that could not be reached by voice reader assistive tools. We also made Web 2.0

Xi



recommendations for a future CityofBoston.gov website, based on our survey results and

reference pints.
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1.0Introduction

The impact of technology on everyday life has significantly changed hoviepean
work, and do businesSuchdependence on technology has aléieeted how governments serve
their citizens $ilcock, 200). Numerous governments around the world are turning to the Web
as another means to serve their people, similar toseeeral businessésive done so with the
highly successful concept oftrisinessA relatedconcept known ade&ctronic governmengr e-
governmenthas grown much more popular in recent tinilegovernments are important
because they allow citizens to quickly obtain government services and gmtagtnent
officials via the internewithout any hasslerhey also expand upon the democratic voices of
their users, giving citizens another avenueefqoressing their opinion¥he efficieneesand
convenience of this systenhave encouragettie majority of government bodies to each make
their own unigue online presence.

From locations around the world, approximately 15,300 people visitglogernment
websiteCityofBoston.goweach day. The site offers a large amount of information and several
servicedo these visitors. Considering the level of traffic and the importance of the conient, it
imperativeto have highly effective organization as well as interactive featbhatéengage the
user. With the constant evolution of the internet, new methods and standards of website
organizatiomarecontinually being created, asenew interactive technologies. Such new
interactive functiondiavebeen grouped together under the monikéve b 2 . Ohascoma h i ¢ h
to represent the polished, user cordganitric websites being created. Knowing these fauts, t
city of Bostord MIS Departmat developed an interest in an evaluation of their website in order
to determine wherthe site might beamprovedin the future. Particular interest had been placed
upontheuseor i ent ed Web 2.0 features and how they

The websitalready allowedisers to accomplish a wide varietyatherwise mundane
tasksthrough theconvenience of their website. These services varied from simply keeping users
updated on city new® allowing them to registgrets, pay parking tickets, and look up
important policiesl n regards to the organi zatformatonof t he
of a page was usually confined to the singular center column, with navigational links mainly
distributed around the four edges of the webpage. The coloring of the website in geeeral

subdued colors and d&extwith little contrast tats bading.



An evaluation would not have been solicited had there notdperception of room for
improvementsThe or gani zat i on daovhile Baventodhaamaveragd si t e
caused some users to become frustrated in attempting to locate thetrdaror services they
desiral. Thesite wa also largely static; wasan information and service resource that neither
changé much nomprovidedmuch opportunity for users to becomaivelyengagednd
contri but e t. loantattempt ® make thessitevmark dyeamic, there had been an
interest in the possible incorporation of Web 2.0 features in order to allow users to interact with
their government and each other in new ways.

In order to help address these concerns, we asked to complete work towards the
goal of improving the city of Boston websifauring the course of this projeate investigated
potential features that coulldive beetveneficial if implementedh CityofBoston.goy as well as
ways to refresh the loadf their site We analyzed the site subjectively through the
administration of a survey to users, and also objectively through the use of metrics and
evaluation tools. The results of this evaluation allowed us to create a proposed template for the

websitethat incorporated beneficial changes.



2.0 Literature Review

TheWorld WideWeb is constantly changing. A significant amount of these changes are
due to a rapid increase in userented conterds part ob phenomenon commonly referred to as
Web 2.0. Such rapid development of internet technologies has influenced the designers of many
websites to consider implementing Web 2.0 featureese features encompais latest
technologies that enhaneagagemersamong usersas well as improve accessibility and overall
user experience. Some of the more welbwn features spawned by this web revolution include:
blogs, forums, social networks, and wikis. Their increasing popularity has foegWeb
designers to incorporate these and other similar applications into their sites in order to attract and
maintain a diverse audience.

These Web 2.0 technologies and the benefits that they carry have beeyget
disseminated into all websites of puhinterest. For example, a majority of government websites
in the United States have yet to adopt such-agented tools to benefit their citizens.
CityofBoston.gov camenefit from theeWeb 2.0advancementd his site already contains
valuableinformaion for people living in and around Boston, as well as those who wish to visit.
However, through the application of Web 2.0 ideas and technologies, both the @vil of
engagementffered and the general usefulness of the page in the view of the wemstitan be
improved.

In order to successfuliynplementWeb 2.0, the set of features tihadybe effective in
this case must be ascertained. Possible features can include homepage customization, RSS feeds,
Google maps, multilingual pages, and accessibi@atures Other features that could provide
citizens with a virtual voice to express themselves\&flikis, blogs, forums, and chat rooms
This chapter will provide information on the following topics: the role of online government in
society, Web 2.@nd its implications, basic concepts for strategic planning, and a general
description of important web development issues. Each of these topics plays a role in framing the
boundaries of the work to be done, as well as guiding the selection of the et afserful
features to be implemented. Thus, understanding all of them collectively is crucial to make
effective progress researching and proposaigablechanges to CityofBoston.gov in order to

achieve the goal of greater civic engagement of Bosta@ensi



2.1: E-Government

With the internet becoming an integral part of everyday life, government websites can
play a key role in developing the relationshi
only is it a place where people can gather information about localsesetinews, but it is also
a place where people can interact with the government and other people in thé&r area.
governments a term for the use of information technology, such as online websites, to provide
services and information from government ages to the general public (Layne & Lee, 2001).

The subsequent sections present descriptionseofoliowing characteristics ofgovernment:

e Providing Online Services

¢ Information Access

¢ Civic Engagement

By taking advantage of these aspects-gbeernne nt , a ci tyods website

useful tool that allows citizens tietter their local community.

2.1.1: Providing Online Services
According to a study completed by West (2001) in which 1,506 government

websites from 70 different cities in the United States were analyzed, one of the most
common roles that government websites play is providing online services for citizens.
For exampleresidents of a city are able to make a variety of payments online ranging
from traffic violations to taxes to registration fees. Additionally, residents can submit
forms that allow them to make complaints about occurrences in their city or report issues
like burnt out street lights and potholes. Other forms, which allow citizens to do tasks
such obtain building permits and business licenses, can also be downloaded and
submitted online so that citizens do not have to leave their home (Kaylor et al,|12001).
the Netherlands, the internet is also a place where scholars can organize protests for
which they feel strongly about (de Kool & van Wamelan, 2008).

2.1.2: Information Access
In general it is usually quite simple for a visitor of a government website to

access a variety of important information, such as storm warnings and public

4



announcements. In addition, other major events, such as the construction of public
buildings, areypically available for members of the community to read about. Through
video and audio clips, residents are capable of viewing city council meetings while
visitors can be led on a walking tour of the city. Documents providing meeting minutes,
zoning information, policies, and budget reports can also be posted for the public to
access (Kaylor et al, 2001). By using government websites, it is possible for citizens to
become welinformed on a wide variety of information allowing them to better

participate irntheir community.

2.1.3: Civic Engagement
Another role that a government website routinely assumes is to connect

government officials with citizens. Modern web technologies make it possible for
officials to post letters or videos to their constituentsranlthus allowing the public to
become familiar with the officials in their city. Frequently, site visitors are able to find
contact information such as email addresses and office phone numbers for their city
administrators. In his study, West noted thefa2of the websites that participated also
contained links to other government agency websites, thus facilitating viewers in the
retrieval of information necessary to communicate with other agencies without the need
to go to other websites (West, 2001).

Beyond connecting citizens with their government, current technologies allow
citizens to reach out to other members of their community. Residents may be allowed to
share pictures and post comments and experiences so that other people can read them,
thus fosteing relations between the citizens of local communities. Often, government
websites contain a place where the public can post comments in order to provide
feedback, thus making it possible for citizens to have a direct impact on their community
(West, 200).

Online services, information access, and civic engagement are three crucial aspects in the
development of a highuality egovernment websiteUltimately, it is these features that make it

possible for citizens to interact more closely with thdirgi6 s gover nment and it s



2.2 Current State of CityofBoston.gov

After understanding the features diigh qualitye-government website, it is necessary to
determine what CityofBoston.gov currently has to offer its us@stors such as the overall
design, website content, and implemented features must be taken into consideration when
evaluating the current levels of civic engagement and usability that the website prSiimies.
in Figure 1is a screen shot of the curtefityofBoston.gov website, which will be discussed

throughout the following sections.

Figure 1: Current CityofBoston.gov Website Homepage



