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Executive Summary

The 2021 Capstone worked throughout the semester in service to the client, Accelerate Indiana
Municipalities (Aim), to examine policies and practices of online public engagement for
municipalities across the state of Indiana. In addition to reviewing online public engagement, a
list of five project goals, made in collaboration with the client, guided the Capstone:

1. Provide a detailed inventory of the latest online participation and engagement practices

by Aim members around the state.

Document both successes and challenges associated with these efforts.

3. Provide a summary of guidance points and best practices for effective online public
engagement gathered through the experiences of Indiana municipalities that could be
useful across Indiana.

4. Highlight forms of online public engagement-related information resources by using case
stories and examples throughout the United States.

5. Document what municipalities want and need to know about online public engagement,
relating to technologies, capacities, resources, strategies, and purposes.

N

To meet these goals, the Capstone divided into three research groups to collect data through
Interview Research, Survey Analysis, and Web Scrubbing across a range of Indiana
municipalities. To expand on the work the 2019 Capstone completed on public engagement
across Indiana, the 2021 Capstone chose to conduct a statewide survey to thoroughly research
Indiana municipalities public engagement practices and how they evolved due to the COVID-19
pandemic.

To collect relevant and representative information, data collection covered a range of
municipalities across population categories, as designated by the Indiana University’s Public
Policy institute. The sample of municipalities, by size and Capstone research group, is shown in
Table 1.



Table 1

Smallest Small Mid-sized Urban Total
municipalities municipalities municipalities municipalities
(<5,000) (5,000-15,000) | (15,000-50,000) (>50,000)
Count 418 90 40 19 567
Interview 1 6 9 8 24
Sample
Survey 58 13 5 1 77
Sample
Web - 6 9 15 30
Sample

Table 1. Number of Municipalities in Each Research Group Sample.
The table displays the total number of municipalities from the four population categories by
Capstone research group.

Interview Research

Overview

The primary goal of the Interview Group was to gather qualitative data from municipalities
regarding their online public engagement efforts and experiences. To collect data on online
public engagement directly from municipal officials, the Interview Group drafted an interview
protocol consisting of 29 questions. The Interview Group completed a total of 25 interviews with
24 municipalities.

Interview questions focused on three general themes:
1. Current state of online public engagement in the municipality
2. Goals for future online public engagement
3. Municipal resources required to reach those goals

Within these categories, interview questions focused specifically on benefits and challenges,
representation and accessibility, success stories, changes due to the COVID-19 pandemic, and
engagement strategies. Aim approved the interview protocol and then the Interview Group
solicited a sample of representative Indiana municipalities. The Capstone reviewed the sample
to ensure it consisted of urban, mid-sized, small, and the smallest municipalities. From the
interviews, the Interview Group discovered and catalogued five particularly relevant case stories
that focus on online public engagement successes in municipalities across Indiana. These case
stories and details of the programs are in the Interview Appendices.

Methodology
Students conducted the interviews over Zoom, with all lasting approximately one hour. The
students did not ask all respondents every question in the Interview Protocol due to time



restrictions, but obtained information regarding online public engagement from each interview.
To analyze the data collected during the interviews, the Interview Group classified responses
into seven thematic categories and utilized NVivo coding software to identify trends and themes.

Findings and Analysis
Analysis of the interview responses found that some trends in online public engagement varied
based on the size of the municipality, while others were consistent across municipality size.

Benefits of Online Public Engagement

Most municipalities found that pursuing online public engagement increased the overall levels of
engagement from residents, and increased transparency between the municipality and their
residents. The Interview Group defined transparency as the ability to share information with
residents openly and honestly. Another benefit respondents noted was the convenience of
online public engagement. Nearly 50% of interviewees mentioned that the online format of
public meetings allowed for improved communication between the municipality and its residents
compared to an in-person format. Figure 1 displays the various benefits that respondents
mentioned during their interviews.
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Figure 1. Benefits of Online Public Engagement.
Sample of Municipalities’ Opinions about Benefits of Online Public Engagement.

Challenges of Online Public Engagement
Across municipality sizes, respondents cited a lack of technical skills as a challenge for both the
municipality’s staff and residents. Several municipalities cited challenges with inappropriate



behavior on online platforms. Respondents also mentioned broadband access as a challenge
for their residents. The prevalence of this challenge increased with the size of the municipality,
suggesting that broadband access is an issue that is present beyond rural areas. The Interview
Group asked about experiences with social media within the respondent’s municipality. Within
the sample, mid-sized municipalities were more likely to have negative experiences with social
media, potentially pointing to a particular difficulty among mid-sized municipalities with online
platforms and interactions. These negative experiences often took the form of vulgarity while on
the social media platform. Respondents from urban, small, and the smallest municipalities did
not mention this challenge as frequently.

Accessibility and Representation

The Interview Group asked municipalities about their efforts to improve representation and
accessibility in online public engagement. While the topics of representation and accessibility
are important to the overall discussion of online public engagement, a majority of municipalities
do not have targeted efforts to address either. The reasons for this vary and appear to include
insufficient funding, lack of information, or lack of formal training regarding accessibility or
representation. Representation and accessibility are two areas for growth in future public
engagement efforts in Indiana municipalities, whether online or in-person.

Needs for Future Success

Respondents from all municipality sizes expressed interest in best practices and guidance about
state law regarding how to improve their engagement efforts. Figure 2 displays responses
relating to resources to meet online public engagement goals. Urban and mid-sized
municipalities requested additional training resources from Aim more frequently. In the future, a
majority of respondents communicated interest in expanding their online presence and
engagement efforts in the coming years, regardless of their current practices. Across
municipalities, the most anticipated challenge is technical knowledge, while the most anticipated
benefit is increased engagement.



Figure 2
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Figure 2. Desired Resources from Aim.
This figure shows the resources that municipalities most desire from Aim in order to improve
online public engagement.

Given these responses and trends surrounding growing online public engagement, the Interview
Group expects municipalities to continue and further expand their online public engagement
efforts in the coming years. Meeting the needs of municipalities in terms of resources, training,
and technical support is vital in enhancing online public engagement for all Aim members.

Survey Analysis

Overview

The Survey Group’s goal was to gather quantitative and qualitative data to understand online
public engagement efforts and experiences across municipality sizes. The survey consisted of
52 questions across five categories:

Overview of public engagement

Engagement structure and maintenance
Employee development and system management
Response to COVID-19

Aim-specific questions

Al

The survey data illustrates current strengths, weaknesses, and perspectives related to online
public engagement across Indiana. This included an investigation into the tools and platforms
municipalities use to engage residents, how they manage their technology and online public
engagement budgets.



Methodology

The Survey Group constructed and disseminated a survey to Indiana municipalities to collect
data on their online public engagement efforts. Once the Capstone Instructors and Client
Representative approved the survey, Aim distributed the survey to 508 of its members who are
municipal officials throughout Indiana, such as Clerk-Treasurers, Mayors, or Town Managers.
The Survey Group opened the survey to participants for 5 business days and Aim sent a
reminder to municipalities to complete the survey on the final business day.

Analysis and Findings

The survey yielded 77 complete responses from a diverse group of municipalities across
Indiana. Approximately 75% of respondents belong to the smallest municipality category
(population less than 5000), 17% to the small municipality category (population between 5000
and 15000), 6% to the mid-size municipality category (population between 15,000 and 50,000),
and less than 1% to the urban municipality category (population more than 50,000).

The survey results often varied based on the municipalities’ size, with some notable
generalizations across groups. For example, regarding the current state of online public
engagement, nearly every municipality reported that they operate their own website regardless
of population size, as shown in Figure 3. However, several respondents from the smallest and
small municipalities indicated that their municipality does not have a website. In a later survey
question, three respondents belonging to the smallest municipalities noted that their office
lacked internet access, which acts as a barrier for the municipality in providing online public
engagement opportunities for their residents.

10



Figure 3
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Figure 3. Municipalities Operating Their Own Websites.
The figure shows the percent of municipal governments that have their own website or share
their website with another municipality.

Online Public Engagement Platforms and Strategies

Across municipalities, Zoom is the most popular tool for interacting synchronously online for all
forms of public engagement, from public events to city council meetings. For interacting with the
public about ongoing municipal activities, such as public event announcements and reminders,

municipalities use a variety of social media platforms. The most popular platforms municipalities
use include Facebook, followed by Instagram, as seen in Figure 4.
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Figure 4
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Figure 4. Municipality Presence on Social Media.
The figure displays the social media platforms that the municipalities use to engage with
residents.

Accessibility and Representation

From the survey responses, respondents indicated that their municipality experiences
challenges regarding online public engagement. As the survey results demonstrate, 76% of all
respondents indicated fewer than ten people regularly attend their online city or town council
meetings. Across municipality sizes, participants’ responses varied in the level of accessibility of
online public engagement efforts for residents with hearing impairments, vision impairments,
limited internet access, flexible work schedules, and who work from 9 a.m. to 5 p.m.. Regarding
accessibility for residents with mobility impairments, 19% of the smallest and 33% of mid-size
municipalities indicated that their online public engagement efforts were either inaccessible or
somewhat inaccessible. Comparatively, 48% of respondents from the smallest, 64% of small,
and 33% of mid-size municipalities indicated that their municipality’s online public engagement
efforts are accessible or somewhat accessible for individuals with mobility impairments.

The COVID-19 Pandemic and its Effect on Online Public Engagement

When reviewing the impact the COVID-19 pandemic had on municipalities, nearly half of all
respondents indicated that the pandemic impacted how their municipality’s public engagement
occurred. Nine respondents noted that due to the COVID-19 pandemic, their municipality’s
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online presence increased, and its content is more easily accessible after transitioning their
efforts online. Aimost half (46%) of respondents’ municipalities had to purchase equipment
when moving public engagement events online due to the COVID-19 pandemic. Many
respondents indicated that it is highly likely or somewhat likely that their municipality will
continue online public engagement in the future. Nearly 25% of the smallest municipalities
indicated that they are unsure if their municipality will continue online public engagements in the
future. This demonstrates possible barriers present for smaller municipalities when it comes to
accessing online public engagement technologies and engaging with residents. Figure 5
displays the municipality's likelihood to continue online public engagement after the COVID-19
pandemic.

Figure 5
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Figure 5. Likelihood to Continue Online Public Engagement Efforts After the COVID-19
Pandemic.
The figure displays the municipality’s likelihood to continue online public engagement efforts
after the pandemic.

Needs for Future Success

The Survey Group found several trends regarding the resources municipalities rely on to
enhance their online public engagement efforts. Overall, most municipalities rely on Aim or other
Indiana municipalities to learn about online public engagement. Aim currently meets critical
needs related to online public engagement information for its members, and will play a key role
in the future success of online public engagement in Indiana. Figure 6 demonstrates the
percentage of various resources municipalities use to learn about online public engagement.
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Figure 6
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Figure 6. Resources Used to Learn About Online Public Engagement.
The figure shows the percentage of different resources used by municipalities to learn about
online public engagement strategies and tools.

Web Scrubbing

Overview

The goal of the Web Group was to scrape the Internet for data in order to provide an accurate
and detailed representation of the online participation and engagement practices that Aim
members undertake. The Web Group focused data collection around three primary topics:

1. Public information accessibility

2. Scope of available online services

3. Successful public engagement examples

4. Ordinances surrounding public engagement

The Web Group’s research focused on 30 municipalities selected to represent a descriptive
subset of community types in Indiana, across all population sizes and geographic regions.
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Table 2

(6)

Central Northeast Northwest Southeast Southwest
Urban Anderson Elkhart Gary Columbus Bloomington
municipalities | Indianapolis | Fort Wayne South Bend Jeffersonville | Evansville
(15) Kokomo Muncie Terre Haute
Lafayette
Greenwood
Mid-sized Plainfield Marion Logansport Richmond Jasper
municipalities | Zionsville Warsaw Valparaiso New Castle
(9)
Small Monticello Rushville Princeton
municipalities Rensselaer Vernon Sullivan

Table 2. Web Sample by Region and Municipality Size.
The table outlines the municipalities’ categorization and the 30 municipalities’ names selected
for the Web review.

Table 2 displays the 30 municipalities organized by population size and geographic location that
the Web Group reviewed. Selected municipalities include a sample from all four population
categories: Urban, mid-sized, small, and Indiana’s smallest municipalities. For ease and
increased likelihood of reliable information collection, the Web Group only included
municipalities identified by PPI that serve as county seats as part of their sample. Although two
of the municipalities the Web Group selected were in the smallest municipality category, their
county seat status changed their PPI classification to the small municipality group.

Methodology

To collect data, the Web Group members reviewed websites and social media accounts of the
selected 30 municipalities using a standardized protocol. After reviewing the information online,
the Web Group analyzed each municipality through a series of binary questions, such as the
use of certain online platforms, existence of certain social media accounts, and questions
related to laws governing Indiana municipalities. The Web Group generated qualitative data by
including summaries of key website features in the standardized protocol. The Web Group,
using collected quantitative data, conducted statistical analysis to understand trends in online
public engagement relating to population size and municipalities’ demographic information.

Analysis and Findings

Social Media

The Web Group researched the status of social media accounts in 42 municipalities by adding
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12 municipalities to the 30 municipalities initially selected. Through this analysis, the Web Group
found that all municipalities in the sample use Facebook. Comparatively, municipalities'
YouTube utilization rate increased with the municipality’s size. The difference in usage between
the two platforms may be due to the way YouTube requires content to be published on the
website. Because YouTube is solely a video production platform, municipalities may experience
budget constraints due to the professional level of content curation needed to use the platform.

The Web Group also examined the correlation between population and social media based on
Facebook, since every municipality has a Facebook account. The analysis found that the larger
the municipality’s population size, the greater the number of followers the account had.
However, the smaller the municipality’s population size, the more Facebook followers the
municipality had per capita, as displayed in Figure 7.

Figure 7
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Figure 7: Facebook Followers by Municipality per 100 people (Smallest to Greatest by
Population Size).
The figure above shows the total number of followers municipalities have on Facebook per 100
municipal residents.

From these findings, the Web Group concluded that smaller municipalities may have a more
limited budget for online public engagement. Following these trends, social media platforms
allow small municipalities to reach a larger proportion of their population and provide a unique
opportunity for effective communication that urban and mid-size municipalities cannot do.

Legal Frameworks for Public Engagement

The Web Group sought to identify how state law shapes online public engagement efforts by
reviewing local ordinances and regulations from the sample of 30 municipalities. While many of
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the municipalities surveyed by the Web Group did not have an online public participation
ordinance, there are some notable exceptions. In Jeffersonville, their 2017 police policy manual
states that social media provides new and potentially valuable means of problem-solving,
investigative, crime prevention, and related objectives. Jeffersonville’s policy highlights the idea
that innovation and improvement on existing processes can be one of the most significant
benefits from improved and ongoing public engagement.

In Columbus, an urban municipality, there are internal procedures regulating the use of social
media that apply to all official departments. One notable part of this ordinance is that city
personnel must monitor public information shared through the municipality’s social media to
gauge resident satisfaction, and engagement levels. Columbus uses this information as part of
their assessment toolbox to evaluate a variety of their engagement efforts--both online and in
person. Columbus’s toolbox provides a working model for how public engagement policy can be
used to enhance various municipal activities.

The Web Group collected information regarding the Open Door Law (Indiana Code 5-14-1.5-1),
amended in 2012, which allows open access to public meetings from municipal agencies. The
law provides a legal basis for all general public participation in municipal meetings, with a few
exceptions. The Open Door Law includes provisions that allow public agencies to be sanctioned
for violating their obligations in the law, such as informing residents of the availability and time of
public meetings. The Open Door Law may provide municipalities with more active online public
engagement opportunities depending on the upcoming amendments, such as opening meetings
through online and offline media channels and codifying processes for gathering opinions from
residents.

Case Stories from Within and Beyond Indiana

In addition to aggregating and analyzing information on online public engagement, the Web
Group constructed an inventory of case stories of positive implementations of online public
engagement, drawing on examples across Indiana, within the United States, and in other
nations.

A notable case story is Evansville Regional VOICE. Regional VOICE is a platform created in
conjunction with Evansuville, Indiana and five surrounding counties (Vanderburgh, Posey,
Warrick, Gibson, and Henderson). Regional Voice’s mission is to share ideas for community
development and enable citizens to participate in policy making. Regional VOICE's first initiative
started as Evansville VOICE and launched in partnership with the City of Evansville Mayor's
Office-- Leadership Everyone. The leaders of Regional VOICE developed their initiative based
on the success of Evansville VOICE to develop an inclusive, long-term vision planning process
in the surrounding counties. VOICE created a platform for individuals to participate and share
the ideas of community development, develop bridging and bonding social capital, and work
collectively towards regional goals.

The Web Group investigated a variety of cases outside Indiana. At the recommendation of the
Client, the Web Group reviewed online public engagement in Colorado. The Colorado
Department of Transportation (CDOT) collects opinions from residents on various roads in
Colorado through a system called Virtual Public Engagement (VPE). Colorado collected
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opinions on transportation policies before the installation of VPE, but the COVID-19 pandemic
caused CDOT to become more active in using web-based tools. VPE serves as the most critical
platform for direct engagement with residents on transportation issues. Similar to VPE, the City
of Littleton, Colorado, has a dedicated survey platform called "Open Littleton" to gather opinions
from residents. Open Littleton is the municipality's online public engagement platform which
collects feedback on policies, allowing residents who cannot attend workshops or meetings to
provide their perspectives from home. As with any public comment process, participation in
Open Littleton is voluntary and supplementary to feedback provided from other open channels.

Across all case stories, there exist models for successful, inexpensive, and meaningful public
engagement practices at multiple scales. While a perfect replica of these cases is not the goal in
addressing Indiana’s unique needs, these cases provide a foundation for Indiana municipalities
to innovate and expand their own scope of engagement with residents.

Conclusion and Recommendations for Aim and its Members

The findings and analysis of all three data sources provides a high-level understanding of what
Indiana municipalities need from Aim to adapt and improve their online public engagement.
These findings expand on ideas and recommendations presented by the 2019 Capstone for Aim
and its members related to public engagement across Indiana. Based on the results, the
Capstone recommends seven cornerstone actions detailed in the report that Aim can use to
provide the foundation for a strong future of online public engagement in Indiana municipalities:

1. Providing free training for Aim members related to social media best practices,
accessibility, and management for enhanced online public engagement

2. Creating a network of municipal officials who hold online public engagement as part of
their explicit job duties

3. Attempting to create a partnership with a third party geared towards shared website
management

4. Creating a list of assessment standards for municipalities to gauge their online public
engagement efforts

5. Communicate directly with Indiana’s smallest municipalities regarding the viability of
online public engagement in their community

6. Host regular workshop opportunities for continual professional development related to
online public engagement

7. Develop a living list of accessibility considerations that members need to ensure they
meet individual needs when hosting online public engagement events and standards for
accessibility evaluation

In addition to these actions for Aim, the Capstone recommends four direct actions, detailed in
the report, for Aim members to undertake to bolster their online public engagement work:
1. Take advantage of free social media platforms and free social media training
opportunities

18



2. Utilize a public video sharing site, such as YouTube, to share video content of municipal
engagements

3. Consider website sharing with other municipalities

Consider appointing a single person to manage online public engagement efforts

5. Utilize all available platforms with a cohesive brand in order to effectively advertise
synchronous online public engagement events

e

All of these recommendations result from not only the data findings, but also from the
relationship of Aim with its members. For many municipalities the transition to reliable, regularly
occurring, and effective online public engagement will provide both a challenge and opportunity
for exceptional growth in terms of resident involvement, municipal communication and
education, and innovation in public engagement across Indiana.
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Literature Review

The existing literature on public engagement provides a strong foundation for municipalities to
implement online and in-person engagement methods. This literature review considers public
engagement through lenses of economics, inequality, and changing demographics to assist
Indiana municipalities as they adapt to current practices. The recommendations outlined in the
literature serve as a practical toolkit and thoughtful analysis of work from experts in the field.
The literature presented supplements the data gathered in this report and provides further
insight into municipalities’ public engagement methods.

A full citation of all sources with a URL is available in the Capstone Appendices.

Innovation in Public Engagement
The section highlights innovative practices and theories of public engagement. The research
provides frameworks for holistic, contemporary, and/or citizen-centered public engagement.

In A Ladder of Citizen Participation, Arnstein (1969) explains that public participation in local
government is fundamental to a functioning, democratic society. However, governments rarely
implement public participation to its full potential because they exclude minority groups and low-
income populations from the governance process. Arnstein (1969) seeks to develop a
framework that explains what citizen participation is and how it relates to social needs to
enhance engagement across groups. The researcher notes the ongoing “empty ritual of
participation” in Community Action Programs and Model Cities in the United States. Still, the
issue scales to any democratic society, especially in the Global North.

In a democratic state, Dzur (2019) found that innovation is increasing, specifically in the form of
administrative intervention. Public administration is civil service-focused and professional
policymakers drive it by trust between themselves. When implementing democratic
professionalism into the workplace, public managers face fiscal constraints, diminished voter
faith, and increased complexity. Additionally, democratic innovation labels voters as “clients”
(Dzur, 2019). When there is little engagement, public administrators infer that their citizens are
“mildly satisfied” with the current administration (Dzur, 2019).

Local governments continue to develop new methods to encourage constituents’ participation in
their engagement efforts as they experience budget constraints and increased demand. Fung
(2015) argues that governments must encourage effectiveness, legitimacy, and social justice
values to address public engagement changes. Fung (2015) found that future challenges in
creating successful civic engagement stem from three main areas:

1. The absence of systematic leadership

2. The lack of popular or elite consensus on the place of direct citizen participation
3. The limited scope and powers of participatory innovations
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The National Coalition for Dialogue and Deliberation (NDCC) (2010) provides examples of two
framework charts, Engagement Streams and Process Distinctions. The Engagement Streams
framework builds on previous efforts to categorize or describe the public engagement and
conflict transformation fields. The Engagement Streams chart categorizes engagement
techniques into four “streams” based on primary intentions or purpose. The four streams listed
are Exploration, Conflict Transformation, Decision Making, and Collaborative Action. The
Engagement Streams chart outlines which of the best-known methods are effective in each
stream. The Process Distinctions chart details 24 dialogue and deliberations methods, including
group size, meeting type, and participant selections. NDCC (2010) defines the different
processes within the two charts. In general, NDCC (2010) designed the charts to assist public
engagement experts in deciding which engagement approach best suits their circumstances.

Public value creation is a critical challenge for the public administration field. Yang (2016)
introduces four existing approaches to create public values: managerial expertise, ethical
values, representation, and participation. He addresses the limitations of the four approaches:

1. Public officials solve problems using expertise and political neutrality in the traditional
public administration field. Criticisms of this manager-centered approach stem from the
reality that managers cannot always make the best decisions because of self-interests

and other realistic limitations.

2. Ethical value approach emphasizes identifiable ethical values which individuals should
follow. This approach’s effectiveness is problematic because converting public values
into operational directives is tricky.

3. Through the representation approach, voting for policies based on the public’s interest
creates shared values. This representation method raises concerns related to the
intransitivity of voting and elected officials’ self-interests.

4. To address concerns for the representation approach, Yang presents the citizen
participation approach. In the participation approach, individuals create public values
through communicating their individual preferences.

To create public value and institutional innovation, Yang (2016) identifies an iterative framework
based on the existing four public value approaches by analyzing four cases. Starting with an
aggregation of public values, the integrative process of participation, legitimation, and
implementation helps create the communities’ shared values. Through a deliberative process
which all actors can participate with equal standing, the results indicate an agreement
equilibrium. At equilibrium, the legitimation process should authorize and institutionalize legal
outcomes. Once the community creates the public values, the community can implement them.
Yang (2016) expects that operational capacity aligns with the community’s values. Since
communities face different challenges and shared values, the process of participation,
legitimation, and implementation should be iterative. Yang (2016) suggests that communities
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apply this process in specific contexts of public management, such as planning, because of their
data limits.

Yang (2016) had several comments on a growing mistrust of public institutions among citizens
and how the suspicion influences public engagement. To improve transparency and
relationships between citizens and municipalities, a municipal website should be a platform that
offers information on upcoming engagement opportunities for its citizens, such as a calendar of
city council meetings. To better support public engagement strategies, municipalities should
implement goals that incorporate shaping, sharing, affiliating, adapting, funding, producing, and
complying with citizens’ interests. Civic engagement will continue to transform as communities
adapt to future conditions.

Lee and Levine (2016) discuss the changing landscape of public engagement and highlight the
widespread impact that comprehensive volunteering has on communities. The researchers
emphasize a volunteering approach centered around “results-driven citizen engagement” and
argue that volunteering has the most effective and lasting impacts when it is deliberative and
collaborative (2016). Lee and Levine (2016) cite the Love Your Block initiative, which offers
small grants to groups that reflect a want and need to improve their communities. The program
analysts found that this initiative produced positive results in both the short- and long-term. For
example, when a community received a grant to collect trash and plant trees, they experienced
a decrease in crime rates across their communities over time. The researchers attribute the
crime rate reduction to the relationships that the volunteers cultivated between their community
members, which lead to greater civic and public engagement.

Lee and Levine (2016) cite studies conducted at Stanford, Harvard, and Texas A&M that found
a correlation between community involvement, increased prosperity, and community organizing.
The researchers argue that communities will become increasingly participatory in local affairs
and decision-making when volunteers establish meaningful relationships with community
members and those serving the community. The researchers found that as communities
become more participatory in their local government, the area becomes more prosperous for all
its residents. To accomplish this, volunteers must reframe their service to focus on deliberation,
collaboration, and connection. By fostering these qualities during community engagement,
groups and organizations can take the first step towards improving their neighborhoods.

Legal Frameworks for Public Engagement

Many key aspects of implementing online public engagement policies relate to the guidelines,
restrictions, and opportunities present in the law. Leighninger et al. (2013) suggest that current
citizen participation laws in the United States are insufficient to create meaningful public
participation. Municipalities continue to use outdated forms of participation, including the
standard “three minutes at the microphone" formula that gives citizens three-minute increments
to ask questions or make comments. Current public meetings, including zoning hearings or city
council meetings, offer residents few chances to interact or deliberate meaningfully with other
members of their community. These policies can stifle innovation, discourage future
engagement, and prevent local officials from effectively reaching their residents. To improve
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public engagement, Leighninger et al. (2013). suggest that officials should offer more intensive
and deliberative forms of participation, either in-person or online.

To provide historical context, Amsler (2014) describes the foundation of public participation laws
in local government. In the early 19th century, courts saw municipalities as “creatures of the
state,” effectively limiting municipalities’ ability to conduct their local affairs outside of powers
delegated to them by the state. Dillon’s Rule lays out these views, structuring municipalities
within this framework. Efforts in the late 19th century attempted to shift states to Home Rule,
strengthening municipalities’ powers. Home Rule changed who was eligible to participate in the
public process—not just property owners or business actors but a wider variety of the public,
including professional public administrators.

Amsler (2014) similarly outlines the long history of public participation in the United States. At
the federal level, the New Deal helped to create the Administrative Procedure Act (APA), which
requires federal agencies to give the public opportunities for notice and commenting when
enacting new regulations. In recent years, the Obama administration’s Executive Memorandum
on Transparent and Open Government set forth requirements for more robust participation. At
the state level, these laws vary depending on the local context. Federal and state public
participation laws are similar because they rarely define what “public participation” is. Amsler
(2014) suggests that this ambiguity may prevent public officials from finding methods for
innovating public participation. Instead of using more deliberative and experimental approaches,
officials rely on standard techniques to engage the public. Amsler (2014) argues that this
existing framework is problematic because it may prompt officials to maintain minimal state
standards. Instead, Amsler (2014) encourages officials to identify innovative opportunities to
engage the public within their authority not prohibited by current legislation.

violation, the Open Door Law, individuals may contact the Public Access Counselor of the state
and city-county to file a formal complaint. If the complaints are accepted, the counselor may
provide public agencies advice; however, public agencies are not strictly bound by that advice..
Judicial remedies may be available; policy decisions and actions during the meetings that are
proven to violate the Open Door Law can be voided. Public employees or officials may be
subject to a civil penalty in violation of this law.

Open Door Law

The Indiana Legislature is considering changes in the Open Door Law at the time the 2021
Capstone wrote this report. Amended in 2012, the Indiana Legislature enacted the Open Door
Law (Indiana Code 5-14-1.5-1) to allow public access to meetings from public agencies. The
term "public agencies" encompasses any:

1) Board, commission, department, an agency under administration and legislative
power of the state and

2) county, township, a city that is exercising administrative and legislative power of
delegated local government power.

This law permits all members of the public to access public meetings with a few exceptions.
One exception is that the public agencies close meetings related to "executive sessions." These
can be discussions relating to security, litigation, bargaining, and information classified as
confidential under state or federal law.
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The Open Door Law requires public agencies to give public notice of any public meetings or
executive sessions at least 48 hours in advance with an exact date, time and location. The
Open Door Law does not require meeting agendas to be posted 48 hours in advance. The Open
Door Law guarantees individuals the right to record and videotape the meeting. However, the
law does not guarantee an individual's right to speak at public meetings unless the governing
body provides an opportunity for comments and discussion to the general public.

In the case of an Open Door Law violation, individuals may contact the city-county or Indiana
Public Access Counselor to file a formal complaint. If the Counselor accepts the complaints,
they may provide public agencies with legal advice. However, the law does not strictly bound
public agencies to those recommendations. If the Indiana Courts may void any policy decisions
or actions during these meetings that violate the Open Door Law. If found guilty of a violation,
the Courts may subject public employees or officials with civil penalties.

Equity in Public Engagement

In addition to innovation and law, promoting equity is vital for municipalities when considering
public engagement efforts. A large volume of the public engagement literature underscores the
importance of equity, specifically commenting on how facets of individual identity intersect with
the public process.

There are several ongoing challenges in making public engagement inclusive. Siu (2015)
addresses the ongoing challenge of perceptions in public engagement settings. The researcher
found that strong biases based on race, gender identity, and education exist in individuals’
perception of influential figures. Siu (2015) also found that strong perceptions of inequality
(based on race, gender identity, and education level) exist in people’s perception of other
residents. A possible solution to this is structuring municipal meetings to ensure each resident
has equal speaking time, an equally advantageous physical position, and an opportunity to
respond directly to questions and statements.

Another challenge is that the process of consensus-building within public engagement often
excludes marginalized communities. To address this, Zapata (2015) describes scenario
planning as another approach to circumvent challenges around consensus building. Scenario
planning engages community stakeholders in a series of workshops to evaluate scenarios,
reason through outcomes, and understand the community’s future. In a case study, the Valley
Futures Project used scenario planning amongst non-Latino, white, and Latino participants and
analyzed the different demographic responses. The results showed that Latino participants
wanted to continue the discussion and review all their options, even if they did not make a
decision. As a result, Zapata (2015) recommends scenario planning for urban planners’
stakeholder engagement to highlight a range of ideas and build a space for cultural exchange.

Although cross-cultural exchanges offer rich perspectives for public engagement, challenges
can arise when people from different backgrounds engage with one another. Siu and
Stanisevski (2006) found that municipalities can use deliberative civic engagement to negotiate
cross-cultural conflicts. Deliberative civic engagement calls for individuals to carefully weigh
their arguments and listen to competitive views before emerging with reasonable opinions.
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However, there are two obstacles for implementing deliberative civic engagement: external
exclusion and internal exclusion. External exclusion occurs when a majority assembles with the
authority to exclude minority groups from the public discussion process. Comparatively, internal
exclusion can occur when minority groups participate in the public discussion process. For
internal exclusion, minorities may experience obstacles to voice their opinions or influence the
decision.

To address these challenges Siu and Stanisevski (2006) suggest:

1.

Mandatory inclusion, which ensures minority groups have equal opportunities to speak in
public discussions and deliberation meetings.

Increased Information, where the organizer assumes that all citizens are unfamiliar with
the specific policy issues.

Moderators, where educated forum moderators or discussion facilitators balance the
speaking opportunities among participants.

Deliberative Reciprocity, which encourages participants to ask questions that
compromise with others’ opinions and vice versa.

Alternative Modes of Communication, where participants use different communication
methods to understand others’ experiences to mitigate inequality and exclusion.
Consensus and Concurrent Decision Making, where groups coordinate their opinions to
reach an agreement.

These practices could be introduced in general to increase public engagement efforts amongst
all residents in an equitable manner, while overcoming barriers.
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Research Design and Methodology

Overview

The Research Design and Methodology section highlights the processes, goals, and logistics of
the data collection process the Capstone’s three research groups conducted. All data collection
and analysis worked to address the primary goals of the Capstone, outlined below:

1. Provide a detailed inventory of the latest online participation and engagement
practices by Aim members around the state.

2. Document both successes and challenges associated with these efforts.

3. Provide a summary of guidance points and best practices for effective online
public engagement gathered through the experiences of Indiana municipalities
that could be useful across Indiana.

4. Offer an inventory of online public engagement-related information resources
from throughout the US.

5. Document what municipalities want and need to know about online public
engagement, relating to technologies, capacities, resources, strategies, and
purposes.

To conduct research, the Interview, Survey, and Web Groups followed the municipality
classification system based on population size. The Capstone categorized the sample of
municipalities from Aim’s directory into four groups based on the population criteria outlined in
Indiana University’s Public Policy Institute (2016) “Thriving Communities, Thriving State.” The
population classifications are available in Table 1 with the most updated population sizes for
municipalities.

Table 1
Smallest Small Mid-sized Urban Total
municipalities municipalities municipalities municipalities
(<5,000) (5,000-15,000) [ (15,000-50,000) (>50,000)
Count 418 90 40 19 567
Interview 1 6 9 8 24
Sample
Survey 58 13 5 1 77
Sample
Web - 6 9 15 30
Sample

Table 1. Number of Municipalities in Each Research Group Sample.
The table displays the total number of municipalities from the four population categories by
Capstone research group.
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Additionally, the Interview, Survey, and Web Groups adhered to a set of accepted best practices
and self-regulating protocols for both qualitative and quantitative research, detailed in the
sections below.

Incorporating Current Practices

To incorporate current best practices in survey design, the Survey Group completed a review of
publications relevant to qualitative research, implementation, and analysis. In Online Survey
Design, Toepoel (2017) outlines various best practices for designing survey questions, including
the numbering of survey questions and showing a set number of questions at a time. Additional
best practices include sliding bars for scalar questions, checkboxes for questions with multiple
acceptable answers, and drop-down menus for questions with many possible answer options,
and a “welcome” and “thank you” screen for participants.

In the Internet, Phone, Mail, and Mixed-Mode Surveys: The Tailored Design Method, Dillman
(2014) reviews the professionalism and structure needed for data collection across various
research methods. Guidelines include the use of multiple points of contact when sending
surveys and ensuring that the survey messages differ across reminders. By changing the
message, researchers grab the participants' attention, which increases the survey response
rate. Dillman (2014) also suggests that researchers undertake strategic communication with the
survey population and survey reminders, explaining that compared to traditional surveys,
participants often ignore online surveys and need more frequent email reminders, as many as
six reminders in a single month.

In Making Sense of the Social World, Chambliss et al. (2019) explain the intricacies of data
analysis and its role in social research. The authors highlight how data analysts tell a story from
the data collected rather than a story based on the analyst’s personal biases. Chambliss et al.
(2019) underscore the importance of structure in data analysis, specifically the need for well-
defined categories, patterns, and relationships throughout the process. The authors offer
reservations regarding evaluations in a qualitative study, underscoring that there is no set
standard for evaluating the authenticity of conclusions. Therefore, analysts need to carefully
consider the evidence and methods in which they conduct a study to ensure its viability.

Interview Research

The Interview Group obtained relevant and insightful information about municipalities’ online
public engagement efforts through qualitative interviews. The study uses a representative
sample of 30 municipalities throughout Indiana, chosen according to their size and region in
accordance with the protocol designed by the Web Group. Given the size distribution across the
state, the Interview Group’s sample included 15 urban, 9 mid-sized, 5 small municipalities, and
one of the smallest municipalities, as displayed in Table 1. The Interview Group needed 30
interviews with individual municipalities to conduct viable T-tests and chi-squared analysis for
statistical significance (Lind et al., 2017). After consulting with the Client Representative, the
Interview Group contacted an additional 10 municipalities beyond the initial list to meet the
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needs for statistical analyses. When selecting the additional 10 municipalities, the Interview
Group used the initial methodology provided by the Web Group.

Aim sent the interview solicitation via email to the relevant contact(s) in each municipality to
facilitate a higher response rate. The interview email solicitation, available in the Interview
Appendices, includes information on the Capstone’s goals, contact information for Capstone
personnel, and instructions for interview scheduling using Calendly. Municipalities could directly
schedule meetings with the interviewers over the course of four weeks, ending on April 2. The
Interview Group worked with the Client Representative through multiple rounds of follow-up
emails and calls to encourage participation from unscheduled municipalities. After not reaching
the 30 interviews needed for statistical analysis, the Interview Group attempted to secure
interviews from more municipalities in underrepresented categories to counteract the low
response rate and reduce bias in the results. The underrepresented categories included two
central urban, one northeastern urban, one mid-sized northeastern, and one southeastern
municipality. From the 45 solicited municipalities, the Interview Group conducted 25 interviews
with 24 municipalities.

The Interview Group completed all interviews virtually using Zoom. In one hour, the interviewers
asked up to 29 standardized interview questions. The interview questions attempted to gain
insight into current online public engagement practices, successes, challenges, and desired
resources to improve engagement efforts. The Interview Group maintained a list of the most
important questions to ask in the event there was insufficient time to ask every interview
question. The essential questions the Interview Group identified related to the topics of benefits
and challenges (Questions 4, 5, 15, 19, 22, 25, and 26), the COVID-19 pandemic (Question 6),
accessibility and engagement (Questions 7, 11, and 13), and the role of Aim in supporting future
online public engagement efforts (Question 24 and 27). The interview protocol, containing the
standardized questions, is available in full in the Interview Appendices.

Before each interview, the Interview Group secured permission from each participant to record
them by completing a consent form. Once recorded, the Interview Group stored the interviews
on Indiana University’s secure server and transcribed them using YouTube’s transcription tool.
To use YouTube’s transcription tool, the Interview Group uploaded them as unlisted videos and
exported the transcriptions without timestamps into individual documents. The Interview Group
exported the transcriptions and then deleted the videos off YouTube after. The Interview Group
stored the individual transcription documents securely on the Capstone’s Indiana University
Google Drive. The Capstone instructors limited access to the Google Drive to only Capstone
members and further limited the folder with the interview transcriptions to only the Interview
Group, Project Managers, and the Instructors.

To assist the interview coding process, the Interview Group divided the transcriptions by
municipality size and into blocks of text for every question. The Interview Group further divided
each answer and sub-answer into text blocks relating to the questions asked during the
interviews.
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Survey Analysis

Sample Selection

The Survey Group constructed and disseminated a survey to 508 municipalities across Indiana
to collect online public engagement data. Aim selected the sample of municipalities based on
their Aim membership status and contact information availability.

Initially, the Survey Group collected contact information for all the listed municipalities from the
directory on the Aim website. The Survey Group divided the search for municipal officials’
contact information across four group members who scrubbed the web for the e-mail addresses,
contact names, phone numbers, and website contacts for Indiana municipal officials. From this
process, the Survey Group gathered contact information for 251 municipalities. The Survey
Group uploaded the contact information into Qualtrics, which sent automated emails drafted by
the Survey Group to distribute the survey to the municipal officials.

Survey Solicitation

Initially, the Survey Group sent an introductory email to 251 municipalities at 8 a.m. Eastern
Time (ET) on March 9. The Survey Manager sent the initial email through Qualtrics early in the
morning to increase visibility, per findings from Dillman (2014). On March 15 at 8 a.m. ET, the
Survey Manager sent a reminder email to every municipality that did not complete or start the
survey at that time. On March 23, the Client Representative sent a second survey reminder
through an email solicitation. The Survey Manager sent a final reminder email at 3 p.m. ET on
March 26 that the Survey Group set the survey to close on March 26 at 11:59 p.m. ET.

On March 26 at 4 p.m. ET, the Survey Group began downloading the survey data for an initial
review and found a URL error that caused participants to only be able to respond to the first
eight questions in the survey. With the Client Representative’s permission, the Survey Group
constructed an updated email solicitation for Aim to send directly to their members and inform
them of the survey changes. On March 29 at 11 a.m., the Client Representative sent the
updated email solicitation to Aim’s members, which included the new URL to the survey. The
Client Representative sent a reminder email to municipalities on April 2 at 10 a.m. ET to inform
them that the survey was closing that day. The Survey Group closed the survey on April 2 at
11:59 p.m. ET. The email solicitations beginning on March 26 are available in the Survey
Appendices.

Survey Design
To gather information relating to the primary goals, the Survey Group identified five main
categories to organize the questions, including:

An overview of public engagement,

Engagement structure and maintenance,
Employee development and system management,
Response to COVID-19, and

Aim-specific questions.

akwbh-=
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The Survey Group designed the questions using research and best practices gathered through
the survey literature review. In total, the survey contained 52 questions; however, the survey
only triggered some questions depending on specific participant answers. Throughout the
survey, participants had the opportunity to answer quantitative and qualitative questions. The
full list of survey questions is available in the Survey Appendices. Before launching the initial
survey, the Instructors and Client Representative reviewed and approved the questions to
ensure they met the project goals. After the URL error, Ashley Clark, the Director of the Center
for Survey Research at Indiana University, reviewed the questions and the URL to provide
suggestions for improvement to ensure the Survey Group resolved the initial error. After
incorporating Director Clark’s feedback, the Survey Group relaunched the survey.

Survey Data Cleaning

Once the survey closed, the Survey Manager exported the data from Qualtrics into Microsoft
Excel. The Survey Manager completed several initial data cleaning steps to ensure that the
responses were in a usable format. The Survey Manager’s measures included, in order:

1. Removing responses that occurred before the launch of the survey on March 29

2. Removing the following columns of extraneous information: Status, IP Address, Last
Name, First Name, E-mail, External Reference

3. Removing any instances where respondents did not input data

4. Removing duplicates for two municipalities

Additional data cleaning steps included fixing spelling errors, changing cases to reflect any
proper nouns, and ensuring all open responses fit into their respective categories. As a final
step, the Survey Manager transported the qualitative responses into a separate document to
analyze independently from the quantitative data for the purpose of graph creation and coding.
A full copy of the Survey Coding Protocol is available in the Survey Appendices.

Web Scrubbing

Sample Selection

The Web Group reviewed 567 Aim members to define web searching targets and gather
preliminary information on the latest online public participation and engagement practices of Aim
members. To determine the focus sample, the Web Group conducted a brief analysis of the
research subjects and relied on the directory from Aim’s website for the sample municipalities.
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Table 2

Smallest Small Mid-sized Urban Total
municipalities municipalities municipalities municipalities
(<5,000) (5,000-15,000) | (15,000-50,000) (>50,000)
Count 418 90 40 19 567
Percentage
of Total 74% 16% 7% 3% 100%
Sample

Table 2. Municipalities in Each Size Category, by Count and Percent.
The table displays the total number of municipalities from the four population categories by
Capstone research group.

As shown in Table 2, 74% of the municipalities belong to the smallest municipalities category.
For the smallest municipalities, it was difficult to find online public engagement information on
the municipal websites to have a representative sample. As a result, the Web Group decided
not to use the smallest municipalities in their final sample except for municipalities that also

serve as county seats.

After excluding the smallest municipalities, the Web Group’s target sample included 149

municipalities. Due to limited capacities, the Web Group selected 30 municipalities from the
target sample as their representative sample to conduct their data analysis. The Web Group

established a sample size of 30 because it is the minimum number needed to have statistically
significant results during data analysis, per Lind et al. (2017). The Web Group divided the
sample into regions based on Aim and the 2019 Capstone’s classifications. The four regional
classifications include Central, Northeast, Northwest, Southeast, and Southwest. Table 3 shows
the Web Group’s final sample based on size and region, which includes 15 urban, 9 mid-sized,
and 6 small municipalities.
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Table 3

Central Northeast Northwest Southeast Southwest
Urban Anderson Elkhart Gary Columbus Bloomington
municipalities | Indianapolis | Fort Wayne South Bend Jeffersonville | Evansville
(15) Kokomo Muncie Terre Haute
Lafayette
Greenwood
Mid-sized Plainfield Marion Logansport Richmond Jasper
municipalities | Zionsville Warsaw Valparaiso New Castle
(9)
Small Monticello Rushville Princeton
municipalities Rensselaer Vernon Sullivan
(6)

Table 3. Complete Web Sample Organized by Region and Municipality Size.
The table outlines the municipalities’ categorization and the 30 municipalities’ names selected
for the Web review.

Data Collecti

on

The Web Group used various methods to collect information on the sample size of 30
municipalities. The Web Group speculated initially that there might be valuable information in
news articles related to online public engagement in Indiana, but a broad search yielded few
results. Eventually, the Web Group determined that individual website searches were not the
most prudent approach. Instead, the Web Group developed a standardized protocol and
checklist to work from for each municipality. This checklist is as follows:

1. Website usage
1.1 Public information accessibility: List of available information

1.2 Onl
°
°

Archived public meeting agenda

o Can citizens hear, see, and or comment in public hearing examples and
availability?
Event calendar
Elected/non-elected officials contact information
Social media usage (Facebook, Instagram)
Municipal location information
Job opening information
Cultural and community resources

ine services: List of available services (write only services that are available)
Job applications
Pay utilities
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Report claims

Accessibility for disabilities

Online public meeting participation (whether citizens have access to public
meeting online, streaming services, and they can comment and interact to public
meetings via online)

2. Case examples and related ordinances
2.1 Implementations
2.2 Related ordinances

To collect more specialized information, the Web Group searched related websites, such as
tourist information or archive sites. Most municipalities operate common menus on their
websites such as Living, Business, Visitors, and Government in addition to providing useful
services such as pay centers for utility bills, places to report concerns, or Town Council Meeting
Agenda and Minutes archives.

Analysis Approach

The Web Group analyzed each municipality’s website in the sample for publicly accessible data
to examine their resources and capacity for online public engagement. Additionally, the Web
Group gathered demographic information for each municipality. The demographic data gathered
included population size, median age, education attainment rate, unemployment rate, median
household income, internet access rate. The Web Group examined the municipality’s tendency
to use social media in relation to their demographics and classification.

Lastly, the Web Group gathered and analyzed the municipal policies and ordinances from the
sample and across the United States. Related municipal policies and ordinances for specific
municipalities is on pages 159-181 in the “Indiana Municipal Inventory and Overview” section
within the Web Appendices. Based on our research, the Web Group structured the most
effective and relevant online public engagement practices into case stories.
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Data Analysis and Findings

Overview

The Data Analysis and Findings section details the analysis conducted on the data from all
three research groups. This section provides insight into many of the key trends and
observations related to online public engagement discovered through the three research
methodologies.

Interview Research

To facilitate discussion of the findings, the Interview Group divided the interview responses into
thematic sections that encompass most of the interview questions. Utilizing the qualitative
coding software Nvivo, the Interview Group classified responses into the following seven
categories:

1) Benefits and challenges

2) Online public engagement and the COVID-19 pandemic
3) Online platform usage

4) Representation and accessibility

5) Strategies for online public engagement

6) Desired tools and resources

7) Plans and goals for future online public engagement

The following subsections outline a general summary of the Interview Group’s findings in the
seven interview question categories outlined above. Since the selected municipalities were
representative of the size and distribution of Indiana municipalities, obtaining fewer than that
amount influences the representativeness of this sample. The Interview Group recognizes that
these limitations reduce the generalizability of the results to the municipalities that participated
in the interviews. Figure 1 highlights the distribution of interviewees by municipal population size
classification.
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Figure 1

m Smallest Small Mid-Sized Urban

Figure 1. Number of Municipality Respondents by Population Size.
The figure displays the total number of interview respondents based on their classification in the
four population categories.

Benefits of Online Public Engagement

The Interview Protocol includes several questions about the benefits of online public
engagement in the respondents’ municipalities from the perspective of both residents and
municipal officials. Overall, 75% of respondents mention higher levels of online public
engagement while 46% mentioned better accessibility for residents. Across respondents, 29%
state that the online format for public engagement is more convenient and 38% mention better
promotion of engagement opportunities since moving online. From the interviews, 42% of
respondents mention increased transparency since moving public engagement efforts online.
The Interview Group defined transparency as a municipality’s ability to share information with
residents openly and honestly. This same 42% of respondents state that greater transparency
led to improved trust in local government, and they emphasize that increased transparency was
a desirable goal for their future online public engagement efforts.

Overall, 58% of respondents found that the online format of public meetings allows for better
communication with residents compared to an in-person format. All the interview respondents
found that online public engagement efforts benefited their municipalities in some way, and
nearly 90% of respondents indicated that their municipality benefited in multiple ways. Figure 2
outlines the responses regarding the benefits of online public engagement by municipality size.
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The Interview Group excluded the smallest municipality category from Figure 2 due to non-
response regarding the survey question “Benefits of Online Public Engagement.”

Figure 2

()]

B Promotion

wv

B Transparent

B More Engagement
More Accesible
B Convenient
m Positive Feedback
I I I ®m Communication with Residents
. Nl

Small Mid-Sized Urban
Municipality Size

Number of Respondents
w »H

N

[y

Figure 2. Benefits of Online Public Engagement.
Sample of Municipalities’ Opinions about Benefits of Online Public Engagement.

Challenges of Online Public Engagement

Interviewees expressed a range of challenges their municipality faced when providing online
public engagement opportunities. Across municipalities, 58% of respondents cite challenges
due to a lack of technical knowledge or skills to conduct or participate in online public
engagement. Respondents mention audio and camera issues during live stream meetings,
difficulties maintaining municipal websites, and technical challenges for their residents when
accessing engagement opportunities. Figure 3 outlines these challenges and more, categorized
by municipality size.

36



Figure 3
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Figure 3. Challenges in Online Public Engagement.
This figure displays the challenges municipalities face in their online public engagement efforts.
Responses are categorized by municipality size.

Other challenges municipalities experienced range from access, utilization, and participation.
Across municipalities, 54% of respondents cite internet access issues as a challenge for their
residents. Interviewees frequently mention that broadband internet access is a problem for their
residents, with 100% of the smallest municipalities, 33% of small municipalities, 44% of mid-
sized municipalities, and 66% of urban municipalities citing internet access as a significant
challenge.

For 29% of respondents, a lack of resources to properly conduct online public engagement is a
significant challenge. For municipalities that are pursuing online public engagement efforts, 33%
experienced challenges with obtaining or maintaining levels of online public participation.
Overall, nearly 63% of respondents experienced some sort of technical issue during their online
public engagement efforts, as shown in Figure 4.
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Figure 4
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Figure 4: Respondents Who Faced Technical Challenges.
This table shows the number of municipalities that indicated technical challenges during online
public engagement efforts.

Another challenge is inappropriate or negative interactions with residents online, which nearly
54% of respondents experience during online public engagement opportunities. The
inappropriate interactions most frequently take the form of profanity, threats, or misinformation
on social media platforms. Additionally, 8% respondents cite instances of disruptive behavior
during video conferences and live streams. Another challenge respondents cited is the lack of
representation of diverse groups of residents at online engagement events. Of the municipalities
interviewed, 50% mention ongoing concerns with representation as a challenge for online public
engagement.

Of respondents, 42% experience uncertainty regarding the legal options for online public
engagement, especially in the early days of the COVID-19 pandemic. More specifically,
respondents communicate uncertainty surrounding their legal rights and protections to delete
comments from social media posts, especially when the content was abusive or threatening.

Online Public Engagement and the COVID-19 Pandemic

This section includes all questions in which respondents mentioned the COVID-19 pandemic.
Across municipalities, 83% of respondents indicate an increase in online public engagement
efforts during the period of the COVID-19 Pandemic. Figure 5 shows that municipalities’ level of
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online public engagement increased during the COVID-19 pandemic, which, in large part,
suspended in-person engagement efforts.

Figure 5

()]
i)
>
.
©
Q.
S
<
s

0% 10% 20% 30% 40% 50% 60% 70% 80% 90% 100%
Percent

Table 5. Increased Engagement During COVID-19.
This figure shows the percentage of municipalities in each size category that indicated they
experienced an increase in online public engagement during the pandemic.

As a result of this increase, 16% of respondents state that the COVID-19 pandemic forced them
to find new and innovative ways to engage with their residents online. Additionally, 32% of
interviewees cite a renewed appreciation for the importance of online platforms due to the
COVID-19 pandemic. The Interview protocol includes questions on whether the COVID-19
pandemic necessitates language updates on municipal websites or social media platforms in
order to increase accessibility. Of respondents, 32% municipalities state that they need
language updates, while 4% indicate an interest in language updates but did not implement any
changes.

Strategies for Online Public Engagement

The interview protocol includes questions related to municipalities’ decision-making strategies
for online public engagement actions. Responses to these questions help explain how officials
make decisions for online public engagement and which municipal attributes and departments
influence these decisions.
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Of respondents, 33% municipalities mention best practices as their deciding factor for choices
related to online public engagement--best practices developed internally or those found from
outside resources. In total, 66% of respondents maintain an established strategy for online
public engagement outside of best practices. Of the respondents that mentioned strategy,
almost all expressed different approaches to online public engagement efforts. Some notable
strategies include positivity or a welcoming attitude, strong reliance on social media platforms,
and a strong reliance on their municipal website. Of the 32% of respondents that mentioned
positivity as an engagement strategy, the interviewees emphasized the necessity of welcoming
all residents as an added measure to increase engagement.

Another notable trend was the variation in social media management. Across the interviews,
13% of respondents indicated that their municipality operates with a dedicated or official social
media manager. Across respondents, 21% note that social media management varies across
departments and 4% of respondents indicate a desire to consolidate management and present
a more coherent brand across platforms.

Online Platform Usage

Usage of and experiences with online platforms varies widely across municipalities. From the
sample, 88% of respondents mention that their municipality utilizes social media platforms.
Across social media platforms, respondents’ municipalities report a range of positive and
negative experiences. The negative experiences often centered around residents’ aversions on
platforms (such as Facebook or Twitter) and confusion over addressing comments that may be
disruptive or include profanity.

Respondents also mention that they often did not know what content to post on online
platforms. Overall, 87% of respondents indicate that their lack of a general social media
manager made the engagement process more difficult, as responsibility for posting becomes
spread out across different departments and made presenting a coherent brand a challenge.

Of the interviewees, 54% of respondents state that their municipality utilizes a website for online
public engagement. In total, 79% of respondents indicate that their municipality uses a video
meeting platform, such as Zoom, WebX, or Facebook Live, to live-stream public meetings. Of
these, 4% of respondents did not start live-streaming public meetings until after the COVID-19
pandemic began. Of respondents that do utilize these platforms, most intend to continue doing
so the COVID-19 pandemic. Figure 6 outlines responses regarding online media usage.
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Figure 6
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Figure 6. Online Platform Usage in Municipalities.
This figure shows which online platforms municipalities use in order to facilitate online public
engagement efforts.

Representation and Accessibility

This section includes all questions in which respondents discuss their municipalities’ efforts to
improve representation and accessibility in online public engagement. Across municipalities,
50% of interviewees cite challenges with diverse representation in online public engagement
efforts. These challenges may be connected to internet access, further pointing to difficulties in
online access for certain groups based on factors such as income, age, or geographic location.
Across all interviews, 21% of respondents state that their municipality provides alternative text
or closed captions for online resources, while 21% express interest in providing this resource in
the future. Additionally, a majority of municipalities do not operate targeted efforts to improve
either representation or accessibility. Of those respondents, five interviewees expressed a
desire to improve representation in their municipalities.

Needs for Future Success

In terms of needs for the future, 100% of respondents indicate a desire for general guidance on
the Open Door Law and online public engagement. Many interviewees cited a lack of
knowledge when it comes to the legality of engaging with the public online, including when to
delete disruptive comments or when to allow comments in general. Respondents also discuss a

41



desire for knowledge and support in the context of the governor’s executive order on virtual
public meetings. Many expressed feelings of insecurity about the continuing legality of virtual
public meetings and a desire for Aim continue communications regarding any relevant updates.

Along with communication from Aim, 100% of respondents expressed a desire for networking
opportunities and 58% mention a desire for information regarding best practices. Both are
rooted in the desire to learn from successful peer municipalities and to incorporate lessons
learned as part of their online public engagement efforts. Respondents mention an interest in
replicating successful online public engagement efforts in their own municipalities, rather than
“‘reinventing the wheel.” Additionally, 50% of respondents indicated a desire for Aim to provide
training materials and technical training in general. Of those, 6 respondents showed interest in
social media training specifically.

To further integrate the success of other municipalities, 63% of participants plan to utilize case
stories to help with their online public engagement efforts. Based on four interviews, the
Interview Group wrote case stories to address the need for information sharing, which are in the
Case Story Appendices. Figure 7 outlines all the resources the municipalities requested that
Aim provide.
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Figure 7. Desired Resources from Aim.
This figure shows the resources that municipalities most desire from Aim in order to improve
online public engagement.

Plans and Goals for Future Online Public Engagement
When asked about what they hoped online public engagement would look like in the future, 58%
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of respondents indicate that their municipality hopes to continue, or expand on, their current
level of online public engagement. For those respondents, most indicate this would take the
form of continuing to improve technology or utilizing new social media platforms. Some
respondents include unique goals for the future, such as collaboration with other municipalities
and developing a coherent municipal brand. Across interviews, 8% of participants mention that
they have an interest in developing a municipal dashboard that combines all online resources
into one location. Additionally, 8% of respondents anticipate continued usage of online meetings
or broadcast in some capacity using Zoom, while 4% state clear goals to shift entirely back to in-
person meetings. Figure 8 shows the municipalities that intend to continue online public
engagement efforts by municipality size; however, it does not include the smallest category of
municipalities because they did not respond to this question.
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Figure 8. Respondents Who Intend to Continue Engagement Efforts.
This figure shows the frequency of responses that indicate the municipality intends to continue
the same level of online public engagement in the future.

Several questions address the lessons learned and guiding principles municipalities use for
online public engagement. Of respondents, 25% emphasized the importance of technology in
the context of online public engagement efforts and state their own plans to improve on those
skills in the future. Nearly 67% of respondents cite their challenges with negativity on online
platforms as important learning experiences and plan to implement more stringent rules of
engagement for comments on platforms, like Facebook and Twitter. Across municipalities, 33 %
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of respondents mention that online public engagement highlights the importance of effective
management within their municipality.

Given these responses, a broad base of knowledge and experience regarding online public
engagement already exists within Aim members. Taking into consideration the needs of specific
members and incorporating them in the next steps will provide a firm foundation for the future of
online public engagement across Indiana municipalities.

Survey Analysis

Analyzing survey responses offers a unique insight into the role of online public engagement
within Indiana municipalities. The Survey Group structured the survey analysis and findings into
the same municipality sizes as the Interview and Web Groups. The Survey Group organized the
following subsections based on the survey question categories. The question categories and a
complete list of questions are available for review in the Survey Appendices. Throughout the
subsections, the Survey Group analyzes questions that provide the most insight into the
participants’ responses. It is necessary to note that of the 77 complete responses, only one
respondent belonged to the urban size category. Due to this low response rate, urban
municipalities are absent from some discussion and graphics as our sample is not
representative of urban municipalities across Indiana.

A large portion of the survey findings focus on municipal use of social media. Social media is
the most common means of online public engagement for municipalities and residents, and
analysis of social media is critical in understanding the state of online public engagement in
Indiana. Social media platforms serve as a means for hosting municipal events, communicating
changes to municipal operations, and allowing residents online contact with municipal officials.

Survey Findings

The survey yielded 77 complete responses. Approximately 75% of respondents belong to the
smallest municipality category, 17% to the small municipality category, 6% to the mid-size
municipality category, and less than 1% to the urban municipality category. Figure 9 displays
the number of responses received for each municipality size.
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Figure 9

® Smallest ® Small ® Midsize Urban

Figure 9. Number of Municipality Respondents by Population Size.
The figure displays the total number of survey respondents and the number of municipalities
from the four population categories.

Introduction
The introduction section of the survey consisted of three questions that sought to understand

who the key online public engagement actors are for each municipality. Figure 10 displays the
respondent’s role in completing the survey sorted by municipality size.
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Figure 10

M Director of Finance Fiscal Officer ™ Town Manager M Clerk-Treasurer [l Mayor

100%

75%

50%

Percent

25%

0%
Smallest Small Midsize Urban

Municipality Size

Figure 10. Percent of Positions Completing the Survey.
The figure displays the percentage of each municipal role for survey respondents across the
four population categories.

For respondents representing the smallest municipalities, 72% identify their role as a Clerk-
Treasurer. For the small municipalities, 85% identify their role as the Mayor. For mid-size
municipalities, respondents’ roles shift to either a Town Manager (40%) or Clerk-Treasurer
(40%). A correlation exists between which official holds responsibility for online public
engagement activities and community size. Larger municipalities with more substantial budgets
appear more likely to have a specific, non-elected municipal official overseeing engagement.
Comparatively, many mid-size, small, and some of the smallest municipalities in Indiana operate
their public engagement through the Office of the Mayor, Clerk-Treasurer, or Town Manager. As
Indiana municipalities grow in population size, Mayors often become the lead official instead of
a Town Manager, which results in more instances of mayoral oversight for public engagement.

Public Engagement Overview

In the public engagement overview section of the survey, respondents completed between six to
nine questions relating to their municipality’s public engagement practices. Questions included a
range of topics, such as how a municipality engages with their residents online or budget for
online public engagement. Figure 11 displays the social media platforms that respondents’
municipalities use to engage with residents.
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Figure 11
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Figure 11. Municipality Presence on Social Media.
The figure displays the social media platforms that the municipalities use to engage with
residents.

Across municipality sizes, 80% of respondents have a presence on Facebook, which may be
due to the platform’s popularity across age groups and the perceived ease of use. This result
differs from that found by the Web and Interview Groups, who found that 100% municipalities
had a Facebook presence. The Web and Interview Groups likely found a different result
because they limited their samples to include only one of Indiana’s smallest municipalities.

Of respondents, 25% of municipalities use more than one social media platform. Among the
municipalities with more than one social media presence, 13% are among the smallest, 61% are
small, 66% are mid-size, and 100% are urban municipa