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ABSTRACT

Mobile apps for urban participation are a rather new development. The literature provides
certain potentials of mobile apps in this context, as well of mobile participation (m-
participation) in general. While developing a mobile app for the specific purpose of geo-
referenced, instant polling in urban development contexts, the question rose: is m-participation
different from e-participation or face-to-face participation? As there is not much empirical data
available yet on m-participation, initial research focused on who are the users and how do they
use mobile apps.

As the urban development context emphasises the interaction between (public) institutions
and civil society, it was of additional interest to learn not who are the civil society users — but
also who are the people in public institutions that would use a mobile app?

From an urban planning and participation research perspective, the paper addresses potentials
and challenges of introducing smart phones and tablets. The preliminary findings from an
ongoing research project that are presented in this article also raise the question to what
extent findings from research on face-to-face participation are related to e-participation and
mobile participation.
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1. Introduction

Mobile apps for participation in urban development are a recent, but growing segment in the
landscape of mobile participation.

The term m-participation is used to describe participation via mobile devices such as
smartphones and tablets [1], quite similar to e-participation which is defined as “the use of ICT
to support ... democratic decision-making processes” [2].

General potentials of m-participation listed in the academic literature include

e the facilitation of instant communication, interaction and support between groups and
individuals and thus being more productive and responsive [3 [4].

e the provision of better quantitative and qualitative data on individual lifestyles and
choices [5] —and

e the strengthening of the role of citizens (“citizen planners” [6].

In the context of urban development, where in many cases participation is considered as
participation in political decision-making [8], focus of academic attention is on the interaction
of civil society and administrators, politicians (figure 1). Consequently, focus of the research
presented here is on this aspect as the most innovative assets of m-participation — compared to
face-to-face and e-participation can be seen in it’s potential to .,,amplify participation in a
spatial and temporal dimension and ... widen the range of possible uses for urban planning and
design“ [6].
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Figure 1: Framing m-participation

Most existing mobile apps that relate to participation in urban development simply provide
information [3], many of them allow for social interaction, mapping or education; others
combine different features such as the quite popular and successful issue management apps, or
offer education on various urban development topics [3; [4]. Polling apps, on the contrary exist
for almost anything, except for the field of urban development [7].



2. Research Question and Methodology

Regarding academic reception, it has to be stated that “mobile participation has so far not
reached wide attention as a concept” and that “mobile features are not so extensively
exploited in e-participation contexts” [1]. In a first step, it was most interesting for the team to
understand during the test stage who is using this specific polling app, why and how. These
qguestions allude to usability criteria mentioned in the literature such as: Which Methods and
Technologies are being used? How do they relate to the target groups? How and with what to
engage citizens, with which objective(s)? (see table 1). Insight was gained via short interviews
with 10 randomly chosen municipal administrators as well as with 11 members of civil society
who took part in tests in 2013 and 2014. A total of twelve tests has been carried out so far of
which six are relevant for this contribution.

Table 1: Criteria for describing and analyzing face-to-face participation and e-participation [2];

[9], [10].

Criteria Description

Level of participation What level of detail, which degree of participation and decision-
making (how much influence for citizens)?

Stage in decision-making |When to engage (early enough, at the right time), for what period
of time?

Context sensitivity Political, legal, cultural, economic, technological factors at the
respective level

Accessibility Who should be engaged, and by whom, how many, from where?

Skills & Resources needed [Who needs which (media interaction) skills/ resources in order to
participate? How may s/he get them? Which options are there?

Usability Which Methods and Technologies are being used? How do they
relate to the target groups? How and with what to engage citizens,
with which objective(s)?

Transparency/ Privacy/|Which information is given, what are limits and restrictions, what
Control personal information will be needed/collected, will there be an
evaluation, how to find out about outcomes/ results, costs?

In a second step of the research process, a discussion started on how these findings are related
to research results on face-to-face and e-participation. First observations on that behalf will be
presented in the final part of this contribution.



3. Developing a mobile app for Urban Participation

FlashPoll (flashpoll.eu) is a mobile app aiming at a qualitative better integration of civil society
in municipal decision-making processes through location based, instantaneous polling and
opinion-giving. The original impulse to start the project was a hope to overcome shortcomings
of face-to-face participation and to develop a tool that

e facilitates instant, location-based interaction between individual members of civil
society and urban planning administrators and politicians

e makes participatory processes in urban development more productive and responsive
while avoiding high coordination and transaction costs,

e provides a neutral, inclusive platform for dialogue, deliberation and decision-making.

Basically, FlashPoll works as follows: After downloading, users can take part in instantaneous,
geo-located polls. Thus, polling is possible within a specified physical space such as a building, a
neighbourhood, a city or a region. Results are visible via the app immediately after polling and
after a poll is finished. In general, polls do consist of an introduction text, several questions and
a final remark. Polls can have different lengths, allow for single, multiple, scaling and open text
answers. At this stage, several small-scale tests have been conducted in Germany, France and
Sweden where polls were set up by the research team for the institutions, but the final product
will enable (public) institutions to run their projects independently.

Who is using such a mobile app?

One aspect of the research was to understand who are the users and what motivates them to
use this specific app. Implementing widely accepted participation structures in practice, the
main targeted user groups are (1) public institutions that would provide polls and receive public
opinion and (2) members of civil society who would give their opinion and interact.

Both public institutions and members of civil society may consider participation as a
fundamental activity for the political success of municipal measures [11] — and demand for
effectivity of administrative action in consequence [12]. Yet - a successful mobile app has to
serve differing expectations: institutions need apps that are easily to integrate in political and
administrative processes [9] [13]while civil society members might rather focus on information,
communication and interaction [4] [14].

According to a German study, conducted in 2011, the introduction of e-participation still
struggles with very practical problems: While 75% of German municipalities see e-participation
as a means to create more opportunities for participation, only every second municipality
considered their offers and services successful or very successful [15]. Quite problematic for the
introduction of e-participation, municipalities expressed doubts regarding the quality and
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representativity of the contributions, even more so if they were not experienced with e-
participation and qualified (regarding technical or communicational skills) — which in some
cases led to not offering any e-participation at all [15].

Regarding the potentials of mobile apps in urban development, a randomly chosen sample of
eleven municipal administrators during our tests all agreed that mobile participation has some
potential, and that the specific FlashPoll app might be of good use. But a major challenge was
seen, by nine out of the same eleven interviewees, in handling specific ICT infrastructure and to
provide resources for dealing with quick responses and instant interactivity.

In order to get an idea of “the average” user, members of the project team took part in public
events and talked to potential testers. While “technology aficionados” who enjoy new
technologies and know how to use them were usually easily convinced to download the app
and take part in a test, other population groups seem more difficult to reach. Contradictory to
hopes formulated in the literature [4], people that participated in testing the app were mostly
male, middle-aged, politically and technically interested and already actively participating in
society. This goes along with the general visitors’ structure of the events where we tested
(Science and ICT fairs). Future tests will be conducted in neighbourhoods with a comparatively
large number of young people, where more insight will be gained regarding potential users of
this app.

A good poll is nothing without people answering it. The biggest challenge during the
development process was to find out how to make the app’s existence known to institutions
and to members of civil society. Given the fact, that it is being developed for an urban
development context, the number of potential users is somehow limited: they must be
professionally or individually interested in either urban development in general or the topic of
the respective poll — or be curious about the new app.

So far, the team tested several means of communication: Website announcements only proved
in the two cases applied not very successful as people that got information about the app via a
website on their computer, there were not immediately able to download and test the app.
Additional announcements of a test in event brochures proved successful in all four cases as
people became aware of the test and the project team while they were where the geo-located
polls were available. QR codes which we added to those brochures in three of those four tests
provided a direct access to the download store.

How are people using such a mobile app?

The screen size of a smart phone or tablet visually limits the length of texts, the number of
answer options (unless one wants to keep scrolling), the degree of detail of pictures and maps
as well as the general amount of information provided within the app. In consequence, the
research team wanted to find out how polls could be presented on small screens in order to
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make sense for the users. This included questions on the ideal length of a poll, the visibility of
the answer options, and the added value of pictures.

While we tested all features first within our interdisciplinary, multinational team, public tests
focused first on the practicability of different answer options (single, multiple choice, ranking,
scale, open text). All ten civil society members interviewed didn’t mind having an open text
answer as an option, but while taking a look a their actual answers given, it turned out that
testers skipped questions more often if there was an open text answer option than a single or
multiple choice answer option.

Further research had been done on different lengths of content in order to find out about the
adequate amount of information that could be exchanged via the app: Results of the tests with
civil society members indicate that the descriptions of polls on the start interface should be as
short and precise as possible. Consequently, the also preferred short questions, but rather
precise than short answer options: Single-word answers were not very popular as they left too
much in the uncertain.

Regarding the overall length of a poll - five to ten questions, depending on the number of
answer options, were considered adequate. They should also provide different, carefully
chosen ways of answering which means not only single and multiple choice questions, but also
— where suited — scales, or pictures.

4. Discussion

While trying to understand who are the users and how they are using this specific app, it
became apparent that a mobile app for participation in urban development has to serve
different practical needs of public institutions and members of civil society. Major challenges on
the municipal side are specific existing organizational, political and ICT structures - and limited
resources and knowledge. Both aspects also apply to processes of face-to-face and e-
participation [14] [16].

Another challenge is to introduce the app to a large variety of population groups. Participants
of the tests with the mobile app mirrored participants’ structures in face-to-face participation
processes, but not those in e-participation processes [17] [18]. Given the unsystematic testing
in different contexts, this aspect is interesting, but needs further exploration.

Reaching a large variety of people or population groups is heavily dependent on their access to
recent smartphone or tablet models — and on their individual access to information about such
a process. Most successful at this stage seems to be to relate face-to-face participation to m-
participation processes. This could either be running a poll via different media, such as paper
forms, computer and smart phones — or to integrate an m-participation tool into a series of
thematic or place-related participatory processes. This may vary from neighbourhood to



neighbourhood, and from city to city — and should be considered when using a mobile app in an
urban development context.

The number of participants that can be reached seems to be higher if a test is either coupled
with a specific event or an ongoing face-to-face participation process — but this is much more
resourceful than the other options in terms of time and personnel involved. On three occasions
the poll results were presented instantly via a large screen to the public as part of an ongoing
event These combinations of mobile and face-to-face interaction was welcomed by all people
involved in the tests, but raises the question whether standalone apps are the best m-
participation solution for urban development.

5. Conclusion

Developing a usable mobile app for urban participation means to combine technological
knowledge with participation knowledge. While many statistics suggest a quick growth rate for
smartphones as well as growing familiarity with the use of mobile devices in all age groups, it is
unclear whether all these smartphone users are willing to participate in urban development.

But if users indeed prefer clicking prepared answers to writing open text, and if the screen size
of a smartphone or tablet has an effect on the general structure of a poll, this might indicate
that m-participation with apps allows on the one hand for (instant) interactivity, for fast,
ubiquitous collection of opinions and for quick public visualisation of answers. On the other
hand, it may indicate that there are limits to the qualitative understanding and voicing of the
participants as motivations, reasons, lines of argumentation may not be explained via single or
multiple choice answers.

While several authors state that the concept of m-participation is closely related to that of e-
participation [1]; [14] — especially when it comes to the facilitation of communication,
productiveness and responsiveness, the preliminary results presented may also lead to
guestioning if m-participation really just “e-participation with mobile devices”? [19].
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