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Abstract. This paper addresses the user experience (UX) design of open gov-
ernment initiatives. It provides an overview, definitions, and examples of open 
government, or government 2.0, that countries hope will engage citizens in 
democratic processes. The paper outlines different user experience design pers-
pectives and describes design elements that agencies should consider to engage 
citizens.  The paper concludes with examples of open government initiatives 
that apply these design elements. 

Keywords: usability, user experience, government, open government, gov 2.0, 
web 2.0, social media, mobile, UX, design, participatory, citizen-centric, 
crowdsourcing, democracy, plain language, Challenge.gov, Iceland, Constitu-
tion, ImproveSF. 

1 Introduction 

With the adoption of social media, data standards, and open source tools, government 
agencies around the world are embracing the idea of participatory government. How-
ever, wanting citizens to engage in government initiatives is different from motivating 
them to engage. Critical to this effort is the user experience (UX). If agencies consider 
what motivates citizens to engage and factor those aspects into the user experience of 
their initiative, they can increase the likelihood that citizens will act. This paper  
suggests different user motivations and user experience design facets that address 
them, with examples from open government success stories. User experience design-
ers can use these suggested approaches when designing and implementing their next 
government initiative, via website, mobile application (app), or other channel, to  
increase the participation rate with citizens. 

2 What Is Open Government? 

Government agencies around the world have a critical role in protecting citizen safety 
and well-being through missions and programs that range from the environment and 
transportation to healthcare and education. With the advent of social media, countries 
– from Iceland to the United States, Brazil to the New Zealand – have ventured into 
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the world of open government. By partnering with citizens, agencies believe they can 
provide better services, improve strategic planning, and crowdsource innovation. [1] 

Yet, wanting citizens to engage with government is different from actually moving 
them to action.  A late 2009 Pew Research Center study showed that 61% of the 
2,258 American adults surveyed visited a government website in the previous year, 
specifically to find needed information or complete a task.  Agencies have an added 
challenge in that search engines are a large draw in bringing citizens to their websites 
and apps – citizens do not frequent agency websites. [1] 

Open government holds tremendous potential if agencies can harness the energy of 
constituents through effective designs that engage them.  User experience (UX) de-
sign, focused on all aspects of the citizen’s experience as they interact with an agency 
and public servants, is core to this collaboration.  Several user experience design 
perspectives exist, with related design criteria that agencies can use as design guide-
posts. 

3 User Experience Design Perspectives 

Several different perspectives exist for engaging citizens.  Each serves as a lens for 
seeing what design considerations an agency must make in creating an engaging UX 
design for citizens.  The perspectives suggested below are based on observation of 
public relation and gaming models.  Agencies can and often should weave several 
perspectives into their initiative, giving more weight to the perspective that most 
closely aligns with the agency’s objectives.  Agencies can then see which user expe-
rience design aspects matter most in converting citizens into partners.  The suggested 
perspectives include: 

• Ease of use factor 
• Social factor 
• Competition and rewards factor 
• Good story factor 
• Fun factor 
• Altruism factor 

3.1 The Easy to Use Factor 

The minimum requirement in engaging citizens is ease of use.  It must be easy for a 
citizen to engage for them to do so.  As an example, consider an initiative that asks 
citizens to sift through massive amounts of data to spot new opportunities or create a 
new solution. If the citizens have no means – such as visualization tools or sugges-
tions for how to mine the data – to explore the data, the barrier for participation will 
be too high for them to engage.   

Contrast that with a clear call to action, with an easy path and way for citizens to 
participate.  The easier it is for citizens to know what the initiative entails and how to 
participate, the more likely they will be to engage with the agency in the initiative.   
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Ease of use can be addressed on websites and apps by using: 

• Clear and immediate calls to action, so the initiative purpose and sponsor are ob-
vious 

• Plain language and clear labels that are easy to understand despite native language 
and reading level 

• Simple instructions and tools to enable citizens to participate 
• Familiar widgets, such as buttons, links, form fields, and other means to interact 

with information and tools 

3.2 The Social Factor 

Facebook, Twitter, YouTube, and other social media tools provide a way for people 
to connect (and reconnect) with friends and family.  While most organizations offer 
websites and tools that serve some purpose – provide information, conduct transac-
tions, contact someone – a subset of citizens crave the social component.  The oppor-
tunity to be social and discover new networks of people and content drive these types 
of users to engage in opportunities. 

Agencies can make their initiative a social one by including: 

• Integration with social tools like Twitter, Facebook, and YouTube 
• Resources for citizens to spread the word, such as “Like” and “Share” buttons 
• Statistics about how many citizens participate in the initiative and how many ideas 

or resources exist 
• Ways for citizens to discuss and respond to others’ ideas and responses 

3.3 The Competition and Rewards Factor 

Some citizens are driven by competition and rewards they may earn.  Consider the 
Foursquare mobile app audience.  Using Foursquare, users can note their location on 
a map. The value may not be inherently clear, yet users remain loyal to the product.  
Users who check in the most times at a particular location earn a “mayor” title and 
their picture is shown for that venue’s web page.  The points and titles mean little 
outside the context of the app, but provide a reason for users to engage and keep using 
the app.  

Agencies who want to attract this audience must consider what rewards, titles, 
point system, or other tangible opportunities that citizens can earn by engaging.  
Agencies can address the competition and rewards factor through: 

• Chance to form teams with friends or other citizens to compete with others 
• Countdown to deadline for participating 
• Offers of rewards – money, goods, points that can be redeemed, or even contrived 

titles (e.g., Idea Master, Idea Apprentice) 
• Voting and reactions to ideas 
• Words such as “Win,” “Compete,” “Chance,” and “Prizes” 
• Images that reinforce competition and rewards, such as calendar icons to indicate 

deadlines, trophies or badges to reflect prizes, and polls or scales  
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3.4 The Good Story Factor 

People are intrigued by a good story.  It can be as simple as a story with an unex-
pected twist or a great outcome.  For government agencies, the unexpected twist can 
be something as simple as showing a sense of humor or human side.   

The United States Internal Revenue Service (IRS) created its own buzz factor by 
showing it has a human side.  As the International Business Times article1 put it, “the 
IRS is not known for being very understanding when it comes to accepting excuses.”  
The article described how a California couple wrote to the IRS asking for forgiveness 
of a tax penalty as they recently had a baby.  The IRS provided a very unexpected 
reply, forgiving the penalty and even parroting back the parents’ “the adult brain turns 
to jello those first few months raising a baby” excuse as a valid reason to forgive  
the penalty. 

For a design, it can be something simple – an unexpected yet intuitive navigation 
option; a color scheme that is appealing to visitors, yet that does not look “bureaucrat-
ic.”  In the end, the good story component can help convey a sense of humor and 
humanity that makes citizens want to engage more than if they were interacting with a 
lifeless, humorless entity. 

For the United Kingdom Patient Opinion website, the good story is what visitors 
share.  The website invites UK citizens to provide feedback on their experiences with 
health services, provided by the government, through stories. [2] These stories then 
provide the material that serves as the “good story,” drawing other citizens into the 
website and encouraging them to share their own story. 

To offer a good story, try:  

• Quick and simple numbers that tell how many people the initiative could help 
• Human interest, by including names, pictures, or audio and video clips 
• Surprising twists, such as civic leaders doing things that citizens would not expect 
• Memorable interaction techniques, such as subtle movement, changes in imagery, 

and other elements to make the interaction more intriguing 

3.5 The Fun Factor 

In close relationship with the “good story” factor is the “fun” factor.  Fun things can 
hook people quickly.  The Rovio game Angry Birds®2 has been a runaway success 
with the simple concept of users launching birds – via slingshots – at green pigs.  
None of these elements individually would be that exciting, but the combination – the 
personalities, sounds, simple slingshot action, and colors employed – provides a fun 
factor that hooks users from the moment they first use it.   

                                                           
1  Tree, O.  “IRS Refund: Tax Man Accepts Mother’s ‘My Brain Turned to Jello’ Excuse, 

Wiping $2522 Fine,” International Business Times.  01 February 2012.  
   http://www.ibtimes.com/irs-refund-tax-man-accepts-mothers- 
  %E2%80%98my-brain-turned-jello%E2%80%99-excuse-wiping-2522- 
  fine-404282 
2  Angry Birds is a registered trademark of Rovio Entertainment Ltd. 
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If they perceive the initiative to be a task or work that does not offer some element 
of entertainment or fun, many citizens will pass.  If design elements make it seem fun 
or at the least, like a pleasant distraction from everyday tasks and work, the likelihood 
that citizens will participate increases. 

To make the initiative seem more fun to citizens, include: 

• Humor, such as showing an agency leader has a fun side by using poetry, song, 
music, and even dance to capture citizens’ attention and invite them to participate 

• Widgets and design elements that veer from more traditional interactions, such as 
manipulative ones like gauges or buttons and widgets that “respond” even by slight 
movement to a user’s interaction or visualization tools that enable citizens to create 
pictures of data 

• Colors that are less typical of the country’s government organizations and provide 
a fresh, less traditional perspective on the agencies  

3.6 The Altruism Factor 

Some citizens who have the opportunity to collaborate with government will do so for 
purely altruistic reasons. These citizens tend to be satisfied just with the opportunity 
to improve government. For many agencies, the assumption that citizens will partici-
pate just because they can correlates with the altruistic component. While this may be 
a legitimate reason that citizens choose to engage, it will probably be the least reliable 
motivator for citizen participation. 

In countries with strong patriotism, addressing the altruistic side of citizens can be 
powerful. To use this approach in the design, consider: 

• Words such as “Help,” “Make a difference,” “Improve,” “Citizen-driven change,” 
“How can we,” and other words and phrases that reinforce change potential 

• Rewards and recognition from government leaders, such as e-mail, letters, or even 
mention of citizen names in responses to ideas 

• Images, video, and even music that evoke strong reactions in users, such as country 
heroes and images or video clips of country-defining moments (e.g., founding) 

• Colors that blend with the national flag and logos 

4 Government Agencies Applying UX Design Factors 

Agencies that weave the user experience design themes into their initiatives will en-
gage more citizens. Example of successful initiatives include: 

─ Challenge.gov, a US-based online site that invites citizens to offer innovative solu-
tions to various problems in exchange for various prizes [3] 

─ Iceland’s crowdsourced Constitution, an online exercise inviting ideas and feed-
back from citizens for a major update to the Constitution [4] [5] 

─ ImproveSF, a site benefitting San Francisco, California, by inviting anyone to 
offer ideas for problems facing the city and earn points that can be redeemed for 
rewards [6] 
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─ Altruism – The calls to action use words like “Help improve,” “Make a differ-
ence,” and “How can we” that reinforce the initiative’s potential impact on the 
community and the participants’ role as community members. 

5 Conclusion 

The six UX design perspectives described above provide guideposts for government 
organizations to consider as they plan and build initiatives to engage citizens.  The 
examples demonstrate their application to websites.  These concepts can be expanded 
to apply to civic activities that include in-person town hall meetings, mobile applica-
tions, telephone-based activities, and others that include more citizens than just the 
tech-savvy crowd.  Further research is needed to determine how the facets relate to 
audience demographics. 
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