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ABSTRACT

In this position paper I outline some of the key themes and
background research which may help form a better
understanding of the relationship between technology and
political activity. The paper is written in an attempt to
articulate a better understanding of the relationship between
political processes, urban environments and situated
technologies. The paper is written from a UK perspective,
although the ideas have a broader relevance for relatively
developed western democracies. To this end I analyze the
political and digital divides which are present in western
society focusing on local politics in Newcastle upon Tyne
in the UK as a case study. Following a brief description of
the problem domain we preset a sketch for a project which
links local politics with the design of a distributed computer
system and interface and conclude by reflecting on the core
themes and dimensions for evaluation which would emerge
from such a project.
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INTRODUCTION

Democracy, as espoused by most Western countries is
adapted, more or less, from the model of popular
government invented in Athens c.500BC. The Athenian
model creates a network of power and communication
enacted through the body politic where political
representatives have direct relationships to the people they
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serve and where the political system is performed both on
the streets of the city and in designated forums for debate,
speeches and decision making. This model has, however,
been scaled up for heavily populated and spatially dispersed
territories. The notion of true representation has, it could be
argued, been lost as elected members are responsible for
larger numbers and a greater diversity of people and
opinions, leading to a problem of citizen distrust in the
political system which manifests itself in poor and falling
voter turnout in both local and national elections. We
propose that a key the problems of western democracies
resides in two divides:
The political divide
We also know that local council elections rarely attract
more than 40% of the electorate [1] and statistics for
Newcastle City Council, for example, for the 2008 council
elections show turnout in some boroughs of less that 26%
[2]. This backs up a survey commissioned by the Electoral
Commission in 2004 which showed that only 42% of
people in the UK, of voting age, knew the name of their MP
(compared to 52% for an equivalent poll conducted in
1992) and whilst 78% of those asked said they were
interested in political issues during local elections only 51%
expressed the intension of voting in the next general
election [3].
The technology divide
In contrast to the decline of political participation, there has
been an emergence of technologies which offer an
unprecedented access to political information from a rage of
online sources. E-democracy offers the promise of a new
type of civic engagement from online petitions through to
web based surveys, forums and „right to reply‟ web sites.
While heralded as generating a new type of digital
democracy, these technologies are noted for their limited
impact on political engagement, particularly in local politics
[4] and it has been suggested that there is a relationship
between the growing political divide and the effects of the
technological divide [5].

BRIDGING THE TECHNOLOGY AND POLITICAL
DIVIDES

We propose the creation of a „Political Sensorium‟ to help
repair the disconnections between the population and their
elected representatives and to provide a bridge between the
virtual and physical spaces of political discourse. We need
to develop technologies and interfaces which support local
political discourse and the inclusion of members of society
who are otherwise excluded from aspects of the democratic
process. The causal relationship between the technology
and political divides is complex and multifaceted, however,
we propose that a key challenge which needs to be
addressed is on local politics and budgetary decision
making. Our methodology follows a rationale that a
primary cause of political disengagement is a perceived gap
between Local Councils‟ day to day decision making
processes and the places in which those decisions take
effect. This gap leads to the perception of inefficiency and
unaccountability in the way in which resources are
allocated [6].

decisions. From these we have identified a scheme which
implements a process of „Participatory Budgeting‟ in inner
city locations where the political gap is a known problem.
Participatory Budgeting was developed in Brazil in the
1980‟s but is a relatively new process in England.
A changing political agenda in the UK, set out in the Local
Government White Paper [11], underlined the shift towards
de-centralisation and increased democratic processes and,
in response, a national Participatory Budgeting Unit was set
up in 2006 to promote participatory budgeting in the UK,
identifying 10 pilot project areas in England – one of which
was Newcastle upon Tyne. Since 2006, the use of PB has
grown steadily in England and is now being used by 88
Local Authorities, Police Authorities, Neighbourhood
Management pilots and Strategic Partnerships. The
participatory budgeting process used varies according to the
local circumstances, however, there are a number of main
features which all process share:
•

A geographically defined area

Key Challenges

•

A budget or resource to be allocated

Having isolated the challenge we have identified three key
issues need to be tackled through the design, development
and implementation of novel technologies and platforms:

•
One or more methods of engaging with and
mobilizing local people

• The socioeconomic groups who are least likely to
engage in politics are also those that have least connection
to the WWW or the skills or interest necessary to access
online services offering political discourse. This leads to a
„digital divide‟ which further strengthens the effect of the
political divide [7].
• Web based technologies are often placeless, designed to
be “anytime and anywhere”, and do not reflect the local
condition of much political discourse and the importance of
physical and informal meeting places and situations. This
contrasts with studies which show that a key factor in
political engagement is perceived as „institutional
proximity‟ [8], in other words, how close does the decision
making process appear to be from the place in which the
decisions have an impact.
• The mass media and many web based forums tend to
favor non-deliberative types of discourse (activism and
campaigning). This means that particularly contentious
issues often get significant media coverage and those with a
skill for activism and media engagement get the loudest
voice [9]. Support for deliberative discourse is therefore a
pressing issue particularly in the context of local decision
and policy making [10].
Local Context: Participatory Budgeting

By way of case study we have found that the problems
outlined above have been felt particularly keenly in our
research location of Newcastle City which has, in response,
initiated a number of policies to reengage the population in
politics. The council has responded with a number of
schemes to actively increase local participation in council

•
Opportunities for local people to discuss and
deliberate options and preferences
•

A way of voting for or prioritizing the options

In Newcastle the Participatory Budgeting programme has a
brand name and is known as “Udecide”.

SKETCH FOR A DESIGN PROPOSAL

Imagining that we use local council politics in the city of
Newcastle upon Tyne as a test-bed for the design,
implementation, deployment of technologies to support
participatory budgeting we can sketch a design for the sorts
of technologies and interfaces which might be applicable.
Figure 1. shows a sketch scenario which explores user
interactions with devices called PoliBoxes would act as
ambient interactive displays presenting lo-fi information
pertinent to local political issues and will be used to „take
the pulse‟ of the local community by feeding responses
back to elected members.
The vision is for each PoliBox to become akin to a nerve
ending for the body politic, allowing for constant and
reflexive feedback of lo-fi political data and reaction. They
would act to make political discourse a pervasive but
ambient feature of various different public spaces. To this
end we aim to increase community awareness of political
decisions and directions through novel information graphics
using aggregated data from the council and to provide
mechanisms for eliciting quick responses and feedback.
The aim would be to infuse public spaces with political
discourse and, in the first instance, to increase community

By taking an architecture led approach to the proposed
problem we are able to gain a sophisticated understanding
of the relationship between space and place and the situated
nature of social and institutional interactions. In practice
this involves both a design sensibility and formal methods
of analysis such as space syntax which map and analyze
social and spatial conditions. As Greenfield and Sheppard
state “On one level you could say that architecture is one of
the oldest situated technologies” [12] and in the context of
this proposal architecture is used as a synthesizing
discipline to integrate work from Interaction Design and
HCI. We aim to make contributions to emerging fields
which study „networked mobilities‟ [13] and the design of
urban computation.
•

Technologies to support situated deliberative debate

By drawing on literature from political science on the
nature of deliberative debate and the problems of mediated
communication we could also aim to support a new field of
enquiry on situated technologies for the support of
deliberative public discourse. To do this, the
implementation would focus on using the PoliBoxes to
generate discourse on issues of local and proximate (to the
PoliBoxes themselves) importance but where the topics do
not attract activism and where the device itself can be used
to generate a feedback loop of questions and responses
(deliberative discourse).

Figure 1. Interaction design scenario for the proposed
PoliBoxes

In terms of developing novel technologies, this project
would also have broad intellectual agenda in the context of
a growing interest in the application of ubiquitous
technologies to social and environmental challenges at an
urban scale [14,15]
CONCLUSION

awareness and engagement on simple issues such as whom
their elected members are and the decisions they take on
issues related to budget allocations. The success of such
implementations could be measured in terms of
„dimensions of awareness‟, measuring community
knowledge, community members‟ propensity to vote both
before and after the PoliBox deployment and by measuring
both the nature and amount of community engagement with
the PoliBoxes themselves. To this end we propose that such
an implementation would have a broader research value in
tackling the problems laid out in the introduction, namely:
•

Interaction design and the technology divide

To help develop a new generation of situated computation
devices which do not need, even basic, technological
knowledge to operate but are capable of presenting political
information in clear and accessible ways and allowing for
simple and direct interaction methods. Furthermore, a
measure of the success of the devices would be whether
they are cheap, secure and robust.
•

Information architecture and institutional proximity

The study of Political engagement in the context of new
technologies is an emerging field but, through this sketch
design of a technology deployment I have attempted to
illustrate the sort or project which might reframe our
understanding of public space and institutional place. Such
a project would have the potential to make contributions to
HCI and Interaction Design and broader application the
evolution of democracy in the digital age. While we are
informed by theory across a range of disciplines, from
architecture and political science to HCI, a project of this
nature cannot be conducted within the closed environments
of the lab and will only make sense when deployed in
locations which are politically, economically and socially
challenged and challenging.
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