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JUSTIFICATION:
Local governments across the nation face complex decisions that directly affect the lives of 
their citizenry every day. Complex issues feature multiple stakeholders, relationships, 
contexts, goals, and potential outcomes, as well as other factors that complicate matters. As an 
example, deciding who will fill potholes along a worn street and how the holes will be filled is 
not a complex issue. However, when government must tackle the issue of a group of homeless 
individuals living illegally under a bridge on that same street they must consider the effects 
on local businesses and homeowners near the bridge, resources are available to the homeless, 
where the homeless might move after being removed, the reasons for being homeless, and a 
gamut of other factors. If local government officials want to address this problem without 
simply pushing the homeless to another area of the community they are facing a complex and 
complicated problem.

To address the homeless issue, local government officials could work alone to develop and 
implement a policy. They might work with private or nonprofit companies to develop 
strategies. They could also engage the citizenry in a participative effort that recognizes the 
perspectives and insights of the community.

“Citizen participation can increase the problem-solving capacity of local governments,” says 
Brian Adams. “When citizens participate, local governments are better able to address policy 
issues because officials have additional resources at their disposal.” (Citizen Lobbyist, 2007)

While it may be ideal to involve citizens in complex local issues, unfortunately the citizenry 
is not always motivated to participate.

Through research focused on citizen engagement, Adams determined, “On many issues that 
citizens attempted to influence, government did not need the resources citizens could bring to 
the process. The issues were typically neither complex nor complicated and elected officials 
could easily deal with them without citizen assistance.”

As to why there was little engagement by the citizenry on complex issues, Adams’ research 
showed that, “Citizen’s participatory decisions involve an assessment of issue salience, which 
is heavily influenced by directness and clarity of a policy’s impact.”

With complex policy issues the salience is not always apparent to the citizenry. Without an 
understanding of how they may or may not be affected citizens are less likely to become 
engaged.

With a focus on transparency, Joseph Stiglitz argues, “Meaningful participation in democratic 
processes requires informed participants. Secrecy reduces the information available to the 



citizenry, hobbling people’s ability to participate meaningfully.” (Transparency in Government, 
2002)

While not accusing government officials of withholding important information, Deborah 
Norris-Tirrell and Joy Clay state, “Reporting processes that focus on the review of status 
reports, budgets, and performance data and provide critical information for a range of internal 
and external stakeholders are a necessary management responsibility.” (Strategic 
Collaboration in Public and Nonprofit Administration, 2010)

This begs the question: how do local government communicators prepare and share 
information for a diverse set of stakeholders, specifically, the citizenry?

We are all familiar with the ubiquitous press release. Companies, organizations, governments 
and individuals all distribute press releases to local media outlets and via their websites to 
inform others about important topics. However, press releases and written or spoken forms of 
information releases are not always sufficient when complex information needs to be 
disseminated. At this point, communicators can turn to visualizations, or graphic forms of 
information.

Graphic form helps complex information and situations become comprehensible. As Howard 
Wainer states, “Graphical representation has been shown repeatedly over the past two 
hundred years to be perhaps the best way to communicate complex technical info to an 
intelligent, lay audience.” He adds, “Graphs provide, quite literally, a map to guide us in this 
uncertain world.” (Picturing the Uncertain World, 2009)

Speaking to the cognitive power of visuals, Stephen Few states, “Vision, of all our senses is the 
most powerful and efficient channel for receiving information from the physical world. 
Approximately 70 percent of the sense receptors in our bodies are dedicated to vision. There is 
an intimate connection among seeing, thinking and understanding.” (Show Me the Numbers, 
2004)

If seeing provides citizens with knowledge and understanding, and understanding provides 
citizens with motivation to participate in complex local government issues, and complex 
local government issues need the resources that citizens can provide, then we can propose 
that the dissemination of visualizations by local government communicators can help them 
engage citizens in addressing complex or complicated local government problems.

Therefore, I plan to work in visualizations and local government communication and citizen 
participation because I want to know how these graphic forms can assist communication 
between local governments and citizens for the purpose of improving decision making by 
local government officials.



RESEARCH QUESTION:

SUB QUESTIONS: 
How are local governments equipped to produce effective visualizations?
How do local government officials feel about visualizations as an effective form of 
communication?
How might visualizations help citizens see connections between local government policy and 
themselves?
How might visualizations motivate citizens to participate in local government decision 
making?

LIMITATIONS: (needs much refinement)
This is not a project arguing for transparency to uncover secrecy or wrongdoing by 
government officials.

This is not a study of empowering lower class, minority or underrepresented citizens to have a 
voice in government.



This is not a study of how citizens participate or participatory methods, but rather researching 
how visual communication can help citizens decide wether they do or do not want to 
participate.

This research is not going to study how visualizations can directly assist managers in making 
decisions.

This is not a study of local government policy or policy effects.

This is not a study of politics, or how communication can influence political partisanship, 
voting or elections.

This is not a study of visual versus verbal or textual cognition.

This is a study of how communicators can create symmetrical two-way communication 
through the dissemination of visualizations in combination with textual and verbal 
information to citizenry.

This research will happen within the context of government. Rather than focusing on the 
larger communities of national and state governments I chose local government. At this level 
citizens have more of a voice and decisions made at this level impact citizens daily lives to a 
greater degree than the higher levels.

This is a study of how citizens react to visual communication as a addition to verbal or textual 
communication.

This is a study of how local government communicators understand the benefits of visual 
communication and how they can employ visual methods of communication.

LITERATURE REVIEW: (list of literature referred to in justification)
Brian Adams, Citizen Lobbyists, 2007
Adams’ writing “focuses on what makes ordinary Americans become involved in and attempt 
to influence public policy issues that concern them.” Through empirical research Adams 
studied why and how citizens participate in government decision making. The application of 
political theory provides a groundwork for his analysis of the involvement. His writing does 
not provide any direction as how to get more citizens involved other than stating that 
“innovative methods” must be applied if we want to engage citizens in larger numbers. 

Stephen Few, Show Me the Numbers, 2004
Author Few provides “fundamental concepts of table and graph design, the numbers and 
knowledge most suitable for display in a graphic form, the best tabular means to 
communicate certain ideas, and the component-level aspects of design.” Few also discusses 
the human traits that relate to visual communication. The concepts discussed are specific to 
quantitative date in this book but could in some cases be applied to qualitative data.



Michael Milakovich, The Internet and Increased Citizen Participation in 
Government, 2010
This journal article describes the “origins of participatory democracy, discusses how modern 
concepts of democracy link to citizen participation, and describes the ways that newly-created 
spaces on the internet referred to as ‘polispheres’ are being used by political activists and 
candidates to facilitate wider collaboration and citizen participation.” While useful as an 
information piece on citizen information and the power of technology the writing does not 
identify any best practices and mentions nothing about visualizations.

Deborah Norris-Tirrell, Joy A. Clay, Strategic Collaboration in Public and 
Nonprofit Administration, 2000
Their book offers advice on achieving “shared understanding, creative answers and 
transformational results through strategic collaborative action.” Through the establishment 
of a framework for collaborative processes and the skills needed to collaborate the book 
explores case studies to explore the concepts established. For my purposes the book did not go 
into much detail about how to prepare stakeholders for collaborators by providing them with 
essential information or how to motivate potential collaborators to become engaged, 
although it briefly discusses the knowledge needed to particpate.

Joseph Stigletz, Transparency in Government, 2002
As a contributor to a publication titled, “The Right to Tell: The Role of Mass Media in 
Economic Development,” Stigletz’s writing focuses on the reasons governments avoid 
transparency and the effects of this, and conversely, why governments should be transparent 
and the effects this has. The author seems to suspect that many governments are being 
secretive or have bad intentions, rather than being poor communicators, which leads to use of 
asymmetric rather than symmetric two-way communication. While it is informative and a 
thorough study of the causes, effects and benefits, not much direction is given on how to 
improve transparency.

Howard Wainer, Picturing the Uncertain World, 2009
Wainer’s book “explores how graphs can serve as maps to guide us when the information we 
have is ambiguous or incomplete.” Along the way, Wainer identifies the attributes of effective 
and accurate visualizations (often through the analysis of ineffective or inaccurate examples), 
many of which were created for debates on public policy. The book also provides a history of 
the origins and development of graphical display  While Wainer’s writing is focused on 
quantitative data, the fundamental graphical design elements it advocates for are largely 
transferable to qualitative visualization design as well.



LITERATURE REVIEW MATRIX:

RESEARCH PLAN:
My research plan will consist of two parts and will be conducted in December, January and 
February.

The first part will focus on working with local government officials in Indiana to develop an 
understanding of their viewpoints and capabilities regarding visualizations disseminated by 
local government communicators. I plan to use surveys and hopefully a series of interviews 
with this target group. I hope to gain an understanding of the openness and ability to creating 
and perceived usefulness of visualizations within those who would be tasked with making or 
implementing visualizations in a communications plan.

The second part of my research will study citizens and the effects of visualizations. I plan to 
have a control group that views only text-based information and an experimental group that 
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views text combined with appropriate visualizations. I hope to see if the visualizations allow 
citizens to see direct connections between themselves and policy and what understanding 
this creates within.


