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Bene!ts of Online 
Civic Engagement

technology

Municipalities across the country 
share the challenge of mediating com-
ments, suggestions, and criticisms 
from the public. Public servants must 
manage these concerns, while also 
preparing new policies and projects 
for their jurisdictions. Traditionally, 
our cities and towns respond to this 
challenge by offering public con-
sultation sessions to solicit resident 
feedback. The effectiveness of these 
sessions, however, can be limited by 
a variety of factors including staff-
ing, space availability, and a lack of 
diversity among participants. As the 
number of channels through which 
residents can contact municipalities 
grows, the methods government lead-
ers can use to reach their citizens is 
also changing. With online public 
consultations, local leaders can con-
QHFW�ZLWK�FLWL]HQV�HI¿FLHQWO\�DQG�DW�D�
more in-depth level. This article will 
GLVFXVV�WKH�EHQH¿WV�QHZ�WHFKQRORJLHV�
offer, trace examples from municipali-
ties who have already led online civic 
engagement projects, and provide re-
sources for getting started.

Flexibility that Canadians Want
Online consultations offer incred-

LEOH�ÀH[LELOLW\�WR�PXQLFLSDOLWLHV�DV�UHV-
idents may contribute their opinions at 
a time and place (and using a device) 
that is convenient for them. Whether 
using the family computer or a smart-
phone during their commute, citizens 
can engage with the municipality 
without interrupting personal routines. 
-XVW�DV�FLWL]HQV�QR�ORQJHU�QHHG�WR�¿QG�
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Figure 1
Online Budget Simulation

Screen capture from the Town of Newmarket’s budget simulator.

a babysitter to attend a public meet-
ing, municipalities can save resources 
and time without having to arrange a 
meeting space or moderator.

Online, the diversity of voices 
HQJDJLQJ�FKDQJHV��,Q�RIÀLQH�FRQVXOWD-
tions, citizens may be uncomfortable 
speaking in public, or may simply be 
unable to contribute due to how the 
conversation is framed by others. An 
online consultation can reach more 
residents by letting participants use 
their own voices to express feedback 
on municipal priorities at their own 
leisure. Where a municipality’s tra-
ditional public consultation strategy 
may stretch over many months to 
accommodate residents, with appro-
priate marketing, a typical online con-
sultation receives the majority of its 
responses within two weeks.

Trends in internet use encour-
age an online approach in Canadian 
municipalities. Over 83 percent of 
Canadians living in cities and towns 
have regular access to the internet and 
recent public engagement study by 
Fleishman-Hillard indicates that 54 

percent of Canadians would engage 
more with government if they could 
do so online. These trends encour-
aged two Canadian jurisdictions, 
the Plateau Mont-Royal borough of 
Montreal, QC, and Newmarket, ON 
to consult their residents online about 
budget priorities using a budget simu-
lator tool.

Simulation of Budget Process
Online budget consultations can put 

residents in the public administrator’s 
shoes by simulating the real decisions 
and tradeoffs that must be made to 
satisfy priorities and deliver a balanced 
budget. Interactive tools, like sliders, 
allow citizens to increase or decrease 
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spending on particular budget items to 
try balancing the budget themselves. 
At once, residents are educated on the 
different aspects of a municipal bud-
get, while providing their input. The 
activity also generates ownership over 
their civic engagement experience, 
furthering their relationship with their 
municipality. Each resident is given a 
link to his or her version of the munici-
pal budget to share and discuss with 
personal networks.

The Plateau Mont-Royal borough 
of Montreal has offered an online 
budget simulation tool to their resi-
dents for the past two years. The an-
nual survey, called “Budget Plateau,” 
resulted in about 700 responses from 
residents per year. In 2012, the survey 
consulted residents on 10 different 
budget areas, including snow removal, 
libraries, and cultural events, as well 
as new revenue sources for the bor-
ough. The consultation used real num-
bers from the budget to explain how 
resources are allocated to citizens. 
Richard Ryan, a councillor in the bor-
ough, explains, “This type of online 
consultation is a public education tool 
that allows citizens to take their place 
within government. Both citizens and 
HOHFWHG�RI¿FLDOV�DSSUHFLDWH�WKH�RXW-
reach and educational aspects of the 
web application, to better understand 
WKH�EXGJHW�DQG�WKH�GLI¿FXOWLHV�LQ�PDN-
ing decisions to achieve a balanced 
budget.”

The consultation generated im-
portant insights for the borough. For 
example, the Plateau learned that 72 
percent of respondents are in favour 
of eliminating one waste collection 
per week and implementing a food 
waste collection instead. The Plateau 
also learned that residents are open 
to increased taxes if the additional 
UHYHQXH�LV�WLHG�WR�D�VSHFL¿F�SURMHFW��
such as repurposing an old church. 
The consultation also generated over 
460 comments. As citizens adjusted 
the budget themselves, the activity 
stimulated ideas and encouraged them 
to voice their opinions. The results of 
the consultation were integrated into 
the borough’s budget presentation to 
residents in the fall, creating another 
point of contact for leaders and their 

FRQVWLWXHQWV��EHIRUH�LW�ZDV�¿QDOO\�VXE-
mitted to Montreal’s city council to 
FRQ¿UP�WKH�FLWL]HQ�RULHQWHG�SODQ�

Similarly, the Town of Newmar-
ket, Ontario decided to launch their 
own online budget consultation to 
allow citizens to submit their own 
realistic budget. Newmarket’s ap-
proach differed from the Plateau as 
the town chose to show residents how 
their budget decisions would impact 
their property taxes (See Figure 1). 
Residents were encouraged to enter 
their property value into the simula-
tor, which automatically adjusted the 
FRQVXOWDWLRQ�WR�UHÀHFW�KRZ�WKHLU�VKDUH�
of property taxes supports local ser-
vices. Cindy Wackett, corporate proj-
ect consultant for the town explained 
the decision to go online: “2012 was 
1HZPDUNHW¶V�¿UVW�\HDU�HPSOR\LQJ�DQ�
online budget tool as part of the over-
all communications plan to engage 
the community in the annual budget 
process. The evolution of our survey 
into an electronic format provided our 
council with insight into service levels 
and tax spending choices, and helped 
to inform council when making bud-
get decisions. The online tool helped 
us to increase our response rate, tri-
pling it from the previous year’s bud-
get, and the open-ended feedback was 
invaluable for planning projects and 
priorities for the year ahead.”

Steps to Successful 
Online Consultation

Some public administrators may 
be resistant to online consultation as 
it takes away the face-to-face interac-
tion experience they have fostered for 
years in their municipality. As Cindy 
Wackett notes, though, online consul-
tations are not to be thought of as a re-
placement for a city or town’s current 
engagement strategy, but rather an 
effective tool to augment and enhance 
their public offering. Three key steps 
FDQ�EH�LGHQWL¿HG�WR�KHOS�D�PXQLFLSDO-
ity that is interested in engaging resi-
dents online:

1. Make it easy

A public consultation should be 
accessible for everyone. Clear and 
concise questions help residents un-

derstand the questions you are ask-
ing. It is important to use language 
that people are familiar with and to 
avoid administrative jargon that is 
used internally. Focus on the key is-
sues and questions that you are inter-
ested in, rather than trying to cover 
every aspect of the budget. The total 
should include clear instructions and 
visual cues to naturally guide the user 
through the simulation. This approach 
will increase the participation rate, 
maximizing the number of people who 
take the time to participate.

2. Share your consultation

A successful engagement strategy 
around a municipal budget relies on 
EX\�LQ�IURP�HOHFWHG�OHDGHUV��¿QDQFH�
administrators, and communications 
WHDPV��-XVW�OLNH�WKHLU�RIÀLQH�FRXQ-
terparts, online consultations require 
promotion in local news, newsletters, 
libraries, and on community bulletin 
boards. Issuing a press release can 
stimulate the media to cover an online 
consultation. For example, the Plateau 
Mont-Royal borough released a few 
stimulating or controversial results 
a few weeks into the consultation to 
generate media buzz.

3. Follow-up with participants

$QRWKHU�JUHDW�EHQH¿W�RI�RQOLQH�
consultations is that a list of partici-
pants is easy to generate and organize. 
This makes telling residents how the 
municipality used their opinions sim-
ple. By doing this, a local government 
can indicate to their residents that 
they value the time they took to par-
ticipate and committed to representing 
their interests.

There are several different or-
ganizations that offer tools to help 
municipalities engage. Generally, 
these tools fall into three categories: 
budget simulators, dialogue tools, and 
traditional surveys. Some municipali-
ties will have their own resources for 
creating these tools but various orga-
nizations also offer tools to help cre-
ate engagement. Engaging online will 
help municipalities gather meaningful 
contributions from their residents and 
show their commitment to the com-
munity.  MW
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