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Abstract. Many discussions enforce the need to encourage Society’s
involvement and participation in public issues. This paper moves towards the
idea that the use of conversations about public services encourages closer ties
between Society and Government. It presents a tool to support discussion and
share of information about public service processes. The tool also enables the
use of information obtained from conversations to identify service
improvements.
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1 Introduction
A great number of discussions enforce the need to encourage Society’s involvement
and participation in public issues. In Brazil, a number of Government initiatives
attempt to provide information about public services in order to stimulate Society’s
greater involvement in these issues [1][2][3]. One initiative is the “Charter of
services” [4], a document which must be prepared by any public institution to inform
citizens about the kind of services are offered, how to access them and how this
public organization is committed to providing them. Another initiative comprises
public consultations, in order to collect contributions from Society about actions to be
performed in different public issues [5][6][7].
Research in e-Democracy and e-Gov enforce ICTs’ potential to improve
information access. ICTs can be enablers to allow Government to be open to citizens,
offer new channels for disseminating information, increase awareness and
participation, and improve operations and integration within and between
governments [8][9][10][11][12][13].
E-Democracy and e-Gov discussions argue that Society’s involvement follows an
increasing scale of participation 14. It is argued that closer ties between Government
and Society must start from the most basic levels of participation, especially by
providing information about public services. However, difficulties are still found in
finding effective solutions to provide information and opportunities for participation
concerning public services [3][15].

The aim of this paper is to suggest a form of public participation based on
conversations about public services. A tool was designed to facilitate the
conversations about public services among citizens, between citizens and Government
and to allow for their analysis. It is proposed that services be presented in process
model form, allowing for better understanding of their performance. The tool enables
participants (Society and Government) to talk about services, while this data can be
organized and used as the basis for service improvement identification.
The paper is structured as follows: Section 2 describes proposals for Society and
Government interaction through ICT use; Section 3 presents the proposed approach
for talking about public services; Section 4 presents the environment supporting the
conversations about public services; finally, section 5 concludes the paper and
suggests future work.

2 Interaction between Society and Government in public affairs
There are several classifications for different participation levels in democratic
contexts through ICTs use [14][16][17][18][19]. These classifications show the
degree of democratic participation in a scale, from government information provision
to public deliberation. At each level, participation, discussion and decision-making
power is increased.
The barriers to provide access to citizen participation at each of these levels
involve technological, social, cultural and economic aspects [15][20]. Moreover,
research on e-Democracy indicates that it is still difficult to find effective solutions
encouraging civil society participation in public affairs. The World Economic Forum
report on the use of ICTs by governments points to Brazil as the 41st in eparticipation ranking [15].
It is argued that closer ties between Government and Society through ICTs use
must start from the most basic levels of participation, especially by providing
information on public services. The aim of this work is to examine public services
provision by the Government and the use of these services by Society. The
effectiveness of this interaction comprises: (i) availability of relevant information
about the services; (ii) possibility of expression by those involved in the public
services; (iii) use of participants’ comments as a basis of Citizen discussion; and (iv)
the organization of participants’ comments as an input to service improvement
identification.
Usually, Society express itself via links like “Contact us”, at government sites, or
via Ombudsman offices provided by public agencies responsible for service delivery.
Citizens can send pre-classified messages (suggestions, praise, criticism, etc.), to be
received by an internal public agent, and may be answered or not, according to the
agency relationship policy. Examples of such interaction are (a) the Ombudsman
office of the Rio de Janeiro city hall [21], at which citizens may clarify doubts,
request the use of a service and follow up a request, and (b) “Talk to President” and
“Join the website” of the Presidency website [22], at which citizens can send
messages to the presidential office, and send comments and suggestions on the
website content.

In literature, it is possible to find research papers proposing the use of services as a
way of establishing closer ties between Government and Society, in which Citizens
may request use of these services and follow up their requests [23][24]. These
proposals argue that online services can improve public service delivery in terms of
availability, ease of use and lower costs; increase transparency and accountability;
and alter the relationship between Government and Citizens.
Berntzen [25] presents a new perspective about public participation, in which
Government and Society work together in service delivery. Citizens are not only
consumers of public services, but also comprise a resource which can add value to the
existing government setup. It is argued that the Government is responsible for
providing the infrastructure (servers, databases, software, etc.) and a basic set of
public service information, and Society provides new information on these services.
Despite the potential of using services as a way to establish closer ties between
Government and Society, most of the solutions proposed are focused on how to allow
online service request in order to reduce existing bureaucracy and provide agility to
the process. The solutions attempting to maintain a closer dialogue between Society
and Government are focused on how to provide mechanisms allowing voting on preestablished matters and mechanisms through which Society can provide information
about the service. The information provided by Society may or may not be used by
Government for service improvement. Furthermore, these proposals do not explore
the possibilities for discussion about the service provided and for stimulating
interaction among citizens.

3 Talking about public services
The present work proposes the possibility of supporting conversations about public
services for a closer relationship between Society and Government. Conversations are
narratives made by those involved in discussions about services. Conversations are a
common activity in public service contexts, especially in Brazilian culture. For
instance, while standing in line, waiting to be served, people use to talk to one
another, referring to the service issues, perceived problems, the way that attendees
perform their work, documentation needed, etc. Usually people prefer to ask people in
place about doubts or information, rather than going out for someone responsible for
these issues in the room. In another context, while sitting at a bar table, or during any
social interaction, people can talk about difficulties they had while trying to have
some public service, like driving licenses. Others will surely have and express their
own experiences or opinions, and what they did to avoid any problem. Others in the
same social context will probably take this information and use it when their turn
comes to have the same service provided.
However, in these situations, participants usually talk, complain or discuss with no
familiarity with process details, especially those concerning how it can or must be
provided by the public institution. When citizens are not aware of why the service
must be provided that way, it may happen that complaints can be not useful and will
require extra effort from the staff and from the public institution to treat them.
Additionally, Government representatives or the public institution staff are not present

or near enough to correct or explain any wrong view or information, leading to
mistakes and dissatisfaction. Finally, the conversation is not recorded, and useful
information which can be quickly used by others may be lost; only those who are
physically present are able to participate or benefit from them.
Therefore, the proposed solution aims to support this kind of interaction in a virtual
environment. The first argument of this proposal is that, to talk about services,
citizens must have access to an explanation about how the service is provided. To this
end, it is proposed that public services be presented in the form of process models
[26]. This choice can take advantage of process management and modeling initiatives
which possibly exist in the public organization. For example, in the Brazilian
Government, we can find processes which explain how to declare the income tax [27]
and how to transact laws in the Federal Congress [28].
Regardless of process representation chosen, it is argued that it is possible to create
simple representations of the main process elements: objective (why the process
exists), actors (who performs each process activity), activities (process steps), artifacts
(inputs and outputs of activities), resources (equipment or systems that support
activities), events (process triggers), business rules (laws which govern the process)
and possible paths (decisions and alternatives in the process) [29] (Fig.1).

Fig. 1. Process model example

Once one is able to view how the service is provided as a process model, it is
argued that citizens will be able to point their issues, complaints, experiences, and so
on, to specific elements of this process – an actor, an activity, a rule etc. Thus, the
proposed solution must offer participants the possibility of expressing themselves
about any portion of the process or about any of its elements. This may help
participants to better express their opinions, putting them into a context, while
conversations can be kept focused on the service/process.
In order to enhance the possibility for sharing information, citizens can view other
people’s opinions, and comment on them, adding, correcting or just commenting on
previous information. Government may also participate in, being, just like the
citizens, a participant in this conversation. Government can also use the conversation
to identify clues of the need of process improvement.

4 Supporting public service conversations
To illustrate the proposal and explain the use of the tool, we will use a hypothetical
scenario in which a student from a public university – Ann – attempts to have a
service provided by this institution:
“Ann is a student in the first year of the Information Technology course of a Public
University. She received an email informing her that the period for registration in
disciplines is close and, to do so, she must access the registration system. Last
semester, the registration was made personally, and Ann does not know how to
proceed.
Attempting to find some information about the topic, she decided to access the
college website. She found that the college offers a list of all services rendered (Fig.
2). When she selected the service “Veterans’ registration in discipline”, she saw that
it was represented by a description and a model showing the steps which are
necessary for performing her registration. She also found that a description of each
step of service is available, where she can discover who is responsible for execution,
when to perform a step, the necessary documents etc (Fig. 3).”
The environment presents an overview of services provided by the organization,
from which participants have visibility of how organization works (Fig. 2). The
details for all services provided by the organization can be accessed from the
organizational view. This presents a model and a description explaining service
operation, and a description for each process activity (Fig. 3).

Fig. 2. Organization view

Fig. 3. Service details

“When she had finished reading the description of the service, she felt a lack of
information: last semester the system had a problem and it did not register her in a
discipline. She only discovered this when her name was not on the list of students in
the discipline. She believes a step is missing in the model by which students in this
situation are informed. But how to communicate this situation to the service
manager?
While she thought about it, she noticed the existence of some circles, in different
colors, next to each process step (Fig. 4). Curious, she discovered that they represent
positive, neutral and negative positions. But what are these positions? Clicking on
one of the circles, she saw several comments. Reading its content (Fig. 5a), Ann
discovered that they were related to the “Veterans’ registration in discipline” and
that they had been made by members of the college (Mark was her teacher and
director of the college, and John was a veteran student who went to disciplines with
her).”

Fig. 4. Comment visualizations

It is possible to generate visualizations about what is being said during the
conversation (Fig. 4). Visualizations are generated for each process element depicted
in the model (activity, actor, etc) (Fig. 5).

(a)
(b)

(b)

Fig. 5. Comment details

“Now Ann discovered that she could pose comments about services and how to do
it, Ann decided to report the lack of this communication. She has indicated on the
form (Fig. 6) that this was a negative position and has commented: “It is possible to
sit in class without being registered. A step is missing where the system notifies
students that an error occurs in registration”.”
Participants may pose their experiences, opinions, questions, problems,
suggestions, etc., about the process. They should point out the process element to
which the comment will be made, and indicate if this is a positive, neutral or negative
comment to the process (Fig. 6).

Fig. 6. Position about an activity

“After a few days, Ann received an email explaining that Christine had responded
to her comment about “Veterans’ registration in discipline”. When Ann accessed the
environment, she discovered that she was not the only one who had gone through that
situation. The same thing happened to Christine, who reinforced the need to create a
new step to inform students who had problems.”
The tool provides mechanisms which enabling interactions among them (Fig. 5b).
It provides the possibility of establishing a dialogue between participants, which
increases the knowledge about the service and encourages conversations. After
learning service details, participants can report new information about the process, as
well as problems in previously-provided information and suggestions for solving
difficulties and inconsistencies encountered. Comments may be used by other
participants as an argument, or as complement to the previously-provided
information.
“Besides Christine, Paul, who is responsible for the services provided by the
college, also read the statements made on the tool. He can retrieve the comments
mentioned in tool and use them to identify the snippets of text which indicate
possibilities for service improvements (Fig. 7). He can also discover which content
has generated more discussions (Fig. 8) or which members of the college most
express themselves about the service (Fig. 9).”

Fig. 7. Comment analysis

Besides contributing to citizens’ interaction, comments can help process analysis.
The process manager can perform analyses to identify clues of the need for process
changes and improvements (Fig. 7)(Fig. 8)(Fig. 9).
Ann
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Fig. 8. Most active participants

Mark

Fig. 9. Position about an activity

5 Conclusion
This paper presented the specification of an environment supporting conversations
among citizens and Government about public services. It is argued that the process
model keeps the conversation focused and provides visibility to information on the
operational services, often unknown to Society.
The main benefits of the proposed solution are alignment with organizational
initiatives in process management, greater involvement and participation of Society in
government service, possibility of interaction between Citizens in public service
discussions, and identification of service improvements from comments made by
Society, which may be invisible to managers.
As future work, studies will be conducted to identify how to insert this
environment into the Federal University of the State of Rio de Janeiro
(UNIRIO) context, through its website. The services provided by UNIRIO will be
available to its community, so that citizens may know about, and interact with them,
and with each other, by exchanging ideas and process improvements. Through this
interaction, it is expected that the inputs secured allow for visualization construction
and evaluation of use of conversations about public processes as a mechanism to
facilitate greater interaction between the organization and citizens.
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