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INTRODUCTION

San Carlos, California (www.cityofsancarlos.org) claims
to have developed one of the earliest local government
Web sites in the world, posted on May 10, 1994 (San
Carlos, 2006). From this early effort, United States (U.S.)
cities moved rapidly onto the Web. Norris and Moon
(2002), for example, report that some 4.4% of U.S. cities in
a 2000 survey by the International City Management
Association (ICMA) reported developing Web sites be-
fore 1995; 27.1% reported developing their Web sites in
the 1995-’96 time period, and 68.5% reported their Web
site developed after 1997. San Carlos’ original Web site
comprised one page; its current Web site now contains
some 8,000 pages and uses some of the Web’s most
modern technology available, such as really simple syn-
dication (RSS) and Flash Paper.1 This article uses the
example of San Carlos’ Web site, along with two surveys
of local government Web sites in the U.S., to illustrate the
experience that U.S. local governments have had in devel-
oping and using Web sites in the pursuit of bettering
governance. The article examines four local government
Web applications—bulletin boards, promotions, service
delivery and citizen input—and assesses their use by U.S.
local governments. The article then addresses current
issues of outsourcing Web site design and maintenance,
and future issues of privacy, security, the digital divide
and the possible effects of increased local government
Web sites on U.S. civil society.

BACKGROUND

Some idea of the expanse and number of city Web sites can
be obtained by consulting one of several search engines
to locate local government Web sites. One such engine,
containing links to some 10,235 Web sites, is State and
Local Government (www.statelocalgov.net). This site
provides not only links to local government Web sites in
the U.S. but also to national organizations that represent
state and local governments (e.g., U.S. Council of May-
ors) and a functional area listing of service Web sites for
state and local government (economic development, tour-
ism, etc.). Another such engine is Official City Sites

(www.officialcitysites.org), which not only lists local
governments (towns, cities, counties, etc.) in the U.S. but
also in Australia, Canada, France, Germany, Japan, The
Netherlands, New Zealand and the United Kingdom. The
Official City Sites Web page is particularly attractive, with
clickable stylized maps of the individual countries leading
to individual maps or lists of sub-units within that country
(states, provinces, etc.) and then to the local Web sites
within those sub-units.2

LOCAL GOVERNMENT
WEB APPLICATIONS

In previous work (Scavo & Shi, 1999; Scavo, 2003), we
identified four types of Web applications that local gov-
ernments tended to use: bulletin board applications;
promotion application; service delivery applications; and
citizen input applications. Bulletin board applications
involve the use of a Web site to provide information about
the services, personnel, programs and so forth provided
by a government agency. Promotion applications have to
do with the provision of information about the area—
population characteristics; climate data; tourist attrac-
tions; and so forth. Service delivery applications are much
more interactive than the previous two; involving the use
of the Web to do such things as apply for licenses, pay
taxes and make appointments. Last, citizen input applica-
tions allow citizens to communicate directly with govern-
ment officials and personnel and also  with each other
(Scavo, 2005).

The four applications demonstrate an increasing level
of Web application sophistication—the base is bulletin
board usage. Posting basic information on government
was the original function of local government Web sites—
at first, some of this information was simply posted; later,
much of the information became clickable, meaning that
clicking on the name of the mayor, for example, would
open a dialog box that would allow the user to send an e-
mail to or chat with the mayor. Promotion applications are
only somewhat more sophisticated than bulletin board
applications. With these latter applications, information
is posted, as with bulletin boards, but the information has
a somewhat different focus and audience. Service deliv-
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ery and feedback applications are more sophisticated than
the previous two, with feedback being even more special-
ized than service delivery. Both of these applications
require more technically sophisticated Web sites which, in
turn, require more highly trained Web site designers and
maintenance people, faster servers and, most likely, a
greater financial investment by the local government in
Web site design and operation. Scavo and Shi (1999) found
empirical support for this hierarchy of applications and
concluded that it seemed likely that local governments
would introduce themselves to the Web by developing
bulletin boards and promotion applications and then move
into service delivery and feedback applications.

Scavo (2003) found that while U.S. local governments
had generally improved their Web sites across the four
utilizations from 1998 through 2002, there was a great deal
of random movement within this increase. The mean score
for all local governments on the overall Web feature scale
increased dramatically between 1998 and 2002, as did the
scores (some much less dramatically) for the sub-scales
for the four utilizations, indicating improvement. How-
ever, the across-time correlations for the four sub-scales
were low, varying between 0.00 and +.25, indicating a
great deal of random variation among the Web sites. And,
five local governments that had Web sites (one county
and four municipalities) in 1998 did not have them in 2002,
indicating some retrenchment.

The four applications are of varying interest to con-
stituencies inside the city or those outside the city;
promotion utilizations being the most interesting to exter-
nal constituents (who may be considering relocating to
the given area and want to investigate weather, schools,
transportation facilities, etc.), and service delivery appli-
cations are of the greatest interest to internal constitu-
ents, who have the largest stake in the services local
government provides (see Table 1).

San Carlos’ Web site demonstrates good use of the
four utilizations described above. Sections of the city’s
main Web page address the bulletin board utilization
(headlines, agendas and minutes, city newsletters, mu-
nicipal code, news releases, job announcements, etc.),
promotion (business guide, restaurant guide, schools,
transportation, etc.), service delivery (garbage and recy-
cling, guide to utility services, service requests and com-
pliments, parcel and zoning information, permits by fax,
etc.) and citizen input (forms on the Web, report traffic

complaints, comment on development proposals, etc.).
Users can click on any of the items and are directed to
relevant Web pages for further information or contact.

In 2004, Brown University’s Center for Public Policy
surveyed federal, state and local government Web sites
around the U.S. to examine the features that the Web sites
provided. Some 1,873 Web sites in the 70 largest cities3 in
the U.S. were assessed for the types of features they
offered to the user. The Brown study found that the most
common types of services provided by these city Web sites
were the renewal of library books and the payment of utility
bills and parking tickets. Barriers to the increased use of
Web sites to provide services were shown to be the
inability to use credit cards and digital signatures on Web
financial transactions. Only 14% of the Web sites allowed
credit card use, while 6% allowed the use of digital signa-
tures (West, 2004). These numbers, however, were a marked
increase from those in the 2003 version of this survey.

CURRENT ISSUES IN LOCAL
GOVERNMENT WEB SITE
DESIGN AND MANAGEMENT

The evolution in Web site design by local government
across the four applications described above was a phe-
nomenon of the 1990s that may not have survived the
transition to the new century. In the early 1990s, Web site
design was often something that local government IT
professionals learned on the job; few if any academic
programs existed that taught such skills. Even as late as
1998, some city Web sites were designed as university
class projects. By the early 2000s, much of this tentative
introduction to the Web had been abandoned and even
cities’ initial forays into Web site use were quite sophis-
ticated. Part of the reason for this is the changing nature
of local government Web site administration and manage-
ment. In 1998, national or regional Web-hosting compa-
nies did not administer a single one of the Web sites
surveyed; by 2002, those same-type companies adminis-
tered some 8% of the Web sites. As city Web sites became
more sophisticated (and more expensive to design and
maintain) and it became increasingly more difficult to
recruit and retain IT professionals, an increased number
of cities began contracting out the design and mainte-

Table 1. City Web utilizations by type of constituency

Type of Utilization  
 
Constituency 

Bulletin 
Board 

 
Promotion 

Service Delivery Citizen 
Input 

Internal Primarily  Almost Wholly Almost Wholly 
External  Primarily   
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