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ABOUT THE ALLEN LAB FOR DEMOCRACY RENOVATION

The Allen Lab for Democracy Renovation has set the standard for democracy-supportive frame-
works that shape how policy is made and evaluated. Grounded in the field-defining scholarship of
Danielle Allen, the Lab is driving the generational renewal of American constitutional democracy
by preparing policymakers, scholars, advocates, technologists, and leaders across sectors to build
healthy democracy for modern times. Through research, teaching, field-building, and proof-of-
concept pilot testing, the Lab equips the full ecosystem of decision-makers to enact policies and
solutions at scale to deliver responsive representation and effective governance for large, com-
plex, digitally powered societies marked by significant social heterogeneity.
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Today's democracies are overwhelmed by
complexity, unable to sense or respond quickly
enough to changing realities, and distant from
the people they are intended to serve. Peo-
ple’s trust in institutions is eroding, informa-
tion ecologies are fracturing, and polarization
is deepening collective action failures.?

In the United States, even as trust in federal
institutions has been declining, local and state
governments have been a bright spot. Yet
here, too, there are signs of erosion.?

In today’s digital age, local leaders face mount-
ing challenges as systems struggle to keep
pace with residents’ expectations for respon-
sive government and services, communica-
tion channels are fragmented, and there is
growing complexity and information for often
under-resourced decision-makers. Residents
are accustomed to interacting with digital ser-
vices (e.g., banking, health care) and the ana-
log realities of local government often stand in
stark contrast.

Even as technology has brought some of the
challenging conditions, however, it also has
assistive potential.®> We have the opportunity
to transform the democratic operating sys-
tem through thoughtful construction of digital
civic infrastructure and to build a new foun-
dation for democratic institutions, where cur-
rent points of failure—including choke points,
seemingly irresolvable trade-offs, and dis-
abling conditions—have been overcome.

The project of building digital civic infrastruc-
ture to upgrade constitutional democracy for
twenty-first-century conditions would bene-
fit from starting at the municipal level. Local
government is where residents experience
democracy most directly and frequently in
their daily lives. Healthy democracies connect
residents to institutions, channel their opin-
jon and experience to decision-makers, and
design implementations that residents experi-
ence as securing their rights, safety, and happi-
ness. Understanding digital civic infrastructure
requires understanding each of those steps
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in the system of representation and how
they connect. To ensure that the connection
between the people and their institutions is
well in the frame, it behooves us to start with
consideration of how representation is operat-
ing at the local level.

In a new, first of its kind analysis, the Allen
Lab for Democracy Renovation investigates
how technology is actually being used to sup-
port democratic life at the municipal level,
and identifies opportunities and challenges to
adopting the rapidly growing suite of civic and
public technologies. Specifically, we examine
how technology is currently being used in
municipalities across Massachusetts to under-
stand the pain points, existing workflows, and
potential opportunities for both incremental
improvements and transformative change.

The research reveals how municipalities are
actively working to meet residents where
they are and developing creative solutions,
while struggling with significant personnel,
technical, and financial constraints and com-
peting demands for these limited resources.
Municipalities are using an array of social
media platforms to reach their diverse local
constituencies with relevant information;
providing access to budget, payments, and
meeting information via their websites; and
experimenting with Al. Across Massachusetts,
municipalities are working to update their dig-
ital civic infrastructure to meet the demands
of the digital age.

Our findings highlight promising examples of
where technology can help support democ-
racy and where significant gaps remain, as well
as recommendations for how digital civic infra-
structure can strengthen democracy starting
at the local level. The findings provide a foun-
dational grounding for conversations about
democratic renovation for modern times. ¥
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FOUNDATIONAL DESIGN PRINCIPLES

Democracy is a technology. While egalitarian
political forms existed in a variety of cultures
in antiquity, democracy was first formalized
during the classical period in Greece, perdured
to some degree over time in Italian city-states
and Swiss cantons, and was broadly rediscov-
ered in the eighteenth century. Enlightenment
political philosophers introduced fundamental
innovations: (1) popular representation; (2) the
separation of legislative, executive, and judicial
powers, combined with checks and balances;
and (3) the reserved powers of the people.

POPULAR REPRESENTATION: This was the
idea that the whole people formed the basis
for government—not merely sectors such as
aristocrats, clergy, and landholders—and could
send people whom they had selected to gov-
ernment to work on their behalf or represent
them. Thinkers like Thomas Hobbes and John
Locke introduced this modernized conception
of the people. Figures like Charles Lennox, the
third Duke of Richmond, Thomas Paine, and
the American Founders, introduced the idea
that governing officials should be selected for
the purpose of being representatives of the
whole people.

SEPARATION OF POWERS: This was the
idea that any act of power or will—whether
of an individual or social body—can in fact
be divided into three moments: choosing a
direction or goal, executing that goal, and
evaluating the relation between the execution
and the goal. The brilliant discovery of the
eighteenth century—made by Montesquieu,
among others—was that assigning these dif-
ferent moments of power to different actors
provided a pathway to limiting power and pro-
tecting freedom. If no single actor could carry
out all three of the moments needed for any
act of power, no single actor could dominate
everyone else. In addition to separating the
three moments of power, one could also use
institutions to give each type of power a way
of checking or counterbalancing the other.

This yielded the idea that the machinery of
government should be organized in separate
legislative, executive, and judicial institutions.

RESERVED POWERS OF THE PEOPLE:
Finally, this was the idea that when the people,
who are the basis for government and whose
good is the purpose of government, transfer
the power that emerges from their combina-
tion to institutions, they do not transfer that
power fully. They do not alienate it. They only
lend it to the institutions who work for the
people as the people’s deputies. The people
desire the production of state capacity in order
to effect their own ends but reserve the right
to call power back from the state at any point.
For democracy to exist, it must be possible for
the people to call power back. This was largely
the idea of Jean-Jacques Rousseau.

THE SPINAL CORD OF DEMOCRACY

Once these design principles were put to work
in the constitution-writing of the late eigh-
teenth through the twentieth centuries, they
yielded representative democracies whose
functioning depends entirely on what might
be called the spinal cord of democracy. Every
set of representative institutions depends
on three core components: (1) channeling of
civic voice; (2) processing of public opinion
by decision-makers to make policy decisions;
and (3) enforcement of those decisions,
delivery of government services, and judicial
evaluation of them. The metaphor encapsu-
lates all three of the foundational ideas out-
lined above. The popular basis of government
and the reservation of power and ownership
of state capacity to the people is conveyed
through the importance of connecting the
formal moments of government action (leg-
islation, execution, and judicial evaluation) to
the voices of the people.

When the spinal cord is healthy, it provides
a democracy with responsiveness, energy,
and adaptability. For the democracy to be
healthy, each vertebra must be healthy. The
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people must have meaningful and effective
ways of participating. Decision-makers must
be able to process information and find a path
to negotiated settlements that support stable
policy-making. Implementation must be effi-
cient, fair, and rights-protective. In addition, all
three vertebrae must be actively connected—
each responding to the motions of the other—
and the public must have sufficient visibility
into the spinal cord as a whole to be able to
trust these connections are working.

A way of understanding the challenges of
twenty-first-century democracy is as a vari-
ety of kinds of pathological sclerosis affecting
the spinal cord of democracy: bureaucratic
complexity, textual overload, constituent dis-
trust and frustration, weak sense-making,
misaligned incentives, and jurisdictional mis-
alignments. Democratic success depends on
a supple, resilient, aligned “spinal cord” that
expands—rather than erodes—democratic
agency, enabling societies to sense, deliber-
ate, decide, and coordinate.

At present, each of these components is
under significant strain. This contributes
to the increasing frustration and distrust
between residents and their governments:
information channels fail to translate res-
idents’ voice into policy decisions, public
servants are overwhelmed, and systems
delivering services are outdated.

In the twenty-first century, it is impossible
to discuss any infrastructure without con-
sidering how digitization affects it. Where
does it harm it? Where might it help it? With-
out question, digitization will fundamentally
transform infrastructure; and democracy’s
infrastructure is no exception. Renovating
democracy for twenty-first-century condi-
tions requires, among other things, updating
the digital civic infrastructure that supports
and may even simply come to define the spi-
nal cord of democracy: representative institu-
tions. We will want to look for breakthrough
solutions where assistive technologies can

KEY CONCEPTS

overcome the pathological sclerosis that
has developed. These assistive technologies
are not just digital versions of existing civic
processes but may structurally reshape how
these processes function.

In this study, we have examined all three com-
ponents of the spinal cord of democracy—
from how technology is being used to support
and channel civic voice at the municipal level
to decision-maker processes and implementa-
tion—though as the findings will show, digital
civic infrastructure has varying levels of matu-
rity across these components, with tools for
decision-making often the least developed.

DIGITAL CIVIC INFRASTRUCTURE

Digital civic infrastructure (DCI) refers to the
digital tools that strengthen the spinal cord
of democracy by enabling residents to par-
ticipate and engage with each other, sup-
porting governments to listen and decide,
and delivering responsive public services and
accountable enforcement. DCI often appears
alongside terms such as digital participation
infrastructure,* civic technology, digital public
infrastructure, and digital public goods. “Digital
participation infrastructure” generally captures
the first vertebra of the spinal cord of democ-
racy. “Civic technology” is often used loosely
across all three vertebrae. “Digital public infra-
structure” and “digital public goods” both cap-
ture aspects of the third vertebra through the
delivery of government services. To the best
of our knowledge, the field has not yet devel-
oped a term focused only on the kinds of dig-
ital infrastructure that support decision-maker
processes. But taken all together, these sev-
eral kinds of digital infrastructure deliver
the full stack of digital civic infrastructure.
This ecosystem of technologies is developed
and sustained by the government, market
actors, and civil society—usually in explicit or
implicit collaboration. In fact, in this ecosys-
tem “government-provided digital public infra-
structure and independently developed civic




technologies work in concert.”> State and soci-
ety are inseparably integrated in digital civic
infrastructure. State depends on society and
vice versa. Of course, this has long been true.
For-profit media have long shaped the pub-
lic sphere alongside governmental bodies and
civic associations.

The term “digital civic infrastructure” has obvi-
ous association to definitions of civic infra-
structure. Nabatchi and Leighninger (2015)
define civic infrastructure as “the laws, pro-
cesses, institutions, and associations that
support regular opportunities for people to
connect with each other, solve problems,
make decisions, and celebrate community.”® In
turn, Kaufman et al. (2022) define civic infra-
structure as “the places, policies, programs,
and practices that undergird strong commu-
nities and foster civic engagement.”” Hughes
et al. (2023) calls digital civic infrastructure the
civic infrastructures that leverage digital tech-
nologies.® The underlying concepts of popu-
lar representation, separation of powers, and
the reservation of power to the people are all
implicit in these definitions.

Figure 1 provides a summary of how DCI
relates to other terms and to the spinal cord
of democracy’s three key components.?

Using this framework, we can see more clearly
the role played by digital civic infrastructure
initiatives that aim to support the spinal cord.
For example, in Bowling Green, Kentucky,
local officials piloted an online engagement
process that invited thousands of residents to
share and prioritize ideas for long-term com-
munity planning, which were used in their BG
2050 plan for the city.’® Engaged California
has invited Californians to weigh in on policy
topics and community priorities to directly
inform state government action using an
online platform that also helps to analyze the
large amount of public input received for poli-
cymakers.' Many of these efforts take inspira-
tion from vlaiwan, which is a pioneering open
consultation system from Taiwan that blends
online deliberation tools with offline stake-
holder interaction to help residents and gov-
ernment shape policy together, achieve rough
consensus on complex issues, and directly
influence legislation.’

FIGURE 1. Digital Civic Infrastructure Supporting the Spinal Cord of Democracy
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Each provides a channel for civic voice and
sense-making and connects these processes to
decision-making. Each succeeds because it is
designed for the local context, political culture,
and institutions in which it is embedded.

As scholars have been exploring digital civic
infrastructure, some noteworthy hypotheses
have emerged. Tsai and Pentland (2025) treat
digital civic infrastructure as essential “inter-
mediating digital spaces . . . accommodating
discussion and deliberation at local as well as
national scales.”'® They recognize its potential
to inject more practices of both local and direct
democracy into the architecture of modern rep-
resentative democracy, and hypothesize that
this might be a pathway to reducing polarization
that stems from the relentless nationalization
of politics. The suggestion is that digital civic
infrastructure might be used to help reverse
that dynamic.

Gilman, Jacob, and Strano (2024)* evaluate
digital civic infrastructure as an enabling envi-
ronment for new forms of civic association.
They note the integration of public sector, mar-
ket, and civil society, for instance, focusing on
how commercial platforms like Discord can be
used to host civic functions. Meanwhile, Kang
et al. (2025) expand upon Communication

KEY CONCEPTS

Infrastructure Theory to create “an integrated
perspective of online behavior and the digital
environment.”*> They argue that digital civic
infrastructure does not have a uniform dem-
ocratic effect on voter turnout. In Michigan,
greater broadband availability was associated
with increased turnout among urban resi-
dents and decreased turnout among rural resi-
dents, which suggests that geographic context
shapes how digital infrastructure can influence
participation.

This emerging academic literature sets the
stage for mapping the landscape of digital civic
infrastructure in Massachusetts to identify the
platforms, technologies, and tools that munici-
palities and communities use. This report pro-
vides landscape analysis only; we don't extend
beyond that to test any of the hypotheses
above. But what a landscape analysis reveals is
where technologies seem already to be helping
municipalities overcome the scleroses of late
twentieth-century democracy and where those
scleroses continue to go unaddressed. Clar-
ity about those pain points and opportunities
for transformation will enable us to envision
how these technologies might better support
healthy democracy. 7
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To understand how we can strengthen and
transform the spinal cord of democracy, we
must first map the current condition, includ-
ing current engagement and existing infra-
structures. Just as civil engineers survey the
terrain before building and architects design in
response to environmental constraints, dem-
ocratic renewal requires a clear understand-
ing of the analog and digital infrastructures
shaping contemporary political life. The crisis
in democracy’s spinal cord can be addressed
effectively only when residents and policymak-
ers can see the condition of, and connections
among, its three components. We hope that
ultimately our analytical framework (the spinal
cord of democracy), and our landscape analy-
sis, will lay the foundation for a form of profes-
sionalized digital civic infrastructure planning
akin to urban planning.

The Commonwealth offers a diverse landscape
to examine digital civic infrastructure, with
351 municipalities ranging from Boston, one
of the oldest cities in the United States with
over 675,000 residents, to rural towns such
as Monroe with 118 residents. There are also
a variety of local governance structures, from
mayor-council systems to open town meetings,
which influence how people experience politi-
cal life across the state. Below, we provide an
overview of current community engagement
and political participation across the state.

COMMUNITY ENGAGEMENT

As with the rest of the United States, commu-
nity engagement is quite low across the state of
Massachusetts. We use a “community engage-
ment” score developed by the data firm Mur-
muration to visualize geographic differences.
This measure indicates likelihood of residents
attending a public meeting and of volunteer-
ing with or holding a leadership position in a
community organization. The score ranges from
O to 100 with higher values indicating greater
predicted community engagement. The average
score in all 351 Commonwealth municipalities

ranges between just 25.6 and 40.5 (figure 2a
and see figure 2b). A town with a score of 40
has residents who are, on average, 10 percent-
age points more likely to participate in civic
activities than residents of a town scoring 30.

It is well established that individual-level civic
engagement and political participation increase
with age, education, and income, and we see
the influence of these individual-level factors
in this data. There is relatively high community
engagement in Boston's MetroWest, for exam-
ple, a region known for its well-educated and
affluent residents.

CIVIC OPPORTUNITY

Crucially, even the most civically inclined individ-
uals will find that opportunities for engagement
are limited by the prevalence of organizations
and places that facilitate these activities. With
its Civic Opportunity Index, MapAgora “captures
the supply side of social capital, the institutional
and organizational conditions that make civic
participation possible.” Using IRS tax records and
organizational websites, the Civic Opportunity
Index tracks where and whether nonprofit orga-
nizations offer concrete ways for individuals to
engage in publiclife, such as volunteering, attend-
ing events, joining organizations, or participating
in civic or political action.'” The authors find
that civic opportunity across the U.S. decreases
as poverty increases and increases as the per-
centage of white college-educated residents
increases, and they find that social-fraternal orga-
nizations (Rotary Clubs, fraternities, sororities,
ethnic clubs, and so on) and religious (churches,
temples, mosques, and so on) organizations are
the most common organizations providing civic
opportunity across America.'®

The index does not measure civic opportunity at
the municipal level, but county level measures
show that civic opportunity varies significantly
across Massachusetts (see figure 3). On a 1 to
5 scale, where 1 is the lowest civic opportunity
and 5 is the highest, only Suffolk and Nantucket

The Landscape of Digital Civic Infrastructure in Massachusetts



FIGURE 2A. Massachusetts Community Engagement Scores by Municipality
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FIGURE 2B. Massachusetts Community Engagement Scores in Municipalities Analyzed
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Counties have a civic opportunity score of 5.
Five of the state’s fourteen counties rank in the
bottom 50 percent of all counties nationwide
for civic opportunity (Barnstable, Bristol, Hamp-
den, Plymouth, and Worcester counties). In all
but two Massachusetts counties, social and
fraternal organizations account for the largest

TRANSFORMING THE SPINAL CORD

percentage of civic opportunity organizations.
The exceptions are Franklin County (where arts
and cultural organizations are the most preva-
lent civic organizations) and Nantucket County
(where religious, community, and arts and cul-
tural organizations each represent 13.6 percent
of the civic organizations).
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FIGURE 3. Massachusetts Civic Opportunity by County
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TOWN MEETING TURNOUT

While Massachusetts cities tend to use
council- or mayor-based systems of gov-
ernment, 260 towns use the open town
meeting (OTM) form of government, “where
any voter is permitted to attend and vote
on legislative matters: budgets, bylaws, zon-
ing, etc.” according to the Massachusetts
Municipal Association.'” An additional 32
towns use a representative town meeting,
where voters elect representatives to delib-
erate and vote. The town meeting is deeply
rooted in the state’s colonial history, with its
origins dating back nearly four centuries to
the early settlements of the Massachusetts
Bay Colony. While the town meeting is a
durable tradition of residents directly gov-
erning their local communities, attendance
at local town meetings has declined over the
years, especially with population growth.
Attendees tend to skew toward older and
more civically engaged residents.?°

A 2024 report by the Acton-area League
of Women Voters examined town meet-
ing attendance in six towns?! and found it

‘persistently low"—the median participation
over twenty years was under 6 percent of
registered voters in all six towns.?? In Hud-
son, MA, the maximum participation over
those twenty years was 3.81 percent.

Similarly, a sample of open town meeting
participation over eight years for five towns
south of Boston showed average turnout
between 3 and 4.4 percent.®

A 2020 study found that most town meet-
ing attendees had also attended the five
previous town meetings; in other words,
it is largely the same small group of vot-
ers showing up. This highly active group
is “more likely to be older, white, married,
to work as municipal employees, and to be
homeowners compared to the population at
large,” and have resided in their towns sig-
nificantly longer than voters who occasion-
ally or never participate.?

VOTER TURNOUT

Despite relatively low community engage-
ment, widely varied civic opportunity, and
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town meeting turnout typically well below
10 percent of registered voters, Massachu-
setts consistently outperforms national aver-
ages in voter turnout for federal elections.
In the 2024 presidential general election,
68 percent of eligible voters turned out to
vote compared to the national average of 64
percent.”> Notably, turnout across the state
is much lower in the midterms (just 49 per-
cent in 2022) and declines precipitously for
local elections, which tend to be held in off
years (see figure 4). While some towns reg-
ularly surpass 80 percent voter participation

in presidential elections, turnout above 40
percent is exceedingly rare for municipal
elections.?® At the lower end, even contested
mayoral elections can have turnout in the
low double digits. For example, New Bed-
ford’s turnout jumped from 13 percent in the
City's 2023 mayoral election to 49 percent
one year later for the presidential election.?’

These baseline measures of civic engage-
ment and political participation across Mas-
sachusetts provide important context for
understanding the digital civic infrastruc-
ture landscape.

FIGURE 4. Election Turnout by Massachusetts Municipality in the 2022 Midterm and 2024

General Elections
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The data presented here were collected
using a mixed-methods approach to com-
plete an exploratory landscape analysis of
digital civic infrastructure across the state
of Massachusetts. The research design com-
prised structured data collection with quali-
tative stakeholder interviews to understand
how technology is currently being used by
officials and residents across municipalities.
Researchers sought to capture a diversity of
geographic regions and population sizes, and
the exploratory nature prioritized depth of
understanding over random sampling.

CONNECT-LEARN-ACT FRAMEWORK

The Connect-Learn-Act framework, devel-
oped by New_Public and extended by Part-
ners In Democracy, provided a structure for
understanding the functions essential to full
democratic participation and the first verte-
bra of the spinal cord of democracy.?®

¢ Connect focuses on the connections that
people form with each other, resources,
and institutions, which each offer differ-
ent entry points for civic participation.

e Learn encompasses the tools that build
civic knowledge and facilitate informa-
tion sharing.

¢ Act includes tools that enable direct
civic engagement and create pathways
for community members to get involved
with and influence governance and com-
munity life.

This framework informed what information
to gather in the municipal audits (see fig-
ure 5). Researchers examined how residents
connect with each other and how munici-
palities connect with their residents; how
residents find and share information and
how municipalities disseminate information;
and finally, how residents directly engage
with their local government.

FIGURE 5. Map of Information Gathered Showing Municipal Interviews in Orange and Data

Audits in Purple
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DATA COLLECTION METHODS

Semi-structured interviews were conducted
with thirty-two municipal and state leaders,
including town administrators, IT directors,
elected officials, and regional organizations
(e.g., planning commissions, county regional
councils).  The interview protocol was
designed to explore how municipalities were
currently leveraging technology and con-
ducting civic engagement in their commu-
nity, as well as the challenges and successes
they have had with these efforts. Interviews
ranged from thirty to sixty minutes and were
conducted via Zoom between May and Sep-
tember 2025.

Data audits were collected from fifty-eight
municipalities across the state of Massa-
chusetts. These were conducted with desk
research between May to October 2025.
The data audits collected information on:

e Social Media & Community Networks
(platforms used by municipalities to
reach their residents; platforms and net-
works used by residents to connect with
their neighbors and community)

e Municipal Websites (availability of infor-
mation critical to participating in local
political life and to understanding the
decision-making and actions of local offi-
cials such as elections, budgets, planning
documents, announcements, etc.; ability
to complete actions such as paying a bill,
submitting permits, reporting an issue;
underlying technology platforms used)

o Public Qutreach (livestream or hybrid
capabilities and availability of meet-
ing minutes for local meetings; public
engagement efforts including surveys or
participatory processes)

METHODOLOGY

o local News (availability and format of
news sources such as online, newspaper,
TV, radio)

Interview notes were analyzed to identify
patterns and results were reviewed alongside
the data audits. Municipal-level datasets pro-
vided by Murmuration supplied additional
context in the form of demographics, com-
munity engagement measures, and participa-
tion in local elections.

LIMITATIONS

Several limitations constrain the general-
izability of the findings. The nature of this
research is primarily exploratory and pres-
ents a descriptive data analysis; the data
collection did not cover the entire state of
Massachusetts; and the municipalities were
not selected at random, so results are not
statistically significant. The interviews were
conducted with volunteers, which might
introduce selection bias towards municipal
leaders who are more engaged or interested
in digital civic infrastructure. The audits con-
ducted were not exhaustive; researchers
focused on capturing the most prominent
local news sources, public engagements, or
social media groups, rather than cataloging
every instance of digital civic infrastructure
present in the community (e.g., every Face-
book group that exists within a community).
We also focused on the presence of the dig-
ital tools using publicly available data and did
not capture internal metrics such as how fre-
qguently websites were used or what actions
were taken on these platforms.
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The three key components of the spinal cord
of democracy (i.e.,voice, decision-making, and
implementation) are codependent. Namely,
decision-making that does not incorporate
residents’ voice will probably reflect other
priorities with more prominence. Similarly,
implementation and service delivery that are
disconnected from inclusive policy-making
will suffer from a lack of accountability.

Digital civic infrastructure can strengthen the
spinal cord of democracy depending on the
maturity of the ecosystem of digital capaci-
ties that exists in each local government. As
will become evident through the takeaways,
though digital platforms might have a main
goal, they can contribute to more than one
of the spinal cord’s components (see figure

6). For instance, improvements that facili-
tate broader public input enable the pos-
sibility of better and more representative
decision-making. In turn, tools that make it
easier to extract rich and nuanced insights
from a large number of residents can improve
decision-making.

The following takeaways aim to highlight key
findings and shared needs across the state;
successful examples of digital tools and
creative solutions that municipalities have
developed on their own; and the gaps, road-
blocks, and opportunities for strengthening
digital civic infrastructure. Each takeaway
has one or multiple tags showcasing the rela-
tionship it bears to one or more of the spinal
cord of democracy’s components.

FIGURE 6. How Our 10 Takeaways Map to the Spinal Cord of Democracy

Enforcement &
Implementation

The Landscape of Digital Civic Infrastructure in Massachusetts



TAKEAWAY 1: Laws and Algorithms Prevent Res-
idents and Municipal Leaders from Connecting

DECISION-MAKING

Although residents and municipal leaders
are using the same online platforms, they are
often talking past each other. Facebook was
the most widely used platforms: of the munic-
ipalities we evaluated, 97 percent had an offi-
cial municipal Facebook page and 100 percent
had a community-run Facebook group. The
small town of Monroe, Massachusetts, has a
community-run Facebook group while lacking
an official municipal website. Residents primar-
ily use these groups to share information, dis-
cuss issues related to the community’s political
life and local government, and connect with
others. However, municipal leaders expressed
reluctance to join or engage with these groups
out of fear of breaking Massachusetts’ Open
Meeting Law. While residents might be active
on their Facebook community group, this
engagement doesn’t necessarily trickle into
actual town meeting turnout or agenda-setting.
The vertebrae are not connecting.

The barriers run in both directions. Municipal
leaders often try to use official Facebook pages
(e.g., “City of Boston”) to share information
and updates with their community. However,
many municipal leaders reported experiencing
this content being down-ranked by the social
media feed algorithms, leading residents to miss
updates. This perception adds to a worrisome,
yet well-documented, trend of how social media
platforms prioritize content that drives engage-
ment over content that serves a civic function.?”
The result is that municipal leaders feel stuck—
Open Meeting Law prevents them from going
where residents are, and social media feed algo-
rithms undermine their ability to reach residents
through more official channels.

LANDSCAPE ANALYSIS

with Each Other on Social Media. Open Meeting
Law Limits Digital Engagement Opportunities.

Open Meeting Law in Massachusetts is meant
to ensure transparency in decision-making by
requiring deliberations, decisions, and meetings
of public officials are open to the broader pub-
lic. The law requires posting a 48-hour notice
for meetings, ensuring meetings are open to the
public, and sharing agendas and minutes pub-
licly. While public officials are allowed to com-
municate certain information over social media,
a quorum of public officials is not allowed to
engage in any deliberation over social media (or
any other digital platform), otherwise they would
be breaking Open Meeting Law. This leads to
confusion and concern among municipal leaders,
especially depending on the size of the public
body. If multiple public officials comment on the
same Facebook group post, it could be a viola-
tion. Out of an abundance of caution, this leads
many municipal officials to reportedly distance
themselves from these community-run Face-
book groups, in some cases choosing to opt-out
entirely. As a result, officials unfortunately miss
out on understanding resident concerns and
questions or being able to clarify and respond
to information being shared. Many residents are
actively engaging, but not through a channel
where they are heard and responded to.

This creates a significant challenge, and com-
peting pressures, for municipal officials caught
between wanting to be responsive to their com-
munity while remaining compliant with Open
Meeting Law. Residents increasingly expect
quick responses and ongoing dialogue on social
media, while the law requires discussions to
happen only in formal meetings with proper
public notice. Between legal and algorithmic
constraints, there is a communication breakdown
between residents and their local government.

13
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TAKEAWAY 2: Municipal Websites
Prioritize Transactional Features over

ENFORCEMENT & Transparency Features.
IMPLEMENTATION

While most municipal websites support trans-
actional features (e.g., the ability to make a
payment online), fewer support robust trans-
parency features (e.g., accessibility of budgets,
meetings minutes, public records requests). Of
the municipal websites evaluated, 98 percent
supported online payments, vet the user expe-
rience of accessing how money is spent by the
municipality was considerably more difficult.
When residents can easily pay their bills but
struggle to understand how their tax dollars
are being spent, they experience a mismatch
between transactional convenience and trans-
parency, which reflects a set of design priorities
chosen for municipal websites.

This breakdown impacts residents’ ability to
participate in budget discussions or hold their
government accountable, and they often are
missing context to make informed decisions in
key democratic contexts like town meetings. In
this information vacuum, actors with extreme
views can advance falsehoods that residents,
newspapers, and other intermediaries cannot
easily check. This disconnect between the first

and third vertebrae makes it cheaper to spread
misinformation and costlier to have delibera-
tion based on common facts.

Over 83 percent of municipal budgets
were shared as PDFs, typically as large,
difficult-to-read spreadsheets. Almost every
municipality posted their meeting minutes
online with a PDF; however, nearly 25 percent
of these were not searchable. Under a widely
adopted international 5-star ranking sys-
tem for open data originally proposed by Tim
Berners-Lee, this would qualify at the lowest
level 20 Additionally, public records requests in
43 percent of the municipalities relied solely on
email; and while municipal leaders noted that
there has recently been a challenging increase
in the volume of public records requests, relying
on email is difficult for both parties. In short, the
transparency features that do technically exist
are rudimentary CSV files and email, instead of
being the modern, user-friendly experiences
many residents have come to expect from dig-
ital services.

FIGURE 8. Example of how meeting minutes are often uploaded to municipal websites.®!
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2026 2025 2024 View More

Agenda

Minutes Download

E Jan 22, 2026 — Posted Jan 16, 2026 B:44 AM
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Download ¥
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Planning Department

Download ¥

E Jan 20, 2026 — Posted Jan 15, 2026 10:25 AM
Planning Board

Download ¥

E Jan 8, 2026 —Amended Jan 5, 2026 2:29 PM
Planning Beoard - Hybrid

Download ¥

¥ Policy Sub-Committee Meeting/ South Middlesex Regional Vocational Technical School Committee
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Download ¥
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TAKEAWAY 3: Early Experiments with Al
Adoption Show Potential.

ENFORCEMENT &
IMPLEMENTATION

With the rise of artificial intelligence, some
municipal leaders were trying to understand
how they might leverage these tools to help
them do more with less. Of the fifty-eight
municipalities evaluated, three municipalities
currently have an Al-powered chatbot on their
website to help residents find the information
and resources they are looking for. The chat-
bots are typically able to scan thousands of
municipal documents for their answers and are
available at any time of day, unlike phone sup-
port. Municipal leaders we spoke with noted
that they were able to help with the initial
training and, now that it is publicly available,
are able to see the types of questions people
are asking so they can fill in any informational
gaps on the website.

Other experiments we observed included
municipalities’ leveraging Al to create tran-
scripts, meeting minutes, and FAQs from local
meeting recordings, as well as using the technol-
ogy for language translation. Some of the town
managers did remark that they personally lev-
eraged tools such as ChatGPT to support their
daily work such as summarizing documents,
drafting emails, and other administrative tasks.
One of the most innovative examples of Al use
was a town manager who leveraged these tools
to build open-source alternatives to otherwise

LANDSCAPE ANALYSIS

prohibitively expensive platforms, making infor-
mation user-friendly and transparent.

As Al is becoming embedded into municipal
services, questions around data ownership and
retention, as well as contract terms, will need
more attention and guidance.

FIGURE 9. Al Chatbot Available on the North
Andover, MA, website.®?

North Andover Virtual Helper

Hi. I'm Lucky, North Andover's virtual helper. I'm here to answer
questions or help you submit a request. | can also assist in other
languages—just let me know which one.

If you'd rather call or text your question, you can reach me at
888-609-6586.

This chat might be recorded to help improve service, and while
11l do my best, | might occasionally make a mistake.

How can | help you today?

L]

e 16:32

This Al is here o help, bul it may make mistakes. Please double check information befare

ralying on it.
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Spotlight: Budget Transparency Portal

Many municipalities’ budget documents are housed in PDFs on the town’s website. Although
the PDFs are not difficult to find, they can be difficult to read and understand.®®

Town Manager Austin Cyganiewicz noticed this problem in both of the towns he was town
manager for—Cyganiewicz previously served as the Town Manager of Rutland and is now
the Town Manager in Sutton. In Rutland, there often was not even a consistently posted and
publicly available PDF document. Even when PDFs existed, they lacked uniformity across
fiscal years, making it difficult for residents and officials alike to track changes or understand
long-term trends. The budget development process was also analog and outdated—depart-
ments began the budgeting process using a pen and paper form, requiring the form to be
physically mailed to the Town Manager’s office before meeting to make adjustments.
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Cyganiewicz explored potential vendors to build a comprehensive and user-friendly budget
portal, but cost proved a huge barrier. Though platforms like ClearGov and OpenGov can
be great for larger municipalities, Cyganiewicz found that many software companies did not
understand the limited resources of small towns. Though various grants could help pay for
initial cost and implementation, recurring costs would likely come directly out of the munic-
ipalities’ budget. Moreover, many companies include several different services within the
platform, but these services do not always cohesively interface with each other and cannot
operate disparately; it may not work to subscribe to one module’s functionality unless multi-
ple other modules are also purchased. This situation is conducive to creating closed systems
where interoperability and ease of the municipality’s data movement are jeopardized in the
event they want to change platforms.

Ultimately, Cyganiewicz realized that the sustainable, affordable, and effective budget portal
the town needed could not be found elsewhere. Cyganiewicz successfully built his own bud-
get portal system for both Rutland and Sutton, leveraging various Al tools. The budget portal
is hosted on a public Github repository, meaning all the code is publicly available. In his eyes,
the budget portals he built are not only nearly free but built to the needs of his town. He has
made the Sutton portal accessible for potential future developers to update the portal each
fiscal year.

Within Rutland'’s portal, users can view revenues, expenses, reserves, and capital, as well as a
multi-year financial forecast and a Community Comparison Dashboard. The multi-year finan-
cial forecast provides forecasts for the future five years (currently FY2025-2030) for both
revenue and expenses using a series of standardized assumptions (like property tax rate,
state aid, and town budget), helping residents gain an understanding of Rutland’s current and
future fiscal outlook. The Community Comparison Dashboard helps residents understand
how Rutland compares to similar towns across Central Massachusetts, using key indicators
like property values, income levels, and tax rates.

Cyganiewicz is also experimenting with creating other open-source municipal tools for the
Town of Sutton, such as a public works reporting and tracking portal.®*

16 The Landscape of Digital Civic Infrastructure in Massachusetts
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FIGURE 10. The budget transparency portal built for the Town of Sutton, MA.

IO N OpenBook Sutton Home

Expenses  Revenues  Capital  Reserves

Welcome to OpenBook Sutton

OpenBook Sutton is the Town of Sutton's official budget transparency portal. This platform
provides residents, stakehoiders, and policymakers with clear and accessible information about
the Town's finances. Users can explore detailed data on annual expenditures, revenue sources,
capital projects, and financial reserves—all in one centralized location. Our goal is to promote
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accountability, support informed decision-making, and strengthen public trust in focal
government operations.

Expenses - General Fund

FY26 Budget Breakdown by Function Si y of G | Fund Exp
3 %

Function FY25 FY26
18% 539 Change Change
General Govarnmant $2,056,065 $2.110,672 $63707 A%
Public Safety $3,420.566 $3,592,767 72200 50%
Education $21,489065 $22257.672 5768607 36%
Public Works 51167923 s122040 $52.4%8 45%

Health and Human
Sach £322,002 $403,943 s 30%
Culture and Recreation $320.890 $326536 546496 14%
Debt Service $3,186,691 $2,594752 $-591929 -18.6%
=% Unclassified $6,846,302 $7.008,179 §161.787 24%
N Gonarsl Governmert NN Pubiic Saety Educaion NS Public Works
S Health ane Human Ssnicss Culture and Ascraation B Dbt Service Intssgoavermmemal $0 $0 $0 0.0%
. Uclasstod L Iriorgovernirental Expoeciiven I Transler: Exponditures

Transtors 979,768 5740739 $-239,029 -24.4%

View Full Expenses Page

Total $39,859,262 $40,263,681 $404,419 1.0%

ENFORCEMENT &
IMPLEMENTATION

In evaluating the various software platforms
currently being used by local municipal govern-
ments for different features, four major compa-
nies—CivicPlus, Granicus, OpenGov, and Tyler
Technologies—dominated the market. These
major companies also frequently acquire smaller
companies, which often continue to operate
under their original name, obscuring ownership.
For example, CivicPlus has acquired SeeClick-
Fix, ArchiveSocial (now named CivicPlus Social

LANDSCAPE ANALYSIS

TAKEAWAY 4: Technology Platform Consolida-
tion Limits Municipal Choice.

Media Archiving), NextRequest, and BoardSync
(which became CivicClerk and is now named
CivicPlus Agenda and Meeting Management).
Granicus has acquired platforms such as Smart-
Gov, Rock Solid Technologies (including City-
Sourced), and GovQA.

These companies control a large market share of
municipal website functionality. CivicPlus pow-
ers 85 percent of the municipal websites we

17
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evaluated, while Granicus is used for an addi-
tional 10 percent of these websites. In addition,
OpenGov (majority owned by Cox Enterprises)
is used for 57 percent of the municipal permits
and licenses solutions we evaluated. This con-
solidation limits municipal choice and creates
vendor lock-in.

This market has been shaped by both the con-
straints of municipalities (e.g., limited technical
staff) and structural issues with procurement
processes today. Competitive bidding processes
can favor larger companies as they are able to
offer lower bid prices and are able to absorb
lengthier government payment timelines. What
at first can appear to be a cost-cutting oppor-
tunity can later become a high-cost trap as
competition in the space disappears. Municipal
leaders reported feeling locked into constantly
increasing software subscription costs, which
puts a significant strain on their already limited

budgets. In Shrewsbury, for example, the town’s
Management Information Systems budget
increased by 12.64 percent, or $166,300, from
the previous year primarily due to increased
software renewal costs for platforms includ-
ing OpenGov and Tyler Technologies.®> This is
exacerbated by the high switching costs (e.g.,
migrating data, retraining staff, potential ser-
vice disruption) for software services. Several
town managers reported they were beginning
to experiment with using platforms such as
BlueSky or Threads, but chose not to proceed
because they were concerned about the ability
to meet content archival requirements for these
newer platforms since they were unsupported
by the existing tools used (e.g., ArchiveSocial,
now CivicPlus Social Media Archiving).

The lack of competition prevents municipal-
ities from negotiating better terms, and the
lack of state-level guidance usually leaves each

FIGURE 11. Municipal Technology Market Share in Massachusetts across Technology Categories.

Municipal Technology Market Share in Massachusetts
Percentage of municipalities using each vendor across technology categories
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Note: Cox Enterprises owns a majority stake in OpenGov, N = 58.
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municipality to navigate the process on their
own. While the Massachusetts Operational Ser-
vices Division does host a procurement platform
for statewide contracts, COMMBUYS, it typi-
cally covers IT equipment (e.g., laptops, devices)
and other IT software. There are no statewide
contracts for civic technology platforms, such
as website systems, permitting software, or
civic engagement tools, that many municipal-
ities need. This often leaves municipalities to

navigate procurement on their own without the
pre-negotiated terms that a statewide contract
would provide.

When only a handful of private companies
own the platforms through which residents
are accessing information and services, these
companies begin to control the experience of
local democracy.

_ TAKEAWAY 5: Budget and Staffing Technical
DECISION-MAKING .
Resources Pose a Huge Constraint for
ENFORCEMENT & Many Municipalities.
IMPLEMENTATION

Many municipalities struggle with budget
and technical staffing limitations. Out of the
municipalities we evaluated, 78 percent listed
IT staff on their website. However, there is a
significant disparity between larger and smaller
municipalities: the latter are less likely to have
technical staff. Municipal leaders across the
state reported that IT staff within town admin-
istrations lack competitive salaries and experi-
ence frequent turnover, requiring continuous
recruitment and training of new staff. This cycle
disrupts workflow consistency and generates
substantial costs in both time and resources
dedicated to onboarding and capacity building.
The lack of technical staff often forces munici-
palities to rely on expensive external vendors to
provide IT support. Municipal leaders are pain-
fully aware of the strong advances and capabil-
ities of current technology, as well as their lack
of ability to obtain it, with one town adminis-
trator stating that the technology was “passing
them by.”

LANDSCAPE ANALYSIS

One of the key challenges cited by many of the
municipal leaders interviewed was the issue of
cybersecurity. Challenges arise particularly with
cost, as municipal leaders are burdened by the
recurring, rising costs of annual software sub-
scriptions just to maintain basic functionality.
With more devices increasingly connected to
their networks and looming national security
threats, municipalities are struggling to keep up.*

Moreover, new technology tools do not always
yield greater efficiency. Staff, particularly those
less comfortable with technology, frequently
struggle with adaptation and adoption despite
training (which also costs municipalities money
and resources). Tools like SeeClickFix are indeed
helpful, but they require staff and training to
monitor, which may be difficult to afford on an
already strained budget. These tools, designed
to improve efficiency and in principle reduce
costs, can inadvertently end up being extremely
resource-intensive.
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Spotlight: North Shore IT Collaborative

In the face of these limitations, municipalities have begun collaborating with each other to
share resources and infrastructure. One such example is the North Shore IT Collaborative, a
collaboration between eight municipalities in northern Massachusetts.

The North Shore IT Collaborative was officially launched in July 2021 to help municipali-
ties in Massachusetts strengthen their technology infrastructure and cybersecurity through
regional cooperation. Led by the Town of Danvers, the largest and most well-funded of
the towns in the Collaborative, the project began when they partnered with nearby Essex
through a state-funded fiber network and shared data center. The success of this partnership
drew interest from other communities, eventually expanding to a total of eight municipalities
that now share IT infrastructure, cybersecurity tools, and management resources.®”
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The collaborative's work accelerated during the COVID-19 pandemic, when remote meetings
made coordination easier and the need for secure digital operations became more urgent.
Through a series of state Community Compacts and federal grants, the group built out fiber
optic connections and deployed shared cybersecurity systems such as Endpoint Detection
and Response. Danvers manages many of these systems centrally, allowing smaller towns,
most without full IT departments, to access professional IT support at a lower cost. Through
these bulk purchase agreements, Danvers’ Chief Information Officer Colby Cousens states
that each member community of the North Shore IT Collaborative has seen around a 25
percent reduction in costs compared to procuring similar services independently. The Col-
laborative has also been able to generate a small amount of net revenue that is reinvested
through Danvers’ Net Revenue Reinvestment Program, which finances pilot research and
development initiatives that are operationalized and offered back to the Collaborative.

Mandatory to participate in the Collaborative, municipalities pay a base annual membership
fee as well as for a required cybersecurity package procured and maintained by Danvers.
Additional services are not required, and communities can, based on their need, opt into
these programs, including managed helpdesk support, more advanced strategic and proj-
ect management services, server hosting in the regional datacenter, and zero trust security
architecture.

Governance and coordination were initially supported by the Metropolitan Area Planning
Council (MAPC), a public agency composed of 101 municipalities and created under Mas-
sachusetts General Law, whose facilitation helped the group formalize its structure and
secure funding. The collaborative continues to meet regularly to set regional priorities,
standardize hardware and software, and plan future projects. Since the institution of the
collaborative, the North Shore IT Collaborative has raised over #1.7 million in grant funding.

20 The Landscape of Digital Civic Infrastructure in Massachusetts
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TAKEAWAY 6: Hybrid Meetings Often Fail to
Enable Two-Way Participation.

While over 86 percent of the municipalities
we observed record and post their meetings
online (typically using YouTube), fewer than
half had hybrid meetings that enabled real
remote participation where residents could
actively engage or speak. The introduction of
Zoom during the COVID-19 pandemic repre-
sented one of the most significant digital civic
infrastructure changes that municipalities have
faced in recent years, as leaders began to figure
out how to quickly bring their operations online.
However, many of these implementations fall
short of genuine hybrid functionality and are
often only one-way broadcasts of information.
As such, these implementations may backfire
as they create the appearance of access while
risking further alienating residents from mean-
ingful participation.®®

These limitations stem from both technical and
physical constraints. Many meeting rooms lack
the proper A/V equipment to support two-way
interaction or might face internet connectiv-
ity issues. Several municipal leaders remarked

that tools such as Owl devices require techni-
cal expertise to troubleshoot, which they often
do not have readily available. The result is that
hybrid meetings become one-way channels of
communication, leaving residents who face bar-
riers to in-person attendance (e.g., caregiving,
disabilities, working schedules) to miss out on
the opportunity to fully participate. While dig-
ital civic infrastructure could create pathways
to participation, it also risks replicating existing
patterns of access.

While the Municipal Empowerment Act would
create a new section in Massachusetts Open
Meeting Law to allow for remote participation, it
currently does not provide funding or grants for
municipalities to actually adopt such measures.®
Though the Act would require members partic-
ipating remotely to be clearly audible to each
other and public access to be ensured through
adequate alternative means, municipalities are
largely left to independently fund the necessary
infrastructure such as IT equipment, accessibility
technology, and video conference platforms.

FIGURE 12. Hybrid Meeting Capabilities across Evaluated Municipalities, N = 58.
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Spotlight: Remote Participation Tool in Lexington, Massachusetts

The Town of Lexington hosts their representative town meetings virtually over Zoom with the
help of a companion application called the Town Meeting Portal, developed by Select Board
Member Joe Pato.*° The meeting portal is accessible via all web browsers and is responsible for
the parliamentary aspects of the town meeting, allowing participants to ask to speak, vote, and
monitor the state of the meeting. The log-in page is accessible through the Lexington website
(or directly through the search bar of a web browser). In order to use the Town Meeting Portal,
participants must log in with a username and password that they receive in a letter. On the
portal page, there is also a telephone help number that participants can call if they encounter
any issues while using the portal.

During the meeting itself, participants are able to see the status of the debate; for example,
Town Meeting Portal users can see whether the debate is still open or not. Participants can
raise a point of order at any time or ask to speak, all via clicking a button. If participants click
that they would like to speak, they are brought to a page where they can select whether they
are in favor, against, have a question, or would like to walk away from the debate. They can
also see—live—the order in which they will speak and the names of others in line.

Lexington’s Town Meeting Portal has helped to break down barriers to participation and acces-
sibility, enabling participants to fully engage in town meetings remotely.

FIGURE 13. Town meeting portal for Lexington, MA.
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TAKEAWAY 7: Promising, Innovative Digital
Civic Infrastructure Solutions Meet Residents
Where They Are.

Meeting people where they are is essential
for ensuring that civic engagement feels both
accessible and responsive to residents’ every-
day realities—for some, that means digital tools,
while for others, meaningful civic engagement
happens best through close-knit and in-person
conversations. This approach ensures that civic
participation isn’t limited to those who already
have the time and resources to seek it out and
lowers barriers for residents who may not feel
heard with traditional means of connection.
For some towns, meeting residents where they
are means connecting with them in-person

at a community location. Located in northern
Massachusetts and bordering New Hampshire,
Dunstable is a town in Middlesex County with a
population of fewer than 4,000 people. Dunsta-
ble’s town administrator hosts recurring Coffee
and Conversations, where residents can meet
the town administrator at a local coffee shop
and discuss anything that may be on their mind.
Dunstable’s town manager also hosted Kitchen
and Conversations to discuss the FY26 bud-
get, bringing the meetings directly to residents’
homes where they were encouraged to invite
their neighbors, friends, and family to join.*
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Spotlight: Civic Academies in Arlington, Massachusetts

The Town of Arlington (population 46,000) hosts a Civic Academy program, which offers
participants an inside look at how the town operates and how residents can engage in local
government.*” The Academy runs in both the fall and spring, with typically a maximum of
twenty participants per session, meeting in-person for two hours every week for six weeks.
Each session, which features presentations by town officials, explains key aspects of gov-
ernment operations and provides opportunities for discussion or hands-on activities.

The fall 2025 Civic Academy curriculum began with an overview of town governance and
operations, followed by sessions covering topics such as the town clerk, libraries, pub-
lic schools, public works, inspectional services, fire, health and human services, planning
and community development, police, recreation, and budget and finance.*® The program is
designed for community members who want to learn more about serving on committees,
running for Town Meeting, or pursuing other elected positions. All residents of Arlington
over eighteen years of age are eligible to apply, but preference is given to those who have
limited experience with town politics and governance. The spring 2026 Civic Academy is
its sixth iteration. Since its creation in fall 2023, there have been ninety-three graduates
of Arlington’s Civic Academy. Of these, thirty-one (one out of three) have reported active
involvement in local government.*

Arlington is not the only municipality with a Civic Academy program—Lexington and Water-
town have also implemented their own Civic Academy model in their respective municipal-
ities. Lexington’s Civic Academy is a twelve-week program that brings together twelve to
fifteen residents one evening per week to learn about how the town operates. Each session
focuses on a different department such as fire, police, or public works, offering participants a
look inside local government and encouraging them to become more involved in their com-
munity.* Watertown also hosts their own six-week version of the Civic Academy program.*®
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Other towns have also found digital means of
communication to experiment with creative
ways of connecting with residents. Multiple
municipalities have created podcasts to com-
municate town news, including the Towns of
Tyngsborough, Ashland, Concord, and Carlisle.
Municipal leaders remark that feedback on
the podcasts has been positive, with residents
appreciating its informality and authenticity,
which allows complex information to be con-
sumed in a conversational format. The town
manager of Carlisle stated that the town'’s pod-
cast, “The Carlisle Connection,” works particu-
larly well with its middle-aged population; the
town has also found success with younger res-
idents, connecting residents who may not have
tuned into more traditional channels of engage-
ment. The Town of Tyngsborough has a specific
podcast dedicated to just the town manag-
er's report, with each episode typically lasting
no longer than ten minutes. Each episode is

dedicated to the bi-weekly report presented to
the Tyngsborough Select Board.

Some municipalities have been able to connect
with residents on various social media plat-
forms, although these are not equally trusted
or accessible in every community. After noticing
decreasing engagement on their Facebook, the
municipality of Ashland began a TikTok account,
which the town manager says is more authentic
and is helping Ashland reach a new and younger
new audience. Ashland’s TikTok account @
townofashlandma features events in the com-
munity, such as Ashland’s Fire Department &
Senior Center Lunch showing firefighters pre-
paring and serving lunch to members of a local
senior center, the Ashland food pantry, the cel-
ebration of Ashland’s oldest resident, parking
rules, and even a comedic video of the Ashland
Fire Department that has garnered over 38,000
views and counting.?’

FIGURE 14. Podcast Episode from Tyngsborough, MA, Showcasing Regular Updates from the

Town Manager.

THE TOWN
MANAGER'S
REPORT

Tyng'sborough Town
Manager's Report 11/17/2025
Tyngsborough Town Manager's Report

& MIN

FIGURE 15. Videos Posted to YouTube from Dunstable, MA, Giving a Brief Town Update (left)
and Natick, MA, providing Informational Resources about Town Operations (right).
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Several municipalities have also launched video
series on Youlube to help residents learn about
how their local government operates and to
share information about current happenings
in their community. These video series aim to
amplify the work currently happening in per-
son, allowing residents to quickly connect with
events and news from the town. The Town of
Dunstable’s “Municipal Minute” is one such
example, a regular Youlube series by the Town
giving residents highlights from the most recent
town meeting, as well as general information
on town events—anything from ongoing resto-
ration projects to the Dunstable 5K 48

These examples demonstrate just a sample of
the diverse strategies Massachusetts munici-
palities are adopting to meet residents where
they are, whether that is physically or digitally.
Initiatives like Civic Academy programs across
various municipalities or in-person Kitchen and
Conversations both empower and allow res-
idents to personally connect with their town
leaders. Simultaneously, towns experiment-
ing with online media like podcasts and social
media show how digital tools can supplement
traditional outreach by expanding access and
presenting municipal information in more
approachable ways.

TAKEAWAY 8: Public Officials Must Close the
Feedback Loop When Engaging the Public.

DECISION-MAKING

ENFORCEMENT &

IMPLEMENTATION

Municipal leaders consistently described a lack
of public participation, except in highly contro-
versial issues such as housing or zoning, which
tend to mobilize residents. One town man-
ager noted that “people engage when things
are going wrong, otherwise it is hard to con-
nect with them.” This “vocal minority” problem
creates a distorted picture of community sen-
timent. Municipal leaders often hear from the
loudest voices, while the majority of residents
are silent. This creates a difficult dynamic for
municipal leaders who say they can have a hard
time gauging community priorities.

The majority of the efforts to engage the pub-
lic by local officials consisted of one-off sur-
veys, primarily using Google Forms or Survey
Monkey platforms. While many municipalities
make efforts to gather public input, several
municipal leaders recognized that they often
struggle to incorporate the information they
collect or demonstrate to residents how their
participation influenced outcomes. Public input
can sometimes fall into the trap of becoming

LANDSCAPE ANALYSIS

a “checkbox” requirement for a project to pro-
ceed. However, this failure to close the loop
can also breed cynicism among residents. In
order to build civic muscle, municipalities need
to demonstrate consistently how residents’
input leads to action, which can create a vir-
tuous cycle of engagement. Similarly, munici-
palities should openly communicate to manage
their residents’ expectations, recognizing their
existing capacities to turn their engagement
into that virtuous cycle.

In our analysis, we found that one-time opin-
jon surveys were especially common in smaller
municipalities, while some of the larger munic-
ipalities were experimenting with processes
such as participatory budgeting. Participa-
tory budgeting gives residents control over
the allocation of some portion of the budget;
it offers a tangible connection from input to
action where residents can see the concrete
results of their participation in funded projects
within their community. For example, in Cam-
bridge, which has run this process for over a
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decade, residents had control over allocating
$1 million of the City's budget and were able
to submit ideas for projects in their commu-
nity that needed funding. Municipal leaders
observed that this enabled residents to watch

their choices actually materialize within a rela-
tively quick turnaround time, which has helped
build trust and civic habits that are important
for sustained engagement.

FIGURE 16. The City of Cambridge Participatory Budgeting Portal Allows Residents to Submit
and Vote on How to Allocate Funds to Projects That Improve Cambridge.

Participatory Budgeting (PB) in Cambridge
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TAKEAWAY 9: Online, Hyperlocal News Sources
Are Emerging to Fill a Gap in Local News.

Falling circulation and consolidation have led to
the closure of local news outlets in many com-
munities. Our audit found that smaller munici-
palities were more likely to only have online
news sources, versus a variety of print and online
media. However, in communities across the
state (e.g., Plymouth,* New Bedford,*® Western
Massachusetts®!), new hyperlocal news sources
are emerging to fill the gap. These outlets are
typically non-profits, with boards made up of
volunteers from the community who can act

as boosters and fundraisers for these startups.
Newton residents began raising money from the
community for the Newton Beacon in 2022. The
Beacon ran several articles about a 2023 budget
override to gauge interest in the new outlet. An
outpouring of support brought in several thou-
sand dollars in unsolicited donations and the
Beacon hired a full-time reporter-editor in the
summer of 2023. The New Bedford Light started
in 2021 with just two backers and now has more
than a dozen team members. The Light created a

The Landscape of Digital Civic Infrastructure in Massachusetts



community calendar, covers local elections that
typically go under the radar, and marches in the
city’s Cape Verdean parade.”?

South Shore News, which uses Al to report on
local meetings and reports from roughly nine-
teen municipalities, is trying another model.>3
The site takes in transcripts from meeting
recordings posted on community access televi-
sion to generate articles. With dozens of select
boards, school committees, and other govern-
ing bodies meeting regularly across these nine-
teen municipalities, automatic summarization
allows readers to keep up with the high vol-
ume of meetings. The limited involvement of
a human reporter carries the risk that articles
miss key issues, as the “‘About” page for South
Shore News notes, “This is an experiment: Gen-
erative Al still occasionally hallucinates.”*

These outlets’ experimentation highlights
opportunities available to residents around
Massachusetts who may similarly wish to take
initiative in their own communities. Digital civic
infrastructure can play a role in supporting the
existence of local news, which can create the
conditions for a more informed and engaged
community. Research shows that the decline of
local news coverage is reducing civic engage-
ment,> that news outlets can drive engage-
ment in other civic institutions (e.g., elections,
planning processes),”® and that exposure to
local news can reduce partisan polarization.®’
Whether these emerging online, hyperlocal
news sources will produce the same civic bene-
fits as traditional local news sources remains an
open question that warrants further longitudi-
nal research.

TAKEAWAY 10: Digital Tools to Support
Decision-Making Are Lacking.

Of the components in the spinal cord of democ-
racy, the processing of public preferences into
policy decisions is currently the least directly
supported by existing digital civic infrastructure
across the municipalities we observed. While
many municipalities are leveraging tools, with
various levels of maturity, in an attempt to sup-
port voice (e.g., social media, hybrid meetings)
and government service delivery (e.g., online
payments, budget portals, chatbots), we did not
encounter as many tools designed specifically
to help decision-makers gather, interpret, and
act on public input.

Many of the local leaders interviewed described
the need to process and digest substantial
amounts of materials, reports, public inputs,
etc. and to exercise informed judgment across
a wide range of policy domains and operations.

LANDSCAPE ANALYSIS

One municipal leader pointed to multiple large
stacks of paperwork on their desk and noted
the volume of material. As noted in Takeaway 3
(page 15), several municipal leaders described
using Al tools in a personal capacity to support
their workload. Decision-makers appear to be
in need of sense-making support so that they
can connect the voice, decision-making, and
implementation components of the spinal cord.
This disconnection in the spinal cord presents
an opportunity for digital civic infrastructure to
support municipal leaders in their roles.

While there are tools emerging to help
decision-makers manage complexity at the fed-
eral and state levels, local government—where
residents experience democracy most directly—
remains largely unequipped.
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STRENGTHENING DIGITAL
CIVIC INFRASTRUCTURE

Our landscape analysis of digital civic infrastruc-
ture across Massachusetts showcases the cre-
ative solutions that local leaders have developed
and highlights shared needs and gaps where there
are opportunities to strengthen this infrastructure
across the state. Municipal leaders, state policy
makers, researchers, and technologists all have
important roles to play in renovating our democ-
racy for the digital age. While the opportunities
discussed below are not exhaustive, they offer
concrete starting points based on our takeaways.

Municipal Leaders:

e Build civic muscle by starting small, stay-
ing consistent, and closing the loop with
engagement. Begin with manageable exper-
iments that meet residents where they are
(e.g., with the devices and times they have
available) and demonstrate responsiveness.
Each community might close the loop with
engagement differently (e.g., annual civic
priorities surveys, digital town halls, com-
munication to residents), but by making
it easier for residents to get engaged and
then showing them that their input leads
to tangible action, it is possible to create a
more virtuous cycle of engagement.

e Consider partnering with neighboring
municipalities. Regional partnerships such
as the North Shore IT Collaborative demon-
strate how resource-sharing can decrease
costs while improving technical capacity.

e Share knowledge and insights with other
municipalities across the state. Creating
networks for sharing learnings on digital
civic infrastructure makes it possible for
other communities to accelerate innovation
and avoid duplicative efforts.

State Policy Leaders:

e Modernize Open Meeting Law for the dig-
ital age.

- The current law creates unintended
barriers for responsive digital engage-
ment between residents and municipal
leaders. The Attorney General's Office
should consider issuing clearer guidance
on digital engagement for municipal

leaders that preserves transparency
while enabling modern communication
with residents.

- The Municipal Empowerment Act, which
aims to amend Open Meeting Law and
codify remote meeting participation,
could be expanded to offer funding for
the digital infrastructure or technical
support for municipalities to successfully
operate remote or hybrid meetings.

Include additional provisions in technol-

ogy vendor contracts.

- Adopt data portability standards.
Establish minimum data portability
requirements (e.g., data export for-
mats, timelines) for municipal technol-
ogy systems.

- Require ownership disclosure. Require
vendors to disclose corporate owner-
ship structure, including parent compa-
nies and significant investors. Require
notice when there is a change in vendor
ownership or control.

Encourage regional, shared technical
resources. State funding and facilitation
could help replicate successful models like
the North Shore IT Collaborative across
other regions.
Develop statewide technology procure-
ment standards, audits, and training. Addi-
tional guidance and resources could help
municipalities evaluate technology vendors,
identify contract provisions, negotiate con-
tracts, or leverage collective purchasing
power for procurement, as well as support
best practices for implementation.

e Adopt common standards for procure-
ment transparency such as the Open
Contracting Data Standard. This stan-
dard structures procurement data from
planning through implementation, mak-
ing it comparable across jurisdictions.

The Landscape of Digital Civic Infrastructure in Massachusetts



e Modify state grant programs to include
digital civic infrastructure use cases. \While
current grant programs, such as the Com-
munity Compact IT Grant Program, are use-
ful for supporting infrastructure needs, they
could expand eligibility criteria beyond tra-
ditional IT needs to explicitly include other
digital civic infrastructure opportunities
such as civic engagement platforms, trans-
parency tools, and others.

Researchers & Technologists:

e Create or adoptinteroperable, open-source
tools when possible. Proprietary soft-
ware platform consolidation has created
lock-in and rising costs for municipalities.
Open-source solutions that municipalities
could leverage and adapt to their needs,
such as the budget portal for the Towns of
Rutland and Sutton, offer potential alter-
natives. Provide clear documentation and
onboarding instructions for these tools.
Where open-source tools aren't feasible,
civic technologists should advocate for open
standards so municipalities aren’t forced to
lock into monolithic platforms.

e Seize opportunities to build impactful civic
tech solutions for low-hanging fruit at the
municipal level. Many municipalities strug-
gle with basic functionality, such as search-
able meeting minutes, budget visualizations,
or managing public records requests, that
technology could play a role in improving.
There is also a lack of decision-making tools
available for municipal leaders to process
and act on constituent preferences. Civic
technologists have many immediate oppor-
tunities for digital tools that would address
real pain points for communities and make
government more open, accountable, and
transparent to residents.

e Reimagine existing processes and tools.
Instead of simply moving existing, burden-
some forms or processes online, look for
possibilities to transform the experience of
democracy. For example, in Recoding Amer-
ica, Pahlka shared how reimagining Califor-
nia’s SNAP application, which originally had

over two hundred questions, lowered the
time to application completion and allowed
users to access benefits and receive updates
from their mobile device.>®

e Advance research on evaluative crite-
ria for digital civic infrastructure. Future
research should work toward shared eval-
uative criteria for the impact and effective-
ness of digital civic infrastructure including
operational outcomes such as the residents’
satisfaction and usage of the tool, as well as
other downstream outcomes such as trust
in government and civic participation.

In order to renovate our democracy for the
digital age, thoughtful technology develop-
ment that supports voice, decision-making, and
implementation along the spinal cord of democ-
racy will enable governments to become more
transparent, accountable, and responsive to
the people they serve. Our landscape research
across the state shows that there are local lead-
ers who are navigating significant constraints
and coming up with creative solutions to serve
their communities—from building budget trans-
parency portals with Al tools, to launching pod-
casts, to forming regional IT collaboratives.

The success stories in this report exist along-
side difficult, persistent challenges with rising
costs, vendor consolidation, staffing, and com-
munity engagement—it will take time to under-
stand which early experiments in digital civic
infrastructure will truly move the needle on
solving these challenges. The path forward to
strengthen digital civic infrastructure and build
a democracy for the digital age will require coor-
dinated action across municipal leaders, state
policymakers, and civic technology builders.

Democracy renovation can begin with the
places people experience democracy most
directly: the town meetings, budgets, commu-
nity groups and websites they navigate in their
everyday lives. Massachusetts has an opportu-
nity to prove that thoughtful digital civic infra-
structure, grounded in community needs, can
strengthen the civic foundations necessary for
a healthy democracy.

OPPORTUNITIES FOR STRENGTHENING DIGITAL CIVIC INFRASTRUCTURE
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DATA AUDIT

The following information was collected on each

municipality audited:

Population

County

Municipal website:

Find forms for permits and licenses

- Submit permits and licenses online

- Technology used for permits and
licenses

- Report an issue

- Technology used for reporting an issue

- Information on how to submit a public
records request

- Technology used for submitting a pub-
lic records request

- Find the budget

- Technology used to access budget
information

- Find public planning documents

- Make online payments

- Technology used to support online
payments

- Find local government structure and
processes

- Find public notices

- Find upcoming community events

- Find upcoming public meetings (or
calendar)

- Find recent news and announcements

- Find information on how to register to
vote

- Find upcoming elections and polling
places

- Open data portal

- Find municipal leadership (elected offi-
cials and staff)

- Presence of technical staff

- Translation capabilities

- Technology used to support translation

- Search

- Chatbot

- Technology used to support chatbot

- Broken links

- Website software

Municipal social media accounts: Face-
book, X, Instagram, YouTube, Other

Local news: Media type, website

Local meetings: Meeting type, if recorded
and posted online, if meetings are lives-
treamed, technology used for recording
or streaming, if meetings are open for
remote participation, meeting minutes
available online, technology used to sup-
port meeting minutes

Public engagement: Type of engagement,
tools used to support public engagement,
year completed, website link

Community social networks: Type of net-
work (Facebook group, Nextdoor, Subred-
dit, Civic organization), website link, size of
group

MUNICIPAL INTERVIEW QUESTIONS

Civic Engagement:

How do residents typically engage with you
and your municipality? How do you typi-
cally hear from them?

What methods do you use to communicate
with residents and share information?
Does your municipality have a local paper,
online news sources, or other media that
residents use for local information?

What decisions does the town make that
would benefit from more public input?
What is the biggest challenge you face with
understanding ‘“civic voice” and hearing
from people in your community?

Technology:

What technology or software platforms are
you all using today?

How do residents typically access govern-
ment services? Have you moved any ser-
vices online?

Has your municipality used technology to
solve a particular problem or improve how
you engage with residents?

What are the main technology challenges
your municipality faces today?
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Other:

e What are the processes in your town that
are difficult and that residents and/or offi-
cials are frustrated by?

e Are there other municipalities whose efforts
you have learned from or admired?

e |s there anything else you think would
be important for us to understand about
civic engagement or technology in your
community?
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