
Understanding Online Civic Engagement: A
Multi–Neighborhood Study of SeeClickFix

Christopher Yong†, Charalampos Chelmis†, Wonhyung Lee? and Daphney–Stavroula Zois‡
†Computer Science Department, ?School of Social Welfare, ‡Department of Electrical and Computer Engineering,

University at Albany, SUNY, Albany, NY, USA

Emails: {cyong, cchelmis, whlee, dzois}@albany.edu

Abstract—The relationship between local governments and
the general public is being redefined by the increasing use of
online platforms that enable participatory reporting of non–
emergency urban issues, such as potholes and illegal graffiti by
concerned citizens to their local authorities. In this work, we
study, for the first time, participatory reporting data together
with neighborhood–level demographics, socioeconomic indica-
tors, and pedestrian friendliness and transit and bike scores,
across multiple neighborhoods in the Capital District of the
New York State. Our data–driven approach offers a large–scale,
low–cost alternative to traditional survey methods, and provides
insights on citizen participation and satisfaction, and public value
creation on such platforms. Our findings can be used to guide
government service departments to work more closely with each
neighborhood to improve the offline and online communication
channels through which citizens can report urban issues.

Index Terms—web and society, urban science, smart cities, e-
society, mixed methods, computational social science

I. INTRODUCTION

Civic engagement platforms, such as SeeClickFix [1] and

FixMyStreet [2], and “Government 2.0” applications [3], [4]

have revolutionized the way citizens interact with their local

governments. Under this model, citizens can report and resolve

non–emergency urban issues in addition to collecting, analyz-

ing and sharing knowledge about their local environment (e.g.,

air quality [5], fuel consumption [6], and bus arrival times [7]).

The possibility to be heard, and the ability to actively shape

the urban spaces they reside, provides citizens with a strong

intrinsic motivation to participate in urban issue reporting

[1], [8], [9]. Administrative bodies and policy makers can

utilize such reporting to create public value by improving

the response speed of public services and enhancing citizens–

government trust [10]. According to the social exchange theory

however [11], local governments must meet citizens’ needs to
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ensure their continuous participation and engagement. Nev-

ertheless, the frequency of use of participatory technologies

and the perceived benefit of using them from citizens may

depend on the characteristics of citizens and the neighborhood

environments with which they are engaging [12]–[14].

Herein, we shed light on the characteristics of online partic-

ipatory urban issue reporting as a function of the real (i.e., off–

line) world. Our work contributes to the online social network

analysis and mining community in the following ways:

• We collect and analyze for the first time data from the

SeeClickFix1 civic engagement platform in conjunction

with neighborhood–level socioeconomic and demograph-

ics indicators from Statistical Atlas2, and pedestrian

friendliness scores from WalkScore3.

• We make our data findable, accessible, interoperable, and

reusable4 by (i) making it retrievable through an open and

free, globally unique and eternally persistent identifier

at https://doi.org/10.7910/DVN/WQ2M1H provided by

Dataverse5, (ii) including rich citation terms6 and social

sciences metadata7, compliant with Dublin Core8, and

(iii) opening it to the public domain using a CC0 –

“Public Domain Dedication” license.

• We list open research questions to catalyze future work.

II. RELATED WORK

While community–focused social media and civic engage-

ment platforms have appeared relatively recently, various stud-

ies have been performed to quantify social capital and measure

citizen participation [15]–[17]. Prior work, however, focuses

mainly on political and social activities [17] with research in

the context of civic engagement platforms being in its infancy.

III. METHODOLOGY

A. Site Selection

We focus on Albany County, New York, the central core of

the Capital District of New York State, which ranks among the

1http://en.seeclickfix.com
2https://statisticalatlas.com/United-States/Overview
3https://www.walkscore.com/
4https://www.force11.org/group/fairgroup/fairprinciples
5https://dataverse.org/
6http://dublincore.org/documents/dcmi-terms/
7https://github.com/IQSS/dataverse/blob/master/scripts/api/data/

metadatablocks/social science.tsv
8http://dublincore.org/
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of a reported issue. Specifically,

– “Open” to First “Acknowledged”: duration in sec-

onds for a verified account associated with a city

official to acknowledge a newly reported issue.

– “Open” to First “Closed”: duration in seconds for

the online authority to close a newly reported issue.

– “Closed” to n−th “Open”: duration in seconds for

a “Closed” issue to be reopened by a user (n ≥ 2).

– n−th “Open” to (n+1)−th “Acknowledged”: du-

ration in seconds between the n−th reopening and

(n+ 1)−th acknowledgement of an issue (n ≥ 2).

– n−th “Open” to (n+1)−th “Closed”: duration in

seconds between the n−th reopening and the (n +
1)−th closure of a reported issue, where n ≥ 2.

• Total Number of Reopenings: total number of times

reported issues are reopened. Although more advanced

measures can be considered, in our preliminary analysis

we measure reopenings by category and neighborhood.

We use the aforementioned response times to study citizens’

reporting behavior as well as frequently recurrent or unre-

solved issues which would otherwise remain hidden in the data

by analyzing reopened issues, their corresponding category

and neighborhood they refer to. We underscore that response

times are defined with respect to the first “Acknowledged”

when the issue is first reported; in other words, the response

time is tResponse T ime = tack1
− treport. A total of 953

reported issues have been “Acknowledged” or “Closed” at least

once, 69 have been marked as “Open” again at least once, and

9 reported issues have been marked as “Open” at least twice.

Challenges. The neighborhood field is inherently noisy as

it depends on the address manually provided by the user who

reports an issue. To avoid contaminating our dataset with

invalid neighborhood information, we used Google Maps to

manually inspect and sanitize the neighborhood field. During

this step, a total of 32 neighborhoods were identified, and

609 reported issues were removed from the dataset due to (i)

being located outside Albany County, (ii) having a very broad

or partially complete address, (iii) being located within the

University at Albany campus area, or (iv) being located on

the border between two neighborhoods.

Additionally, users reporting an issue in a given neighbor-

hood may not be naturally residing in the neighborhood in

which the reported issue refers to. For instance, there is no

guarantee that user A, who reported a pothole in the “Center

Square” neighborhood actually lives there (i.e., she could be

passing by). Thus, a user may report urban issues in multiple

neighborhoods, and the set of unique users counted for each

neighborhood may be overlapping across neighborhoods.

Finally, the response time for a given reported issue is

calculated if and only if an official has either “Acknowledged”

or “Closed” an issue. There are 671 reported issues in total

in our dataset that have never been “Closed” despite been

“Acknowledged” at some point in time by an official. Further

research is required to find potential reasons about why some

issues remain unaddressed by city officials.

Category Occurrences

Abandoned Vehicles 36
Albany Housing Authority Issues 20
Animal Control 7
Bike Parking 4
Code Violations 182
Double Pole 3
Fire Hydrant Blocked 27
Fire Hydrant Maintenance 2
Graffiti 16
Illegal Trash 38
Noise Complaints 58
None 122
Other 52
Parking Enforcement 198
Parking Facility Maintenance Assignments
(Albany Parking Authority)

2

Parks and Recreational Areas 32
Pavement Markings (Missing, Needed or Dam-
aged)

18

Pothole 79
Property Maintenance (Overgrowth/Grass &
Weed Mowing)

70

Recreation and Playground Equipment 12
Sewers, Drainage 1
Sidewalk Repair 62
Signs (Missing, Needed, or Damaged) 125
Sinkholes 3
Snow and Ice Removal 84
Street Cleaning 27
Street Light Repair 9
Street Repair 29
Traffic Signal Repairs 111
Trash Pick-Up 21
Tree Issues 56
Vacant Buildings 27
Vacant Lots 1
Water Issues (main breaks, flooding, etc.) 7
Zoning 6

Total 1, 547

TABLE II: Number of reported issues by category.

In the end, 1, 586 reported issues remain after manually

inspecting and sanitizing the SeeClickFix data.

C. Socioeconomic & Demographic Information from Statisti-

cal Atlas

We obtain a total of 40 socioeconomic and demographic

statistics (a small subset of which is listed below) at the

neighborhood level from Statistical Atlas, which in turn relies

upon data from the US Census Bureau.

• Population Distribution: the number of entities at the

time of survey excluding visitors referred to as pop-

ulation, and the ratio of population to total land area

excluding water areas referred to as population density.

• Age: population of age cohorts (i.e., 10 to 19 years old,

20 to 29 years old, 30 to 39 years old, and so on).

• Race and Ethnicity: population of Whites, Blacks, His-

panics, Asians, Mixed and other races.

• Household Types: population of Family, Married,

Single–Female, Single–Male, One person, and other non–

family household types.
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