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Figure 7.7: Pie chart showing applicants’ aggregated responses to the ACCESS
survey question, “Please rate your experience with our screens: easy, fair, or
difficult?”

On average each month, nearly 28,000 said “Easy,” 15,000 “Fair,” 2,000

“Difficult” and 800 left the question blank.
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Figure 7.8: Pie chart showing applicants’ aggregated responses to the ACCESS
survey question, “Did you need help using the web application?”

On average each month, more than 37,000 people said “No,” 8,000 “Yes,” and

800 left the question blank.
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Figure 7.9: Pie chart showing applicants’ aggregated responses to the ACCESS
survey question, “If you needed help, was help available?”

Again using monthly averages, more than 18,000 people said “Yes,” 8,000 “No,”
and 18,000 left the question blank. It is unclear why so many did not answer the
question. Perhaps because they answered the previous question “no” when
asked whether or not they needed help. The absence of reporting the number of
people who left this question blank, however, illustrates how the presentation of
evaluative data can shape the way information about the success or failure of a

government program is interpreted by the public and program officials.
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Figure 7.10: Pie chart showing applicants’ aggregated responses to the ACCESS
survey question, “If you received help, where did you get the help?”
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Monthly averages reveal more than 8,000 people used only the help screen, just
under 6,000 had personal assistance alone, greater than 2,000 required both the
help screen and personal assistance, and slightly less than 3,000 left the
question blank. What if a line graph comparing the applicants’ responses to the

above questions was used in place of pie charts?

50000

No Help
S Available
40000
35000 Received
30000 Personal
25000 Assistance
20000 —Yes,

Needed
15000 Help
10000

—Difficult

5000 W Experience

© O ©O I~ M~ I~ 0 0 0 O & O O O O v~ v« v« N
§ 5555355355355 5585858835
[+ [+ © O L (@© [ [+
=37 B =S 7> B Tib=—N 7> e M= 5 B = B =

Figure 7.11: Time series data of the number of applicants who said
that (1) no help was available, (2) they received personal
assistance, (3) they needed help and (4) the application was a
difficult experience from January 2006 to January 2012.

While the pie charts characterize applicants’ usability of ACCESS as relatively
easy or trouble free the figure above is puzzling. If the DCF survey is an accurate
measure, then the number of people who received assistance from someone is
greater than those who said that they required it. So people are receiving help
even though they did not request it? Also, what explains the seemingly static
number of people who preferred to describe the ACCESS experience as
“difficult” over six years? The number of individual SNAP recipients in Florida

increased from nearly 1.3 million to 3.3 million between January 2006 to January
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2012 (DCF 2012c). Is it not likely that as more people apply for the first time
there would be an increase in the number of those who found the application
difficult? It is unclear why exactly this number has remained the same and why it
is so far below the number of applicants who said they needed help or found that
no help was available? As my own ethnographic survey data results showed
some people can be reticent about expressing they have difficulties interacting
with computer technology. The larger question here, however, is whether or not
any of these data from DCF can be generalized to the larger ACCESS
population.

Generalizing Results from the DCF ACCESS User Feedback Survey

DCF does not collect any demographic information from those who
complete the user feedback form. As the form itself shows, no question asks
about applicants’ technological and English proficiency (i.e., usability questions)
and whether they are applying from home or a Community Partner (i.e.,
accessibility questions and also usability related since people may go to a
Partner for application specific questions even if they can type and read). The
absence of these data means DCF does not know whether or not it has a
representative sample of the ACCESS user population to generalize their survey
findings. Additionally, applicants using paper are not given the option to complete
the online survey.

Beyond the problematic questions on the user feedback form and the
absence of a statistically representative sample, my participant-observations of

the user experience contradict the findings from the feedback from. To begin
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with, applicants must complete a series of requirements after submitting their
application online. These requirements are not accounted for in the feedback
form. For example, applicants have to create a My ACCESS account to renew
their benefits and check the status of their application. Applicants receive a letter
in the mail instructing them about what they needed to do next. This often
involves photocopying and faxing and may even require a phone interview. The
complications that arise when attempting to complete these tasks are not as
straightforward as they may appear.

In addition, Community Partners and public library employees are not
encouraged by DCF to have their patrons complete the feedback form, or if they
are then those efforts are ineffective. | never observed any employee ask an
applicant about completing it. In the end, this form is not helpful in illuminating
how Floridians experience the entire application process. | believe my
ethnographic findings provide an alternative and more nuanced understanding of
the programs’ usability and accessibility among applicants.

Conclusion

This chapter focused on (Q1) how DCF officials (b) assess the
experiences of applicants and employees at public libraries and NGOs and (c)
address the challenges of applicants. Three notable themes emerged from the
results to answer these questions. The first dealt with the unfunded mandate that
led to the creation of the Partner network in which about one-third of all public
libraries in the state participate. The remaining two-thirds are ostensibly in the

network, since they cannot turn away people needing to use their resources for

187



ACCESS. Further, the absence of DCF payments to any homeless shelter or
organization whose target population is non-native English speakers suggests, in
part, which populations the state considers are least deserving of funding to
ensure their participation in the ACCESS program. Devolving DCF responsibility
to local actors has been addressed already in the Analysis 1 Chapter, so it will
not be revisited in the subsequent Analysis 2 Chapter. The second and third
themes to emerge here, however, will be discussed.

The second theme to arise from the data is the official DCF evaluation of
the user-experience is opaque and limited. This is due to the way the questions
are asked, the emphasis of the questions on the initial application experience
and not the entire process, and the inconclusiveness of the findings. The
complex experiences of applicants at NGOs and public libraries appear to be
largely unreported in the current format of the evaluation.

The third theme is the discrepancy between applicants’ self-reported
experiences. As the timeline series data demonstrated, applicants’ self-reports
are inconsistent with what would be expected. For example, the number of
people who received assistance from someone is greater than those who said
that they required it. Informant inconsistency has been analyzed in the
anthropological literature (Bernard, et al. 1984; Bernard, et al. 1986; McNabb
1990), but not within the e-government literature. The benefits of this analysis
highlight the importance of triangulating research findings, which is part of a

model for an anthropology of e-government detailed in Chapter 9. Another
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element of the model, discussed here, is how the evaluative practices of policy

workers can influence perceptions of government program effectiveness.
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CHAPTER 8: ANALYZING DCF’S EVALUATIVE PRACTICES USING THE
POLICY STUDIES AND DESIGN LITERATURE
Overview
Two of the conclusions from the previous chapter will be discussed here.
The first is that DCF’s evaluative practices of ACCESS are problematic. A
“designerly” perspective as well as concepts from the anthropology of policy will
analyze those practices. The second conclusion is that there is a discrepancy
between research participants’ self-reported and observed behavior. It is a
finding that also emerged in Chapter 5 and will be analyzed now based on the
anthropological research on informant inconsistency. Key concepts used below
to analyze the data will inform a model for an anthropology of e-government.
Privileging an Efficient Program ahead of an Effective One
No one at DCF agreed to be interviewed about their evaluative practices of
the ACCESS program. As a result, my understanding of these practices is
informed by (1) the datasets it made available to me, (2) the manner in which it
presents these data to the public that was reviewed in the Background Chapter
(Cody, et al. 2008; Lange 2009), and (3) the instruments they use to evaluate the
program (i.e., the online user feedback form and the paper questionnaire
provided to Community Partners). Efficiency, accessibility and usability were the

reasons DCF management offered for why they created ACCESS in the first
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place (Cody, et al. 2008; Lange 2009). Efficiency, however, has been the
dominant theme to arise from research participants when describing why DCF
created ACCESS, why e-government is better for the nation overall and what
they like about the program. “Efficiency” here means being productive within
limited time and financial constraints. The applicants and employees at NGOs
and public libraries were in less agreement about whether or not ACCESS was
effective, that is, to ensure Floridians’ accessibility and usability of the application
process. There are at least two explanations for how and why DCF privileges the
evaluation of program efficiency ahead of its effectiveness. These explanations
may co-occur rather than be mutually exclusive.
DCF’s Constraints

The first has to do with the existing constraints on DCF employees. "[P]olicy
workers are often forced to decide what is of greatest value: activities that
promote the systematic integration of research into policy decisions and require a
significant investment of human and financial resource, or appearing to be a
responsible manager of funds" (Williams 2010:196). | argue that participant-
observation and think alouds during the application process would be effective
evaluative instruments to discern the continuum of ACCESS usability challenges.
Doing so would also uncover ways to improve how librarians and NGO staffers
assist applicants. Participant-observation, however, may prove challenging within
the political, financial and time constraints of DCF management. Anthropologist
Walter Goldschmidt (1986:4) noted that while colleagues within the discipline

provide valuable ways of studying policy, there remains “serious and difficult
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tasks of translating their deep understanding into the workaday realities of [public
policy] decision making and the crossfire that goes with such a role." This may be
true, but there are still ways of approximating a closer balance in measuring the
effectiveness and efficiency of public programs. Suggestions will be offered in
Chapter 10.

ACCESS Evaluations are Political

The second explanation for why DCF appears to privilege the efficiency of
ACCESS ahead of its effectiveness is because — as anthropological analysis of
policy has demonstrated — policy evaluations are not neutral but rather political
(Hyatt 2011; Shore 2008; Strathern 2000). They are deployed for purposes to
advance both policy objectives and the ideological aims that undergird them. The
policy objective for DCF leadership is to maintain the legitimacy of its e-
government practices in which ACCESS is designed and implemented. The
ideology is that government is less about providing a social safety net for the
population and more about incentivizing the public’s self-sufficiency and
productivity through work (Morgen and Gonzales 2008).

A “designerly” perspective (Cross 2001) of the ACCESS program makes
clear the political nature of evaluations. For example, the placement of the user
feedback evaluation in the application process is buried at the bottom of the
screen after people submit their initial application. While offering applicants the
opportunity to complete an evaluation at this stage is a good idea, it should be
made more apparent to users. It currently appears as an afterthought rather than

an integral part of the application process. Besides making the evaluation more
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prominent and known to users, requesting them to complete an evaluation after
creating their My ACCESS account later in the application process would provide
greater insight into a variety of their experiences.

Another questionable practice occurring on the user feedback form is that
none of the questions are meant to determine degrees of usability, which a Likert
scale would unearth. This absence is peculiar since the Community Partner
questionnaire to evaluate the program contains a Likert scale. So it is not as
though this measurement technique is not currently practiced by DCF. Further,
the Community Partner questionnaire asks about the “overall ACCESS
experience” and for suggestions “to improve the process.” None of these
considerations exist on the user feedback form to invite a similar critique of the
effectiveness of the program.

Additionally, using a paper evaluation for the Partner questionnaire and
requiring it to be mailed (or faxed, according to an NGO informant) is not in line
with DCF’s approach to automating and digitizing its program, including the user
feedback form. Social scientist Sherry Turkle, who analyzes human-computer
interactions, describes "a new dynamic [of technological archiving]: when you
depend on the computer to remember the past, you focus on whatever past is
kept on the computer. And then you learn to favor whatever past is easiest to
find" (Turkle 2011:301). Why is it that DCF appears to embrace technology and
electronic data gathering except for this evaluation? As Turkle alluded to, what
does it mean not to have a digital record that can be accessed, quantified and

easily shared? How does a paper evaluation influence DCF’s ability to offer
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Community Partner feedback to the public as well as state and federal
authorities?

The last example of the political nature of DCF evaluative practices is the
way data from the user feedback form is presented. That is, grouping time series
data together in pie charts rather than through a graph, does not show how
differences fluctuate over time. This technique is evidenced in reports by both the
former program director of ACCESS, Jennifer Lange (2009), as well as research
produced by private consultants with data provided by DCF (Cody, et al. 2008).
Near identical pie charts in both of these reports convey large approval for the
program rather than the nuances of opinion over time. Teasing out the
aggregated data of pie charts revealed contradictory opinions from access users.
For example, the number of people who received assistance from someone is
greater than those who said that they required help. It was also curious that the
number of people who described the ACCESS experience as “difficult” has
remained relatively constant over the past six years when the number of
individual SNAP recipients in Florida increased by about two million people
during that time (DCF 2012c). The inconsistency of self-reported data is pertinent
to this research both because anthropologists have researched and debated it
and also because there is little discussion about it in the e-government literature.

Informant Consistency
The reasons for inconsistent self-reports of experiences are varied and
may include suspicion of outsiders or social scientists asking personal questions;

uncertainty of how the reported information could be used as well as faulty
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memories (Aunger 1995; Bernard, et al. 1982).10 How then can one ultimately
determine the veracity of what people report without observing their behavior?
Anthropologists who have systematically studied informant consistency found
that the more often an informant reportedly does something, the greater their
consistency in recollecting past events (Freeman, et al. 1987; McNabb 1990).
More generally, Bernard et al. (1984:503) provided an extensive list of studies
assessing how people respond to researchers’ questions and revealed “on
average, about half of what informants report is probably incorrect in some way."
Freeman et al. (1987) tested that assumption, however, and had better results of
informant inconsistency. In essence, the jury is still out on both the
pervasiveness of informants’ ability to recall experiences consistently and why
this phenomenon occurs in the first place. | speculate on the latter by drawing on
the work of sociologist Erving Goffman.

Goffman examined the “presentation of self in everyday life” (Goffman
1959) and in later years when reflecting upon the totality of his work he described
his efforts as the analysis of “interaction order” (Goffman 1983). The thrust of
these ideas is that when two or more people are within a certain proximity they
assume behaviors based on the context of where and under what conditions they
interact and the ways in which they perceive one another and themselves,

among other factors. While individuals have their own reasons for presenting

"% The concept “informant accuracy” is often used in the anthropological
literature, but some readers may understand this phrase to mean that informants
are intentionally deceiving researchers. “Informant inconsistency” is used here
instead to mitigate an implication of deception and focus on the incongruity
between observed and self-reported data.
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themselves in certain ways, for Goffman, embarrassment was a powerful reason
for why we behave the way we do (Schudson 1984). Though having our
“vulnerabilities” exposed or taken from us is one side of understanding
embarrassment, people also share these vulnerabilities willingly, enabling
embarrassment to be a “resource” for social cohesion between people (Goffman
1983:4).

Goffman’s ideas are applicable to my research because low-income
individuals seeking public assistance with food and healthcare have a well-
documented history of expressing shame and feeling stigmatized as being
ignorant, lazy and undeserving of aid. The intersection of poverty and stigma
includes single mothers, members of non-Anglo American populations, and men
who appear to be able-bodied and capable of employment, among others groups
of people (Gordon 1994; Hancock 2004; Mullings 1987; Rozen 2007). Each of
these groups of people participated in my research.

| could have embarrassed or exposed the vulnerabilities of ACCESS
applicants by having them admit their educational and technological challenges,
particularly in a society where language and computer literacy is widespread.
Moreover, there was no social imperative for ACCESS applicants to share their
vulnerabilities with me. We would not likely meet again so any attempt at
affiliative behavior would not likely produce the desired outcome, and potentially
exposing them to embarrassment would not have an immediate positive impact
on their or my own life. Conversely, admitting illiteracy or problems with using an

online application may precipitate feelings of shame or inadequacy.
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These speculations as to why informant inaccuracy occurred in my work
should not belie the very real limitations in the assumptions about e-government
survey research and its prevalence as the tool of choice in e-government
evaluation. Surveys can be effective and scientifically robust research
instruments, and using them in conjunction with other methods or to be
ethnographically informed in their design can help account for informant
inconsistency in self-reported data. Ultimately, | argue triangulation of the
experiences of applicants and employees at libraries and NGOs with the
ACCESS program afforded a more holistic approach to understanding issues of
usability and accessibility.

Conclusion

Key ideas used here that will advance a model of an anthropology of e-
government include the importance of triangulating data through ethnographic
methods, evaluative instruments that provide balanced attention to program
efficiency and effectiveness, the placement of these instruments later in the
application process, and an understanding of evaluations as political instruments
with ideological orientations. This ideological component of the ACCESS
evaluation will be more fully developed in the following chapter in addition to all of

the elements of the model discussed to this point.
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CHAPTER 9: A MODEL FOR ADVANCING
AN ANTHROPOLOGY OF E-GOVERNMENT
Overview

This chapter draws on concepts from earlier chapters that articulate with
one another to outline a model for an anthropology of e-government. The model
is meant as a guide or heuristic to facilitate future analysis of e-government
policy and practices. No claim is made of its completeness.

The Anthropological Literature

The first component of the model from the anthropological literature is the
critique of the “personal responsibility” narrative, which is a popular theme among
policy makers and the broader American public (Hyatt 2001). This narrative
argues that a supposed lack of self-sufficiency largely explains individual poverty
(Morgen and Gonzales 2008; US Congress 1996) and the inability to complete
the welfare application process successfully (Susser and Kreniske 1987). DCF
management’s description of the ACCESS program being a “self-directed”
application process discussed in Chapter 3 embodies this narrative (Cody, et al.
2008; Lange 2009).

Anthropologists do not dismiss the importance of personal responsibility.
Rather the anthropological critique of the welfare application process is that the

explanation of personal responsibility rarely accompanies a balanced
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consideration of the socioeconomic, educational and political structures in which
applicants apply (Goode 2010). Further, welfare applicants’ experiences are
subjective and occur through their interactions with street-level policy workers
(Kingfisher 1998; Lipsky 2010). Responsibility for successfully navigating the
application process is shaped by structures. In the case of ACCESS, this
includes public librarians and NGO staffers as well as accessible and usable
technology. Finally, the design of some welfare application processes have a
documented history of being intentionally degrading and frustrating (O'Connor
2001; Southworth 1945), disenfranchising clients from seeking assistance (Piven
2001; Soss, et al. 2011). All the foregoing critiques contribute to the proposed
model by emphasizing structural and subjective considerations that must be
accounted for in the lives of e-government welfare users, particularly those who
rely on public computer terminals to access social services.

Analyzing structural constraints has long been a part of anthropological
analysis of U.S. poverty and the experiences of welfare recipients (Bourgois
1998; Stack 1997; Valentine 1968). Anthropologists have used the concepts
“structural violence” (Farmer 2003) and “structural vulnerability” (Holmes 2011) to
communicate the unapparent, structural causes of sickness to medical
practitioners outside of anthropology. The idea of “structural vulnerability” as a
cross-disciplinary, consciousness-raising (Freire 2000) tool is part of the
proposed model for an anthropology of e-government. Structural vulnerability
calls attention to the macro-level forces shaping the experiences of ACCESS and

other e-government users, such as political and economic ideologies embedded
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within public policies, as well as micro-level structures in the design of
government websites.
Macro-Level Structures: Neoliberal Practices and Techniques

Devolving central government responsibility to local actors is associated
with anthropological critiques of neoliberal ideologies (De Vita 1999; Fording, et
al. 2007; Kingfisher 2007). A hallmark of U.S. e-government services (Jaeger
and Bertot 2011), including ACCESS, is the transfer of federal and state
responsibilities for ensuring the public’s access and use of these services to
libraries, NGOs and individual citizens themselves. Librarians and NGO staffers
often shared with me how their efforts to help applicants arose from an unfunded
mandate, which is included within the proposed model.

Anthropologists within U.S. poverty studies are typically critical of two,
prominent, intertwined ideologies that exist within neoliberal practices: one is
economic-centric and the other politically-focused (Ruben and Maskovsky 2008;
Wacquant 2011). It is an analytical convenience to separate the economic and
political as neither strand functions independently of the other. Critics of the
economic-centric view describe it as an ideology that “seeks to bring all human
action into the domain of the market” (Harvey 2007:4) or “market
fundamentalism” (Somers and Block 2005:264). From this perspective, neoliberal
ideology and public policy can promote materialism and consumerism in aspects
of life not historically commoditized. For example, how people experience
citizenship can be viewed and experienced as a financial transaction. Citizens

are now treated as customers who pay for a service from a government agency
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looked upon as a business service provider (Goode and Maskovsky 2001b;
Robotham 2009).

| call this “taxpayer citizenship” in the model. Describing citizens as
“taxpayers” is commonplace among federal (US Congress 2012b; USDA 2010)
and state officials (DCF 2011c) as well as the popular media (NPR 2012;
Washington Post Editorial 2008) and the public administration literature (Kettl
2002). There is value in viewing citizens as taxpayers for whom public officials
should spend tax dollars wisely, transparently and democratically. The popular
discourse, however, is largely silent about the necessary social and moral
obligation of government towards its citizenry. This obligation is known as “social
citizenship” (Fraser and Gordon 1992, 1994) with antecedents in political
philosophy (Curtis 1981), this idea is well established in the poverty studies
literature (Hyatt 2011; Morgen and Maskovsky 2003). | use social citizenship to
prioritize government’s moral obligation to the citizenry and its role to foster civic
engagement beyond the function of providing services to the public.

This is not to say that one cannot maintain multiple views of citizenship or
occupy different spaces within it or that these variations of citizenship are
necessarily mutually exclusive. Rather, | found dominant themes in the way
research participants discussed e-government and ACCESS that corresponded
with broader ideologies in society about public policy and those living in poverty.
For example, lower-income populations on welfare are viewed as a lesser type of
citizen from the perspective of taxpayer citizenship. This is because they are not

seen as “productive” members who have taxable income through work. As
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political scientist Suzanne Mettler (2010:803) found in terms of public awareness
of the federal government’s redistributive policies: “ordinary citizens [...] have
little awareness” how they benefit personally from these policies, such as from
tax breaks, and view with disdain those receiving public assistance. Social
citizenship, however, views lower-income populations as members of society
exposed to structural vulnerabilities that require effective social policies in
addition to personal agency to mitigate those vulnerabilities in an attempt to
overcome their poverty (Morgen, et al. 2010).

| argue the ideology of taxpayer citizenship contributes to the
commoditization of public services through privatization and unfunded mandates.
More importantly in the context of my research, the ideology also helps to explain
the pervasiveness of evaluative practices of government programs to ensure
taxpayer dollars are spent “appropriately” in the eyes of policy workers. Auditing
or the evaluation of government programs is an analytical bridge | use to connect
the economic- and political-centric ideologies associated with neoliberal policies.

Anthropological analyses of welfare policies often examine the political-
economic-cultural assemblage of ideologies of policy workers in social service
programs, and may scrutinize their evaluative practices as well (Morgen, et al.
2010; Mulligan 2010; Riemer 2001). Focusing on the capacity of evaluation,
however, to shape program design, implementation and people’s experiences on
welfare can be aided by the anthropological concept of “audit culture” (Strathern
2000). This requires analyzing normative evaluative practices to discern not only

their ideological aims, but also how they can shape the efficiency and
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effectiveness of a government program. Analysis from this perspective can
unearth the core of policy workers’ political objectives (Scherz 2011).
Evaluation as a Political “Technology”

The idea of “audit culture” is shaped by Foucault’s discussion of
“technologies,” which he defined as knowledge and power used for political
purposes, such as maintaining statistics about the population (Foucault, et al.
1988; Rabinow 1984:17). “[S]tatistics occupy a place of authority [...] they are
technologies of truth production” (Urla 1993:819). Philosopher Hubert Dreyfus
and anthropologist Paul Rabinow analyzed Foucault’'s work (Shore and Wright
2000:61) by discussing how “political technologies advance by taking what is
essentially a political problem, removing it from the realm of political discourse,
and recasting it in the neutral language of science. Once this is accomplished the
problems have become technical ones for specialists to debate” (Dreyfus and
Rabinow 1982:196).

Following these critiques of statistics and evaluations used for political
aims, the proposed model questions the “rational” or “objective” or “neutral” way
in which e-government is evaluated (Bekkers and Homburg 2007). Admittedly,
my analysis of the DCF audit culture is incomplete. | was not allowed to interview
DCF employees and was unable to conduct participant-observation with any
depth on their premises. My conclusions, however, are based on publications
produced by DCF leadership or involving their input (Cody, et al. 2008; DCF
2007, 2011b; Lange 2009), the datasets they shared with me based on the

ACCESS user feedback form, analysis of the design of this form and the
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Community Partner questionnaire as well as interviews, think alouds and
participant-observation of the users’ experiences with DCF evaluations.
Collectively, these data revealed that DCF’s evaluative practices of ACCESS are
more closely aligned with its objective of maintaining an efficient rather than an
effective program. DCF ACCESS program assessments do not balance serving
the greatest number of people, within its resource constraints, with the
accessibility and usability of the program by all who may be eligible.

The two contributions audit culture makes towards the proposed model is
first recognizing that the pressure to have exemplary evaluations can shape how
public programs are designed, maintained and experienced by citizens (Shore
2008). Secondly, evaluations can advance political and ideological aims,
documented previously within Florida’s unemployment agency (Soss, et al. 2011)
as well as other e-government programs (Bannister 2007; Vintar and Nograsek
2010). ACCESS, | argue, is no different. While critiques of audit culture have not
made significant inroads on the poverty studies literature, a change has occurred
relatively recently in the way anthropologists critique neoliberalism.

The Evolving Critiques of Neoliberal Policies

Some U.S. poverty scholars within anthropology (Kingfisher and
Maskovsky 2008) have found the “totalizing reach” of the term “neoliberalism”
problematic (Allison and Piot 2011:5). They have also called for alternative
conceptions of the way people experience neoliberal policies (Lyon-Callo 2008).
One response has included emphasizing a political ideology they see as the new

“organizing logic” of domestic U.S. policies. They describe it as an ideology
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concerned principally with “law-and-order” (Maskovsky and Cunningham
2009:192). To be sure, “the overarching tropes of consumerism and markets that
characterized neo-liberalism have certainly not disappeared from the social
landscape, they have lodged themselves in a new assemblage” (Hyatt
2011:120). Hyatt, Maskovsky and Cunningham have identified a national security
imperative at the core of public policies affecting lower-income, U.S. populations;
the nature of my research has led me to other conclusions.

As stated previously, | found among my research participants a
conception of citizenship shared in the broader American public; defined through
being a taxpayer. | concluded that this understanding of citizenship is
characterized by a service- or commercial-relationship between citizens and
government, which | argue is shaped by the evaluative practices of e-government
program efficiency. | also found an important role of Internet, computer and
mobile technologies in advancing the economic and political ideologies of
taxpayer citizenship through e-governance. A technological aspect is largely
missing from the anthropological critique of U.S. welfare programs, and an
analysis of e-government is also lacking.

The Design Literature

The design literature helped me to develop a more nuanced
understanding of the structural vulnerabilities of online welfare users by
considering the interface of the ACCESS website as a structure. These sorts of
structures are not at the forefront of anthropological analyses of the welfare

application process, and yet they lend themselves to discerning gradations in
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technological usability. Examples included information design or how the
questions on evaluative instruments can privilege measuring the efficiency rather
than the effectiveness of a program, and also focusing on the physical and
cognitive impairments of applicants themselves as ways to improve usability
overall (Bertot and Jaeger 2006; Lidwell, et al. 2010).

Anthropology and design complement each other through “human-
centered design” (Brown 2009). This means considering how “special people”
(Norman 1990:161) or those with the most challenges in accessing and using
public services are not nudged out of the application and evaluation process
through problematic design. While anthropologists have long advocated for the
inclusion of historically marginalized populations within society (Tax 1975; Wolf
1969), from a designer’s perspective this necessitates outcomes to improve
accessibility and usability (Bichard and Gheerawo 2011; Papaneck 2009).
Design and anthropology together can also increase the breadth of analysis of
the structural vulnerabilities of e-government users. Whereas anthropologists
uncover the myriad socioeconomic and political structures experienced by e-
government users, designers pinpoint shortcomings in the information
architecture of a website.

The design literature provides anthropology a methodology and a
“designerly” worldview to the proposed model; anthropology offers theoretical,
political and ideological contributions. Ethnographic techniques and triangulating
data findings are important to both anthropologists and designers. As my

research demonstrated, there can be widespread inconsistencies in self-reported
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data, requiring multiple strategies to collect and compare data among research
participants. The anthropological literature on informant consistency speaks to
the importance of triangulation (Bernard, et al. 1984; McNabb 1990). The design
literature also speaks to the inconsistency between what users say and do (Tullis
and Albert 2008). Designers in this vein often invoke a motto attributed to
automobile industrialist Henry Ford, “If | had asked my customers what they
wanted, they would have said, ‘a faster horse™ (Delcore 2009). The approach to
design and anthropological research offered here can be particularly valuable to
understanding e-government evaluation that currently relies heavily on Internet-
based surveys (ACSI 2012; ForeSee 2012), and could benefit from interviews,
think alouds and participant-observation.
The E-Government Literature

E-government research lacks theoretical anchors (Hardy and Williams
2011) due, in part, to researchers in this field coming from different disciplines in
the information, engineering and social sciences. There is, however, positivistic-
assumptions in the methodologies used by e-government researchers (Scholl
2011). A typical research approach is to frame evaluation as a politically neutral
(Andersen, et al. 2010; GAO 2011), electronic survey-based instrument (Osman,
et al. 2011; Wood, et al. 2008) that objectively (ForeSee 2012; Liu, et al. 2010;
UN 2012) assesses different dimensions of a program. My proposed model
means to advance a view articulated less frequently in the e-government
research that e-government programs and the measures used to assess them

are not neutral tools (Fountain 2008; Sefyrin and Mortberg 2009), devoid of
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political (Jensen 2010; Lopez 2005; Wong and Welch 2004) or ideological aims
(Bekkers and Homburg 2007; Mulligan 2010). One reason, | argued, for the
absence of analyzing ideological objectives in e-government programs is
because of the conceptual difference between e-governance and e-government.

Analysis of the e-governance literature showed that ideologies are
discussed as being embedded within policy, and to a lesser extent the society’s
culture from which these ideologies emerge (Chadwick and May 2003; Navarra
and Cornford 2012). However, considering the influence of these ideologies
within the analysis of individual e-government programs is sporadic at best and
absent at worst (Yildiz 2007). Further, these ideologies create evaluative rituals
that privilege the efficiency of public programs ahead of effectiveness (Neave
1988; OPPAGA 2008). | argue that the distinction between e-government and e-
governance as currently expressed in the literature, obfuscates the ideological
objectives of e-government programs and the assessment instruments they
produce. These are all intended contributions of my model to the e-government
literature.

Additional contributions include using the concept “structural vulnerability”
(Holmes 2011) to unearth the breadth of constraints facing e-government users,
particularly historically marginalized populations. To be sure, there is a cadre of
researchers in e-government who advocate for these groups of people by calling
for “citizen-centered” public programs (Atkinson 2006; Jaeger and Bertot 2010;
Morgeson and Mithas 2009). They recognize the devolution of federal and state

government to public libraries and the unfunded mandates accompanying it
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(Gibson, et al. 2009; Jaeger and Bertot 2011). Their arguments essentially
advocate for e-government’s ability to advance social citizenship or democratic
participation. What they do less frequently, however, is involve specific design
techniques or concepts as areas for e-government analysis and program
improvement. A goal of the model is to make the discourse and practice of
design more approachable and normative when analyzing the experiences of
historically marginalized populations with e-government.

Finally, ethnographic data gathering is not widely conducted within e-
government research (Scholl 2011). Its value to the model as a means to
triangulate data findings is important and the following chapter will elaborate
further on methodological recommendations. Below is a table of all the elements
discussed here providing a model for analyzing e-government anthropologically.
The right-hand column in the table lists authors who have influenced my ideas in
the construction of the model. The table also serves as a summary of this

chapter.
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Table 9.1: A model for analyzing e-government anthropologically

Citizenship: There is a political-economic-technological-cultural assemblage of
ideologies within the design of e-government programs. These ideologies are
shared in society to varying degrees. One ideological assemblage produces a
citizen-government relationship called here “taxpayer citizenship.” It is defined by a
fiduciary obligation of government, privileging the efficient management of taxpayer
money and a functional understanding of government. Alternatively, “social
citizenship” views government as having a moral obligation towards the public,
prioritizing the effectiveness of e-government programs to ensure accessibility and
usability. Social citizenship prioritizes civic engagement and democratic practices.
Taxpayer and social citizenship are two of the multiple conceptions of citizenship
that can coexist though each often represents competing political agendas.

(Chadwick and May 2003;
Curtis 1981; Fraser and
Gordon 1992; Gordon 1994;
Hyatt 2011; Marshall 1950;
Morgen and Gonzales 2008;
Morgen and Maskovsky 2003;
Navarra and Cornford 2012;
Shore and Wright 1997; Soss
1999; Thomas 2012; US
Congress 2012b; Wedel, et al.
2005)

Unfunded Mandate: E-government can transfer the accountability of guaranteeing
the accessibility and usability of public services from central government to local
actors, who can serve as de facto extensions of government agencies. Public
librarians, NGO employees and individual citizens may assume greater
responsibilities for helping each other and themselves to participate in society due
to this transfer. Devolution does not require remuneration and personnel support to
local actors, which can constrain these actors’ capacity to meet their primary
obligations while also assisting with e-government services.

(Fording, et al. 2007; Gibson,
et al. 2009; Hyatt 2001; Jaeger
and Bertot 2011; Kingfisher
2007; Lyon-Callo 2008;
Morgen 2001; Soss, et al.
2011)

Personal Responsibility: E-government programs can be largely “self-directed.”
The idea of self-sufficiency has a long history within U.S. culture. It also represents
different sides of taxpayer and social citizenship. From the taxpayer citizenship
view, self-reliance means less government involvement and oversight. This accords
with a privileging of an efficient government whose services and information for
many are accessible and usable. From the social citizenship perspective, self-
sufficiency does not mean government should abdicate the democratic value that
all, not just most, members of society have a right to access and use public
services. In this case, program effectiveness is prioritized. The removal of in-person
assistance by a public employee can lead some citizens to feel government is
unsympathetic and distant.

(Bertot and Jaeger 2006; GAO
2010; Graham and Levesque
2008; Hathaway and Kuzin
2007; Jaeger 2006a;
Kingfisher 1998; Mead 1986;
Moore and Newcomer 2011;
Murray 2005; Rozen 2007;
State of Florida Agency for
Workforce Innovation 2011;
US Congress 1996; Watts and
Astone 1997)

Evaluation: The audit culture of policy workers can incentivize efficiency rather
than the effectiveness of e-government programs in accordance with political aims
and cultural beliefs of citizenship. Assuring the program is accessible and usable by
all who are eligible may be secondary to the goal of the program to save money. As
a result, e-government evaluations are not neutral and objective, but are rather
deployed strategically to advance ideologies through policy.

(Dreyfus and Rabinow 1982;
Foucault 1979, 1982; Neave
1988, 1998; Power 1997;
Rabinow 1984; Shore 2008;
Strathern 2000)

Design: Design principles can help with understanding what is included or left out
of a technological application process and how it can shape the e-government user
experience. Three design principles included here are (1) “touch points” or places
of contact between e-government users and the e-government process, (2)
“nudges” or the manner in which information and options are presented to users,
guiding their behavior often in predictable ways, and (3) “workarounds” or
techniques for task completion outside of the designed perimeters of the e-
government application process. Moreover, human-centered design can be a
starting point for creating, evaluating and maintaining e-government programs. The
effort is meant to improve the participation of historically marginalized populations
by designing around the most vulnerable in society, including those using public
computers.

(Cooley 1999; Delcore 2009;
Jacobson 1999; Johnson and
Goldstein 2003; Kimbell
2011a, b; Lidwell, et al. 2010;
Lopez 2005; Norman 1990,
2010; Norman and Draper
1986; Papaneck 2009; Suri
and IDEO 2005; Thaler and
Sunstein 2008; The Economist
2012; Ylirisku and Buur 2007)

Structural Vulnerabilities: Policy workers, e-government users and those who
assist them with online government services act within varying degrees and types
of structural vulnerability. For example, experiencing e-government in public places
exposes applicants to subjective vulnerabilities from the amount of help they can
receive to the length of time allotted on a computer. There are individual
vulnerabilities as well, including their educational, technological, physical and
cognitive abilities. There are also micro-level vulnerabilities, such as the design of
government websites. Policy workers are subject to time and resource constraints,
among other limitations, to demonstrate program efficiency and effectiveness. By
understanding these vulnerabilities, then the design, implementation, evaluation
and overall user experience of e-government programs can be improved.

(Colebatch, et al. 2010;
Farmer 2003, 2004; Goode
2010; Gordon 1994;
Greenbaum, et al. 2008;
Holmes 2007, 2011; Lipsky
2010; MacLeod 2003;
Maskovsky 2000; Morgen, et
al. 2010; Shore, et al. 2011;
Susser 1996; Susser and
Kreniske 1987; Williams 2010)

Triangulation: Comparing multiple datasets based on different data gathering
techniques, particularly ethnographic ones can provide a more holistic
understanding of the ideological assemblage, aims and limitations of e-government
programs, and help account for informant inconsistencies. These data may include
evaluative and design practices as well as the structural vulnerabilities of users,
those who assist them as well as policy workers.

(Angrosino 2007; Barnes and
Vidgen 2006; Bernard, et al.
1984; Bernard, et al. 1986;
Bird 2003; Freeman, et al.
1987; Goffman 1959, 1983;
Homburg, et al. 2012)
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CHAPTER 10: CONCLUSION
Overview

This chapter begins with a summary of findings according to each of the
three overarching research questions. Policy recommendations follow. The ways
in which the research results have already been disseminated will be discussed
as well as plans for further sharing the findings. | then include future research
aims and reflect on the dissertation experience overall. Finally, there is an
epilogue about how ACCESS and e-government is being experienced today in
Anora County based on relatively recent conversations with former informants at
HELP and Library B.

The First Research Question

(Q1) What do DCF officials (a) know or articulate about the experiences of
ACCESS applicants at public libraries and NGOs as well as the employees there
who assist them; how do the officials (b) assess these experiences and (c)
address the applicants’ and employees’ challenges with ACCESS? The
unwillingness of DCF officials to answer any questions left me few options aside
from the three government reports covered in Chapter 3. That Chapter
demonstrated DCF leadership knew of several challenges experienced by
applicants, including trying to speak with a DCF employee at the toll free number,
being able to access and use the computer, and to comprehend the questions on
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the application itself, among other difficulties (Cody, et al. 2008). DCF officials
created the Community Partner network to address these challenges, effectively
shifting its oversight of applicants’ struggles with accessibility and usability to
local organizations, including public libraries. The devolution of state
responsibility was not accompanied by remuneration to most organizations in the
Partner network nor any public library in the state.

Chapter 3 also showed how clients as well as employees of local
community organizations provided largely positive feedback about their
interactions with the ACCESS program. Today, there is no longer a caseworker
with the discretionary power to withhold services, make clients wait unnecessarily
or feel degraded. Applicants with the educational and technical skills and ability
to access the Internet or who can find these resources at public libraries and
NGOs have greater personal agency in some ways under the new “self-
sufficiency model.”

Additionally, positive comments about ACCESS among research
participants emphasized the functional aspects of the program (i.e., efficiency,
accessibility and usability). Little, if anything, was mentioned of ACCESS and e-
government as vehicles to improve civic participation and democratic values or
that DCF was upholding its social obligation to guarantee public services. We
might expect a different response if there was a social citizenship-oriented
understanding of government’s role in society, and if those research participants

conceived of e-government as having the capacity to advance democracy.
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Further, Chapter 3 described how the findings from the optional user
feedback form proved to DCF officials that clients were satisfied with the
ACCESS experience. This evaluation was consistently portrayed as a neutral
tool rather than a means to advance the political aims or rationale for the design
of the ACCESS program (Cody, et al. 2008; Lange 2009). Unpacking six years’
worth of data produced by that form in Chapter 7 revealed contradictions in
applicants’ responses. It also showed the curious static number of low
respondents who found the form “difficult” even though the number of people
receiving ACCESS ballooned by about two million users over that time (DCF
2012c). Additionally, the questions and metrics on the feedback form itself were
not optimal for assessing the user-experience. The form was also inserted so
early in the application process that clients could not assess their overall
experience. Further, DCF officials had no way of determining whether those who
complete the feedback form are a representative sample of the applicant
population. Effectively, the statistical grounds on which the data were generalized
to most applicants had low external validity.

Collectively, these conclusions demonstrate at the minimum DCF
leadership has been unaware for more than half a decade of the questionable
data its user feedback form produces. Based on its still ongoing evaluative
practice, DCF officials do not have a holistic understanding of the ACCESS user
experience. What about their understanding of the experiences of employees at
public libraries and NGOs? My inability to acquire the data from the annual paper

questionnaire that Community Partners complete leaves this question
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unanswered. At least on the questionnaire, however, Partners can write their
comments and rank on a Likert scale the overall experiences of their clients,
something unavailable on the applicant feedback form.

The Second Research Question

(Q2) How do ACCESS applicants and those who assist them at public
libraries and NGOs (a) articulate and (b) assess their own experiences, and (c)
address their challenges with the application process? Several conclusions
emerge from the findings to answer these questions. The firstis ACCESS has
obligated library employees and many NGOs through an “unfunded mandate” to
help lower-income people who seek out assistance either of their own accord or
through DCF’s prompting.

The second conclusion is that it is unclear why there was a difference
between applicants’ self-reported challenges with the application process and
their struggles observed by the library and NGOs employees and me. One
reason may include applicants’ attempts to avoid embarrassment (Goffman
1959, 1983). Moreover, applicants’ behaviors illustrated complex life situations
that do not easily fit within the predefined categories of an online application
process. Participant-observations revealed constant problems applicants
encountered with ACCESS even though the ethnographic survey findings
showed that applicants are much more laudatory of the program than employees.
While the employees were substantially more critical of ACCESS, they joined the

applicants in agreeing e-government generally is better for the nation overall.
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ACCESS was described as a “game” that involves certain tactics for
applicants to negotiate the process successfully as well as alliances between
Community Partners and the DCF Community Liaison. Different material
consequences arise for applicants based on their ability to overcome hurdles and
their Partner’s rapport with the Liaison. Further, library employees not in the
Partner network and network members who felt neglected by their Liaison were
comparably self-reliant in their attempts to help patrons.

The last overriding conclusion is that when research participants discuss
the positive attributes of e-government and ACCESS, they do so mainly from a
utilitarian perspective (i.e., efficiency, accessibility and usability). This description
complements the findings of DCF management mentioned previously for why
applicants are satisfied with the program. These positive perceptions of ACCESS
did not include validating government responsibility to the citizenry or improving
civic engagement or government transparency. Comparing research participants’
positive comments to their negative descriptions of e-government and ACCESS,
we find the absence of an emotive connection to government reinterpreted as

government being “uncaring,” “impersonal” and “cold.”
The Proposed Model
The findings from the first two research questions advanced a model for
an anthropology of e-government. The model is meant as a theoretical and
methodological strategy to analyze e-government anthropologically. It is not

intended to be definitive, but rather heuristic or serving as a guide to encourage

future research in this aim. The model contains various elements discussed

215



throughout this dissertation. They include two ideological orientations in the way
Americans view the relationship between citizens and government. These views
are neither necessarily mutually exclusive nor do they preclude one from
maintaining multiple understandings of citizenship at any given moment. They
are instead two dominant themes that emerged from the data."

The first | called “taxpayer citizenship.” It is a popular term employed by
national and state officials as well the mainstream media and the public
administration literature (DCF 2011c; Kettl 2002; NPR 2012; Thomas 2012; US
Congress 2012b; USDA 2010). Taxpayer citizenship used here means an
ideology of government’s relationship with citizens that prioritize the efficient
management of public money. Of course, which government programs should be
funded and by how much is often based on the worldview of the individual being
asked (Mettler 2010).

The second type of citizenship is a widely recognized concept in the social
sciences and philosophy, known as “social citizenship” (Fraser and Gordon 1992;
Junge 2012; Korpi 1989; Marshall 1950). It means the social or moral obligation
of government towards the citizenry. It is used here to describe policy workers in
e-government who do not privilege the efficiency of public programs ahead of its
accessibility and usability. The concept is also applied here to mean the broader

capacity of government to create a democracy and guarantee social rights and

" It is important to note that the manner in which taxpayer and social
citizenship have been described here often critiqued the responsibility of
government towards the citizenry. There is of course a responsibility of citizens
toward one another as well as the government to ensure a cohesive and
sustainable society.
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justice (Morgen and Maskovsky 2003). Taxpayer and social citizenship need not
be in conflict, nor must the efficiency and effectiveness of government programs
be at odds. However, striking a balance appears to be a formidable challenge for
both policy workers and the public in a context of limited funding.

Additional theoretical elements of the framework included how the “audit
culture” of government advances ideological aims (Neave 1988; Strathern 2000).
These aims include taxpayer citizenship and the power afforded to evaluative
instruments to verify efficiency. The pressure on government employees to
demonstrate efficiency through evaluative criteria can actually diminish the
effectiveness of people to participate in public programs (Pounds 2012; Soss, et
al. 2011).

Efficiency-driven policies contribute towards the creation of e-government
programs and the automation of services that do not always accommodate for
the complexities of citizens’ lives. Further, the resources available to ACCESS
applicants at libraries and NGOs are not uniform and present different
constraints, strengths, and needs that do not easily fit within a standardized
application process.

Prioritizing program efficiency, in the case of ACCESS, occurred from its
inception. The Florida legislature cut funding to DCF and it had to develop a way
to provide services in light of these constraints. American e-government is
embedded with an efficiency-driven ideology that stresses “personal
responsibility.” The self-sufficiency narrative is another attribute of taxpayer

citizenship. Additionally, the transfer of state oversight to public libraries and
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NGOs that are forced to help patrons access and use online services means e-
government program are often “unfunded mandates” (Gibson, et al. 2009:8).
ACCESS is an example of this, whereby it necessitates the assistance of local
actors while providing little to no financial and administrative support.

“Structural vulnerability” (Holmes 2011) is included in the model because it
encompasses the continuum of constraints in which e-government users and
those who assist them experience government electronically. Along this
continuum, applicants are vulnerable to the ideology of taxpayer citizenship and
notions of personal responsibility that materialize into a self-directed, automated
application process for public services. Vulnerabilities also include educational
and technological illiteracy as well as the physical and cognitive impairments that
standardized application processes may not accommodate. Vulnerabilities
encompass information architecture or the design of websites that express
taxpayer citizenship through stern warnings of fraud and nudging users towards
the online application rather than its downloadable paper format. Herein lies the
methodological aspect of structural vulnerability by teasing out the seemingly
innocuous ways information is designed and recognizing the power of design to
influence the user experience in predictable ways (Ariely 2008).

Design itself is part of the proposed model because it can function as a
means to disenfranchise users. Design also helps to understand the
internalization of state control by reinforcing the dominant discourse of self-

sufficiency. Design too offers pathways to improve how people experience e-

218



government and their ability to acquire the information and services they are
seeking.

Disincentives to apply for welfare services have been documented in an e-
government Medicaid program by an anthropologist (Lopez 2005). Lopez found
“technical disenfranchisement” to be common through both the technology and
the technicalities of how individuals experience the application process. | too
found the same occurring among ACCESS applicants. Whether or not the
disincentives | documented were intentionally designed is unknown. What is
known, however, is applicants experienced them meaningfully.

The final methodological element of the model is triangulation. Comparing
multiple datasets through different data gathering techniques, particularly
ethnography, is important to the framework. While this may be the modus
operandi of anthropological research, the same cannot be said for e-government
(Scholl 2011). Triangulation can provide a more comprehensive understanding of
the ideological assemblage shaping the design of e-government programs. It can
also unearth the range of structural vulnerabilities experienced by users and
those who assist them. Collectively, the framework contains both methodological
and theoretical suggestions for advancing an anthropological analysis of e-
government.

Policy Recommendations

The first recommendation comes from an overarching conclusion of this

research, namely that people’s life circumstances cannot easily fit into a

standardized application process. Questions asked of parents on the application
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about whether or not their babies are married, have children of their own, or have
been convicted of a crime speak to this. The same can be said about applicants
who are widowed and receive their spouse’s social security deposits and do not
know whether this counts as household income or not. The Florida legislature’s
evaluative and research body, the Office of Program Policy Analysis and
Government Accountability (OPPAGA), recommended to DCF management in
2008 that DCF alone, not Community Partners, should serve as “the single point
of contact during eligibility determination” to ensure all applicants have the
necessary assistance (OPPAGA 2008:11). Doing so, the argument went, would
also likely reduce the burden on the call system with general questions and
explanations for the decline of eligibility. This recommendation has yet to be
enacted and should be revisited by DCF officials.
The U.S. Social Security Administration (SSA) Website

Another recommendation is to follow an exemplar of U.S. e-government
programs, namely the website for SSA. The SSA hired the design and innovation
firm IDEO “to get significantly more retirees filing online by 2015, [so] IDEO sent
its researchers and designers out to watch how people used the Social Security
offices, Web site, and forms” (Metropolis Magazine 2011). The company used
ethnographic techniques to redesign the website (see Figure 10.1) (SSA 2012c).

Notice there are no noticeable fraud warnings “welcoming” users to the
website. At the top right side of the SSA homepage in the image below is a link to
“Accessibility Help.” Selecting it provides information about a toll free number to

access an automated phone system to “conduct some business” 24/7, and there
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is another toll free number with the times one can call to speak to an SSA

employee during the week (SSA 2012a).
Espaiiol | Text Size ¥ | Accessibility Help

//lm\ Social Security

The Official Website of the U.S. Soclal Security Administration

. . OMB No. 0960-0618
Benefit Application Paperwork Reduction Act

Welcome to the Social Security Benefit To Continue Your Application
Application

If you want to finish an application that you already started:

Thank you for using our online Retirement/Medicare application. |' Return to a Saved Application ~‘

What will you need before you begin?

Find information and necessary documents you need to complete . .
the application online for: To Start The Application Process

o Myself

« Someone else Please select one of the following. Tell us information about

the person completing this application.

Watch Video: Helpful hints for completing this application O1 am applying for myself.
(1 am helping someone who wants to apply for benefits and is with

me.
Applying for benefits -
pplying (1 am helping someone who is not with me, and therefore cannot
« To start a new application for retirement or Medicare, select sign the application at this time.

the "Apply for Benefits" button. Bil isually | " he I Special
« To finish an application you already started, select the lind or visually impaired applicants can _use A ? nternet peqa
"Return to a Saved Application” button. Notices Option page to choose how to receive notices from Social

« To obtain estimates of your future retirement benefits use the Security.
Retirement Estimator. Please select one:
1 am not blind or visually impaired; or, | am not applying for myself.

Figure 10.1: Top Half of the SSA Website

The help screen, not shown here, also has an “Accessibility Commitment” at the
top of the page, beginning with, “The Social Security Administration is committed
to making our programs, benefits, services and facilities, and information and
communications technology accessible [to] everyone” (SSA 2012a).

There is specific information for people unable to type or use a keyboard
or who are blind, deaf or hard of hearing. People can complete the form in 15
languages besides English and there is a toll free number they can call for
assistance in their language. There is also a video lasting less than one minute,
along with its transcript, that explains the entire application process, how long it
will take, and that one’s personal information will be “safe and secure” (SSA
2012b). The website is designed to be welcoming and flexible, allowing for a
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wide variety of users. These considerations are standard design practices and
are required on federal websites (Jaeger 2006a; Lidwell, et al. 2010:16),
however, as ACCESS demonstrates these laws may not be adopted or enforced
at the state level.

What does all of it mean in terms of user satisfaction? Quite a lot actually,
according to the official metric of government services, known as the “American
Customer Satisfaction Index (ACSI)” (Fornell, et al. 1996). The ACSI was created
at the University of Michigan’s business school and for about $15,000 to $25,000
a year is can be used to conduct quarterly measures of the public’s satisfaction
with government services, including websites (ForeSee 2012; Wood, et al. 2008).
Although this evaluative technique lacks interviews and think alouds, the SSA
website ranked first among 102 different government websites in the fourth
quarter of 2011 (ACSI 2012). Taxpayer and social citizenship can be synthesized
to produce efficient and effective e-government, minimizing distinctions between
“‘deserving” people applying for social security and “undeserving” individuals
seeking food and unemployment assistance.

Evaluative Techniques

The final recommendations involve how DCF evaluates ACCESS
applicants’ experiences. The format of the optional user feedback form could be
based on DCF’s questionnaire for Community Partners, which includes Likert
scales and a space to write comments. A revised user feedback form should add
a question about whether applicants are applying at home or at a public library,

since applicants are already asked if they apply at a community organization or a
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DCEF office. The user feedback form should be offered twice. It could remain
where it is, but its existence must be made clearer to users. This means it can no
longer be buried it at the bottom of the screen that appears after users submit
their application online. The second place an evaluation should be offered is after
clients create a My ACCESS account, which occurs once they have submitted all
of their documents and completed an interview, if required. DCF management
should also consider visiting anonymously its remaining offices and Community
Partners posing as prospective clients, including as non-English speakers and
other historically vulnerable populations. An NGO informant suggested this to me
as a technique for improving applicants’ experience.

Finally, DCF should work closely with the public library system, keeping
them informed of changes it makes to the ACCESS application process. There is
a network of Florida e-government librarians who meet monthly to talk about their
challenges and share ideas. They have had someone from DCF speak to them
about ACCESS in the past, according to one of my library informants. The lines
of communication exist between DCF and libraries, and should be used regularly
to disseminate information and to learn how the application process can be
improved. If librarians and other Community Partners are exposed to the
ACCESS user experience everyday, then why not leverage their knowledge
periodically to learn how the process is going? Further, DCF should support
increases in annual state and county appropriation to public libraries. The
librarians are doing the work of multiple government agencies that nudge the

citizenry online to conduct their affairs with government. Also, it is unlikely DCF
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will begin paying more NGOs for their service, but there should be a reallocation
of existing resources to help the most vulnerable in Florida. This includes non-
native English speakers, migrants and the homeless. According to the database
DCF provided me, it does not pay any Community Partner in the state whose
primary mission is helping these populations.
Dissemination of Results

| have shared my findings during the data analysis and writing process
through different media. They include a local PechaKucha presentation, the
American Anthropological Association’s annual conference, the International
Conference on Communities and Technologies, the Ethnographic Praxis in
Industry Conference, and the iSchools Conference. | am in the final stages of
submitting a book chapter about e-government evaluation and am preparing
articles to be submitted to the anthropological journal the Annals of
Anthropological Practice.

| also gave every research participant the option of receiving a summary of
the research. Once this is crafted, | plan to use the Internet as the means for
them to access the findings by sending the website address to their email
address or mobile phone. Some informants have neither, and only provided me a
mailing address, they will receive a paper copy. | also plan on sharing my
findings via the website to DCF, OPPAGA, GAO and USDA officials, local and
state representatives as well as the network of e-government Florida librarians.
Finally, | will inquire with both the management of the Anora County library

system as well as HELP if they would like me to present my findings.

224



Future Research

| would like to continue working towards improving the usability and
accessibility of e-government. This means researching ways of developing
greater parity between social and taxpayer citizenship through the design of e-
government programs. | am reminded of what one NGO informant said to me
about her ACCESS clients: “They come here and sit there. They want you to
hear them, to hear how they’re crying inside. How they’re hurting inside. You
know? And finally there’s somebody who's going to listen [...] as I'm sitting here
typing their application, | can be asking them other questions too, you know?”
Accounting for the emotive, complex, messiness of our lives is one thing another
human being can be trained and attuned to when helping people with e-
government. These sorts of considerations need to be developed alongside the
existing taxpayer ideology and personal responsibility narrative upon which U.S.
e-government and its evaluative practices appear to be based.

| think my future research will examine citizenship as it relates to mobile
phone technology and the free applications government agencies are designing
to engage with the citizenry. Jennifer Pahlka (2012), the director of Code for
America, an NGO based in San Francisco, gave a TED Talk about her
organization that encourages information designers and other information
technology specialists to take an 11-month sabbatical from their jobs. During that
time, they use their skills to create computer applications and e-government
websites that meet the objectives of government agencies and are meaningful

and usable by the public. In speaking about the applications (apps) they create,
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she said: "These apps remind us that we're not just consumers [...] putting in our
taxes and getting back services. We're more than that. We're citizens and we're
not going to fix government until we fix citizenship" (Pahlka 2012). Her statement
is meant to spark reflection on citizenship besides the taxpayer typology, and |
agree. Researching the work of Code for America is one of my future research
interests.

Reflections

Last year a recently graduated PhD said to me how a dissertation is a
tremendous learning experience because it helps one to realize everything they
should have done differently. The same can be said about my experience and |
have learned greatly from it. The near total silence from DCF officials during my
research proved challenging and yet they disclosed their datasets when asked. |
suspect Florida’s Sunshine laws had something to do with this.

ACCESS applicants’ reluctance to be interviewed was so disconcerting that
| felt asking them certain demographic questions would have made it even less
likely for them to speak with me. | was then confounded when they readily
agreed to participate in the survey. Additionally, the depth and breadth of
informant inconsistency in my work has strengthened my resolve to triangulate
data findings and to collaborate with other e-government researchers in this aim.

Finally, the ACCESS program for many of my research participants and
ostensibly for DCF officials is interpreted as an efficiency-generating instrument,
and in many ways it is. ACCESS for me, however, is symbolic of the larger

phenomenon of e-government, the ideologies assembled within it, and how they

226



are deployed through design, rhetoric and evaluation in different ways. | have
attempted here to analyze these ways and their effects on Floridians. In essence,
| relied on what Aaron Podolefsky (2011:81) calls “Anthropological thinking
[which] is a habit of mind that begins by questioning fundamental categories of
meaning.” The outcome of such questioning led me to develop a model for an
anthropology of e-government. The model requires testing and refinement,
including the way its components articulate with one another.
Epilogue

In March 2012, | returned to HELP and Library B to chat with my one-time
research participants about how their lives are going and to give them an update
on the status of my writing. At HELP, staffers described how one of the DCF
employees who used to provide little, if any assistance, was now very responsive
to their questions, enabling them to serve their clients better. | also noticed how
one employee had a stack of paper applications on the table. This was a new
practice. She was distributing paper applications more readily to anyone
uncomfortable with using computers rather than instructing them in remedial
technological usage. It appeared she had developed a workaround to the time it
takes to help the technologically illiterate. She was becoming more efficient and
admitted to me that though the paper application may slow down the processing
of applications it was a matter for DCF to deal with, not her.

HELP staffers also shared with me how in December 2011, DCF started
offering individuals the option to receive text messages informing them how

much money they have left to purchase food on their Electronic Benefits Transfer
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(EBT) card. This card contains SNAP money for food purchases and functions
like a credit card. DCF also created a new automatic option it offers to applicants
who call the toll free number to conduct an interview over the phone. The HELP
employee said the toll free number’s voicemail box still becomes full and
disconnects users. When it happens, HELP staffers contact their DCF
Community Liaison on behalf of their clients and readily receive assistance.

My visit to Library B revealed that the Clerk of the Circuit Court for the
County has now joined DCF and other state government agencies in shifting
responsibility for completing online applications to local libraries. The Clerk’s
office has apparently reduced or stopped providing the public with paper
documents they need to file for legal proceedings, according to the librarians.
The documents were scanned and put online. The librarians added that the
Clerk’s office is telling people who need these legal documents, dealing with
divorce, child support, and domestic violence, to “go to the library” to print them.

A one-time informant at the library took me to the Clerk’s website and
selected the “family law” section. | counted 43 links, each identified as separate
“packets” with a one-sentence description, such as “Dissolution of Marriage (both
parties agree).” She opened this document and showed me how it is 183 pages
long. Library patrons are printing the entire thing without knowing it is written in
Spanish and English and that they only need to file certain pages. The rest of the
document is for explanatory purposes. Printing costs $0.20 a page; Library B’s
copy/printing machine only takes coins, and there is no machine to make

change. The librarians described similar problems they experienced when
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ACCESS was first created: no one told them about it, they did not know how to
respond at first, and now they are coping as best as they can. Privileging
taxpayer citizenship ahead of social citizenship continues as does prioritizing

efficient government services ahead of their accessibility and usability.
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