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Abstract
This position paper will try to present the aims and goals for the CITIZYS Research Group at Mid Sweden
University.  The research in the group is aimed to contribute to produce productive, democratic and sustainable
information systems for the public sector, with a focus on the citizens’ perspective.  To prove our point, we will
discuss these objectives through a practical example, the on-going ECHOES project, a cooperative project
between academia, public sector and a private consultant company focusing the every-day communication
between home and school.

1 Introduction

One of the present day prevailing ideas in western societies is that the use of information
technology, IT, is a fundamental driving force for economic, social, and cultural survival and
development.  The technology is assumed to bring many benefits and must be taken
advantage of at all costs (e.g. Castells, 1999; Henfridsson, 1999; The Ministry of Industry,
Employment and Communications 2004).  The situation where almost all efforts focussed on
applications for commerce, administration and entertainment has now been joined by a new
area of interest, namely that of electronic government or e-government and electronic
democracy or e-democracy, or in other words, different ways of using IT and the Internet as
tools in the governance or in the democratic process rather than a new form of government
and democracy (Ilshammar & Åström, 2001; Grönlund, 2001).  In Sweden, and in other
highly industrialised countries, these ideas can be found in the governmental endeavours to
achieve what is often called ‘The Information Society for All’.  It has become more noticeable
in a number of governmental reports and bills, for example in the report “IT i demokratins
tjänst” (SOU 1999:117, 1999) and in the bill ‘An Information Society for All’ (Regeringens
proposition 1999/2000:86) and in the Council Resolution (EU, 2005), to mention but a few.
These ideas can now be found in different forms in central authorities’ and local
governments’ websites.

Today there are many e-democracy and e-government projects and experiments which are on-
going, at local, regional, national and indeed international level and large information systems
(IS) are constructed in order to enhance the quality, access, participation, democracy, service
and efficiency of public information systems18. In this context ‘public’ refers to both public
and private information systems, since the citizens are dealing with both and not always
recognize or mind about the difference.

                                                  
18 For a fuller definition of public information systems see Orman 1989 and Sundgren 2005)



76

Figure 1: public information systems (CITIZYS Research Group 2006)

Part of the purpose is to give the individual citizen an increase in the experienced quality of
life through easier access to public information and services which bring new challenges to
systems development since the user, who already is considered as somewhat hard to identify,
becomes even more unknown due to the very vague affiliation (i.e. citizen-public sector).

The use of the concept ‘citizen’ in this text refers to everyone who lives in the society, and
also includes those not possessing formal citizenship but who do live legally in the country.
Of course it also includes nationals living abroad but who still retain their formal citizenship
in their country of origin. Citizen information, in this case is the information required in the
relationship between society and its citizens. Everyone who is a citizen of a country has a
series of rights and duties, about which they need information in order to participate, or to
fulfil these obligations (Steele, 1998).  It could though be a problem to define the individual
citizen’s requirement for information.   The individual could be unaware of the information he
or she needs, either because of a lack of knowledge about the duties or rights, or because they
do not know that the information could help them to solve a particular question or problem
(Steele, 1998).  The result of this is that it is not possible to juxtapose the necessity and
demands for information.

In the present discussion concerning the use of different kinds of IT, a note of warning is
often given with regards to the unequal access to the technology (see e.g. Cullen, 2001;
Carveth and Kretchmer, 2002; Kvasny and Trauth, 2002; Hague and Loader, 1999; Boyd,
2002).  These differences in the access are usually called the digital divide or the digital gap.
The term is a social construction that emerged after the Internet came into the public domain
(Ryder, 2004).  Traditionally, information systems have been developed for a relatively
homogenous group within a company or organisation, but with the citizens as users, there are
new demands on considerations taken during the development process. The users, in this case
the citizens, have transformed from a more or less well-known and controllable group to an
unknown and uncontrollable crowd. The users of today are a large and heterogeneous group
of individuals, with different backgrounds and prerequisites such as education, age, religion,
culture and other socio-economic factors, which situate questions such as democracy, ethics,
gender and participation more prominently in the use as well as development of IS.  Beside
these more individual based factors, the technical conditions, like e.g. infrastructure and
available equipment, must also be taken into consideration.

In the CITIZYS Research Group, we try to constantly start out from the citizens’ perspectives
and to relate this strongly with practical realisations.

“Providing physical access to ICTs is one thing; giving citizens good reasons 
to want to make use of them is quite another”. (Hague & Loader 1999)

These objectives contribute by multidisciplinary and cross perspective coverage and the
projects have many different angles. However, the aim of our research is always to analyse
hinders and facilitators of and contribute to create:

• Productive systems (that is, systems that create benefits and values, not only
economical profits)
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• Democratic systems (that is, systems developed for ”all”, not only for some)

• Sustainable systems (that is, systems that with iterative processes can last and
survive, i.e. not systems developed for a short and economy driven period)

In this paper, to prove our point, we will discuss these objectives through a practical example,
the ECHOES-project19 (Every day Communication Home and School). From earlier research
experience we have identified this context, i.e. home-school communication, as an important
field of research to enhance democratic and citizen-driven public information systems
development (Nilsson 2005b).

ECHOES is a project created to support the changes in how the relation between pupils,
parents/homes, teachers and school organisations are formed today, and to do so we need new
and innovative forms of cooperation between both academia and private and public sector.
We can not make such strong detachments between the different interest groups and the
management of the development process as we sometimes can see today, when information
systems are developed for public schools. To support the increasing need of an effective,
valuable and genuine communication between home and school we need to try new
perspectives and work forms.

The main objectives of the ECHOES-project are to study and gain generic knowledge about:

• Citizen-driven and democratic public information systems development
models/methods

• Cooperative processes between the public sector, private sector and academia (triple
helix) concerning public information systems

• “Open source” as a lubrication for these cooperative processes

On a more specific level the research rests on a distinct overall picture of the everyday
communication between home and school, by using a three-layered model to help avoid the
ambiguous image which so often creates insecurity among the users. The three layers have
unique qualities which make it necessary to discuss and handle them separately (Nilsson,
1999).

1. General information from the school to the home concerning rules, holidays, contact
information, routines for pupil’s absence from school, menus for the school canteen etc. This
type of information is the same for all at the school and is produced centrally at the school, in
the municipal school management area under one head teacher, or at the municipal office.  It
is a typical one-way communication where it is the school’s responsibility to inform the
homes, which is usually done in writing.  It is distributed either by post, personally handed
out at parent-teacher meetings, or sent home with the pupils.

2. Class specific information from the teachers to the home regarding for example
invitations to parent-teacher meetings, information about class activities or arrangements,
homework, schedules or tests. The information is produced by the class teacher.  Also this
type of communication is mainly one-way, but sometimes notification or other responses are
requested.

3. Pupil specific information from the concerned teacher to the parents or vice versa.  This
type of communication includes results from tests, absence from school, grades.
Characteristically, the content is unique to a specific pupil and could be initiated by both
parties and is in most cases a two-way dialogue.

It further highlights the special kinds of prerequisites a municipal systems development
project holds when it comes to development costs and sharing of innovations. It also, very

                                                  
19 Nominated to Guldlänken/The Golden Link 2006, a special award stimulating the Swedish public sector in
their Internet-based services to the citizens. See www.guldlanken.se
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strongly and consciously, involves the users in the process by using access and relations
models (Nilsson 2005b, Lindblad-Gidlund 2005) to analyse and support inclusion, equality
and democracy.

2 The project - everyday communication home and school (ECHOES)

Today, many parents in Sweden with children in the compulsory school feel that a quick and
easy way of every-day contact with their children’s teachers and schools is lacking.  They
express a lack of information concerning their own children’s schooling (Nilsson, 2002;
Nilsson & Sefyrin, 2005). There is also an intense debate going on in society about Swedish
schools.  The debate focuses, among others things, on the increasing number of pupils who
leave the compulsory school sector without a complete school-leaving certificate.  Deficient
communication between the school and the parents is stated as being one of the contributing
causes to this situation (Swedish National Agency for Education, 2001).  The lack of
communication is expressed both by the parents and the staff at the schools, but their opinions
concerning the reasons differ (Nilsson, 2002; Nilsson & Sefyrin, 2005; Nilsson, 2005;
Swedish National Agency for Education, 2001).  The problem, the gap between the home and
the school, grows with the age of the children, which is explained in different ways.  The shift
from a class teacher to specialist teachers in the 7th form is one explanation.  The fact that as
the pupils become older they want more independence from their parents is another
(Mathiasson, 1995).  A third explanation could be problems associated with language, culture
or social circumstances (Swedish National Agency for Education, 2001). The responsibility
for a working communication and relationship lies on both sides, while it is impossible to
communicate without an opponent.

The compulsory school curriculum states, “the school’s main task is to mediate knowledge
and in co-operation with the homes promote the pupils’ development to individuals and
members of the society conscious of their responsibility.”(Swedish National Agency for
Education, 1994) In the municipality of Sundsvall have the Child Services and Education
Office have passed a communication strategy which states that IT is “the leading tool for
spreading of information and communication” and that “all parents who want to communicate
with the school via electronic communication channels should have the possibility to do that”
(Sundsvalls kommun, 2004).

In most Swedish compulsory schools the school-home communication is handled in a similar
way.  The most common means of informing or communicating with the parents is via written
messages which the pupils bring home.  In the lower forms it is usually a loose-leaf system
with a weekly letter or a ‘logbook’ with information about the past week and the coming one.
At the senior level messages are sent home more infrequently.  In addition to the written
communication it is routine to hold  a teacher-parent meeting once a term or year to which all
parents in a class are invited, and a personal meeting with the teacher, the pupil and the
parents once a term when the pupil’s personal development is discussed. In addition to this
communication there are some local variations both in frequency and in the use of media.
Generally you can say that the frequency in the communication decreases the older the
children become.

2.1 The project development process

The project has, intentionally, throughout the development process had different work-
organisational forms to enhance flexibility for all parts and also to reduce costs and stay cost-
effective.
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2.1.1 The initial phase

In the initial phase a working-group for the project were formed consisting of five
representatives from Åkroken Science Park, Sundsvalls kommun and Mid Sweden University.
During this phase two pre-studies were carried through and two reports were written (Nilsson
& Sefyrin, 2005, Nilsson 2005b).

The first study

The aim of the first study was to obtain a picture of:

1. How parents with children in the compulsory school experience the present contact
with their children’s school.

2. Their visions as to how contact could be improved.

3. Their attitude to using different kinds of IT to enable this contact to take place.

This study was initialised with a semi-structured group interview with eight female teachers
from three different municipal compulsory schools, and the aim was to enable us to help form
the parental groups for the following focus group interviews (Fern, 2001).    Based on the
result from this preparatory interview it was decided to carry out the focus group interviews
with employees at five different workplaces in order to have respondents representing a broad
range of social status.  According to available official statistics and reports (see e.g. Selg,
2002; SCB, 2004) the knowledge, attitude and access to the Internet are often influenced by
factors such as gender, educational level, ethnicity and socio-economic situation.  The
workplaces were chosen from companies and organisations which are partners in the
Research Institute for Public Information Systems. The selected workplaces were; a) a process
industry; b) an IT-consultant company; c) a telecommunication company; d) a central
authority; and e) the municipal old-age care.  At the workplaces a request was sent out to the
employees about participation in the interviews to which they then volunteered.  Each focus
group consisted of 5-6 employees, who were also parents to children in compulsory school.
The focus group interviews took place at the different workplaces and lasted for
approximately 50-70 minutes.  They were recorded on tape and transcribed at a later stage.

The first study indicated that parents with children of school-age are not a homogenous group
with common interests. Often the only uniting factor is that they have children in the same
class.  This was clearly visible in the interviews in this study.   Beside this we would high-
light three important findings:

1. The opinions about the every-day contact with the school range from a real
dissatisfaction to lyrical descriptions.  Both the dissatisfied and the satisfied refer to
the vital role of the teacher.

2. All respondents were in agreement that they would be happy to receive more
information, for example about what happens at the school and in their child’s ‘own’
class.

All respondents were positive to use ICT as a complement to the existing communication
channels.

The second study

After the data from the first study had been worked up and analysed, it proved necessary to
extend the study with a second study, namely interviews with teachers, in order to supplement
the result with the teachers’ view.  Nine teachers, six women and three men, from five
different municipal compulsory schools in Sundsvall were interviewed individually.  The
schools were chosen by a person at the Child Services and Education Office at the
municipality of Sundsvall in order to obtain schools from different areas with different
structures of the population.  The respondents volunteered to take part in the study after a
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request that was sent out to the chosen schools.  They represented all levels of compulsory
school.   The interviews lasted for 25-35 minutes were taped and at a later stage were
transcribed.

Neither the teachers can be looked upon as a homogeneous group. The following quote points
out another fact, namely that the same terminology is used but with different meanings.   “All
of us write a weekly letter, some once a week, other once a month or at least once a term.  I
think everyone send some kind of information sometime”.  (Female teacher)

  The teacher interviews also indicated that:

1. The teachers are more or less satisfied with the present situation

2. Almost all schools lack common rules how to handle the school-home communication

3. There is a wide variation in how the teachers handle the communication.

Designing the first prototype

Based on the results recommendations were given for the design of a prototype of a web
based application which should handle the communication of level 2, i.e. the class specific
information.   The prototyping was made of two students in Informatics as an exam project
(Olofsson, Stridh, 2005).  During the prototyping process teachers and parents were involved
representing the future users and in the beginning of the summer 2005 was the prototype
presented and accepted of the working-group.

2.1.2 The second phase

The next phase had the goal of forming a suitable organisation to transform the prototype to a
product. Contacts with the IT consultant company Steria were taken and a steering-board was
formed consisting of representatives from Åkroken, Sundsvalls kommun, Mid Sweden
University and Steria. Connected to the steering-board a project management group was
formed with the project owner, Åkroken, the product owner, Sundsvalls kommun, and the
supplier, Steria.

To carry-out the work, the two now former students (who also made the first prototype) were
hired at Steria to, during a period of six months, realise the thoughts from the first phase. At
the end of this phase a representative20 compulsory school was chosen and the cooperation
with the staff began. The staff had the opportunity to respond to the designs and come up with
new ideas during this phase and the first version was finished about a year after the project
started and to a minimum of costs.  In late spring 2006 was the first version of
“Föräldramötet” released, but due to the summer holidays in the Swedish schools which made
implementation and evaluation impossible at that moment, could not any results be presented
yet.

                                                  
20 The school was carefully chosen from prerequisites such as that it would be a school with families with
different social, ethnical and economical background.
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Figure 2: The project development process

2.2 Outcomes from the project development process

The partners had had both shared and individual goals during the process and at the same time
all declared that it had been a win-win-situation.

Åkroken Science Park had both stimulated product development and new employments in the
region, which are declared individual goals for the organisation.

The Municipality of Sundsvall had handled a problematic area and to a low cost developed a
new product, which is declared important individual goals from the municipality.

Steria gained access to research results and new methods not to forget found two new and
highly qualified employees, which are declared important individual goals from the consultant
company.

Mid Sweden University had the possibility to test theories and hypothesis and follow them all
the way to realisation. Overall, the project budget were minimal since the work were so
closely tied to each parts core activities and as such were already funded by other resources.

3 Challenges

There are a number of challenges to meet in a project like ECHOES if the aim is to contribute
to produce productive, democratic and sustainable information systems for the public sector,
with an articulated focus on the citizens’ perspective.  First of all there are technical issues to
solve, like e g that the system must be possible to use irrespective of what kind of computer
and connection you have at home, to mention one.  There are also a number of non-technical
issues, in this case, e g the teachers’ work situation and IT-competence, the parents’ will and
possibility to acces the system and other questions related to attitudes and values. Furthermore
there are some legal questions to handle e g how public and easy accesible the system can be
without interfeering with current laws. We are convinced that with our way of working with
this project we could handle these challenges, but due to the delayed evaluation could we not
present any empirical support for this conviction at the moment.
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Beside these we could point out how we handled some of the challenges we met in the
project.

- Inter-organisational cooperation: The economical aspects such as ownership, productifying,
profit and holding companies.  When cooperating between private, public/municipality and
university the question about product and ownership arises as a complicated area. Who owns
the product and who will get the profits from it? In this project we solved it by making the
product in an open-source environment, and focused on that all partners should got other
values (see last point below) than merely economic profit.

- Trust and personal relationship: An important part of inter-organisational cooperation is
'trust' since there is often many loose ends during the process where the partners have to
simply trust each other and believe in the process. It is clearly easier when these personal
relationship already exist due to history of cooperation and experience that personal
guarantees actually counts. And it is also important that the cooperation has a value in itself
because all cooperation projects might not lead to success but it never the less creates a value
which can become important in another project.

- Win-win relation due to extended view on 'values/profit': In this project all partners
experienced value and profit in different forms and from different perspectives. The
municipality of Sundsvall developed their activities according to the strategic plans and
political decisions regarding their communication policy and it is also important for the
municipality to be at the front line and show that it is a pro-active in competition with other
municipalities. Steria, the private consultant company, foremost profit where develop new
competencies (in the school area), try a new market and last but not least make sure that the
recruiting process is successful by testing new recruits in a safe project. Åkroken Science Park
reaches several of their goals such as supporting product development, supporting regional
development and new recruiting in the region. Mid Sweden University got an empirical base
and a case to test theories and methods and enhancing research, in addition to enhancing
quality in the education programme systems development. This 'list' of values/profits shows
that it is more of a 'trade' between partners than economical transactions and that all partners
experience enhanced values from their respective perspective.

4 Conclusions

In this project, the aim to constantly start out from the citizens’ perspectives and to relate this
strongly with practical realisations has given the experiences and high lightened the
observations that:

• The importance of flexible organisational forms when trying to achieve the often
multiple goals of public information systems development

• The importance of pre-studies and careful evaluation before deciding on whether the
problem is best solved by a technical solution or not (to avoid providing supply
without demands).

• The importance of representativity in user involvement to avoid designing for a too
limited and homogenous group with low reflection of reality (see e g Lindblad-
Gidlund 2005).

• The importance of awareness of and considering as well the technical as the non-
technical access barriers (see e g Nilsson 2005b).

• To design one electronic communication system suitable for and used by all must be
regarded as more or less a utopia, but despite that it must be the objective.  This
system should therefore at this stage be seen as a good complement to existing
communication forms, not a replacement of these.
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