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Introducing “civtech”

This research was undertaken during a visit to the United States in Sept-Oct 
2019, funded by the APS6-EL1 Scholarship program of the then Department 
of Industry, Innovation and Science.

The purpose was to interview experts on “civtech” = civic technologies 
= digital technologies for civic participation and citizen engagement. 
Some focus on enabling grassroots political participation. Some help 
government listen and interact better with citizens.
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 Today, focus on sharing 
two examples of 
“parliamentary” 
civtech in action 

 And four lessons about 
what can go wrong
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Example 1: POPVOX
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Example 2: eRegulations platform
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Beyond the interface…

Artificial 
intelligence 

Natural 
language 
processing 

Sentiment 
analysis
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What can 
go wrong?
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Failure lesson one:  one size does not fit all

The number one pitfall according to civtech pioneer Beth Noveck is failure 
to design an engagement process that’s fit for purpose. The idea that one 
size fits all is mistaken.
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Failure lesson one:  one size does not fit all

“…current practices often do not 
succeed because they combine problem 
identification with problem solving, 
jumble drafting with commenting and 
confuse implementation with 
evaluation. The most successful projects 
... are those that are designed to meet 
the specific informational needs for that 
stage of problem solving. Thus, to 
catalyze smarter institutions and more 
active citizens, care must be taken to 
ensure that participation is well-tailored 
to achieve the desired ends.”
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Failure lesson two: generating fake citizen comments is 
easier than stealing a truckload of ballot papers

Although a big part of civtech’s promise is more efficient citizen 
engagement at scale, any large-scale online process will be an 
attractive target for hacking/distortion.
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Failure lesson three:  artificial intelligence (AI) is 
not all-knowing… and government procurers 
know even less

“Natural language processing” (NLP) artificial intelligence can save 
time processing comments, but it has well-known accuracy 
limitations. Government users must understand how the algorithms 
work in order to use them responsibly.
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https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=lSYy6UWhWbU

What this is showing:
Widely used sentiment analysis AIs 
flip their assessments from negative 

to positive after trivial grammatical or 
spelling changes.  Also, they are 

happy to assess the threat to sue 
someone as ‘positive’. Hmm…

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=lSYy6UWhWbU
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https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=lSYy6UWhWbU

What this is showing:
A widely used sentiment analysis AI often ‘changes 

its mind’ about the positivity/negativity of a sentence when the 
gender of the object is switched. Sentences about Karen could be 
assessed as more/less negative than the same sentences about 

Keith. Hmm…

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=lSYy6UWhWbU
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Failure lesson four: it’s the internet
– sometimes we just can’t have nice things…

If you design it to be just like the internet, 
then it will be just like the internet.
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…it takes just a few clicks to find some startling appeals, 

including one calling on the president to deploy troops to 

Los Angeles’s Getty Museum of  Art: “We demand that 

our Marine Corp be called to OCCUPY THE GETTY, 

access the elevator to the bunker, and immediately free our 

children and return them to the surface. Do not allow 

these monsters to use underground bunkers, under the 

pretense of  ‘continuity of  Government’, to rape and eat 

our children in honor of  their Satanic beliefs.”
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THANK YOU
Dr Tessa Satherley, Senior Researcher, Australian Parliamentary Library
Tessa.Satherley@aph.gov.au
+61 2 6277 2463
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