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This study examines the role of content professionalism and public outreach, along with partisanship in the
availability of online local public information. Comparing county and school board websites in Florida, the
author suggests that online public records serve as a proxy for the entity's overall level of transparency. A
content analysis of 134 local government websites reveals that school boards had a higher level of
transparency than counties in Florida, while websites with a more professional look and those located in
communities with a high Republican proportion had greater transparency than others. Finally, implications
for scholars and government leaders are discussed.
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1. Introduction

Shortly after taking office in 2009, President Barack Obama
produced a memorandum of open government and transparency
that called for executive agencies to“harness new technologies to put
information about their operations and decisions online and readily
available to the public” (Obama, 2009). As such, he suggested that
transparency connotes trust and public confidence in government
operations. While his proclamation occurred at the federal level of
government, the accessibility of public information at the local level is
a key issue in the overall perception of open government. That is,
while Obama talks the transparency talk, it is local government that
needs to walk the walk of public access.

One way that transparency in government/citizen relationships is
gauged is through the availability of public records. Scholars have
suggested that the internet has changed communication capabilities
between local governments and their constituents by allowing easier
access to information (Musso, Weare, & Hale, 2000; Tolbert &
Mossberger, 2006; West, 2004a,b). As more information appears on
government-based websites, trust and confidence in government
leaders tends into increase (Tolbert & Mossberger, 2006). Much of the
focus of these studies is on the concept of “e-government,” or the
public information and consumer services related to local government
that is available to constituents on theweb. In this study, the focuswill

be the availability of public records, which will be known as the level
of transparency of government operations and decision-making
(Armstrong, 2008).

More specifically, the present work focused on an examination of
predictors of the level of online transparency by local governments.
While prior work (outlined below) has focused on content-specific
professionalism and partisanship as key factors influencing the level
of transparency on major U.S. city websites, this study extends that
work into the realm of local governments and school boards in the
state of Florida, which is well known for its public access to
government records. In addition, this study sought to compare the
availability of public records when the mission of the governmental
entity (county or school board) differs.

The results of this study should have specific implications for
scholars, governmental leaders, and public record advocates. Scholars
can extend their knowledge of e-government and how professional-
ism influences the accessibility of public records, while officials can
focus on the most commonly available records in different venues.
Finally, public access advocates will benefit from the study's isolation
of records least commonly posted on government websites, so they
can turn their attention toward getting online access to those records.

2. Literature review

2.1. e-Government and transparency

While public information and access to records is not a newconcept
(see e.g., Cross, 1953), the potential for dissemination of those works
has shifted dramaticallywith the advent of the internet.Many scholars
have examined ways that the internet has changed communication
capabilities between local governments and their constituents (Musso
et al., 2000; Stowers, 1999; Tolbert &Mossberger, 2006;West, 2004a).
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These scholars, and others, have suggested that as more information
appears on government- based websites, trust and confidence in
government leaders tends to bemore positive. In particular, they focus
on the concept of transparency in government, which refers to the
level of public openness to governmental decision-making (West,
2004a). Coglianese (2009) suggested that transparency can aid
governance in two ways: 1) Providing a dialogue between policy-
makers and the citizenry before decisions aremade; and 2) Preventing
mistakes by officials through the threat of increased and thorough
monitoring by interesting publics (Coglianese, 2009). Ball (2009)
argues that the process of transparency occurs “when organizations
promote visible decision-making, are open to public input, allow the
public the maximum choice of services, and work in cooperation with
other organizations for common public purposes” (Ball, 2009 , p. 302).

Some recent studies on transparency have focused their attention
on the concept of “e-government.” e-Government is defined in this
paper as “the delivery of government information and services
through the internet 24 h a day, 7 days per week” (Reddick & Frank,
2007, p. 577). That is, public information that is made available to
constituents on the web related to governmental decision-making
and community relations. A recent study found that individuals who
receive social security statements about their individual benefits felt
more positively toward governmental transparency than those who
didn't, which suggests that as more information is provided to
citizens, the quality of their attitudes about legislative openness
increased (West, 2004a).

To examine how theweb can be used as a tool for transparency, we
first must examine how e-government has developed. A 1997 study
that nearly all states and a majority of cities with more than a 100,000
population had established at least a basic presence on the web at that
point (Stowers, 1999). That study found that 90% of city websites had
contact information for public officials and telephone directories.
Nearly 76% of municipal public officials reported in the 2002
International City/County Management Association that they had a
web presence (see Reddick, 2004a). Several annual studies conducted
between 2001 and 2004 examine the types of information available
and services offered online on websites of the 70 largest U.S. cities
(West, 2004a,b). Many of these sites allow citizens to pay fees online,
post comments, or contact public officials.

Some scholars have also attempted to determine the impact of
e-government on various constituencies. Studies examining how
advanced e-government affects citizen trust in local government
found a positive relationship between website use and government
responsiveness, but a negative relationship between website accessi-
bility and government trust (Tolbert & Mossberger, 2006). Florida and
Texas citymanagers surveyed in 2005 suggested that e-government is a
strong communication tool between government and citizens (Reddick
& Frank, 2007) and has helped with their public interactions. A
secondary analysis of the 2003 Pew e-Government Survey found that
individuals who contact government though the internet were
generally satisfied with their online interactions (Cohen, 2006).

Many of these more recent examinations of e-government (e.g.,
McNeal, Tolbert, Mossberger, & Dotterweich, 2003;West, 2004a) have
focused mainly on the adoption of online service transactions (e.g.,
purchasing recreational licenses, paying traffic tickets) and targeted
urban or metropolitan areas for study. While service availability and
convenience–perhaps to deal with fewer resources and tightened
budgets–are key elements in learning about government effectiveness,
the focus of this study is on the delivery of government information.
This distinction is important, and the focus on the availability of public
records on local governmentwebsites is important for several reasons.

First, the presence of public documents and information often
requires only the basic web knowledge and equipment. Most local
governments, even those without extensive resources, expertise, and
funds, can put some basic information online for public access.
Conversely, many online service transactions require fees per usage,

along with more specialized server capabilities. Second, as has been
noted, many of these content-focused studies focused on state websites
and/or larger cities. However, the citizenry is oftenmore concernedwith
local services at the county or municipal level. Thus, an examination of
smaller and suburban governments would provide more information
about public accessibility. Finally, at a broader level, the presence of basic
public records on local websites may provide insight into the
understanding and willingness of local leaders to provide access into
decision-making and civic participation within their jurisdictions. In the
samewayObama'smemorandumonopengovernmentwasmeant to set
the stage for accessibility, the availability of these records by local
governments–of their own volition–may demonstrate a clearer belief in
the importance of transparency.

Asgarkhani (2007) suggested several reasons for developing
e-government sites: more providing access to general information,
connecting individuals to services (e.g., property information),
raising awareness about government decision-making, facilitating
communication and consultation with general public, and inviting
citizens to participate in public process (Asgarkhani, 2007). In a
similar vein, the present study seeks to tackle the issue of how a local
government provides information that–often by law–its citizens
should have (SeeWest, 2004a). Each state has its own public records
access laws, outlining the basic information available to citizens. It
follows then that one way for a local government to envelop
transparency is to display those records in an easily accessible
format on its website. The more available information and openness
of decision-making, the more transparent the government entity is.
Employing e-government to operationalize transparency follows the
argument from Ball (2009), as it allows the tracking of available
information and openness to cooperation between governments and
accessibility to decision-making practices. Therefore, this study
focuses on one dimension of e-government—availability of govern-
ment information. In this work, the presence of public records on a
local website will be used as a proxy for the level of transparency of
government operations and decision-making (See Armstrong, 2008).

2.2. Professionalism, partisanship and transparency

Prior studies examining e-government implementation among
state and local governments have found a number of predictors. For
example, a content analyses of city websites has found that too much
information without much of a focus can be “cluttered, daunting and
overwhelming” (West, 2004a, p. 10). This finding suggests that a level
of professionalism among site designers often translates into easier
access for consumers. Later work by West suggested that in addition
to site visuals, the overarching goal is “public outreach,” in which the
structure of the website provides avenues with which users can
navigate and understand the information provided more effectively
(West, 2007) . He suggested that tools such as email contacts, search
engines, and personalization features indicate a higher level of public
outreach, as government entities attempt to make the website easier
to use for the citizenry.

This “ease-of-use” function underscores the idea that not only
should the material be present, but e-government site development
also needs to bemotivated by an understanding that not all users have
the same online capability—that is, what components will help users
find material on the site that is useful to them (see West, 2004a).
Smith (2001) suggests that website designers should be aware of
intended audiences when building sites. A 2005 study found that the
top e-government priority of both citizens and bureaucrats was to
make website information more understandable for the public (Moon
& Welch, 2005). Thus, this study suggests that more professional
websites and governmental entities–most likely with dedicated
website designers and staff–will provide easier-to-use web informa-
tion and have stronger level of public outreach. For this study, this
concept will be referred to as public outreach and professionalism.
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