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AGENDA
➤ Why civic tech? (Or challenges & 

opportunities) 

➤ Policy <-> Technology 

➤ Userbase  

➤ Market Size 

➤ How civic tech? (Or why not yet?) 

➤ Today: Empathy 

➤ In the future: Lean, Data, Users, 
Sustainability 

➤ What civic tech? (Or what’s already out 
there) 

➤ Overview of featured apps
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POLICY <-> TECHNOLOGY
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“
Or, as Andrew Maier, another CfA fellow turned 
USDSer, put it, “digital is a manifestation of 
policy.” But digital is also a path to better 
policy.

-Jennifer Pahlka
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MARKET SIZE & USER BASE
Hint: It’s big.
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“
GovTech is a $400B market hidden in plain sight

-Ron Bouganim
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“
22 Million government employees =  
15% of entire US labor force 
4x all employees from DJIA companies DJIA

-Ron Bouganim
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HOW CIVIC TECH?
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CIVIC TECH: KEYS TO SUCCESS

Empathy Lean Data Users Sustainability

➤ Build with, not 
for 

➤ Talk to users 

➤ Understand 
behavior 

➤ Learn what’s out 
there

➤ It’s more than 
just a technical 
process  

➤ Expect failure 

➤ Only build what’s 
necessary 

➤ Test, test, test

➤ Data “lives” 
everywhere 

➤ Be ready to scrape 

➤ Open data is your 
friend 

➤ ETLs are your 
best friend

➤ If you build it 
they will come 

➤ Listen and learn 

➤ Define metrics 

➤ Find partners

➤ Consider your 
options: startup, 
open source, non-
profit, academic, 
etc 

➤ Tech -> Policy 

➤ Expect to train 
everyone 

➤ Document 
everything
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“
It’s hard to build software for somebody else. 
It’s hard to solve a problem if it’s not a problem 
that you’ve seen yourself.

-Abhi Nemani
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“
We have a scarcity of empathy  
but an abundance of capacity.
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CUT GROUP
➤ Organized by Smart Chicago 

➤ Designed to get civic apps into the hands 
of real users 

➤ Held at neutral locations (eg libraries) 

➤ Participants were “rewarded” for their 
participation (gift cards) 

➤ Ancillary benefit was not just user 
feedback/learning but also user adoption 

➤ See Dan O’Neil’s chapter in Beyond 
Transparency
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WAYS TO SEE BEHIND THE COUNTER
➤ Programs 

➤ Startup-in-Residence (STIR): Several month program where startups respond to “RFIs” from government agencies tailoring 
their existing solutions to their needs. Network of dozens of cities, and promise of contracts for winning companies. 

➤ Fuse Corps: Year-long innovation fellowship with cities designed around policy, but with a technology tangent. Fellows work very 
closely with senior leadership in cities and are assigned a specific policy area (eg inclusive development) 

➤ Presidential Innovation Fellows: Year-long technology fellowship through the White Hosue designed around policy, designed to 
support USDS & 18Fs efforts to revitalize federal technology. Fellows work very closely with senior leadership in cities and are 
assigned a specific agency. 

➤ Code for America fellowship: (Now known as the community fellowship) Fellows are selected from a small group of partner 
cities where there are CfA Brigades (volunteer groups) but work full-time for 6-months on a specific issue in one of CfA’s policy 
areas: criminal justice, food safety, or workforce development. 

➤ Events 

➤ Hackathons/Designathons, etc: Casual events where government partners engage local technologists, bringing their expertise, 
connections and data (eg ChiHackNight) 

➤ App Contests: Formal competitions where teams work together and compete around civic issues for a cash prize or 
investment(eg StartupWeekend) 

➤ Blogs / Media / Books: Follow #gov20, #opengov, #civictech, and #govtech on twitter to track what’s happening.
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TIPS FOR ENGAGING GOVERNMENT OFFICIALS

➤ Everyone will talk to you if you don’t seem to 
want to “sell” anything 

➤ “As a fellow, you’ll always get a free lunch” - 
DJ Patil (fmr US CDO) 

➤ Do your homework 

➤ Know what they’ve been working on / what 
they are proud of 

➤ Talk to people up and down the organization 
chart 

➤ Don’t just talk to the CIO/CTO/ED 

➤ Talk to officials on-the-ground, who know 
what tools are actually being used 

➤ DO A RIDE ALONG
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THE ECOSYSTEM
What’s been going on?
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CIVIC TECH MEANS POLICY AND TECHNOLOGY
This isn’t going to be your typical CS course…
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TRANSIT
The OG civic tech@abhinemani
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COMMUNITY “EMPOWERMENT”
Act like a citizen
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311 is often called the “gateway drug” for civic engagement, as it gives citizens an easy way to engage with 
they government around highly visible issues. 
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PERMITTING/PLANNING
“Moving on up”
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CityGrows is a workflow management solution for local governments to manage systems such as permitting 
(for free — a different kind of business model: freemium).
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PUBLIC SAFETY
The biggest sector of the industry
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RideAlong’s software (RECENTLY ACQUIRED) gives city and county frontline workers the context they need to help 
residents. Police officers and healthcare workers alike have the tools to serve residents efficiently, safely, and empathetically.
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Mark43’s applications for dispatch, records, and analytics form a set of platform-wide tools purposefully 
designed to break down information silos and optimize interoperability.
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SPIDR Tech enables law enforcement agencies to automatically send one-to-one text messages, emails and 
mobile-friendly surveys to their customers.
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PUBLIC HEALTH
Literally life-saving technology
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Restaurant (or food) inspections is a oft-discussed topic in civic tech, particularly around public health. Apps such as 
CoInspect enable easier monitoring and tracking, platforms like Yelp showcase the data, and data science projects such as the 
one by Chicago’s data team leverage this information and data science to optimize inspection routes/warnings.
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Monitoring air quality merges the “internet of things,” civic app development, and data science to inform 
public health departments’ efforts to reduce asthma and other illnesses.

@abhinemani



@abhinemani



@abhinemani



ASSIGNMENTS: 4/8/2019
➤ Read 

➤ Read through chapter 4 Eric Ries’ Lean Startup  

➤ (You should already have gotten through Chapter 3) 

➤ Healthcare.gov and the Gulf Between Planning and Reality by Clay Shirky 

➤ Do 

➤ Find one piece of civic technology 

➤ GovTech 100: https://www.govtech.com/100/2019/ 

➤ Marketplace.city 

➤ Crunchbase 

➤ Start a discussion about it on Canvas about it 

➤ Link (also post the link on the Assignments tab) and 1-2 sentences of what you find interesting 
about it
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