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AGENDA

➤ Case study: healthcare.gov 

➤ Waterfall v Agile (Lean) 

➤ Key takeaways from The Lean Startup 

➤ Lean (civic tech) metrics 

➤ Case study: LA’s Dashboard 

➤ Tools and resources to quickly 
launch a civic app
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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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“The preferred method for implementing large technology projects in 
Washington is to write the plans up front, break them into 
increasingly detailed specifications, then build what the 
specifications call for. It’s often called the waterfall method, because 
on a timeline the project cascades from planning, at the top left of 
the chart, down to implementation, on the bottom right.

-Clay Shirky
@abhinemani
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“A startup is a human institution designed to create a 
new product or service under conditions of extreme 
uncertainty.” - Eric Ries, The Lean Startup

Image credit: VentureBeat
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GOVERNMENT OPERATES UNDER 
CONDITIONS OF EXTREME UNCERTAINTY. 

SO GOVERNMENT, LIKE A STARTUP, 
SHOULD BE LEAN.
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KEYS TO LEAN (CIVIC) TECH

➤ Concierge “technology” 

➤ Technology is expensive, especially in government 

➤ Fake it, until you make it 

➤ MVP & Iterate 

➤ Start with the minimally viable product (MVP) 

➤ Always be learning 

➤ Build. Measure. Learn. 

➤ Pivots 

➤ Expect to fail (and make sure everyone knows it) 

➤ Avoid “vanity metrics” 

➤ Measure what matters 

➤ Good metrics assess impact (which is hard)

Image Credit: ICT Institute
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DENVER’S PEAK ACADEMY

➤ Trains and collaborates with government 
employees to improve the customer and 
employee experience 

➤ Housed in the budget office 

➤ Puts a focus on impact: savings 

➤ Nearly every agency has participated 

➤ Mayor participated, giving an entire 
week to be trained, setting an example 

➤ How they evaluate the program: savings, 
people trained, and agencies involved
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LEAN METRICS FOR PIRATES
And how to use them in civic tech
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AARRR - DAVE MCLURE

➤ Acquisition 

➤ User comes 

➤ Activation 

➤ User doesn’t leave 

➤ Retention 

➤ User comes back 

➤ Referral 

➤ User tells people 

➤ Revenue 

➤ User gives you “money”

@abhinemani

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=irjgfW0BIrw


AARRR - DAVE MCLURE

➤ Acquisition 

➤ Direct marketing 

➤ Activation 

➤ Good product 

➤ Retention 

➤ Email / message 

➤ Referral 

➤ Viral marketing 

➤ Revenue 

➤ Impact?  

➤ Example: Cost savings, program enrollment, 
time saved 

➤ Impact metrics should match or could inform 
policy

@abhinemani



CASE STUDY: LA DASHBOARD
@abhinemani



@abhinemani



@abhinemani



@abhinemani



@abhinemani



@abhinemani



V1 WAS FULL OF 
LOTS OF 

EVERYTHING
But that’s not what anyone wanted. 

And so: Pivot.
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“
“As you consider building your own minimum 
viable product, let this simple rule suffice: 
remove any feature, process, or effort that does 
not contribute directly to the learning you seek.”

-Eric Ries
@abhinemani



“SIMPLE, BEAUTIFUL, AND EASY TO USE”
Less was more.
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BENEFITS / DRAWBACKS

➤ Benefits 

➤ No database; Google Spreadsheets powered 

➤ Revision history 

➤ Feels like Excel 

➤ No login 

➤ Relies on existing g-suite account 

➤ Relies on very common javascript library: JQuery 

➤ Only needs one more script to function 

➤ Usage mirrors Jekyll 

➤ Drawbacks 

➤ No approval / workflow / management 

➤ Data has to be public 

➤ No file storage 

➤ Images must be stored elsewhere 

➤ Individual sheets/documents needed for each page
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“SO CAN YOU MAKE MORE?”
After the MVP, the challenge was building for scale.
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JEKYLL
Multi-page websites sans database: https://jekyllrb.com/

@abhinemani

https://jekyllrb.com/
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INCEPTION 
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RISKS / GOALS / ANTI-GOALS
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RISKS & ANTI-GOALS

➤ Risks 

➤ Business risks 

➤ Technical risks 

➤ Legal / policy risks 

➤ Anti-goals 

➤ What is out of scope? 

➤ What should we *not* worry about?
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PERSONAS
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PERSONAS

➤ Personas put your user research to work 

➤ “Fake” identities to design your app for 

➤ Make them as real as possible 

➤ Picture 

➤ Bio / personality 

➤ Goals / frustrations 

➤ Resources 

➤ https://www.hubspot.com/make-my-
persona

Image Credit: Martin Fowler @abhinemani



USER STORIES
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USER STORIES
➤ What would each persona want to do? 

➤ Start big and then then break it up 

➤ Example 

➤ Sarah (Department head) updates Mayor on new monthly metri 

➤ Sarah creates account 

➤ Administrator authorizes account 

➤ Sarah logs into administrative view 

➤ Sarah changes metric 

➤ New metric approved by administrator 

➤ New metric published to publish dashboard 

➤ New metric(s) email generated for Mayor 

➤ Email edited by Sarah 

➤ Email approved by administrator 

➤ Email sent 

➤ New metric(s) text generated for  Mayor 

➤ Text edited by Sarah 

➤ Email approved by administrator 

➤ Email sent 

➤ Then PRIORITIZE
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