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The Aspen Institute 2012 Forum on Communications and Society (FOCAS) convened in mid-August to 

discuss the movement towards open and innovative governance and develop tangible proposals and 

recommendations to increase transparency, promote smarter governance and enhance democracy.  The 

John S. and James L. Knight Foundation sponsored the Forum. Participants included media and 

technology experts, government officials, academics, and leading NGO directors.  Notably joining the 

conversation was President of the Republic of Estonia Toomas Hendrik Ilves, White House Digital 

Strategist Macon Phillips, Ushahidi Executive Director Juliana Rotich and a number of up-and-coming 

technology innovators with expertise in designing platforms and applications for open governance 

systems.  

 

Government 2.0  

American democracy is premised on informed citizens engaging in self-governance. Yet today many 

citizens are disenchanted with their governments at all levels and are uninterested in participating.  At the 

same time, citizens’ use of mobile and digital technologies is creating a significant communication gap 

between governments and the governed.  And governments find themselves strapped for cash and unable 

to respond to these tensions in constructive ways.  

 

On a more encouraging note, however, there is now a burgeoning “open governance” movement to use 

information and communications technologies to foster accountability, transparency and trust, to open up 

traditionally closed systems, and to transform governance.  Collaborative technologies such as social 

media are now enabling two-way information channels between citizens and governments, helping to 

solve problems at the local, state and national levels.  Digital technologies also have the potential to 

reduce costs to governments and citizens, and to create enormous opportunities for more transparent, 

participatory and responsive governments.    

 

Some national governments are already embracing the open governance movement.  Estonia, for 

example, is a leader.  The nation has transitioned beyond 20th century bureaucratic rules and redesigned 

its government service systems online.  Estonia boasts an electronic identification system for its 

population and an e-healthcare system where citizens own their own data.  The nation operates a digital 

healthcare prescription system, 25 percent of the population voted online in the last elections, and its 

education system is anchored online.   

 

The question is, Can other nations emulate Estonia?  As a newly independent country, Estonia did not 

face barriers like entrenched legacy systems or a culture concerned about individual privacy rights.  In 

contrast, the United States is up against heavily invested legacy architectures that cannot be disrupted. 

Cultural traditions about privacy drive skepticism about digital identifications and data sharing and 

security issues are significantly more complex.  These issues make the open government movement 

infinitely more difficult in the U.S. 

 

The United States is making some positive steps.  Governments are releasing more and more machine 

readable data so that NGOs, entrepreneurial for-profits, software designers and the media can model new 

ways for opening up and using data.  The city of Chicago is a leader in this effort, releasing large amounts 

of data on everything from crime rates and education data to heath information.  

 

Federal and local governments are also working to expand their focus from solely providing government 

services to an emphasis on two-way communication and feedback loops with citizens.  The White House 

launched “We the People,” a site where citizens can start online petitions about issues that concern them 

and receive official responses from the White House on the issues that gain the most popularity.  Cities 

https://petitions.whitehouse.gov/


like New York are experimenting with participatory budgeting.  And Project Madison, developed by 

Congressman Darrell Issa (R-California), encourages participatory legislation at the Congressional level. 

For-profit and non-profit innovators have also developed applications that afford, for example, accessible 

zoning regulations, organized disaster relief efforts, and real time transportation schedules. 

 

But there is much work to be done.  To advance the effort, the FOCAS Conference aimed to develop and 

design a series of tangible, meaningful solutions for immediate problems facing the open government 

movement.  Participants chose to focus their pragmatic efforts in the following areas: 

 

 Encourage citizens to get engaged in the democratic process through a common narrative; 

 Create more active government service through smarter use of data; 

 Develop innovative approaches to traditionally governmental projects; 

 Build a broad based constituency around data in order to spur demand around information; 

and 

 Help governments procure non-traditional vendors at low dollar amounts. 

 

The following discussion provides an overview of the recommendations to solve these problems and 

proposals developed from deliberations at the 2012 FOCAS Forum. 

 

An American Narrative of Self-Governance 

A critical problem facing the push for open governance is citizens’ overall apathy and general lack of 

engagement in the democratic process.  Frankly, if more American citizens demanded good government, 

they would likely get it.   

 

Among technologists, active NGOs and some government workers, there is a tremendous amount of 

innovative work underway to develop products and services that encourage citizens to participate in the 

government process.  Among the early adopters the successes are evident, but there is a lack of attention 

paid by the general public.  One solution to this problem is to emphasize a familiar narrative around these 

efforts to draw citizens into the cause and foster an overall desire for engagement and participation.    

 

There is plenty of evidence that narratives and storytelling affect change and motivate populations. For 

example, the Tea Party Movement gained momentum by reverting to a traditional American narrative of 

constitutionally limited government, free markets and fiscal responsibility.  The anti-SOPA movement 

also gained popularity, and ultimately success, through a relatable narrative about Internet freedom and 

bottom-up governance.   

 

To spur broad citizen engagement participants recommended the creation of a new campaign with an 

American self-governance narrative.  All Americans should be able to relate to a call for reclaiming self-

governance and doing something great.  First steps to achieving this include:  

 

 Identifying fundamental elements that are creating national anxiety and efficacy; 

 Gathering micro-narratives that are important to citizens; and  

 Identifying core aspirations and concerns that everyone has in common. 

 

By using these cues and leveraging the concept of “transmedia,” we can create an empowering, non-

partisan narrative that demonstrates to citizens what is possible when they engage with their government 

and utilize available resources.  This message would be more effective if it is supplemented with direct 

availability to social services, leading people to proper channels to impact change.   

 

Starlight Runner Entertainment CEO Jeff Gomez, one of the denizens of transmedia, explained at FOCAS 

the advantages of creating interactive stories and pulling in complementary micro-narratives around 

http://opengovfoundation.org/the-madison-project/


massive amounts of available data over multiple media platforms.   Simply, it will help connect people to 

one another and provoke discussion, accessibility, realization and ultimately action.  The goal of 

integrating transmedia in this narrative, then, is to empower citizens to become part of the story and 

engage with their communities and government.           

 

Active Government Service through Smarter Data Use 

Technological advances are now allowing governments to move their services online and release more 

and more relevant data to the public.  Yet, there is a disconnect when it comes to the public knowing what 

information and services are available when they need and want them—primarily during points of 

catchment such as moving to a new city, starting school, or the diagnosis of a health condition.  This 

disconnect poses a problem for residents, service providers and governments alike. To be effective, 

governments need to enhance their services to be more relevant and interactive through smarter data use. 

 

To address this issue, participants recommend building a framework through a public/private partnership 

(as is being doing currently with the Smart Chicago Collaborative) to streamline the collection and use of 

data in order to make information accessible.  Divided into three phases, the first requirement is to build 

the platform and service.  The design requires that a service interface run on top of a cloud-based, NoSQL 

data platform.  As users provide coordinates, the platform draws on sources of data from government to 

deliver information in the requested area.  Many additional applications can be built on this system.  (For 

more details, see the FOCAS working group presentation Govern Local). 

 

The second phase involves opt-in catchment, or learning about users’ needs.  The system can gather 

details about users and determine what information is needed and when.  This allows for active rather 

than passive government information delivery.  For example, if the user identifies that he or she has 

recently moved to the city, that person can opt-in for continuous, updated information about new resident 

meetings, city events, or transportation schedules.  Phase three focuses on marketing and the delivery of 

the information and services.  

 

Notable in the platform’s design is the place-based architecture.  It uses location data as opposed to 

identities, though personal identity and privacy issues will need to factor into the overall design.  Clear 

rules, governance, the role of the private sector, and penalties for data abuse are all critical to the final 

plan.   

 

Underthrowing the Government  

A complementary citizen-centric solution for innovative governance developed by FOCAS participants is 

an idea called “Operation: Underthrow.”  Today, getting collective buy-in for a government sponsored 

project or service is frequently a cumbersome, time-consuming public policy process that often does not 

lead to optimal results.  To remedy this problem, participants recommended the creation of an organic, 

technology-based platform that facilitates the crowdsourcing of concrete, well-vetted ideas for the public 

good.   

 

As citizens contribute suggestions and projects on this platform, the ideas are vetted through collective 

transmedia narratives, ranked, designed, managed, crowd-funded and then implemented by groups of 

like-minded citizens.  The concept is an effort with two objectives: offer a mechanism to go around 

government to achieve collective goals, and provide a mechanism to confront government with 

opportunities and movements it may not have considered.  In addition, there is an economic benefit to the 

crowd-funded business model: it allows for projects to ultimately transition to self-sustaining businesses.   

 

This is not necessarily a new concept.  For years entrepreneurs have stepped outside the web of 

government to innovate and create new services.  Consider the case of charter schools.  While not always 

successful, charter schools provide an important alternative educational experience.  But the benefit to 

this proposed technology-based platform is that individual entrepreneurs do not have to own ideas from 

http://www.smartchicagocollaborative.org/
http://www.aspeninstitute.org/sites/default/files/content/images/cands/FOCAS12_Group_A_Presentation.pdf
http://www.aspeninstitute.org/sites/default/files/content/upload/FOCAS12-Operation_Underthrow_Group-C-Pres-1.pdf


start to finish.  The technology allows for collaboration among people with shared interests and creates 

ownership and pride that is not often evident in public spaces.  

 

Adopt a Data Scientist 

In addition to smarter data use and citizen-centric government service solutions, one of the keys to 

moving open governance forward is framing the conversation from a demand side perspective rather than 

from the supply side.  Instead of focusing solely on how to get government to open up, the conversation 

should shift to motivate citizens to be interested consumers of data.  How do we build a broad-based 

constituency around data?  As Ellen Miller, Executive Director of the Sunlight Foundation, noted, citizen 

demand is critical to accountability and effective transparency.  The entire ecosystem becomes healthier 

and more plausible when citizens are active participants.   

 

In order to spur demand at the community level, FOCAS participants recommended a plan for creating 

local, self-organized groups of information-seeking people who would “adopt” a local data scientist, 

statistician or data designer.  Each participating member would agree to contribute a specified amount of 

money to cover the living and research expenses of its data scientist.  In return, the adopted data scientist 

would research, manipulate and analyze data to answer specific questions and show relevant trends that 

the group desires but would not have the expertise to obtain on its own.  People who otherwise lack 

engagement with data can then link up with these active self-organized groups.  The local information 

collected from the data scientist can actually demonstrate exactly how data can be relevant in citizens’ 

lives.  Thus, rather than making blanket statements about why data is important, this proposal emphasizes 

teaching by relevant example with the hope that initially disinterested people will learn to engage with 

data. (See the FOCAS working group blueprint for Adopt a Data Scientist). 

 

An added advantage of this proposal is that it creates a dedicated grassroots network of “data scientists” 

that are plugged in to what matters to local communities.  Collectively and over time this network of 

experts can hone in on what issues and questions are most relevant across communities and work together 

to drive data services around these common issues.  

 

Request for Awesome 

From an administrative standpoint, the current procurement process at the local, state and federal levels 

creates a barrier to integrating lightweight, technology-based solutions into government operations.  Even 

if governments want to embrace cutting edge proposals and new start-ups it is nearly impossible because 

RFP procedures cater to large, established companies and contracts.  The existing RFP process does work 

in some cases—it exists to minimize risk and facilitate major, high-dollar projects. However, technology 

is now enabling lower dollar, innovative solutions to narrow scope problems.  Often these solutions 

involve nimble teams and require iterative development which is not conducive to large scale contracts 

and the risk-adverse procedures of the current procurement process.  

 

Instead of supplanting the current RFP process, participants recommend an augmented system called 

Request for Awesome (RFA) that incorporates new, less expensive, non-standard projects.  This new 

RFA system should make things easier on a number of interfaces:   

 

 Government/non-government connections.  It should be easier to notify the world about new 

RFPs and it should be easier to bid and pay out winning bids.  

 Intra-government connections. For example, the system should make it easy to see 

acquisitions and outcomes in various departments.  

 Risk. The system should facilitate risk absorption allowing for experimentation.    

 

To implement changes to the legacy procurement process, next steps include a review of best practices 

and a pilot program to test out the proposed changes.  Concurrently, governments need to convene 

innovative procurement experts and technologists to develop a policy guide that outlines procedures and 

http://www.aspeninstitute.org/sites/default/files/content/images/Adopt-A-Data-Scientist%20--%20Tim%20Hwang.pdf
http://requestforawesome.com/


administrative issues, as well as software that allows for efficient interaction with tech vendors.  The end 

result is a flexible system that promotes and encourages the integration of effective and innovative 

services. (See the FOCAS working group presentation of Request for Awesome along with this 

supplemental video). 

 

Conclusion 

As the open government movement continues to move forward, the overriding concern is how to foster an 

environment that will help these, and other ideas, come to fruition.  The proposals and discussions at the 

FOCAS forum highlighted a number of overarching themes that will determine success.    

 

Defining the audience needs to be front and center in all open government efforts.  Innovative services 

and applications that do not incorporate human centric design will likely fail.  Further, the design of new 

services and applications needs to incorporate measures of scalability and sustainability in order to 

achieve success.  A focus on quality over quantity is also critical.   

 
The gap between data and engagement needs to be closed, and we need to identify what accelerates data 

sharing.  This requires smarter interfacing between data and engagement so that broader populations of 

people can utilize and find value in information.  Part of this effort requires marketing efforts around data 

successes or tools and leveraging storytelling and narratives to empower citizens.  Efforts should speak 

the language of the audience and focus on events that people care about.   

 

And finally, open government developers need to consider the longstanding cultural barriers that are 

inherent to our government system.  A critical look at the role of identity and privacy rights is necessary, 

defining the relationship between data, rights and benefits.  Finally, legacy systems within government 

need to integrate new technologies and empower government employees to be champions of the open 

government movement.      

 

 
 

Watch FOCAS clips and learn more at www.aspeninstitute.org/FOCAS12 | On Twitter: #FOCAS12 

http://www.knightcomm.org/wp-content/uploads/2012/08/FOCAS12-Group-C-Presentation-2.ppt
https://vimeo.com/47198618
http://www.aspeninstitute.org/FOCAS12
https://twitter.com/#!/search/realtime/%23FOCAS12

