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Web 2.0 Applications: From the People to the People 
Andrea Di Maio 

Washington, D.C., is looking for applications that can leverage the many data feeds that 
have been provided for some time. To do so, it has created a contest targeting agencies, 
businesses and individuals. This is yet another example of a new approach to e-
government. Clients involved in planning or implementing online services, as well as 
those who are asking themselves how Web 2.0 can affect their initiatives, should take 
notice. 
 

Key Findings 

• Washington D.C.'s Office of the Chief Technology Officer (OCTO) has been at the 
forefront of data sharing for some time. 

• Mayor Adrian Fenty's drive for better performance and transparency, as well as a 
visionary and unconventional CTO, has been instrumental in creating such an initiative. 

• Different jurisdictions around the world are now exploring how to reach out to citizens 
and other stakeholders by using mashup contests. 

• If this initiative is successful, it may shed new light on the economics of government 
applications. 

Recommendations 

• E-government strategic planners and program managers as well as government CIOs 
and CTOs should champion "mashup" (or, put more simply, information leveraging) 
contests inside and outside their organizations to identify new ways to better serve 
constituents and engage them in creating value-added information and services that go 
beyond what government can plan on its own. 
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WHAT YOU NEED TO KNOW 

Reaching out to relevant stakeholders, including employees and citizens, is the most effective 
way to find out how value-added services can be created by making government public 
information available in a more easily consumable form. This is part of a Web projection strategy 
where you go to citizens rather than expect them to come to you 

EVENT 

Event Facts 
On 14 October 2008, the District of Columbia launched a competition for developers to create 
mashup applications that use the district's more than 200 data feeds. Individual programmers as 
well as agencies can submit proposals for the next four weeks and 60 small monetary prizes will 
be assigned by a jury appointed by the DC OCTO and on the basis of usefulness to citizens, 
potential for different government bodies, usability and originality. The competition closes in a 
month. 

Analysis 
The Office of the CTO (OCTO) in Washington, D.C., is known for a number of groundbreaking 
initiatives in data transparency, ranging from early data feeds on crime in the district to online 
information on procurement processes, including videos of Q&A sessions with bidders. The latest 
initiative, called Apps for Democracy (see appsfordemocracy.org), aims at encouraging 
government agencies and individual developers to submit open-source Web applications that use 
the many data feeds already provided in order to create new ways to look at and leverage that 
information. The district's data feeds are already available and being used by government and by 
external stakeholders (for example, CrimeinDC.org). For a modest investment ($20,000 for about 
60 prizes ranging in worth from $100 to $2,000; and $30,000 to manage the whole initiative, 
including the Web site), DC OCTO expects to receive a wealth of software applications that must 
include their source code. D.C.'s CTO Vivek Kundra estimates that such applications would cost 
more than half a million dollars if procured in a traditional way. Of course, if the contest is a 
success, DC OCTO will need to invest effort to maintain the most interesting applications (see 
Note 1). 

Apps for Democracy is another example of government reaching out to constituents to 
understand how public data can be more effectively exploited to create value for different 
communities. Such efforts are not dissimilar from ShowUsABetterWay.com, an initiative launched 
a few months ago by the U.K. government that encourages citizens to propose which government 
information should be made mashable to create value in unexpected ways (see "U.K. 
Government Seeks Better Ways to Mash Up Its Data"). Similar initiatives are already under way 
in Northern Ireland. However, unlike the other projects, the OCTO initiative will receive software 
rather than just ideas. 

Although these initiatives look bold and controversial, and require visionary, committed 
leadership, they are not so difficult to initiate because they are confined to using information that 
is in the public domain. By analyzing the response to such a call for ideas, governments can learn 
invaluable lessons in understanding constituents' wants and needs, as well as in pushing the 
boundaries of traditional information and service delivery. Getting the citizenry involved helps 
create tighter bonds and better results. A possible follow-up to an initiative like this is to solicit 
ideas from nonprogrammers about what data they would like to see combined and how they want 
it visualized. 

http://www.appsfordemocracy.org/
http://www.crimeindc.org/
http://www.showusabetterway.com/
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CIOs and e-government program managers who are interested in exploring such an approach to 
leveraging information and inexpensively developing applications should: 

• Look at examples elsewhere. Examples such as those in D.C. and the U.K. show that 
this approach is possible. Have someone in your organization keep track of mashup 
examples as they develop in different industry sectors. An interesting approach is the 
one taken by the Australian state of Victoria, which collects examples of mashups from 
around the world and provides them on its Web site 
(www.egov.vic.gov.au/index.php?env=-categories:m2649-1-1-8-s-0). Another interesting 
source is ProgrammableWeb.com. 

• Focus exclusively on public information. Considering the many cases in which 
sensitive or personal data has been leaked, concern about how information is used and 
exposed is justified. Even when information is of a public nature, there are concerns that 
making it easily mashable might have a negative impact on government, let alone create 
the risk of legal consequences if the information is inappropriately used in an external 
mashup. It is essential to limit the use of mashups to information that is already available 
on public Web sites or provided to the public through feed mechanisms. Decide which 
information can be shared at a manageable level of risk. 

• Create an open "mashup contest." Once the information that can be shared with 
manageable risk has been identified, launch a contest to engage government 
employees (both in the IT department and in the business) as well as external 
stakeholders (individuals, social networks, businesses, associations and nonprofit 
groups). The contest must be open and widely publicized, and small monetary prizes 
and other forms of recognition must be established to entice people to participate. The 
process for winner selection must be equally open and engage external stakeholders. 
Ideas must be shared as they come in, so that people who do not understand what is 
being asked for have examples to help them contribute ideas. The mashup contest 
should cover information already being made available through feeds, as well as 
information that is difficult to find or not even published online by government. Further, 
monetary prizes are not as important as the ensuing publicity, which will be more 
motivating to some participants than small cash prizes. 

• Tell your opponents: "Prove me wrong." Even if all information targeted by a mashup 
initiative is public, a mashup contest will raise the eyebrows of privacy, security and 
procurement officers. Privacy and security officers are concerned with exposing 
sensitive information, creating risks from an information assurance perspective and 
being vulnerable should information be subpoenaed in a lawsuit; procurement officers 
are concerned with how external application providers may be engaged through an 
unusual sort of competition, even if numbers — as in the case of the District of Columbia 
— stay below the threshold of competitive bidding. The best approach to counter their 
opposition is to make a simple request: "Prove me wrong." Often, such concerns are 
rooted in procedures but do not reflect the spirit of the law. Moreover, confusion often 
occurs when distinguishing between truly public information that is covered by freedom 
of information laws (and is released to individuals on request), sensitive information 
(such as draft and internal documents), and private information (covered by data 
protection laws that pertain to individuals).  

• Plan for the next phase. One problem with Web 2.0 collaboration and engagement 
initiatives is that they may be difficult to replicate or scale up despite their early success, 
especially if the initial conditions — such as enthusiastic leadership, a common purpose 
or a common problem that needs an urgent solution — are not present at the start of the 
next project. Because communities are hard to grow, don't let them dissipate. Keep 

http://www.egov.vic.gov.au/index.php?env=-categories:m2649-1-1-8-s-0
http://www.programmableweb.com/
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them engaged with new "projects." While Web 2.0 initiatives may be by nature slightly 
unstructured and organic, it is important to document achievements as well as 
shortcomings, and identify the critical elements that need to be replicated (or avoided) 
next time. Use a blog to document this. 

Note 1 
Business Models to Support Applications 

Some applications will be hosted, distributed and maintained by the company that developed 
them, some will be sold via channels such as the Apple App Store for a nominal fee (such as 99 
cents per download) that will support operations, and some will be hosted and maintained by the 
D.C. government as part of its operating budget. 
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