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ABSTRACT 
 
Currently, most literature sees “civic technology” and the digital service units that build them as 
an answer to the challenge of modernizing governance and delivering social services. My 
hypothesis is that, contrary to existing literature, greater digitization alone of government 
services does not strengthen government performance. The reason for this gap between 
digitization and modernization can be attributed to a variety of conditions – institutional culture, 
procurement practices, and unresponsive budgeting, among others. But I argue that the 
underlying problem is rooted in how digital service units have yet to view their own public 
employees as in need of service. In the move towards making governance more 
"user-centered," public interest technologists have forgotten one of government's biggest users: 
those on the inside. One of the biggest services government provides is a public salary and 
access to income stability for minorities and women. In addition, improving service delivery 
requires improving the experience for the person serving. How can we shape a future of digital 
governance that does not pit our external users against our internal users, particularly when 
both are seeking the same access to stability and dignity? By recognizing the human qualities of 
digital transformation, this thesis advocates for digital governance that better engages the 
administrators, public workers, and “middle management” who remain core to government 
operations beneath the veil of digital transformation.  
 
 
Advisor: Ceasar McDowell (Professor of the Practice of Community Development, MIT)  
Reader: Garnette Cadogan (Martin Luther King Jr. Visiting Scholar at the MIT Department 

of Urban Studies and Planning) 
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SECTION 1: INTRODUCTION 
“Public interest technology” – an increasingly popular reference to people working in or 

around government with a focus on incorporating technology, technology practices, and 

technologists – has become the newest chapter in the the history of U.S. government 

modernization. In the 2010s, the government-adjacent organization Code for America and new 

federal organizations like the United States Digital Service, 18F, and the Presidential Innovation 

Fellowship became champions and faces of Silicon Valley technical talent doing “tours of duty” 

in government to improve how it delivered services. Not too different than “public interest law” 

coined in the 1970s – in which civic-minded people who attended law school built careers using 

their law degrees to serve the public good – forty years later, many are interested in a parallel 

movement towards public service for people with technology expertise.  

This movement towards technology in government is often seen as one puzzle piece in 

the larger trend to build “Smart Cities.” While there is not a single agreed upon definition of what 

constitutes a “Smart City,” I think of the movement to make cities “smarter” as involving four 

buckets of work: i) the Internet of Things, ii) broadband and digital infrastructure, iii) citizen 

science and participatory policy-making, and iv) digital governance. This paper focuses on 

digital governance, and the digitization of public services.  

Most digital governance is carried out by a Digital Service Unit (DSU) – say, a civic 

innovation team within City Hall – made up primarily of these external hires from the technology 

industry doing “tours of duty.”  These civic innovation teams aim to be the champions of digital 

transformation for that City and their constituents. Digital transformation aims to improve the 

delivery of public services to constituent users.  
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The way in which the government achieves this transformation is by managing and 

negotiating between at least 12 different variables: 

1. Digital properties 
2. Constituent needs 
3. Constituent expectations 
4. Administration 
5. Budget 
6. Goals 
7. Digital service team 
8. Time 
9. Leadership 
10. Technology  
11. Business Processes 
12. Bureaucracy  

 

Increasingly, the framing of “public interest technology” stands at odds with a main 

theme that has become apparent as the movement on digital governance has proceeded: It’s 

not about technology. Or, rather, it’s not only about technology. As we near the end of the 

beginning of the digital service group model in government,1 it is becoming increasingly clear 

that digital products and services in government are actually the trojan horse for process 

improvements.2  

“Technology in the public interest” and “civic tech” used to bring up associations of 

primarily open data and hackathons. It was a popular hashtag on many tweets. It used to be an 

indication of a type of product newly offered by government – a new City website, a new app, 

and maybe you could even tweet your government 311 requests instead of calling in.  

But hidden behind the veil of #civictech is organizational and process change inside 

government. As the UK Government Digital Service – the first federal digital unit in the world – 

was built in response to the massive federal failure of “MyHealth” online, they began by 

redesigning and centralizing federal websites and the information they offered. Soon, 
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redesigning the .gov user interface and rebuilding websites with an eye to user experience, 

caused them to consider the actual content of the information being provided to constituents. 

Next, content began to also be rewritten to increase accessibility, usability and navigability of 

otherwise complex legal and social service processes. Not long after, redesigning content and 

interface, and improving the user experience in accessing federal services and information, 

meant that more people began to access services. What started as a seemingly topical redesign 

and build of websites had uncovered latent demand in the constituent population. These were 

people that needed and qualified for services and support, but had thus rarely been able to 

access that federal assistance. The uncovering of latent constituent demand meant that the 

systems of assistance themselves needed to be redesigned. And just like that, website 

beautification turned into a call for better systems of governance.  

The impact of this digital transformation is the transformation of government itself. It’s not 

about just turning an analog visit to the DMV office into a PDF form online; it’s about smoothing 

out the kinks in the DMV’s process of renewing your license. Thus the world of “digital service 

delivery” and “e-government” transformed into a world of work now referred to as “digital 

transformation.” It is, simply put, the transformation and modernization of government using the 

cover of digital. The evolution of digital services groups from building digital products to 

governance transformation is a story that has now been replayed again and again in federal, 

state and city governments across the world.  

The role of digital services groups in transforming governance to make public systems 

more modern, efficient, and equitable is an important one. It is a role that I have dedicated my 

professional life to and will continue to do for the foreseeable future. The hard work is rarely 

digital, hardly tweetable, and not sexy. It is work that is not easily consumable by the public – 

although it is critical to our greater well being and sense of civic trust as a complex public – and 
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it doesn’t come without internal friction. The problem? The internal friction that accompanies this 

important change disproportionately impacts an underrepresented and oft-silenced group of 

people.  

 
Negative impacts of digital transformation 

Given that the process of digitizing services involves a strong understanding of 

administrative levers and a strong analysis of the various paths of service delivery, DSUs 

frequently highlight cracks in the system, upset existing governance methods, and sometimes 

make enemies of career administrators. At best, the expertise of middle management and 

front-line staff is disregarded, and at worst, this staff is rendered irrelevant and finds themself 

out of work. Frighteningly, the “middle management” that the government will let go first, are 

minorities, women, and those who come from lower income brackets than their City colleagues. 

When the most in-need public employees are not included in the process of service delivery, the 

chasm widens between the people serving and those who are served. Subsequently, the 

immediate feedback loop and civic trust – two of the distinct traits and successes of local 

governing bodies – breaks down.  

Finally, digital transformation is not a value neutral undertaking. The kind of local 

government that can even afford to “go digital” and hire a digital service group is an indication of 

the level of resources to which an administration has access. Rarely will you find local 

governments facing bankruptcy having the bandwidth to seek digital transformation. Zoom in, 

and the same dynamic is true within the municipal administration. Rarely will you find an agency 

that is stretched thin – say, SF’s Department of Homelessness and Supportive Housing – at 

government technology conferences. Digital governance is a proxy for power. It is then no 

surprise, that digital is political.  
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As digital service groups work to transition into Government 2.0 – and rethink 

user-centered and platform governance models – it is our responsibility to be thoughtful about 

the balance and distribution of power. I am writing this paper because I am interested in how the 

introduction of technology in local government has created winners and losers. Better delivering 

services to constituents in need, while further disempowering our internal users, may not be the 

win the movement needs. As a public interest technologist, I – and hopefully my colleagues as 

well – am interested in being more thoughtful about who is receiving most of the benefits of 

digital transformation and who is bearing most of its burden. How can we use digital, not to 

defend the powerful, but to empower the defenseless? How about a re-imagining of what this 

next chapter of government modernization should look like? What if it’s not about building 

digital, but about building dignity.  

Origin story 

This project emerged in spring 2017 from a series of observations as an employee at 

Oakland City Hall working to help modernize the delivery of social services, including local 

business licenses and tenant protections. I thought that our work to digitize social services to 

improve accessibility and navigability for constituents in need had great potential, but I noticed 

that we often seemed to be fighting or persuading the current day-to-day owners of these social 

services even when their department head had approached us for support. Sure, resistance to 

change is a common phenomenon, particularly in government – but why? Was there perhaps 

something different about these cases? 

In the lead up to the public launch of the Oakland’s resilience handbook, as part of the 

Rockefeller 100 Resilient Cities initiative, we were able to put our finger on a thing. While 

compiling case studies of our work around the city into the handbook, we thought it striking that 
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the typical focus of digital service innovation in local government was the constituent “user.” 

There was very little focus on the experience of the public servant. Perhaps their resistance to 

the digital change coming from outside contractors and design firms, was that they weren’t a 

part of the conversation. 

Through informal conversation with colleagues and front-line staff over lunches and 

coffees, I began formulating a counter-premise: The delivery of social services, which is the core 

of most local government activity, is essentially an experience. Chief Resilience Officer Kiran 

Jain and I hypothesized that if public servants were engaged and given permission to reimagine 

the delivery of a service by focusing on their needs and experience, it might encourage them to 

see themselves as innovators and change-agents. Not only would the experience improve for 

public servants delivering services, but also for constituents accessing services.  

It wasn’t until I came to grad school, that I realized this may be a useful approach for 

digital service units in other cities beyond Oakland, California. Each semester, I obsessed with 

new friends and former colleagues over the way in which class curriculum on government 

technology and smarter cities seemed to omit the experience of the public servant. Even 

beyond the scope of classes, I read books on the erosion of civic duty, civic trust, and public life. 

I began digging into playbooks used by top digital service agencies around the world, and top 

digital contractors for those agencies. It wasn’t one accidental omission I had stumbled upon. 

Literature after literature discussed the importance of delivering better services for constituent 

users, without mentioning that there was a back-end user. And this back-end user dealing with 

the clunky back-end of the software, sitting in a humble gray cubicle on an in-between floor in 

City Hall hadn’t even been named. Using a graduate student’s flair for the overzealous, I wanted 

to name this forgotten user group and draw attention to them and their value in even the 

smallest way I could.  
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About me 

From a young age, stories of my Kashmiri and Bangladeshi-Nigerian families fleeing 

from religious persecution instilled in me the importance of what I would later know to be fair 

governance and active political engagement. I made my parents drive me after high school to 

phone bank for Obama 2008, and they (only partially) joked that I called our local Congressman 

Mike Honda more than my grandmother. I was intent on building a new kind of world for 

immigrants like my parents defined by care rather than conflict. In college, my work founding the 

first campus publication dedicated to social justice, training as a conflict mediator, interning at 

the U.S. Department of State, and publishing my Human Rights thesis on immigration reform 

provided a newfound understanding of my civic duty. I was able to help people not too different 

from my parents – underrepresented students, displaced women and children, and 

undocumented workers – feel understood and cared for by advocating for their needs at a larger 

scale.  

Yet something didn’t quite compute. When the campus outrage and national spotlight on 

Columbia around sexual assault didn’t improve university resources available for survivors of 

violence, it hit me – good advocacy didn’t always lead to good governance. I decided to stop 

waiting for campus administration to provide the needed counseling, judicial and medical 

assistance, and instead started building the very resources I wish had been available to me 

after my assault. Ten months later, my cofounder and I had developed an SMS-based helpline 

connecting victims to counselors and relevant local resources, reached 270,000 public 

university students. We had found a way to address the need instead of only advocate for it, 

and I was addicted. I served as the first hire of the Civic Design Lab at Oakland City Hall and 

continued to build digital services for public agencies and their most in-need constituents. It was 

empowering to be able to address every gap in the City’s critical social service systems as an 
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opportunity for imagination and reinvention. I saw even simple tweaks in product development 

and process innovation deliver social services more quickly and cheaply: setting up an 

“express” line for visitors at the Business Assistance Center, digitizing the portfolio of each City 

department’s contracts and procurements, building a cross-agency monitor to track beds 

available citywide for the homeless. When we built services that worked, and empowered the 

people doing the serving, we were literally building back the trust and faith in government that 

was so desperately needed. 

Although improving governance structures and effectively delivering social services is 

critical unto itself, my passion for helping those in need is also personal. My imperfect medical 

records throughout my adult life have given me a deep-rooted awareness of how often I am the 

one in need. As I’ve become more aware of the fragility of my body, I’ve found that I feel most 

alive when I am a part of something greater than myself. Serving others – whether my parents, 

my student body, or people in my neighborhood – is my way of paying forward the care and 

generosity I’ve received. While my medical challenges have not been a choice, my response to 

it has been: I want all people to be able to access the safety net effectively, efficiently and with 

dignity. Failure to serve the public has become toxic to the American people’s relationship with 

government. Too many people lack faith that the institution made to serve us really can. What 

matters to me is rebuilding trust in our public systems and shaping government agencies to be 

more empathetic and service-driven for both their constituents and employees in need. 
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SECTION 2: RESEARCH OVERVIEW 
 

This is a story about Alicia. Alicia is the public employee that is dutifully serving the 

needs of all the customers in line or online. Alicia is the one who has to deal with residents 

when they break down in line because the DMV wait has caused them to miss another hour of 

wages, another doctor’s appointment, or another childcare need. Alicia is the one who has to 

deal with residents when the system itself breaks down or reveals gaps, rendering people with 

real needs unserviceable.  

In my project, Alicia is the unsung hero. She may never have the opportunity to rise the 

ladder of local government, and she may never even have a quiet day on her work computer 

because she has to directly tend to the endless needs of constituents. She may feel confined in 

the bureaucracy of the organization, self-aware that she is a replaceable cog in a large 

machine. But she comes to work every day, earns her paycheck, and is the bones of the 

services that local government promises its people.  

The Alicia I reference is also a particular facet of governance at the local level. While 

policy, political, and politicized debates inundate Washington, cities primarily do the work of 

delivery. Of course, there are politics and disagreements about priorities and programs in local 

government, but most elected officials and their voters rightfully find there is less need to fiercely 

engage in partisan battles around ideology at the local level.3 In my experience, most local 

officials and civil servants are “doers”— admirably focused on identifying key issues in their 

cities and trying to find the resources and solutions that can make a difference for their 

community and residents. As New York City’s former mayor Fiorello La Guardia quipped, “There 

is no Democratic or Republican way to pick up the trash.”4 Moreover, the feedback loop 

between local policies and behavior by officials, and their impact on constituents, is most 
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immediate and direct. Local government is the scale of government most Americans will 

typically interact with most frequently. Thus, Alicia becomes the face of government for many 

Americans in need of public services, the front-lines of our democracy, and holds the key to 

rebuilding our sense of civic trust in government. 

 

Research Question 
Unfortunately, we are now in a period of government modernization where Alicia’s 

wellbeing is at risk. Alicia’s daily lived experience has become the flashpoint for two differing 

views of society: government and technology. Government provides a way of conceptualizing 

society, and has done so for a long time. More recently, technologists also have a way of 

understanding society. As we move into a world where technology is infused into government, 

we are also infusing a technology understanding of society into government. This is not 

necessarily a problem, except that I have witnessed up close how this clash of ideas is 

disempowering the many Alicias that work for and comprise the bulk of service efforts in local 

governments.  

In the move towards making governance more user-centered for external constituent 

users, public interest technologists have nearly forgotten one of local government’s biggest 

users: those on the inside. One of the biggest services government provides is a public salary 

and access to income stability for minorities and women. Front-line staff and career civil 

servants are now balancing both age-old limitations from bureaucratic structures, the newer 

imitations of digital operations, and access to secure earnings for their family’s wellbeing.  

How can we shape a future of digital governance that does not pit our external users 

against our internal users, particularly when both are seeking the same access to stability and 

dignity? How can we bridge and make complementary industry and government perspectives in 
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the work to transform and modernize local governance? By recognizing the human qualities of 

digital transformation, this white paper advocates for digital governance that better engages the 

administrators, public workers, and “middle management” who remain core to government 

operations beneath the veil of digital transformation.  

 

Hypothesis 

Career administrators are not the enemy. They are the core of how services get 

delivered to people in need every day. Moreover, the hurdles they represent are critical – and 

often the earliest indicators – of the hurdles in local systems of governance at large.  

Career administrators are also not the panacea. The work of empathizing with external 

constituents in need of public services, and re-designing governance to be more user-friendly, 

data-healthy, and platform-ready are important approaches to the work of government 

modernization. The existing strategies are necessary, just not sufficient.  

The work of digital groups needs to expand to empathizing with the user experience of 

internal administrative users as well. Why? My premise is that service delivery, which is the core 

of most local government activity, is an experience. If public servants were engaged and given 

permission to reimagine the delivery of a service by focusing on their needs and experience, it 

might encourage them to see themselves as change-agents and problem-solvers. In so doing, 

not only would the experience improve for public servants delivering services, but also for 

constituents accessing services. While customer service culture typically depends on an inverse 

relationship between the work expected of a customer versus that of staff, digital services for 

government should be designed under the principle that a greater ease of use for government 

employees translates to greater clarity and consistency for the constituent. When the staff that 

own the business process have mastery over the technology that facilitates it, you have a staff 
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that can rapidly respond to individual requests, evolving constituent needs and policy priorities, 

without relying on a central IT team of developers, administrators, or help desk support.5 

In addition, focusing on the experience of public servants humanizes their identity as 

residents of the City, rather than creating a duality between community residents and City staff. 

The racial and income demographics of external users in need of public services, and the 

demographic of internal users serving the public, is often fairly similar. My hypothesis is that an 

‘inside-out’ approach focused on the experience of the public servant, while rarely seen before, 

would improve the sustainability of government transformation and build greater civic trust both 

within local public institutions and with their constituents. Help your weakest and most in need 

on the inside, and you’ll unlock the answers to better help those in need on the outside.  

Figure 1. Evolution in the structure of government modernization, and proposal to center  
   internal users.  
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Methodology 

The misrepresentation of the role of front-line staff and non-elected civil servants is not 

just a problem of perspective, but also one of methodology. The addition of digital service units 

in local governments often import techniques, skills, and value systems from private industry, 

and place internal users outside the scope of consideration. Previous attempts to improve the 

delivery of public services shows an industry-approach to understanding “users,” measuring 

user needs, and a simultaneous disdain of front-line and career public servants. Efforts to 

measure the success of a public service are self-limited because of the questions asked by, the 

organizational placement of, and the limited City integration of these external user-focused 

digital service and innovation teams. Investigating the micro-interactions and life-experiences of 

those engaged in the work of front-line delivery of services, almost exclusively falls to studies 

employing qualitative methods.  

This project is a white paper that weaves together the qualitative understanding of those 

front-line staff delivering our services, and provides a sociological reading of local digital 

transformation. It is written for the decision-makers in Innovation Teams and Digital Service 

Units of local governments who may not have the luxury of getting to know and hear from the 

front-line staff scattered across City Hall, and yet rely on their support for sustaining the 

transformation of service operations. I use predominantly primary and secondary source 

interviews of administration, as well as a mix of administrative data and reports by constituent 

users to uncover the relationship between digital service groups and front-line civil servants in 

local government agencies during this contemporary push for digital governance. I am framing 

my argument and research by drawing on four main bodies of literature that address i) 
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entrepreneurship in government, ii) participatory design frameworks, iii) critical race theory, and 

iii) government and labor.  

 

SECTION 3: LITERATURE REVIEW 

Even though this white paper specifically focuses on digital transformation in local 

government, the friction from organizational transformation reveals concepts of larger theoretical 

relevance: the privileging of industry mindsets in public institutions, imbalances in whose 

experience and expertise is most amplified, and the role of public institutions as job creators. 

The discourse and policy of digitizing services reflect considerations of privatizing the role of 

public institutions in managing public participation, demographic complexity, and labor.  

Entrepreneurship in Government 

Literature on entrepreneurship in government is rooted in the belief that there is a large 

opportunity for creating value and solving large public problems if there are more inventors and 

builders inside government. This idea of public entrepreneurship has a long history. Since the 

beginning of governing bodies, there have been people inventing it and “re-inventing” it. But I 

want to summarize this history starting in 1965, when Elinor Ostrom wrote that, “there should be 

opportunities for persons to engage in public entrepreneurship by organizing new enterprise to 

secure appropriate forms of community action.” It is not new for business, community, civil 

society organizations, and public leaders to work together to invent new ways of providing public 

services. 

The contemporary digital-driven transformation of governance is simply the most recent 

chapter in local government’s long history of evolving internal structures and mandates. Modern 
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thinkers defining the space of “public entrepreneurship,” such as Mitch Weiss, rely heavily on 

Howard Stevenson’s definition of entrepreneurship.6 Stevenson, adopting a behavioral view, 

offered that entrepreneurship is “the pursuit of opportunity without regard to resources currently 

controlled.”7 He thought of entrepreneurship not as what it does for the economy, nor as a way 

of describing some inherent, personal quality of an entrepreneur, but rather as “an approach to 

management.”8 Channeling Stevenson, Weiss uses a slightly adjusted definition for public 

entrepreneurship: “the pursuit by public officials and their collaborators of opportunity without 

regard to resources controlled.”9  

Others have put forward alternative definitions for public entrepreneurship. Ostrom 

herself highlighted the role of the community as public entrepreneurs and their “co-production” 

of essential goods and services.10 Other scholars emphasized that in the public sphere, 

entrepreneurship often relies less on the individual manager: “Today’s public entrepreneurs are 

teams and their actions are systemic.”11 In their paper, “Toward a Theory of Public 

Entrepreneurship,” Peter Klein and his co-authors name several manifestations of public 

entrepreneurship, including: “changing the institutional environment or rules of the game, 

establishing new public organizations, creating and managing new public resources, and taking 

advantage of spillovers by private action for the public good.”12  

Public entrepreneurship is both new and old. The terminology will be new to many 

students, and the activity—the new government digital services, the new companies, the new 

investments—will feel fresh to many practitioners and government administrators. The years 

2008–2012 may feel especially formative in that regard. In the United States, the not-for-profit 

Code for America was created in 2009 to bring technologists and designers into government. 

The Mayor’s Office of New Urban Mechanics in Boston was created in 2010 as one of the first 

large-scale city innovation offices. President Barack Obama launched the United States’ open 
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data initiatives in 2009 and then the Presidential Innovation Fellows program in 2012. The first 

Bloomberg Mayor’s challenge to motivate and reward new thinking in cities was launched in 

2012. Private companies Socrata and OpenGov were founded and secured substantial venture 

capital backing during this time.  

Yet, these were not the first efforts at government innovation nor the first companies to 

endeavor to enable and profit from that. In truth, phases of public innovation occur in each 

generation, in ways that mirror the technology and business movements of the era. Despite 

endless change, the only constant variable is the public servant. The public servant, particularly 

the front-line staff delivering services for local agencies, is the leverage point in the evolving 

‘organism’ of public service delivery. Whether efforts of the last half decade that continue today 

represent a sea change in thinking about creating public (and private) value, or just the latest 

wave, is an underlying question of this paper. In either option, the efforts and movements of this 

era are as defining as the literature, and will be important source material for this paper’s 

research on the social and relational aspects of digital governance. 

 

Participatory Design Frameworks 
Citizen engagement is largely confined to elections, opinion polls or jury service – asking 

people what they feel, not what they know and can do – even though democracy should be rule 

by, for and with the people. The history of the 20th century is the history of professionalisation, 

and the creation in government – and elsewhere – of a governing class that relegated citizens to 

the role of spectators. Such a dichotomy has strengthened the conflict between governing by 

experts and by democracy. However, this dichotomy between equality and expertise, between 

democracy and professionalism, is false. 
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In fact, expertise rooted in lived experience or scientific fact is widely distributed in 

society. We’ve witnessed a shift away from credentialed experts to citizen experts in everything 

from restaurant reviews to medical advising. There are many more academic researchers than 

those who are lucky enough to advise government. Expertise is also not limited to academics 

nor synonymous exclusively with credentials and the universities of higher education that award 

them. 

How do we link this distributed expertise to governing? How do we create more 

participatory institutions? Professor Ceasar McDowell explains that knowledge held by 

marginalized communities and individuals is an essential component to building just and 

equitable societies. “We currently have neither the infrastructure nor the processes in place for 

bringing the full force of our collective knowledge to bear on our understanding of the world. But 

with each passing day, the need for such an infrastructure becomes more clear and urgent.” 

McDowell proposes a participatory civic design framework with a series of eight Designed Public 

Dialogues: conversations about designing for the margins, collaboration, equity, systemic 

change, ecological and network effects, analog and digital, different ways of expression, and 

healing. The primary purpose of these designed dialogues is to create the “container” in which 

members of a demographically complex public can peacefully engage with one another.13 These 

dialogues strive to make it possible for every member of the public to participate.  

This method of participatory civic design is a counterweight to the user-experience 

design methods that have become popularized in product development in both industry and 

government, by focusing on the outcome of the conversation. While user-centered design has a 

been a helpful way of recentering constituent needs and addressing the bureaucratic limitations 

in service delivery, this paper uses a participatory civic design framework to amplify the 

complexities, struggles, and marginalized actors internal to local public institutions.  
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Design-thinking methods, then, needs to become a means to an end – engaging people 

of color and other disenfranchised residents and empowering them to co-create services that 

optimize for their community’s needs. This thoughtfulness in the outcome of design-thinking has 

been more recently termed “design justice.”  

MIT Professor Sasha Costanza-Chock has worked for many years to teach students 

“co-design” that engages community members as full collaborators in technology design 

projects (http://codesign.mit.edu/). Challenges in doing this work include slow and contentious 

processes compared to a top-down approach; it can also shift the responsibility for solving 

problems to those most affected by them. However, the benefits include more appropriate 

solutions to real-world problems as well as a sense of ownership in the final projects by the 

communities engaged in the process, meaning that implementations may be easier and more 

effective.  

The reason it is important to understand who is at the table is because the people who 

are most impacted by structural problems are best equipped in finding better solutions. How 

could we best involve and co-create solutions with the most impacted members of our 

community? Narratives or counterstories contribute to the centrality of the experiences of people 

of color. With respect to cultural narratives or storytelling, it’s important to understand the 

community we are serving and the potential implications of any proposed design solutions. 

Storytelling is important in applying design thinking, and according to critical race theorists such 

as Richard Delgado and Jean Stefancic, storytelling also allows communities to "name one's 

own reality” using narrative to illuminate and explore experiences of oppression. Further, 

techniques in design, such as stakeholder mapping, allow for a structured analysis of who 

needs to be involved in the solution making and whose expertise has yet to be included.  
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Critical Race Theory 

Critical race theory (CRT) is a theoretical framework focused on applying a critical 

examination of society and culture, to the intersection of race, law, and power. CRT recognizes 

that racism is engrained in the fabric and system of American society. An individual proponent 

need not exist for institutional racism to be pervasive as the dominant culture, and for racial 

hierarchies to be self-sustaining and constantly reproducible. As such, people of color are 

perpetually marginalized while navigating an illusory path of meritocracy. Despite the dominant 

narrative of the “American dream,” not everyone who works hard can attain wealth, power, and 

privilege due to inequities stemming from institutional racism.14  

Moreover, CRT understands that race alone does not account for the range of 

disempowerment and that there are rather a multidimensionality of oppressions. This 

multidimensionality, or “intersectionality” as it is better known, means the examination of a 

person’s race, sex, class, physical and mental ability, national origin, immigration status and 

sexual orientation, and how their combination plays out in various settings.15 Thus, a setting as 

rich in diversity as a growing city – and its public institutions – would require a critical 

intersectional understanding of who is being served, and who is not. Further, by rooting out 

institutional bias, we strengthen community resilience. This work seeks to show that the first 

step in understanding who is being served is to understand who is doing the serving, and who is 

not. I propose that applying CRT in the context of local government will further build civic trust 

internal to the organization.  

Just as we disrupted the typical focus of design thinking approaches in local government 

– the constituent “user” – to include the experience of the public servant, it is similarly necessary 

to view the experiences of the public servant using the lens of critical race theory. Examining the 
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backgrounds and experience of public servants humanizes their identity as residents of the City, 

and identifies limitations in proposed solutions, overlooked perspectives or implicit biases. A 

race and equity lens would provide a critical understanding of who has decision-making power 

when policy, legal or funding solutions are proposed. Adding a CRT lens, allows us to go deeper 

in this analysis, and ensuring race and equity impact has been accounted for as well. 

First, the history of entrepreneurship in government revealed systems of public service 

delivery as a dynamic “organism” with interdependencies and helped identify the leverage point 

– the experience of public servants in city government. Second, the values of participatory 

design encouraged iterative problem-solving and user-feedback, with the goal of empowering 

the public servant. Finally, in this section, the tenets of critical race theory help us identify and 

correct for disparities in who is being served and who is not; who has a seat at the table and 

who does not. 

 

Government and Labor 

As public interest technologists take on the hard work of improving the delivery of public 

services, efforts sometimes overlook one of the biggest services that government provides: 

employment. Local government employment is the largest segment of public sector 

employment. Moreover, local governments are the largest employers of women and minorities. 

Until the Great Recession, the public sector used to be a place of upward mobility for minorities, 

particularly black women. State and local governments have historically provided a pathway to 

stable, middle-class employment for those without many opportunities in the private sector. 

Following World War II and the civil rights movement, large numbers of minorities found jobs 
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with states, cities and counties as those workforces were expanding. More recently, though, the 

upward mobility once offered by those jobs appears to have diminished.16 

States and localities also currently employ roughly a half-million fewer workers than in 

the years leading up to the Great Recession. The lingering deficit in public-sector employment 

has had an uneven effect by race and gender, said Steve Kreisberg, director of collective 

bargaining at AFSCME (American Federation of State, County and Municipal Workers), a union 

representing 1.3 million government employees and retirees, including health care workers, 

corrections officers, sanitation workers, police officers, firefighters, and childcare providers.17  

A study published in 2015 by the University of Washington’s Jennifer Laird uncovered 

stark differences in how public-sector workers fared in the aftermath of the recession.18 An 

analysis of U.S. Labor Department data found that the odds of losing a job had climbed much 

faster for black government workers than for their white colleagues. Disparities were most 

severe for black women in government, who were more than twice as likely to experience 

unemployment as were white women. Unmarried women living with children were also found to 

have higher unemployment rates. 

Part of the reason public-sector layoffs hit black Americans particularly hard is that they 

are disproportionately represented on government payrolls. About 1 in 5 employed black 

Americans works in government, compared to 13 percent for the rest of the population, 

according to 2014 Labor Department annual averages.19 Current Population Survey data further 

indicates black women are about twice as likely to work in public administration as Hispanics 

and Asian men. 

Many black women working in government hold administrative and secretarial positions. 

Those jobs, according to Laird’s research, were among the most likely to fall victim to 

recession-fueled budget cuts. In addition, workforce reductions in government are often tied to 
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seniority, so African-American women may be disproportionately affected if there are more of 

them with less tenure, says Neil Reichenberg, who heads the International Public Management 

Association for Human Resources.20 

Given their administrative positions and lack of seniority, the Great Recession won’t be 

the first or last time that black women are the first to be forgotten. While governments commonly 

adhere to strict requirements meant to promote diversity – and many municipalities have 

launched initiatives to recruiting employees of diverse backgrounds – such efforts do not come 

into play when there are workforce reductions or workflow changes, such as the digitizing of 

public services. The disproportionate impact of the Great Recession is prescient of the 

untethered impact of digital transformation and the growth of digital service groups.  

 

 
 

SECTION 4: THE DIGITAL MINDSET 
Part 1: The History of Modernizing Government 

The efforts to modernize governance have a long history that correlates with waves of 

external and internal pressures. Governments have made major changes to the way they 

manage the public sector, particularly in the past two decades, rethinking the balance between 

public and private ownership and provision of services, cutting red tape, and making 

government more transparent and responsive to constituents. Reform was initially triggered by 

budget worries in many cities, but the underlying pressures for change have and continue to 

come from social, economic and technological developments which have left governments 

increasingly out of step with society’s expectations. Each subsequent iteration of a public 
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administration raises questions about the function, roles and responsibilities for public 

institutions in relation to their private, civil society and constituent counter parts.  

The evolution of public administration is speeding up as cities are increasingly faced with 

issues such as climate change implications, decaying infrastructure, and mass migration. 

Taking up just three percent of the world’s surface area, cities already host over 50 percent of 

the world population – and are anticipated to be home for 68% of the global population by 2050 

– account for over 75 percent of all energy consumption, and generate more than 80 percent of 

global GDP.21  

The changing demographic of cities means that municipal governments now face a 

greater complexity and diversity of constituent needs and expectations. Governments are under 

constant pressure to change more and faster, as citizens’ demands of government grow. The 

public expects more openness, better and more equitable service delivery, and solutions to 

more complex problems, but without losing any of their existing social entitlements such as 

pensions, health care, or education. The major challenge for 21st century governments – 

particularly at the local level – is to find new gains, structures, and operating paradigms that will 

enable them to meet these demands despite tight resource constraints.  

Attitudes towards public administration have changed significantly in the past 20 years. 

In the decades after 1945, government took on the role of a near-monopoly provider of utilities 

such as power and water, of services such as healthcare, social welfare and education, and of 

transport infrastructure and services. This traditional model helped deliver unprecedented 

prosperity and security in many OECD countries and is still in use in some of them.22 However, 

its ability to adapt to political, social, and economic change was increasingly called into 

question.23 
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From the early 1980s onwards, the public became increasingly concerned about the 

quality of the services they received and the choices available to them. The anti-government 

sentiment after war evident from urban riots and minority communities forced administrations to 

become more aware that their public was anything but a monolith.24 It was clear that some of 

the open-ended, demand-driven commitments of the traditional model in areas such as 

healthcare were leading countries into financial crisis. The need to respond to technological 

change, notably in communications, also imposed increasing costs on government. 

In 1992, David Osborne and Ted Gaebler published the seminal book Reinventing 

Government. Osborne and Gaebler make the case that a new form of “entrepreneurial government” 

is necessary in order to combat the increasing influence of private money in public politics. The two 

authors lay out a 10-chapter blueprint for achieving this “entrepreneurial government,” emphasizing 

the importance of spending less, empowering communities, and supporting local competition as a 

means of avoiding monopolies. That is, they recognize a restructuring of the U.S. political system 

that, due to an increasing amount of money in politics, is injecting too many market forces into 

various government enterprises.25  

Chief among their citations is John Q. Wilson, author of the 1989 book Bureaucracy, which in 

part detailed what Osborne and Gaebler deem a “new paradigm.” This is a fresh, optimistic model 

that does not urge politicians to run government like a business, but rather take steps to ensure their 

programs run more smoothly in order to have a direct impact on its users.26 

Osborne and Gaebler also make a point to name people outside of government as the 

biggest influencers on their thesis. This includes consultant managers such as Thomas Peters, 

Edward Deming, and Peter Drucker, all of whom recognize the same kind of bureaucratic 

inefficiencies in big business as they do in state and local governments. As such, Osborne and 

Gaebler posit that both governments and businesses must evolve beyond the antiquated processes, 

hierarchies, and centralized bureaucracies that they’ve been rooted in since the 1930s and 1940s, 
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and do so primarily through decentralization, quality control, fiscal responsibility, and direct 

community empowerment. Traditional governing structures “simply do not function well in the rapidly 

changing, information-rich, knowledge-intensive society and economy of the 1990s.”27  

Today, authors are continuing the conversation around distributed governance. Most 

notably, Stephen Goldsmith and Neil Kleiman published A New City O/S: The Power of Open, 

Collaborative, and Distributed Governance in 2017 to recommend operational reforms that will 

produce better public services and more citizen trust by taking advantage of advances that have 

been made in analytics, social engagement, and big data. By examining the evidence of what 

works and what doesn’t, designing services based on this understanding, and managing those 

services efficiently, the logic runs that we are likely to achieve better outcomes for citizens.  

This “delivery mindset” holds that citizens can be thought of as customers of public 

services, and the same tools of process optimisation can be applied to a welfare service, for 

example as to a bank.28 But now a different mindset is emerging in many innovative 

governments and public agencies around the world. Rather than focusing on improving services 

directly, this approach aims to cultivate the conditions from which good solutions are more likely 

to emerge. The emphasis is on enablement rather than delivery. Let’s call this the new Digital 

Mindset.  

 

Part 2: The New Digital Mindset 
 

What we are witnessing today is the most recent chapter in a long history of technology’s 

influence in modernizing government. From the introduction of GIS in governments in order to 

map a city’s assets, to 311 in order to add a nervous system on top of those mapped assets, 

technology in government has been helping to modernize the nature of administration and 

governance. However, as technology continues to be introduced at a faster rate, there has been 

30 



 

a distinct difference in the introduction of previous technology assets and those of today: the 

emphasis on adopting not just private sector tools but also private sector mindsets. 

Stephen Ventura takes a historical perspective, noting that the introduction of tech 

innovation like GIS to local governments revealed that the primary holdup was organizational 

and institutional, not technical.29 Subsequently, private-industry perspectives were introduced to 

manage organizational and institutional bottlenecks. I have divided these enablement 

perspectives and the Digital Mindset into two main categories -- explicit and implicit infusions.  

 

Part 3: Explicit Infusions  
 

There’s a groundswell to reform municipal government to resemble private enterprise. In 

practice this has meant a shift towards three primary methods: data-driven decision making, 

platform governance and user-centered design. I will discuss what this shift on the ground has 

looked like thus far, and their discovered limitations.  

Data-driven decision making 

The move to build public entrepreneurship and reinvent government from the inside is 

complemented by the move towards data-driven governance and public performance 

management. This is a process that’s been broadly formalized through CitiStat30 and Bloomberg 

Philanthropies’ IDT Playbook,31 where policy is evaluated by: (1) selecting a metric; (2) setting a 

target; and (3) gauging policy success through your metric. 

Leading private corporations such as General Electric Co., Marriott International Inc., 

and Capital One Services Inc. have seized on new technologies to transform the way they make 

decisions. Data and metrics are used to manage inventories, assess and improve product 

quality, measure the success of marketing strategies, set optimal prices, and identify priorities 

for capital allocation. 
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A similar revolution in government has been unleashed. Because of the push for 

analytics in civic decision-making and service delivery, new programs for capturing and 

measuring city performance – like CitiStat – have also become popular. CitiStat is a data-driven 

management system designed to monitor and improve the performance of city departments in 

real time. CitiStat is based on a policing system, called CompStat, adopted by the New York 

City Police Department during the 1990s. This system, still in place today, tracks and maps data 

on virtually all categories of crime, from murder to theft to drug trafficking. By attending to the 

numbers and carefully monitoring performance, the department is able to zero in on problem 

areas, spot trends, and allocate its limited resources more efficiently.32 

In addition, government-adjacent organizations – such as Bloomberg Philanthropies, 

Code for America, and Civic Makers – are helping public officials mobilize new resources and 

surface ideas from unconventional data sources. GovLab co-founders Beth Noveck and Stefaan 

Verhulst began by championing the open data movement, and have now been active in building 

public-private data partnerships to bridge public problems with relevant privately-held data.33 

Partnerships between public players and their constituents have created a wave of active civic 

analytics networks.34  

Ultimately, the goal of this data is to quantify the nature of government provision. The 

mantra goes something like this: “You can’t fix what you can’t measure.” The public sector is 

beginning to quantify their efforts and use this quantification to prioritize the use of public 

resources and better address constituent concerns. 

Unfortunately, across most federal policy areas, this model cannot be fully and 

confidently applied because of significant gaps in data due to both logistical and social hurdles. 

In a paper-based world, this sort of information was virtually impossible to generate. The costs 

and administrative burden associated with data collection and analysis were simply too steep. 

32 



 

Today, however, these costs are falling dramatically due to advances in information 

technologies. Data are now far easier and cheaper to gather, store, analyze and disseminate. 

Moving information from one place to another is instantaneous and virtually free. Still, these 

advances do not address the cost of surveillance and monitoring opportunities, the baseline of 

assumptions when making comparisons, and the potential perpetuating of bias during analytical 

inquiries. 

Even as we transition from an analog to digital way of managing information, the social 

hurdles remain. Whose experience is captured in the data and whose is left out?35 A metric 

summarizes data, but it does not tell the whole story. In 2007, the Center for American Progress 

report commended Citistat’s ability to “reduce [Baltimore’s] spiraling crime rate.”36 And they did 

so without any mention of the methods utilized — other than insinuating top-down pressure. 

Since the death of Freddie Gray, the US Department of Justice has shed some light on 

the methods utilized by the Baltimore Police Department (BPD), including: unconstitutional 

stops, searches, and arrests, unreasonable force, gender-biased policing, and discrimination 

against African Americans. From 2013–2016 the BPD killed the 10th most individuals and the 

4th most African Americans out of any police department in the country despite being just the 

29th largest city with only the 11th largest African American population.37 38 Ultimately, for 

Baltimore, a reduced crime rate didn’t engender an entirely safer population. Instead, evaluating 

policy decisions through a single metric proved exclusionary and discriminatory. 

Governments needs to beware of overrating the power of performance-based systems to 

achieve change. It is difficult to balance the increased managerial flexibility needed to operate 

performance-based systems, while maintaining continued accountability and control. Too much 

flexibility could lead to abuse and mismanagement; too little can give rise to an inefficient and 

unresponsive public service.  
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Platform governance 

The modern understanding of platform governance has paved the way for the evolution 

of service delivery. Platform governance, or “Government 2.0,” is informed by understandings of 

Web 2.0. The radical shift from the original World Wide Web to its 2.0 version was the moment 

in which the web was no longer a way for only distributing content by original media and content 

creators, but actually turned users into content creators. Web 2.0 – also known as the 

Participatory and Social Web – refers to platforms that emphasize user-generated content, ease 

of use, participatory culture and interoperability. Tim O’Reilly popularized the phrase 

“Government 2.0” in 2011 and explains how the role of government in delivering services needs 

to similarly change from vending to a establishing a bazaar.39 He points to Web 2.0’s lesson in 

creativity and collaboration as a way forward to address social and governance challenges 

facing our country and the world.  

O’Reilly points out that the idea of “government as a platform” applies to every aspect of 

the government’s role in society – and that this isn’t a novel role for government.40 The 

Federal-Aid Highway Act of 1956, which committed the United States to building an interstate 

highway system, was a triumph of platform thinking, a key investment in facilities that had a 

huge economic and social multiplier effect. The launch of weather, communications, and 

positioning satellites is a similar exercise of platform strategy. The navigation systems used in a 

car today are using an application built on the government platform, extended and enriched by 

massive private sector investment. The 1990s description of the Internet as the “information 

superhighway,” is thus effective in noting the similarities between highways and modern 

information and communications technology in building platforms. “The hope is that internet 

technologies will allow us to rebuild the kind of participatory government envisioned by our 

nation’s founders” explains O’Reilly. 
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While I couldn’t agree more with this vision of helping constituents feel like participants in 

governmental affairs, “not merely at an election one day in the year, but every day”41 – are 

platforms the answer to increased increased constituent engagement and civic trust? Richard 

Pope of the UK Government Digital Service and Malika Mehrotra (HKS MPP 2020) group the 

various outcomes of “government as a platform” into six broad categories:42  

1. Coproduction of policy and services 
2. Better accountability 
3. Government as a platform to build upon 
4. Better public services 
5. Removing silos 
6. New institutions for the digital age 

 
Ultimately, platforms are credited with helping agencies to avoid the creation monolithic 

systems, and instead develop small, independent “building block” functions known as 

microservices accessed by application programming interfaces (APIs) such as address 

verification or registration deadline lookup. Done right, the process helps agencies gain speed, 

responsiveness and products that effectively interoperate. Given that platform governance is still 

at early stages of implementation, it remains to be understood how these process changes 

impact back-end administrative users. Perhaps moving away from monolithic and legacy 

systems whose upkeep requires staff with hard-to-find skillsets and whose solutions become 

isolated over time would be good for government staff? Regardless of the platform and product, 

a sign of success would be to include administrators in the process of development and platform 

integration.  

 

User-centered design  

Last but definitely not least, the focus on user-centered design and empathizing with the 

user experience (UX) has been a big part of digital transformation in government. While the 
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benefits of UX design are manifold, the downsides of UX methodologies are also becoming 

increasingly evident in the work of public sector technologists.  

Many histories of user-centered design trace these approaches back centuries, but the 

term “user experience” was coined in the 1990s by cognitive psychologist and designer Don 

Norman. In 1988, Norman published The Psychology of Everyday Things (later updated to The 

Design of Everyday Things) – which continues to be a UX design staple to this day – and then 

joined the team at Apple in the early 90s as their first User Experience Architect.43 Apple, and 

their fellow-South Bay Area design firm IDEO, have become famous for their design thinking 

and behavioral approaches to designing consumer products. Today, these industry 

developments in design thinking have been copy-pasted to assist public institutions with 

re-designing public services.  

However, “users” and consumers, are not the same as constituents. While this choice in 

diction may seem like a minute difference, there is a significant experiential difference between 

being a consumer and being a constituent. The former doesn’t expect access to a product or 

service, the latter does. A consumer product is often a “nice to have,” but a public service is a 

“need to have,” a necessity for the survival of many, and often even described as a “social 

entitlement.” The market plays a role in the elasticity of demand for many consumer products – 

and thus puts pressure on industry players to remain relevant – in a way that is not true of social 

services and the relevance of public institutions. For instance, when Detroit went bankrupt, it 

didn’t cease to exist as a municipal government or city entity, and it didn’t go through any 

merger and acquisition proceedings. Moreover, the people of Detroit that depended on social 

services and social entitlements, such as pensions and healthcare, didn’t need any less help or 

any fewer social services.  
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I also want to note that constituents aren’t always citizens. Attaining the legal status of 

citizen in the United States is increasingly fraught, but many local governments have a duty to 

serve constituents and residents regardless of their status of citizenship.44  

Finally, a big downfall in user-experience design is the bias in the experiences of the 

designer. Like in other areas of ethnographic and behavioral research in the academy, 

understandings of the user experience are impacted by the vantage point of the researcher and 

designer herself. Without awareness of the self, its privileges, blind spots, our differing cultural 

and behavioral perspectives, standards and assumptions, we are in a catch 22 of not knowing 

what we don’t know.  

 

Part 4: Implicit Infusions  
Beyond the explicit skills and techniques that digital work transfers from private to public 

technology spaces, there are also new mindsets, perspectives of society, and cultural infusions 

carried into public institutions by technologists.  

Peer-production 

Steven Johnson in his book Future Perfect defines “peer progressives”  as a cohort of 

people who are “wary of centralized control, but [are] not free-market libertarians,” who identify 

as entrepreneurs but work mostly in the public sector, and who believe in building “a new kind of 

institution, more network than hierarchy.”45 This new groundswell is using the power of networks 

as a problem-solving tool for civic society. 

Peer progressives believe that "peer networks," consisting of many people of roughly 

equal status freely swapping ideas and information, can accomplish things that top-down, 

centralized, hierarchical organizations can't. Peer progressives "believe in social progress, and 

we believe the most powerful tool to advance the cause of progress is the peer network." 
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Johnson cites research suggesting that a large, diverse group often comes up with better 

solutions to problems than a smaller, homogeneous group with a higher average IQ, a 

phenomenon summarized as "diversity trumps ability."46 Johnson elaborates: "When groups are 

exposed to a more diverse range of perspectives, when their values are forced to confront 

different viewpoints, they are more likely to approach the world in a more nuanced way, and 

avoid falling prey to crude extremism." Peer progressives favor diversity not just for traditional 

liberal reasons, to counter sexism, racism and other prejudices, but because "we are smarter as 

a society – more innovative and flexible in our thinking – when diverse perspectives 

collaborate.”47 

However, “peer progressivism” may not be all it’s chalked up to be. Better systems for 

aggregating and dispensing knowledge can certainly help to solve many problems, but a system 

of peer-production takes a power-blind approach. The petri dish for successful peer 

progressivism might encourage a diversity of perspectives, but it also necessitates a fairly 

balanced distribution of power to work. In other words, peer production depends on an in-group 

and may even reinforce old hierarchies. “Peer production” cannot be likened to engagement, 

outreach, and participatory methods.  

As George Packer points out in critique of peer production, “millions of people seem to 

take technological innovation for a social and political revolution (“Think Different”), a confusion 

encouraged by many tech leaders.”48 This conflation of digital transformation and social and 

political transformation needs to be dissected. Current forms of digital transformation using 

outsider digital service groups, may not be creating the social and political transformation we 

are hoping for. Instead they may be perpetuating the very imbalances of power between 

leadership and “middle management,” or electeds and front-line staff, that we already see in 

municipal governance.  
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Libertarianism  

Packer’s analysis of the Valley’s politics isn’t about left-right in the usual sense. It’s about 

a particular brand of utopianism and “peer progressivism” that sees solutions for social and 

political problems in the industry’s products and attitudes.49 Like him, I am skeptical that 

Kickstarter, Airbnb, and even technology for social good provide models for solving more than 

superficial problems. I’m even more skeptical after reading Johnson’s argument that Silicon 

Valley is fighting back against inequality by creating large numbers of millionaires and 

distributing profits to its workforce in a relatively equitable way. Rather, life inside Silicon Valley 

is a paradise of opportunity and reward for the winners. Meanwhile, life outside falls further and 

further behind. All the highly paid engineers, with their generous stock options and growing 

buying power, aren’t making the Valley more equal – if anything, they’re making it less so. 

Unfortunately, their success also isn’t extending very far into the rest of the economy.  

Moreover, this perspective of the world is a type of Valley libertarianism that is not at all 

doctrinaire, Ayn Randian, or party-dependent. It is instead an instinctive aversion to government 

intruding on the work being done in its labs and startups. This aversion is now giving way to a 

more sophisticated involvement in politics on the part of some tech leaders – including the 

movement to digitize governance. Silicon Valley’s social liberalism runs so deep that the 

Republican Party in its current version could never win more than a small number of votes there. 

No one could possibly imagine my hometown of Santa Clara County being red. However, it is 

possible to imagine more people in Silicon Valley turning to economic conservatism if, as Marc 

Andreessen predicts, the long arm of government regulation starts to reach deep into the tech 

world.  

The suspicion of government is a tragic and implicit piece of the digital mindset 

especially as technologists begin to work inside government. Rather than coming in with the 
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perspective of local government and their staff as something in need of “saving” or “fixing,” what 

would it look like for digital groups to instead approach their administrative and front-lines 

colleagues with humility, with an eye to learning from unexpected places and people, and with 

an intention of using their tech exceptionalism and outsider privileges to amplify existing efforts?  

 

Frictionless 

The aversion to and suspicion of government is further amplified as red tape directly 

impacts the work of digital service groups. The digital mindset’s focus on efficiency perpetuates 

a baseline belief that the more frictionless an operation, the better it is.  

The framing of “lean government” is used to refer to the application of lean production 

principles and methods to both identify and then implement the most efficient, value-added way 

to provide government services. The EPA found that when Lean was implemented, they saw an 

improved understanding of how their own processes work, which then facilitated the quick 

identification and implementation of improvements, and helped to build a culture of continuous 

improvement.50 Thus, frictionless becomes the ends and iteration, or agile development, 

becomes the means.  

Lean for government focuses on governing and serving citizens with respect and 

continuously improving service delivery by cutting out "waste" and "inefficiency" in processes. 

The hope is that this removal of waste and inefficiencies will result in better services overall, 

more engaged civil servants, as well as more value for tax-supported programs and services.51 

Generally, proponents also see that a Lean government is a means to expand the capacity of 

government to provide more services per “unit of investment.”52 Lean methods begin by 

identifying non-value added activities (waste) in administrative, transactional, and office 

processes – all of which are common in government agencies.53  
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Part 5: The Outsider Dilemma 
Forming a team dedicated to finding new solutions to vexing urban issues sounds so 

simple, but digital service units, or innovation teams, are a relatively new addition to the local 

government landscape. These special teams are often a small interdisciplinary band of 

individuals – specialized in data, design, research, and project management – who focus their 

efforts on some of the highest-level city priorities regardless of the original agency owner. 

Priorities can range from reducing homelessness, to devising a climate action plan, or managing 

the online portal for hiring. Digital service units are usually comprised of individuals drawn from 

the private sector, serving as something akin to internal consultants. Their actual power to 

deliver public services and implement operations change may differ, but most have a high level 

of advisory power and access to political cover. In the past decade, the adoption and 

professionalization of this innovation team model has proliferated, going from just a handful of 

experimental locations in 2008 to sixty-six cities in the United States in 2016.54 Bloomberg 

Philanthropies has provided the greatest support for the concept, making grants totaling about 

$50 million to several cities over the past five years.55  

Innovation teams have shown impressive results. Perhaps because they are not bogged 

down in day-to-day operations, one of the virtues of innovation teams is flexibility, and they tend 

to take on a range of issues. However, it is important to note that in working to create new 

products and processes, innovation teams depend on strong relationships with city agencies. 

With a mandate of crosscutting and cross-agency change, the teams can champion new 

approaches to addressing an issue, but they must first earn buy-in from the administrative staff 

in charge of implementing the plans.  

Thus when it comes to wider impact, the greatest shortcomings of innovation teams 

come from one of their biggest strengths: they are outsiders. Because the team is external to 
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municipal budgeting structures, organization charts, and operations, teams almost rarely have 

an impact on these pre-existing systems. In order for an innovation team or digital service group 

to truly create digital transformation and modernize a municipality’s ability to serve its people, it 

needs career administration to own and implement their recommendations. An innovation team 

can accomplish great things for a city, but when the project is over – and external funding is 

expended – the team needs to learn to encourage others to take ownership of and fully 

integrate the approach. There is no point coming in as the sexy new team, when humility will be 

the answer to sustained success. Innovation teams’ and digital service units’ dependence on 

the engagement, endorsement, and ultimate ownership by career administration means that the 

empowerment of career civil servants is then not mutually exclusive with the success of 

innovation teams, but rather well-aligned. More empowered civil servants – with the interest and 

authority to take on improved products and processes – means more sustained success for 

innovation teams. 

Some cities have started to address this issue of how to get innovation teams to spur 

wider impact. “We had some great innovation team success but now are trying not to have 

innovation labeled as the ‘cool thing,’” says Rebecca Rhynhart, former chief administrative 

officer of Philadelphia. “We don’t want innovation to occur at the fringes of the bell curve. In the 

past, the innovation folks were on the edges of how the city runs and not changing the core of 

how the city functions.”56 In a handful of cities, including Atlanta and Louisville, which began with 

support from Bloomberg, the administrations have both maintained their innovation teams and 

started to explore how to make more fundamental changes to core operations.57 

Ultimately, innovation teams have been seen as spearheading modern municipal 

governance. Their status as outsiders has helped power their ability to make bold suggestions, 
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but they must also figure out how to work with existing administration to sustain the team’s work 

for consistent and enduring long-term impact. 

 

SECTION 5: THE FUTURE OF 
Ultimately, all of these waves of administrative evolution and the calls for change, reveal 

a history of fissures between government and its constituents, and between leadership and 

career administration. However, they also reveal a willingness by government to slow-down, 

reconsider, and incorporate this feedback from the under-resourced and under-represented 

voices from the wider society or from within the organization – rather than push full steam ahead 

with any one service they provide best. Baltimore could be flawless at using Citistat for 

preventing crime, and Cincinnati could be flawless at picking up the trash and managing 

sanitation, but neither public institution would ever see that as a sign of success. These are 

organizations that operate in a thankless and a resource-constrained environment, where the 

lack of failure or crisis is equivalent to success. When an organization and its employees can’t 

depend on a final product or sales to serve as a benchmark for success, internal process 

improvements become proxies for progress and help maintain morale.  

Yet, the implicit infusions that accompany the explicit changes in governance and 

user-centered delivery do not yet view employee morale, dignity and empowerment as within 

the scope of their work. While constituents are already being included in this next chapter on 

government modernization, how is career administration being considered?  

Part 1: Setting intention 
 

Despite the well-meaning efforts by public interest technologists to apply familiar industry 

methods to social challenges, the clash of mindsets has no signs of abatement. Instead, I 
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witnessed the very dissonance of digital and government mindsets manifest in the changing 

pressures on mid-level core administration, on the many Alicias. 

My primary goal in rethinking the relationship between these two mindsets – particularly 

as digital methods are added to public institutions at a faster rate – is to help them evolve from 

competitive to complementary forces. The driving need for reimagining these digital service 

groups is evident in the lack of projects and organizational changes that have sustained since 

their founding. If digital transformation is possible using digital service groups, the effort must at 

least be coordinated with existing government mindsets. The model I am about to present aims 

to provide one way out of the impasse.  

 

Part 2: Centering Values 
The democracy and democratic values that American public institutions strive for can be 

defined as many things, but perhaps one thing we can all agree on is that democracy is messy. 

As our constituent base becomes increasingly beautiful in its complexity, governance needs to 

be redesigned to improve engagement processes to gather feedback from not only from the 

public, but also their own front-lines staff.  

Carl Moore penned a definition of community that has provided direction to my work this 

past year, and provided words to deeply-held beliefs. Community, he says, “exists when people 

who are interdependent struggle with the traditions that bind them and the interests that 

separate them in order to realize a future that is an [equitable] improvement on the past.”58 I 

think this definition applies to “democracy” as well. To be in a healthy democracy, we must be 

motivated to engage with those different than us, to struggle through the difficulties and the 

resistance inherent in dissonant traditions and interests.  

44 



 

In other words, the dissonant interests of the digital and government mindsets are not to 

a conflict to be avoided, but an opportunity to engage across differences and recognize our 

interdependence as a people, in order to move towards a more equitable future. Top-down 

orders are not an effective approach to governing those either outside or within a large 

organization, particularly when the knowledge of front-lines practitioners are an asset to better 

delivery. Whether the top-down order comes from a public official or a private design or 

technology firm, a top-down technocratic approach has the pitfalls of operating 1) without 

feedback mechanisms and meaningful inefficiencies, 2) without attention to relationship- and 

trust-building, 3) without methods to gauge internal needs, and 4) without sensitivity to context.  

 

Part 3: How It’s Built 
Digital service groups are beginning to recognize the value of the civil servants and 

front-line staff inside government and implement less top-down, more distributed approaches. 

The Obama White House digital government initiative describes front-line staff as “internal 

customers,” 18F’s playbook on prototyping digital services refers to them as “internal users,” 

and GovTech magazine’s report on their Public Sector CIO Academy includes managing 

“internal users” as an emerging role for CIOs. But what does empowering civil servants and 

centering government values in the digital transformation movement actually look like? 

Although it wasn’t intentional in the case of City and County of San Francisco’s Startup 

in Residence (STiR) program, what began as a procurement workaround ended up unveiling a 

happy medium between digital and government mindsets. STiR was founded in 2014 by Jay 

Nath and Krista Canellakis – both, part of the executive leadership team in the City and County 

of San Francisco. The Startup in Residence program hoped to innovate on City Hall’s existing 

technology procurement processes by embedding young companies in government agencies 
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for six weeks, with the goal of breaking down the walls that separate the public and private 

sectors, and helping government solve community problems while providing the tech sector with 

a business foothold in a largely untapped market.  

Over the years, STiR expanded regionally within California, before launching its first 

national cohort in 2018. By 2019 STIR now includes partners in Canada as well as its 

largest-ever class of public agencies and organizations, with a total of 39 participants. The rapid 

expansion means that several jurisdictions are participating in STiR for the first time, including 

Las Vegas, the Memphis Area Transit Authority and Pennsylvania, and the way this 

technology-government partnership plays out in each context may vary. However, something 

important happened in San Francisco during the second year of the program.  

 

Right-sizing innovation 

A startup named Binti was paired to work with the San Francisco’s Human Services 

Agency (HSA) to build software that made it easier to be a foster parent by helping potential 

foster parents apply online.59 Using the program to create a “more open-ended challenge-based 

model,” as Canellakis explained, had allowed technology companies with domain expertise to 

work alongside municipal agencies to make change at scale.60 I am calling this the “right-sizing” 

of innovation. Rather than bringing in the trendiest, latest software and team, STiR had allowed 

young founders with little experience managing venture capital interests and market demands, 

but much experience in the specific subject area of foster care to be a part of the conversation 

at the city scale.  

Before Binti was founded, the founder had watched her sister attempt to adopt two kids 

internationally. “The process was really difficult, expensive, and complicated. At the end of her 

process, she went to the orphanage in Russia where they were adopted from and learned, that 
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of the 300 children there, most did not get adopted. I remember being really shocked by that. If 

there were so many kids in need, I couldn’t understand why the process was so difficult and 

expensive.” 

She continued to develop her understanding about the adoption and foster systems by 

volunteering with foster kids through a program called CASA, Court Appointed Special 

Advocate. Through this program, she became the buddy for a foster kid, hung out with them 

once a week, and helped represent them in court every six months. “I have been doing that now 

for 3-4 years, and through that process I got to know the foster care system, which has a lot of 

issues.” There are 400,000 kids in foster care. Even though less than 5% of kids will go into 

foster care, 25% of California’s prison inmates were once in foster care and 50% of foster kids 

will become homeless at one point in their life. Less than 3% of foster kids will graduate from 

college. The majority of sexually trafficked youth are either current foster kids or have been in 

foster care. “These statistics highlight how kids who have grown up in a foster care system don’t 

have a fair chance at life. Those are the things that made me really care about it.” 

The STiR partnership between Binti and HSA gave the Binti team the opportunity to 

observe and learn at the most micro-level the challenges faced by potential foster parents. But 

Binti’s interest in building upon their prior subject matter knowledge and passion by observing 

each step of the system didn’t stop at foster youth and future foster parents. Binti was able to 

observe and develop custom solutions for the back-end process for social workers. 

 

Tailored to internal needs 

By pairing young, passionate, and domain-informed startups with municipal agencies, 

STiR had not allowed for the right-sizing of innovation, but also allowed for products to be 

tailored to internal user needs. Rather than viewing adoption numbers as the metric for success, 
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Binti began to measure the ease of back-end transactions for social workers. The technologists 

recognized that a social workers’ inability to support foster youth should not be held against 

them, and that performance management was not a helpful stick. Instead, they saw each hurdle 

faced by social workers in managing cases, placements, child intake, and investigations as the 

discovery of a new opportunity for a design solution. As such, social workers and the internal 

administrative staff at HSA became Binti’s greatest asset, most important user and testing base, 

and most active customer.  

As staff alerted Binti to problems in the existing system and software, Binti worked to 

transform the fear and frustration of case workers towards a poor system, into empowerment to 

be a part of the solution. Binti recognized that the easier the job of the case worker, the better 

the results for foster families. The team of technologists began to build software that helps 

social workers processing foster parent applications save time, so that they could do more 

social work and less paperwork. Now, of the eight software packages that Binti sells, five of 

them are focused on “empower[ing] case carrying workers.”61 Binti came in to solve the problem 

for a particular external user, the foster families, and now three years later spends the bulk of 

their time and talent on helping teams of case workers around the country.  

 

Open to minority entrepreneurs 

 
By opening up the procurement process to non-enterprise and non-legacy IT companies, 

STiR was also able to open the door for minority and women entrepreneurs. By encouraging 

minority and women in the technology industry to work with the predominantly women and 

minority employees of public institutions, STiR was able to decrease the distance between the 

people serving and those who are served. In addition, public employees were able to relate to 

and put a face to the technologists building their software, in a way that is uncommon when 
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working with enterprise and legacy systems, thus empowering and allowing for both sides to be 

better educated on the challenges of their counterpart. Ultimately, the relationships built 

between technologists, internal administrative staff and social workers, and those foster families 

and youth being served allowed for tailored solutions and improved outcomes.  

 

Outcome 

By using an approach focused on building relationships, tailoring to internal users, and 

right-sizing software – instead of one driven by performance management methods alone – both 

San Francisco’s Human Services Agency (HSA) and Binti were able to outperform their 

previous expectations. Binti saved HSA social workers 20-40% of their time on paperwork, 

reduced the time to approve each applicant by about 50%, and the number of applicants in San 

Francisco who want to foster children has increased 300% since the product launch in 2016. 

Within three years of launching with the County of San Francisco, Binti has now also expanded 

to work with 67 agencies across the country in 13 states, including 3 states state-wide. Binti 

partner agencies serve over 40,000 children in care nationally.  

While these impacts were not fully intended at the start of the STiR program, there are 

many learnings to dissect from the success of the STiR program and the Binti-HSA partnership. 

To begin, Jay Nath and Krista Canellakis didn’t have the technology partners sit within their 

office at City hall. Instead, they encouraged technology teams to sit within the offices of their 

public agencies, and encouraged a distributed form of power. The distribution of power also 

encouraged greater autonomy of public employees. The structure of the STiR program with its 

demo day, networking events, and social gatherings also helped build networks and an 

understanding of best practices across agencies and cities with similar service goals, helping to 

break down existing silos. This is what Beth Noveck describes as tapping into the value of 
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“distributed expertise.”62 By asking what public employees know and can do to join in the 

creation of a digital solution – rather than how they feel about the product and whether they 

want to buy it – the improved sense of worth for employees directly translated into improved 

performance.  

 
 

SECTION 6: THE TAKEAWAYS 
Although local and state officials take pride in the fact that trust in local government 

consistently ranks higher than in the federal government, Americans’ faith in government as a 

institution is shrinking dropping to 37 percent after the 2016 presidential election, even as faith 

in nongovernmental organizations and business increased, according to the respected Edelman 

Trust Barometer.63 Moreover, a dangerous trust gap between elites and most Americans is 

growing. Better-educated individuals who sit at the top of the income distribution reported much 

higher levels of trust than those in the “mass population.”64 However, this “mass population” are 

the more frequent users of government provisions and more dependent on public resources 

than those at the top of the income distribution. With public demands for services continuing to 

exceed the willingness of people (particularly at the top) to pay for them – at least when 

delivered by the current system, which seems impersonal, expensive, inefficient, and distant – 

that gap will grow.  

The digital service evolution works to modernize that antiquated delivery of public 

services. But in the process of transformation, local governments and their digital groups cannot 

disproportionately level the friction from change upon the very people doing the delivery, on the 

front-line civil servants. If “better delivery is the strategy,” as David Eaves and other thinkers in 
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the digital governance movement point out, then let’s consider how to better include, empower 

and harness the expertise of our service deliverers.  

It is clear that digital transformation in local governments today is less about digital and 

more about managing leadership, business gaps, and organizational change. Yet, right under 

our nose, the internal administrative user is a particular piece of the public institution puzzle that 

holds insight into all three. These public employees are the front-line of democracy – serving 

people that survive on food stamps, finding beds for the homeless, teaching our children, finding 

families for our foster youth – with much more insight and expertise than we know to harness. 

Why should they be on the receiving end of the digital governance movement? Why should they 

be stifled by an incoming digital mindset, instead of empowered to propose design solutions to 

problems they know best? 

As digital service groups and public interest technologists work to improve the delivery of 

services, they have applied predominantly industry methods focusing on data, platforms, and 

constituent users. However, this paper proposes that digital service groups consider a 

government mindset in order to amplify the existing values, relationships, and participation of 

internal users, and ultimately bake-in an important counterweight to industry culture to further 

improve how public services are delivered.  

It is critical for decision-makers in Innovation Teams and Digital Service Units to 

recognize that digital methods and technology are not apolitical. Instead, they are tools (like any 

other tool) that are subject to its people – its creators and implementers. Digital service groups, 

and digital transformation programs like STiR, have found success when the human face is 

added back into digital processes. If the goal of digital transformation is to modernize 

government and build back civic trust, the distance between the public in need and those 

serving public needs to be decreased. The feedback loop both between constituents and local 
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governments, and within local government itself, needs to be tightened. By building a sense of 

agency, empowerment and dignity back into the work of front-line civil servants, public 

employees can feel valued again. By improving the experience of those delivery, we are 

improving the delivery itself.  

Today, governments in most OECD countries are more efficient, more transparent, more 

customer-aware, and more focused on performance than 20 years ago. Nevertheless, the 

reality of reform has not lived up to the rhetoric. In many cases, reforms have not produced the 

changes in behaviour and culture needed to sustain them over the longer term. Indeed, some 

reforms have produced unintended consequences, and have damaged underlying public sector 

and governance values. Still, the most important lesson from the history of modernization in 

government is that reform is continuous. Among the most significant changes of the past 20 

years include more open government, a focus on public sector performance, reforms to 

accountability and control, reallocation of power through networked governance, and the 

introduction of industry mindsets and market mechanisms. As societies continue to change, it is 

inevitable that governments must continue to adapt as well. My only hope is that they will not do 

so at the expense of their own values and their own front-line people.  

Remembering to serve your own public servants can look like many things depending on 

the administration, leadership, and resources. STiR is just one example. It can mean building 

products that don’t need training and don’t threaten unionized workers. It can mean helping 

people inside the city feel more connected to one another by exchanging talent, resources, 

breaking down silos. It can mean providing better opportunities for local government workers to 

learn from their public technologist counterparts, to keep abreast of new ways of thinking, and to 

connect with other industries and people. It can mean changing the stickiness of budgets by 
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giving more, or different, players control. Ultimately the best way to innovate government is by 

empowering people. Entrepreneurship for the public sector starts with the public servant. 
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