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Thank you to our 
government partners 
for two decades of 
successful eGovernment 
collaboration.

<<<  www.egov.com  >>>

© 2012 NIC Inc.

We work closely with thousands of 
outstanding federal, state, and local 
government agencies.

NIC launches an average of one 
new eGovernment service every 
business day.

Starting with a single mobile 
optimized website 11 years ago, 
our mobile eGovernment footprint 
continues to expand every week.

Our government partners are 
recognized dozens of times per year 
for using technology to deliver results.

Future innovations are underway 
and we are excited about the next 
generation of eGovernment.

Celebrating     
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eGovernment 
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President Obama’s re-election clarifi es the 

future of health IT, the Aff ordable Care Act 

and other key initiatives.

By David Raths
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In the network, even your desk phone 
gets to be a smartphone.

Serving citizens is about what you do – not where you are. 
And the AT&T network is making this easier for you.

With IP-based Voice Transformation Solutions from 
AT&T, you can collaborate instantly from your desk, 
or any device. So you can take government services 
into the fi eld, staying connected from virtually anywhere.

Rethink how government does business inside 
the network of possibilities from AT&T. 
Learn how, visit att.com/smartervoice

Download the free scanner app at http://scan.mobi and scan this code to learn more. 
© 2012 AT&T Intellectual Property. All rights reserved. AT&T, the AT&T logo and all other AT&T marks contained herein are trademarks of AT&T Intellectual Property and/or AT&T affi liated companies.
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RAISE YOUR 

VOICE
Your opinions matter to 

us. Send comments about 

this issue to the editors at 

editorial@govtech.com. 

Publication is solely at the 

discretion of the editors. 

Government Technology 

reserves the right to edit 

submissions for length.

A Few Things to Ponder

W ith the holidays behind us and 
a new year ahead, what better 
time to talk about a few topics 

that fi gure to be prominent in 2013? My list 
is hardly exhaustive, but based on conversa-
tions I’ve had over the past several months, 
here are a few technology issues that may 
rise to the top.

Cybersecurity — It’s hard to see how 
this doesn’t get a fair amount of atten-
tion this year. Legislation to improve the 
sharing of threat information and create 
cybersecurity standards for the companies 
that run critical infrastructure failed late 
last year. Some analysts are betting that 
the Obama administration will take up the 
issue again in 2013 — perhaps more suc-
cessfully in the absence of election-year 
politics. They also predict that Obama 
may act via executive order if legislation 
hits another roadblock. Meanwhile, the 
bad news keeps coming. In October , for 
instance, South Carolina offi  cials discov-
ered an attack that exposed 3.6 million 
Social Security numbers and other data. 
Perhaps improving state and local econo-
mies — along with growing awareness and 
sensible regulations — will lead to more 
resources being put into cybersecurity ef-
forts in 2013.

Drones — With the FAA loosening 
restrictions on public safety use of drones 
this year, and broader commercial use set to 
begin in 2015, this is an issue that’s bound 
to heat up. Already, growing use of drones 

is stirring up worries over safety and pri-
vacy. But proponents argue that unmanned 
aircraft can cover dangerous missions like 
bad-weather search and rescue or monitor-
ing chemical spills. Indeed, as I write this, 
govtech.com is reporting on drone use by 
Louisville, Ky.’s emergency management 
agency to monitor the derailment of a train 
carrying hazardous material.

Identity management — This has been 
a challenge since I got into this business 
nearly 20 years ago. But a few trends might 
raise the urgency of these eff orts. Strong 
identity and access management, of course, 
is part of cybersecurity, particularly as agen-
cies release more sophisticated online and 
mobile transactions. It’s also a key to good 
customer service. Governors like Michigan’s 
Rick Snyder see identity management as 
fundamental to giving citizens a better expe-
rience with e-government services. Finally, 
Obama’s re-election means implementa-
tion of the Aff ordable Care Act will push 
forward, including work on health benefi ts 
exchanges that will require integration with 
various social service programs. Linking 
those programs will rely on eff ective identity 
management, among other things. (You 
can read more about that on p. 30, where 
writer David Raths sizes up the presidential 
election outcome.)

Clearly my list could be longer. I didn’t touch 
on analytics, smart infrastructure, the cloud 
or mobile payments — all of which we expect 
to cover in 2013. So what’s on your list?  

A N  A W A R D - W I N N I N G  P U B L I C A T I O N
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1
What was your biggest 
challenge when you became 
acting CIO and how have you 

corrected that, or have you?
We didn’t have a lot of formalized 

processes; there really was no meth-

odology. We were in the business of 

being heroes. Whenever [there was a] 

system outage or a request was made, 

we’d respond quickly, but we weren’t 

D
A

V
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D
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FOUR QUESTIONS

Prince George’s County resident Vennard Wright was officially named the county’s 

CIO in November — a role he said he felt compelled to take on because he’s invested in the 

community. Wright has more than 15 years’ IT experience and served as the county’s acting CIO 

for 10 months before becoming permanent. Among his many ambitious goals, Wright said he’d 

like to use IT to help change the public’s negative perceptions of the county.

edge and others. We’re also bringing in 

external consultants to help us identify 

some of the areas that we need to shore 

up and put those into our strategic plan. 

2
What innovation is there in the 
county, and how do you get to 
be innovative in your role? 

We’ve created a mobile app for [our 311]. 

Users can download it through iTunes or 

Google Play, which will allow them to enter 

service requests.

For any new application that we bring in, 

whether it’s ERP or another tool, we want 

to have a mobile app. Another thing is to 

make sure that whatever we can do in 

county government buildings, we can do 

anywhere. So with our desktop refresh 

(replacing 6,000 computers), we’re moving 

to laptops so [employees] can work [via] 

apps across the Internet. We’re also building 

out a data warehouse that consolidates key 

county information in a central repository. 

3
What are three big projects for 
the county that we should be 
watching?  The biggest one for me is 

the data warehouse because that’s going 

to be how we make our decisions — that’s 

going to be the hub for information. The 

second one is ERP, which is replacing all of 

our fi nance, HR, procurement and grants 

management applications. That’s probably 

set to kick off  in July 2013. And the third 

project, which is going on right now, is the 

workstation refresh and it’s going to allow 

us to be more effi  cient. 

4
What do you want your legacy to 
be when you leave as CIO? I’d like 

to change the perception of Prince 

George’s County and to make it clear that 

our IT is protectable. That we are captur-

ing industry, that we are innovative and 

that it is not dependent on who’s the CIO 

or director — that we have the method-

ologies and processes in place. 

— Karen Stewartson, Managing Editor

proactive in making sure those prob-

lems didn’t pop up in the fi rst place. 

Since then, and I’m still in the process 

of doing this, we’ve been documenting 

processes where we do things well and 

making sure that we align with indus-

try best practices like ITIL [Information 

Technology Infrastructure Library], CMMI 

[capability maturity model integration], 

the Project Management Body of Knowl-

Wright likes the autonomy 
that he has with this job. 

Vennard Wright
CIO, Prince George’s County, Md.
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WHO SAYS?
“They said the fact that we’re even in the budget director’s conference 

room talking about IT is unbelievable. That’s never happened.”

www.govtech.com/quoteJan13

govtech.com/extra: 
Updates from Government Technology’s daily online news service.

Social History
Tweets will soon be a part of documented history in North Carolina. The state is launching the 

Social Media Archive, a website that provides access to more than 55,000 social media records 

from platforms like Facebook and Twitter from selected agencies. The records are captured 

continuously throughout the day and are archived in a legally sound format, meaning every 

tweet, Facebook comment and photo can potentially serve as legal evidence.

reader/comments: 

“ My agency attempted to imple-

ment a GPS solution to assist the fi eld 

staff  in keeping track of their mileage 

and travel. There was a huge push-

back by approximately 30 percent 

of the employees who feared Big 

Brother, another 30 were ambivalent, 

and 40 percent said it was great. For 

me, the only reason to fear GPS is if 

you’re doing something you shouldn’t 

be. Field staff  [are] still on the clock, 

so it’s the employer’s right to know 

where they are.

Michael Withrow in response to GPS System 
Polarizes Workers in Baltimore County, Md. 

“ This is like comparing apples to 

oranges. The app experience is much 

better (especially for phones) for a va-

riety of reasons, especially the native 

app experience. A mobile website 

is your website but mobile, so it is a 

lot of content and text that is usually 

pretty boring. If you are going to do 

a simple Web app, you might as well 

make a mobile website. If you are 

creating an app to have a real app, 

go native. Yes it is more expensive, 

and as the saying goes, you get what 

you pay for.

Jay in response to Mobile App or Mobile Site?

“ As a government communicator 

in Seattle, I am in absolute support of 

using social media and ‘clever’ com-

munications to get across some very 

important messages. Yes, it’s more 

fun for our staff . It is also forcing us 

to realize that the brochure nobody 

reads might be a waste of paper. 

Most important, as austerity measures 

force us to streamline outreach and 

communications budgets, social 

media (eff ectively used) can help to 

reach more people — and emerging 

demographics — with less money. 

It’s a new way of doing business for 

government, but saving taxpayer 

money by being smarter or cleverer is 

what citizens and rate payers should 

expect from us.

Jessie Israel in response to GovGirl: 
Can Government Do Viral Video?
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The ability to send text messages to 911 is becoming a reality. As part of the FCC’s initiative to promote 
next-generation 911 — which attempts to adapt landline-era rules and regulations to the current mobile 
and IP world — texting capability will launch in some areas this year and be available nationwide by May 
15, 2014. “Access to 911 must catch up with how consumers communicate in the 21st century, and today 
we are one step closer toward that vital goal,” said FCC Chairman Julius Genachowski in December.
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Each year, 27 billion gallons of raw 
sewage is released into New York 
City harbors. But a new project, 
called Don’t Flush Me, is bringing 
environmental awareness to 
residents by notifying them via 
text message about when it’s safe 
to fl ush their toilets. The goal is to 
reduce the opening of combined 
sewer overfl ows, which when 
overloaded, dump raw sewage 
into places like New York Harbor.

Residents sign up for the 
program at dontfl ush.me and 
are alerted if implanted sensors 
in sewers detect that they’re 
close to capacity or overfl owing 
so as not to exacerbate the 
problem. Soon residents will be 
able to use Visualight, a Wi-Fi-
enabled light bulb that changes 
color, for these warnings.

Smart 
Sewers

www.govtech.com  // January 2013         11 
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Finding 
the Next 

Facebook
Five up-and-coming social media sites and 

applications government should keep an eye on.
WHEN THE INTERNET emerged 
on a global scale in the late 1990s, some 
saw it as a tool that would transform 
how we live and work forever, while 
others viewed it simply as a fad that 
would vanish in time. Years later, 
social media has followed the same 
path. Despite early skeptics, both the 
Internet and social media are clearly 
here to stay. For many people, social 
media, like the Internet, is now deeply 
integrated into daily life. The enormous 

popularity of sites like Facebook and 
Twitter prove that social media is 
much more than a passing fad. In fact, 
Gartner predicts that social media 
revenue will reach $34 billion by 
2016, up from $11.8 billion in 2011. 

The question now is, what 
comes next for social media? The 
following are fi ve up-and-coming 
social media sites and applica-
tions that government should pay 
attention to in 2013 and beyond. 

Justine Brown  |  Contributing Writer
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Nextdoor is a private social network 
designed to let neighbors connect and 
restore a sense of community to neigh-
borhoods. Co-founder Sarah Leary said 
28 percent of Americans don’t know any 
of their neighbors by name. To fi ll that 
communications gap, Nextdoor provides 
an online place for community interac-
tion about useful information. This isn’t 
another social network for photo sharing 
or posting updates about vacation plans. 
Instead it aims to be an online hub for 
spreading the word about a break-in, 
organizing a garage sale or getting recom-
mendations about local businesses.

Nextdoor limits the number of potential 
users in each network to a neighborhood’s 
boundaries, so that a user can connect with 
his or her neighbors — and only with his 
or her neighbors. It was beta tested for a 
year in a variety of neighborhoods, and 
now reaches more than 6,400 neighbor-
hoods in 49 states. The social media site 
also verifi es that the people connecting 
through it really are neighbors. The address 
of each user is confi rmed to build confi -
dence among users that they are creating 
connections within their community.

And local governments can get in on 
the action. Government representatives, 
like city managers and police offi  cers, 
can use Nextdoor to connect with users 
and post information for them. However, 
they can’t see the rest of the conversation, 
including profi le pages or the member 
directory. “They can simply broadcast 
into the neighborhood,” Leary said. Then 
it’s up to the users if they wish to contact 
the government representative for more 
information or to comment on the post.

“Local governments see this as a 
way to improve their reach and expand 
the number of people who are partici-
pating in a conversation to make the 
community better,” Leary said.

14       January 2013 //  www.govtech.com
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NEXTDOOR CO-FOUNDER 
SARAH LEARY SAYS 
GOVERNMENTS CAN 
USE HER SITE TO REACH 
COMMUNITY MEMBERS.
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Chime.in makes it easy to connect 
people who have similar interests. 
According to the site, it’s “the place to 
fi nd incredible content about whatever 
you’re into and other people who are 
just as passionate about it as you are.”

 Launched in October 2011, Chime.
in lets people share opinions, ques-
tions, interests, hobbies, etc. Unlike 
most social networks, Chime.in is 
organized around subjects instead of 
people and does not have the typical 
status updates. Instead, it has “chimes.” 

2/Chime.in
Chimes are a cross between a 

Facebook status update and a blog 
post. They can be about any topic. 
Together, the Chimes make up topic-
based discussions that can include 
links, videos, polls and photos. 

“I believe that social [media] 
will be embedded in almost every 
kind of transaction within the next 
decade,” founder Bill Gross said 
at the Web 2.0 Summit in 2011.

NEW YORK CITY has embraced 
social media on a wide scale. Despite 
its size and complexity, the city devised 
a sophisticated social media strategy 
that is paying off . Chief Digital Offi  cer 
Rachel Haot says the city reaches 5.5 
million individuals through its digital 
properties. In October, the city hosted 
its second annual Engage NYC: Digital 
Media in Government summit, an event 
featuring presentations from Facebook, 
Twitter, Tumblr and Google Plus. 

Not long after the event, New York 
City got a real-life lesson in emergency 
social media use when Superstorm 
Sandy arrived. In the days leading up to 
the storm, offi  cials instituted an emer-
gency social media protocol. “We set up 
a team of approvers who could approve 
new messages within fi ve minutes or 
so,” Haot said. “This was very helpful 
because they could catch inconsisten-
cies and also ensure that the tone of the 
messages was consistent and appro-
priate; that messages were authoritative, 

calm and respectful.”
The city responded 

to hundreds of 
tweets, streamed the 
mayor’s press confer-
ences and posted 
crucial information 
on NYC.gov and 
Facebook. “Social 
media really became 
a lifeline during the 
storm,” Haot said.

Nearly 1 
million viewers watched the mayor’s 
press conferences on YouTube, 
more than 3.5 million people visited 
NYC.gov, and more than 325,000 
visited the city’s Facebook page.

Still, Haot says a broad social media 
strategy isn’t for everyone. “We try 
to discourage social media use by 
agencies that want to be there solely 
for the purpose of being there. The 
best way to approach that decision 
is to consider what you are trying to 
achieve, who you are you trying to 
reach, and where they ‘live’ online. We 
probably spent as much time pushing 
back on ideas we didn’t think would 
work as we did moving forward with 
ideas we did think would work.”
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There’s always room for 
innovation, particularly 
in specialized areas, but 
experts say 2013 likely 
will be remembered 
more for improve-
ments to established 
social media networks 
than for new players. 

“What’s next are 
networks emerging to 
serve specifi c purposes 
they are good at,” said 
Steve Ressler, founder of 
GovLoop.com, a social 
media site for govern-
ment employees. “It 

won’t be about super-
seding sites like Face-
book and Twitter that 
are already great at 
what they do. It’s about 
fi nding a niche that 
hasn’t been fi lled yet.”

Max Silver, social 
media specialist at 451 
Marketing, a Boston-
based communications 
agency that specializes 
in social media, agrees. 
“We’ll see some new 
niche players, but we’ll 
also see a maturing of the 
current big players, which 

will mean they will make 
an even bigger impact,” 
he said. “This will be 
especially true for sites 
like Pinterest that are 
intuitive and easy to use.”

As the big players 
mature, they’ll become 
more in tune with what 
individual users want or 
need, explained Silver. 
Sites will make sugges-
tions based on inter-
ests and integrate what 
someone is currently 
doing in their life and 
what they’re looking 

for next. This capability 
exists to some extent, but 
it will become more prac-
tical and commonplace.  

“No one has done it 
perfectly yet,” Silver said. 
“It’s about who you talk 
to, what you like, using 
application programming 
interfaces to stay one 
step ahead. People are 
becoming less protective 
of their privacy, which 
is opening the door to 
this. The technology 
behind these sites will 
improve and enable them 

to make better sugges-
tions and connections. 
It has the potential to 
be used for much more 
serious things that can 
help people manage their 
lives more effi  ciently.”

Part of the reason 
social media’s future will 
be more about maturing 
existing players than new 
players has to do with 
capacity. “Consumers 
can only connect on 
a certain number of 
platforms on a regular 
basis,” said Blake Cahill, 

Existing Social Media Leaders Poised for Innovation in 2013

NEW JERSEY MAYOR 
CORY BOOKER  IS THE 
CO-FOUNDER OF 
#WAYWIRE, A VIDEO 
SOCIAL MEDIA PLATFORM 
FOR YOUNGER CITIZENS 
TO TALK ABOUT 
TOPICAL ISSUES.

create a product that’s going to muscle them 
out of the way. What we wanted to do is very 
elegantly lay [sic] on top of these platforms to 
use people’s existing social networks to give 
them a richer experience on the Web that 
better helps them to discover content, that 
better helps them share it to their friends, and 
when they feel passionate, when something 
really matters to them, for them to actu-
ally lay it on that and contribute to that.”

This new social platform is 
moving forward with the mindset 
that video is the future of communi-
cating, and it’s been described as a 
more socially conscious YouTube.

3/#Waywire
#Waywire (the name includes a hashtag) 
is a video news-sharing service co-created 
by Newark, N.J., Mayor Cory Booker. The 
site is designed to democratize the news. 
The #waywire database contains raw 
footage from 60 content partners, including 
Reuters, so users can edit together 
their own reports on breaking news. 

Booker recently pitched #waywire at the 
TechCrunch Disrupt SF 2012 conference in 
San Francisco. “There are these huge utilities 
in the social sphere that are very powerful 
and we all rely on — Facebook, LinkedIn, 
Twitter,” Booker said. “The key is not to try to 
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Traditionally social media has played 
a supporting role in the hiring process, by 
helping managers run identity checks and 
do the requisite due diligence on prospec-
tive candidates, for example. But some 
hiring-related social media startups like 
Antezen are gaining ground on more tradi-
tional job seeker portals by building their 
own referral networks using social media 
platforms. Such sites help pinpoint the 
right candidate for a job and may prompt 
a wave of change in corporate hiring.

Antezen is designing apps to bring 
like-minded professionals and business-
people together. One app determines who 
a user likes to work with as well as who 
those people like to work with. It mines 
the data available about professionals on 
LinkedIn and arrives at a score, called a 
mutual affi  nity factor, indicating how much 
the user and people they don’t yet know 
might enjoy doing business together. Once 
enough data is collected, it can also suggest 
jobs for users based on who it predicts 
they would enjoy working with. Why is 
this important? Antezen CEO Shashank 
Shekhar said about half of employees leave 
a job within the fi rst 18 months of starting 
it, not because they don’t have the right 
skill set but because of factors like disliking 
the work environment or not getting along 

with their boss. “All of the eff ort that goes 
into fi nding the right skill set, 42 percent of 
the time it ends up being a waste,” he said.

Another Antezen app, a skills matching 
engine, allows for more advanced searches 
pertaining to job descriptions. “The problem 
with today’s search engines is that a very 
typical job description says, ‘I want an 
expert in Java who has a little bit of famil-
iarity with some other language,’ but none 
of the search engines today support a 
search like that,” Shekhar said. Antezen’s 

program will permit those advanced 
searches of resumés and is being 
tested by customers in India, he said.

The combination of the mutual affi  nity 
factor and skills matching engine could 
help provide a complete hiring solu-
tion, Shekhar said. They will determine 
not only who is the most qualifi ed for a 
job, but also how much they are likely 
to mesh with future co-workers.

 In less than a year of operations, some of 
these startups (others include Round One 
and HireRabbit) have signed on dozens of 
corporate clients and are testing applica-
tions with companies across the globe. 

president of Banyan 
Branch, a Seattle-
based social marketing 
agency. “Increasingly 
the consumer picks 
a few platforms to 
‘hang out’ on and tends 
to stick to them.”

There’s also a shift in 
how users are consuming 
information. “The 
popularity of sites like 
Instagram and Pinterest 
suggest a shift emerging 
around images and 
pictures rather than 
words,” Cahill said.

Industry observers 
also see great poten-
tial in social commerce. 
Consumers not only 
want to use social media 
sites to view and share 
cool images, they want 
to complete the cycle 
and purchase those 
images. Connecting the 
consumer experience via 
social media platforms 
is likely to be a trend 
in 2013 and beyond. 

Location-based 
services (LBS) also are 
likely to grow, but not 

in terms of how people 
think of them now with 
small loyalty rewards 
and badges, said Silver. 
“Instead, with services 
like Google Wallet and 
Levelup entering the 
mobile wallet industry, 
we will see integration 
of mobile payments and 
near fi eld communica-
tions with LBS rewards 
through more passive 
check-ins,” he said. 
“This integration will 
allow you to check in 
simply by paying with 

your mobile wallet 
while making loca-
tion sharing easier and 
rewards simpler to 
redeem for people and 
merchants because they 
will be tacked on after 
payment as discounts. 
The simplifi cation of 
location sharing and the 
ability to more easily 
redeem rewards — espe-
cially on the merchant 
side — should push LBS 
more into the main-
stream over the next 
one to three years.”

From a business 
perspective, more compa-
nies will begin to capi-
talize on internal social 
networks.  “Companies 
are building these so 
they can connect better 
and share ideas at work,” 
Ressler said. “And it makes 
sense. If your employees 
are used to using social 
media in their private 
lives, they will want a more 
modern social network at 
work too. It’s only going 
to grow because that’s 
how people think now.”   

4/Antezen

A
N

T
E

Z
E

N
.C

O
M

S
H

U
T

T
E

R
S

T
O

C
K

.C
O

M

GT01_12.indd   17 12/19/12   11:43 AM

100 Blue Ravine Road
Folsom, CA 95630
916-932-1300

Page #

__________Designer __________Creative Dir. 

__________Editorial __________Prepress

__________Other ____________OK to go

5      25    50     75    95   100 5      25    50     75    95   100 5      25    50     75    95   100 5      25    50     75    95   100

BLACK
YELLOW

MAGENTA
CYAN

®



18       January 2013 //  www.govtech.com

One trend likely to continue in 
2013 is using social media to inspire 
people to get involved in community life. 
Ning is a platform that allows people 
and organizations to create custom 
social networks. It was designed to let 
users weave social conversations into 
content and inspire action. Though it’s 
not new (Ning was founded in 2004), 
its use is on the rise, particularly for 
nonprofi t organizations looking to spread 
the word about their respective causes. 
Ning integrates with other social plat-
forms like Facebook and Twitter to help 
maximize its reach and audience.

For example, Keep Britain Tidy, an 
environmental charity and the anti-litter 
campaign for England, recently launched 
a Ning forum where people can turn 
conversation and debates into action, help 
change people’s habits nationally and 
organize local litter pickups. In addition, 
the government employee networking site 
GovLoop runs off  Ning and provides chat 
functionality, blog posting and forums.

For governments or agencies that have 
a large workforce, Ning could be a way 
to update internal forums and increase 
collaboration among employees. It also 
can be used to encourage engagement 
among government stakeholders. While 
serving as Virginia’s secretary of tech-
nology, Aneesh Chopra used Ning to create 
a social network to connect health-care 
providers in the state and provide a way 
for them to share best practices. 

justinebrown@comcast.net

twitter@govtechnews
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S
ocial media has amply 
demonstrated its abili-
ties as an outbound tool, a 
means for government to 
push information out to 
its constituents. Munici-
palities tweet emergency 
information during crises. 

Politicians rally friends on Facebook.
Even as these active uses of social 

media come into their own, newer 
passive uses are evolving. Rather than 
shout, government agencies listen: They 
harvest the chatter, sifting for relevant 
mentions that might help them to better 
respond to crises and emergencies.

During the Deepwater Horizon oil spill, 
Tulane University students used Ushahidi, 
an open source software platform, to aid in 
the massive cleanup eff ort. Participants in 
the Oil Spill Crisis Map project helped visu-
alize data on maps by harvesting reports 
generated through email, text messaging, 
Twitter and other social media platforms.

Governments increasingly are looking 
to that kind of social media monitoring 
to help keep tabs on the mood and activi-
ties of those who receive services.

Disaster Relief
Social media monitoring is a relatively 

new practice in state and local government. 
It had its start in the retail arena, where 
uses can be fairly sophisticated, as busi-
nesses labor to target their marketing and 
advertising to likely subsets of buyers.

Still, headway is being made in govern-
mental and quasi-governmental organiza-
tions. One of the clearest examples comes 
from the American Red Cross, which in 
March 2012 established a digital opera-
tions center at its national headquarters. 
Built on technology platform Radian6, the 
center’s console displays a running stream 
of social media mentions based on keywords 
of interest to the agency. “Red Cross” 
alone draws some 4,000 mentions a day.

“We are trying to give the public a seat 
at the table of our operation,” said Wendy 
Harman, social strategy director for the 
American Red Cross. At fi rst the system was 
set to watch just for names of the agency, 
but it has evolved. “Now we can also see 
mentions of a given disaster, anybody talking 

about an earthquake, a fi re, a tornado, a bus 
crash,” she said. “Anything like that, we can 
see it in a visual format that is easy to digest.”

This has practical implications. 
“It is becoming an expected part of situ-

ational awareness. Every morning during a 
disaster, we produce a report that is distrib-
uted widely, with graphs and data points, 
so everybody is on the same page as to 
what the aff ected public is saying,” Harman 
said. “We know what people are going 
through, we know where there are pockets 
of need and we know what to watch out for 
during the course of a day of responding.”

In a time of tight budgets, some are 
achieving similarly promising results 
with less expensive technology. Take, 

for example, the Clark Regional Emer-
gency Services Agency in Vancouver, 
Wash., where planners use the Twitter 
app TweetDeck to follow conversations.

Most staff  members in the agency run 
two computer screens: one for daily work 
and one for watching tweets that are 
fi ltered according to relevant keywords 
and hashtags. “Anytime something begins 
to trend or starts getting popular, you’ll 
see the TweetDeck screen start moving a 
little bit faster and that will catch our eye. 
It may be an earthquake or maybe a celeb-
rity has died,” said Cheryl Bledsoe, emer-
gency management division manager.

During the 2009 swine fl u outbreak, the 
monitoring system helped city managers 

S I T U A T I O N A L  A W A R E N E S S  2 . 0

22       January 2013 //  www.govtech.com

DURING THE DEEPWATER 
HORIZON OIL SPILL , 

OPEN SOURCE PLATFORM 

USHAHIDI WAS USED 

TO HARVEST SOCIAL 

MEDIA INFORMATION.

GT01_18.indd   22 12/19/12   11:57 AM

100 Blue Ravine Road
Folsom, CA 95630
916-932-1300

Page #

__________Designer __________Creative Dir. 

__________Editorial __________Prepress

__________Other ____________OK to go

5      25    50     75    95   100 5      25    50     75    95   100 5      25    50     75    95   100 5      25    50     75    95   100

BLACK
YELLOW

MAGENTA
CYAN

®



control the situation. As citizens tweeted 
their concerns about the vaccine’s validity 
and availability, managers were able to make 
correct information available. Such capa-
bilities give responders a clearer view of the 
situation during a crisis. “You are getting 
the news on the ground: ‘This is what I am 
seeing,’” Bledsoe said. “So it validates a lot 
of what you are seeing on the emergency 
response side of the house. It helps us piece 
together what it looks like outside our offi  ces.”

Some at the municipal level are 
getting the job done with even less 
sophisticated tools. Administrators at 
the Washington, D.C., public library 
simply monitor neighborhood email 
lists for mentions of their operations.

“This way we get the most specifi c 
information about what people think 
about us,” said the city’s chief librarian, 
Ginnie Cooper. “Someone says there is 
a really good children’s librarian in this 
place and the moms love them. Or maybe 
there is a complaint of some sort. Then 
that becomes something we can act on.”

Available Tools
One sure way to gauge the rising popu-

larity of a given technology is to tally the 
number of vendors vying for a spot on the 

playing fi eld. In the case of social media 
monitoring, that number has been rising 
steadily and today includes such aspirants 
as Alterian, Social Radar, Radian6, Hoot-
Suite and U.K.-based Brandwatch. To these 
one may add existing big-name players 
Dell, SAS and IDC. While off erings and 
prices vary widely among these fi rms, all 
are looking to claim a place at the table. 

Vendors in this space all off er moni-
toring tools of the type likely to be used 
by state and local governments. These 
instruments generate streams of observed 
mentions and conversations — although 
sometimes the eff ect can be to over-
whelm their users. Even when agencies 
can aff ord the tools necessary to track 
social media, they may not always have 
the resources to utilize that data. The 
Red Cross relies on a corps of volun-
teers to sort through its social feed, with 
individuals assigned to track certain 
functions like food, shelter and so on.

The eff ort to sift data can be a burden-
some task, but it’s often worth the invest-
ment, said Maribel Sierra, director 
of social media services at Dell.

“As government, you are trying to get 
the pulse on any conversations that are 
happening out there, that are going on 
right now,” she said. “There are tons of 
those conversations, and if you just stop 

and listen, you can get so much value.”
For those who cannot tackle the logis-

tical burden of listening — who cannot 
spare the personnel or drum up the volun-
teers — technological fi xes are available. 
Today’s more sophisticated tools can slice 
and dice social chatter for greater accu-
racy. Suppose an agency wanted to hear 
conversations about Apple. With fi ne 
selection,  software can discern an iPhone 
mention from a discussion of apple pie. 
Dell learned this when its engineers tried 
to track themselves and kept running into 
a singer with the same name. “We always 
knew when he was on tour,” Sierra said.

Other tools can fi lter by sentiment and 
tonality. By weighing various adjectives, 
for instance, these systems can deliver 
just the posts that are positive or negative, 
said Jodi Blomberg, SAS state and local 
government principal technical architect.

Even with such precise searches, 
it still can be challenging to sift the 
wheat from the chaff . No matter how 
precisely one cuts the search criteria, 
there still is a lot of talk going on in social 
media and the prospects of being over-
whelmed by data are signifi cant.

The fi x, some say, is to outsource 
the whole project. In addition to selling 
the software, some vendors will deliver 
monitoring and analysis as a service.

“You don’t need to make the invest-
ment in the tool, which is where the bulk 
of the dollars go, and you don’t need to go 
through the learning curve,” Sierra said. 
“You can leverage the learning that we have 
acquired through years of doing of this for 
ourselves.” Dell’s social media services cost 
between $5,000 and $10,000 for setup along 
with a $6,000 to $20,000 monthly fee.

Sharing the Load
Even when state and local agen-

cies cannot harness the power of social 
media monitoring themselves, there 
have been cases in which nongovern-
mental organizations have been able to 
mine the chatter and share it produc-
tively with partners in the public sector.

Take for instance Humanity Road. 
Founded in March 2010, this Virginia-based 
organization maintains relationships with 
various emergency management entities, 
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IT VALIDATES A LOT OF WHAT YOU 
ARE SEEING ON THE EMERGENCY 
RESPONSE SIDE OF THE HOUSE. IT 
HELPS US PIECE TOGETHER WHAT IT 
LOOKS LIKE OUTSIDE OUR OFFICES.
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whose eff orts it supports by detecting and 
passing along meaningful social media 
communications in times of crisis. This 
public-private cooperation rests on the 
backs of the organization’s 75 volunteers.

After the 2010 Haitian earthquake, 
Humanity Road volunteers tracked offi  cial 
messages about hospital vacancies. Social 
conversations clued them in that news 
about hospitals’ status was not reaching 
the right people, and organizers were 
able to communicate accurate informa-
tion directly from hospitals to the Coast 
Guard, to give rescuers a more complete 
picture of the situation on the ground.

Humanity Road has forged similar 
cooperative eff orts at the state level. When 
Hurricane Irene fl ooded the Poconos 
in Pennsylvania, the volunteer corps 
picked up on a microblog that was posting 
names and contact information for those 
trapped. The organization contacted 
county authorities, who otherwise might 
not have known about those individuals.

Government authorities might not 
be overanxious to act on the word of a 
nongovernment agent claiming to have 
urgent news drawn from Twitter or the 
blogosphere. But it works for Humanity 
Road because the organization has made 
an eff ort to forge those ties in advance.

“Because we work an event publicly, 
because we retweet [government] informa-
tion, and because we attend conferences of 
the National Emergency Management Asso-
ciation, we have developed some recogni-
tion,” said President Christine Thompson. 

New Accountability
For all its virtues — greater awareness, 

improved responsiveness — social media 
monitoring remains an imperfect means 
of advancing government interests. In the 
most immediate sense, analyzing social 
media chatter means, mostly, trolling 
through junk. Thompson said that in 
her group’s experience, social media is 
a 90 percent ratio of noise to signal, and 
most casual users would probably agree.

At the same time, social media moni-
toring creates a new level of account-
ability, said Harman of the American 
Red Cross. Every time the agency acts on 
a tweet, it confi rms in the public mind 

the notion that the Red Cross will act on 
information shared through Twitter.

“It means we take on a whole new 
level of responsibility, because it raises the 
expectation that we are doing something 
about each thing that a person takes the 
initiative to put out there,” Harman said.

However, not all of the news is posi-
tive: Technical hurdles remain. Automated 
language recognition is not perfect, 
especially when it comes to catching 
mood and tone.

Perhaps the most signifi cant drawback 
— and it’s a drawback throughout all of 
social media: There’s no way to know who 
is talking. Anonymous sources must be 
viewed with skepticism, especially when 
those voices are helping to direct policy 
or apportion resources during a crisis.

Despite all the eff ort, possible costs 
and technical imperfections, social media 
monitoring still has many benefi ts for 
government offi  cials looking to improve 
their performance. In the current climate, 
anything that brings the servants close 
to those who are served can only be a 
good thing, said Ruthbea Yesner Clarke, 
research director for IDC Government 
Insights’ Smart Cities Strategies program. 

“We have incredibly low voter turnout 
in this country, incredibly low participation 
in our democracy,” she said. “If you can use 
this to increase engagement, then maybe 
you can increase public interest in their 
local governments. Confi dence then goes 
up because there is a fuller understanding 
of the initiatives that might be happening 
in your city, and expectations may change 
because people have a far better under-
standing of how things are working.”

This holds true not just at the institutional 
level, but also for individuals in government. 
“For elected offi  cials, it’s a chance to under-
stand: What are people saying about me? 
Who am I not reaching? Who is not under-
standing me? And what is the public percep-
tion of what I am trying to do?” Clarke said.

Taken altogether, it seems likely that the 
collective input of tens of thousands of citi-
zens ought to give some new level of insight 
into the way things are, and might be, run. 

adam.stone@newsroom42.com
twitter@govtechnews
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Shaming 
for Dollars?
By listening to social chatter, 
municipalities can glean every-
thing from situational aware-
ness to citizens’ opinions of 
library hours.

By reaching out via social 
media, governments can even 
raise money.

Offi  cials in Farmington, Miss., 
are hoping to do just that by post-
ing on Facebook the names of 
those who owe the city money.

A local reporter said the 
scheme would “shame” scoff -
laws into paying, but City Clerk 
and City Court Clerk Debora 
Jackson doesn’t see it that way. 
These debts are public records, 
just like arrests and court pro-
ceedings. Every summer, the lo-
cal paper publishes 165 pages of 
the names of people who didn’t 
pay their property taxes.

In the coming months, Jackson 
expects to post about 100 names 
on Farmington’s Facebook page, 
mostly debtors who’ve failed to 
pay their city utility fees. Most are 
small fees, though some may hit 
$1,000 or more.

Jackson expects to update the 
page weekly, posting names but 
not amounts owed. Considering 
that Facebook is free, she said, 
it seemed worth the eff ort. The 
board of aldermen had some 
concerns about the wording 
— presumably not wanting any-
thing too harsh or for that matter, 
shaming — but those concerns 
were ironed out.

In any case, the system may 
well run two ways. Jackson will 
also be posting the names of 
those to whom the city owes 
money. “We have one city util-
ity and deposits are required. 
Sometimes people move and 
don’t tell us that they’ve moved, 
and they end up owed money,” 
she said. Hopefully they’ll see 
their names on the city’s Face-
book page. Otherwise, that cash 
goes to the state.
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Our Company
Lenovo is a $30 billion technology company 

— and the second largest PC company in the 
world, serving over 900 state and local agencies 
across the U.S. Since acquiring IBM’s PC Division 
in 2005 we have become a global technology 
pioneer, with more than 27,000 employees serv-
ing customers in over 160 countries. Lenovo is a 
publicly traded company with U.S. headquarters 
in Morrisville, NC. 

Lenovo’s focus on serving our customers 
best through innovation, strategy, and industry 
leadership was rewarded in Gartner’s 2012 Magic 
Quadrant for Global Enterprise Desktops and 
Notebooks, where we achieved the top position 
for completeness of vision.

Our leadership has also translated into a 
growing impact on the U.S. market with over 
$4B 2012 revenue. To better serve our American 
government and commercial customers, Lenovo 
will open a new manufacturing plant in 2013, 
located in Whitsett, NC.

Lenovo knows that leadership is about more 
than just sales. We are committed to investing 
our resources and influence towards the impor-
tant causes of sustainability, community, and 
responsible citizenship. All of our products meet 
the strictest standards on energy efficiency along 
with green materials and design.

We are especially proud of giving back to 
charities that strengthen communities, improve 
opportunity, and honor the efforts of service 
members and their families. We are honored to 
support the USO, groundbreaking projects like 
Enable America, and other important causes 
through our own Lenovo Hope Fund.

Our Products
Lenovo’s success comes as a result of our relent-

less focus on quality, innovation, and value. Our PCs 
and laptops lead the industry in durability, perfor-
mance, and mobility-focused innovations like our 
ThinkPad® X1 Carbon Ultrabook™ at just under 3 
lbs and 18mm thin, and our ThinkPad Tablet 2 pow-
ered by Windows 8, ideal for your mobile workforce.

We design for durability above everything 
else. All of our ThinkPad PCs and laptops meet U.S. 
military specifications for durability, making them 
ready for duty in the toughest of conditions, right 
off the shelf. This reliability also drives lower total 
cost of ownership (TCO) by extending product 
lifespan and reducing costly downtime.

We are also committed to building products 
that can help agencies securely deliver digital gov-
ernment. Our products offer comprehensive data 
and asset protection with NIST-compliant secu-
rity and support for the TPM framework where 

required. Many Lenovo products are also avail-
able via NASPO/WSCA schedules and state 
specific contracts.

Our focus on innovation is expansive. Beyond 
our best in class PCs and servers, Lenovo’s Cloud 
solutions can unify your cloud investments and 
deliver mission-critical resources and services to 
new users, devices, and networks. All of this, with 
tight security and outstanding ROI.

Lenovo’s extensive government experience 
gives us unique insight into the challenges faced 
by government IT. Lenovo products and solutions 
can empower agencies to meet mandates on 
everything from mobility to sustainability, while 
modernizing systems and improving your ability 
to deliver better digital government to citizens. 

To find out how Lenovo can serve you, 
visit Lenovo State & Local Government at 
www.lenovo.com/government.

Lenovo
State and Local Government
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1009 Think Place
Morrisville, NC 27560
Phone: 1-866-968-4465

www.lenovo.com/government

Lenovo  
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M Corp has come a long way from its humble 
beginnings almost a decade ago, when the 
three founding partners started the company 
surrounded by tools and trimmers in a garage 
in Sacramento.

Now, the company — a technology pro-
vider that delivers leading solutions in legacy 
modernization/migration and business analytics 
— has about 100 employees and consultants, 
recently expanded internationally, and was list-
ed as one of the nation’s fastest-growing firms 
by Inc. magazine in September. And the com-
pany will move into much-larger headquarters 
on the top floor of a historic building this spring 
in downtown Sacramento.

Definitely a lot has happened since the 
company started in 2003, but little has changed 
when it comes to core values and the goal 
of solving problems, integrating systems and 
delivering solutions.

Transforming Legacy and Analytics
M Corp works with many California State 

agencies on their high-profile projects, includ-
ing the California Public Employees’ Retirement 
System (CalPERS), the Department of Health Care 
Services, the Employment Development Depart-
ment, and the Department of Motor Vehicles. 
The company also has private-sector clients in 
the Financial Services and Insurance industries. 

M Corp has developed a Legacy Transfor-
mation Roadmap to reduce the risk of mod-
ernizing. The Roadmap addresses the range 
of legacy projects from full modernization (rip 
and replace), to stepped migration, and conver-
sions. What M Corp has defined is the sequence 

that each type of effort requires through our 
frameworks, which include: Business Rules 
Extraction, Conversion, Quality Management, 
Enhancements, Re-Integration, and Organiza-
tional Change Management. Each framework is 
an integration of methodologies and practices 
complemented by industry leading tool sets. 
We believe that when it comes to mission critical 
systems that need to be modernized, knowing is 
better than guessing.

Analytics is one of the fastest-growing trends 
in managing enterprises worldwide. Big Data 
and data-driven decision making have become 
keys to maximizing opportunities to improve 
processes and increase service value. M Corp’s 
analytics frameworks deliver two critical ele-

ments; protecting program integrity through 
the identification of fraud, waste, and abuse, 
and maximizing investments made in the ana-
lytical platforms. Our analytics transformation 
model helps government organizations con-
nect the dots in data to do more with what they 
already have. 

So, M Corp has definitely come a long way 
from its beginning in a garage, but the company 
continues to remain surrounded by tools — high-
tech tools that make clients’ legacy migration and 
business analytics projects more successful.

To find out how M Corp can serve you, visit 
http://the-mcorp.com/

M Corp
Legacy Modernization and Analytics for Government
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947 Enterprise Drive, Loft C
Sacramento, CA 95825
Phone: (916) 254-0355
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M Corp  
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STAYING 
THE 
COURSE
President Obama’s re-election clarifi es
the future of health IT, the Aff ordable 
Care Act and other key initiatives.

BY DAVID RATHS  /  CONTRIBUTING WRITER

President Barack 
Obama and his 
family greet Vice 
President Joe Biden 
on the night of 
Obama’s re-election.

GT01_30.indd   30 12/20/12   12:01 PM

100 Blue Ravine Road
Folsom, CA 95630
916-932-1300

Page #

__________Designer __________Creative Dir. 

__________Editorial __________Prepress

__________Other ____________OK to go

5      25    50     75    95   100 5      25    50     75    95   100 5      25    50     75    95   100 5      25    50     75    95   100

BLACK
YELLOW

MAGENTA
CYAN

®



www.govtech.com  // January 2013         31 

Y ou didn’t build that. 
Forty-seven percent. Binders 
full of women. Clint Eastwood 
yelling at an empty chair. Soon 

all these memes from the 2012 election 
will fade from memory, but as the saying 
goes, elections have consequences.

One of the consequences of President 
Barack Obama’s re-election is greater clarity 
about the future of several technology 
initiatives launched during his fi rst term. 
In eff orts ranging from open government to 
“cloud fi rst” to cybersecurity to health-care 
technology infrastructure, a Mitt Romney 
victory may not have led to drastic change. 
But at the least there would have been a 
hiatus as new agency offi  cials evaluated 
programs in place. No doubt some would 
have been de-emphasized or jettisoned. 
The campaigns did not provide many 
specifi cs about technology programs, but 
their general philosophies gave some hints.

The Obama administration has proved 
itself willing to expand the activities of 
federal agencies in support of innovation 
and to create new organizational struc-
tures if necessary, said Daniel Castro, 
senior analyst with the Information 
Technology and Innovation Foundation 
(ITIF). The Obama team is more willing 
than Gov. Romney signaled he would 
be to intervene in shaping policies and 
regulations and support stronger rules 
governing the Internet and telecommu-
nications. “That was the biggest diff er-
ence between the two,” he said. “The 
Romney campaign made it clear that it 
saw a smaller role for the federal govern-
ment. In the technology world, that does 
impact how large projects are approached.” 
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In health IT, for instance, if you don’t 
see a role for the federal government, 
that changes how ecosystems develop, 
Castro said. Even the active approach of 
the Obama administration on intercon-
nected health records has been decen-
tralized to some degree. It worked 
on creating regional health networks 
and building from there up, he said. 
The administration could have taken a 
more proactive, top-down approach.

In the weeks following the election, 
Government Technology asked Castro 
and several other analysts to specu-
late about its impact in four key areas.

T he day after the election, Farzad 
Mostashari, the national health 
IT coordinator, addressed a 
meeting of the Health IT Policy 

Committee, a federal advisory group. He 
said the president’s re-election “gives us 
the chance to continue to make strides, 
continue the essential thrust of the poli-
cies and the approaches. But it also affi  rms 

our responsibility to do the peoples’ work, 
to come together — Republicans and 
Democrats — to do the peoples’ work.” 

The analysts we spoke with were unani-
mous in stating that the clearest outcome of 
the election will be additional momentum 
for the government’s programs in support 
of the “meaningful use” of electronic health 
record (EHR) adoption and state-based 
health information exchange, as well as 
the health benefi t exchange infrastructure 
to support the Aff ordable Care Act (ACA). 
“If there had been a change in administra-
tion, there would have been some kind of 
pause, especially with ACA-related items,” 
said Tom Leary, senior director of federal 
aff airs for the Health Information and 
Management Systems Society. “But I think 
now there is consensus that the nation 
needs to keep moving forward on health 
IT. This means that the meaningful use 
program can continue to move forward.” 

According to the federal government, 
meaningful use is the set of standards 
defi ned by the Centers for Medicare and 
Medicaid Services that govern the use 

S T A Y I N G  T H E  C O U R S E
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of electronic health records and allows 
eligible providers to earn incentive 
payments by meeting specifi c criteria.

Jonah Frohlich, managing director 
of consulting fi rm Manatt Health Solu-
tions, believes the re-election means 
two things for the Offi  ce of the National 
Coordinator for Health IT. First, the offi  ce 
has more time to work on meaningful 
use incentives; second, it may consider 
waivers to extend the state health infor-
mation exchange program to give states 
more time to implement it, he said. 

“I think they also need to consider 
how to better align infrastructure for the 
health reform programs. They are done 
in piecemeal fashion now,” said Frohlich, 
who previously served as deputy secre-
tary of health IT at the California Health 
and Human Services Agency. For instance, 
a demonstration project in 12 states is 
examining how best to treat patients 
eligible for both Medicaid and Medicare. 
“They need to think how those should be 
supported from a technology standpoint, 
including EHRs, telehealth and remote 
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States face new 
pressure to build 
infrastructure for 
health benefi ts 
exchanges. 
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monitoring,” Frohlich said. “They should 
look at which policy levers they need to 
pull to make those coordinate better.”

Frohlich also expects a stronger federal 
focus on identity management in 2013. 
“You have to have hand-off s between 
local, state and federal agencies and 
private insurers, where appropriate. That 
requires identity management so people 
don’t fall through the cracks,” he said. 

With it clear that the ACA is not going 
to be repealed, states will continue their 
work on eligibility portals not just for health 
insurance exchanges, but also tying them 
to other programs people might be eligible 
for — including the Supplemental Nutri-
tion Assistance Program and Temporary 
Assistance for Needy Families — so that 
when people come to the portal, they are 
steered to programs they’re eligible for. 

“Some states such as Mississippi already 
have something like this in place and are 
now updating it to make it compliant with 
ACA,” said Andrea Danes, director of 
health care and human services for CSG 
Government Solutions. For other states, 

this is more diffi  cult because they are tying 
in legacy systems and trying to interface 
with federal systems on tax information 
and citizenship. Plus, as all the states try 
to build these systems in parallel, there 
are only so many vendors with expertise 
in this area and they are all swamped, she 
pointed out. Of course, some Republican 
governors are choosing not to create their 
own exchanges, but instead opting to let 
the federal government run one for them. 
Approximately 18 states will run their own, 
a dozen or so are seeking partnerships with 
the federal government and another 18 to 
20 would have federal exchanges, according 
to a New York Times report in November.

With a Medicaid expansion part of the 
ACA, states are also moving ahead rapidly 
on the Medicaid Information Technology 
Architecture (MITA) 3.0 framework, 
with 90 percent funding from the federal 
government. (The Romney campaign had 
talked about sending Medicaid dollars 
back to the states in block grants. It’s 
unclear what would have happened with 
the MITA framework in that scenario.)

In the fi rst Obama administration, there 
were major initiatives around data 
center consolidation and getting agen-
cies to use cloud services where they 

make sense. Those initiatives and others 
launched to modernize federal IT project 
management should only gain momentum 
during Obama’s second term, said Bill 
Corrington, principal with consulting fi rm 
Stony Point Enterprises and former CTO 
for the U.S. Department of the Interior.

Those eff orts all refl ect a modern 
approach to delivering IT services, 
he added, “but one of the challenges 
in getting to solid implementation is 
that they have to be well coupled.” 

For instance, data center consolida-
tion and cloud strategy really are two parts 
of the same thing, yet the federal initia-
tives weren’t coupled well, he believes. 
The connection wasn’t made explicit 
enough, he said, adding that agen-
cies sometimes have trouble keeping up 
with the changing landscape. “Just as 
they started to make momentum with 
the cloud, then a ‘mobile fi rst’ initiative 
came down the pike,” Corrington said. 
“People in CIOs’ offi  ces tend to focus 
on the latest memo, and if there are too 
many, it is diffi  cult to follow through. So 
they need a little more of connecting the 
dots between the various initiatives.”

But Corrington added that the conti-
nuity in leadership created by Obama’s 
re-election gives federal IT leaders the 
opportunity to focus harder on imple-
menting the strategies announced and 
begun in the fi rst term. “There are certain 
folks in middle to senior IT management 
who were playing wait and see on things 
like the cloud. Now they will move ahead.”

ITIF’s Castro gives the administration 
credit for trying to be more experimental 
in encouraging new approaches to proj-
ects to see what works. As an example, 
he cited the newly launched Presidential 
Innovation Fellows program, which pairs 
innovators from academia, industry and 
nonprofi ts with government representa-
tives to collaborate on projects that aim to 
make a diff erence for Americans. One area 
that needs improvement in this realm, he 
said, is procurement regulations, which 
can put a straitjacket on agency CIOs.

S T A Y I N G  T H E  C O U R S E
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Obama’s re-election “gives 
us a chance to continue 
making strides,“ says Farzad 
Mostashari, national health 
IT coordinator. 
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C ybersecurity was a main focus 
of the fi rst Obama administra-
tion, yet there will be some 
key issues going into 2013, 

said J.R. Reagan, a principal with Deloitte 
& Touche. “There will defi nitely be a 
renewed focus on cybersecurity in the 
second Obama administration,” he said, 
“and the question is how they go about it.”

Among the accomplishments of the fi rst 
term, he said, were creating the U.S. Cyber 
Command and adding a U.S. cybersecurity 
coordinator position in the White House. 
He added that administra-
tion work that began on a 
National Strategy for Trusted 
Identities in Cyberspace 
could prove to be very useful.

But cybersecurity legis-
lation stalled in the last 
session of Congress. “There 
is some desire to pick that 
legislation up again, but not 
until it has about a 50/50 
chance to pass,” Reagan 
predicted. The private sector 
has very diff erent ideas 
about whether the federal 
government should have the 
authority to tell them how to 
go about this. “On the other 
side, people argue we could have a cyber-
Pearl Harbor scenario, and the government 
has a responsibility to put its resources 
into making sure that doesn’t happen.” 

ITIF’s Castro noted that some of 
the resistance last session was because 
some Republicans didn’t want to give 
the president a win in an election year. 
“That factor is gone now,” he said. And 
a presidential executive order is a possi-
bility if the legislation stalls again.

In the second term, the Obama admin-
istration also could lend a hand to state 
technology leaders on cybersecurity, said 
Srini Subramanian, a director in Deloitte 
& Touche’s security and privacy services 
practice. The states are struggling in part 
because they don’t currently have to comply 
with regulations, while the federal agencies 
have to comply with Federal Information 
Security Management Act (FISMA) rules, 
which off er a single measure of perfor-
mance on cybersecurity. “Whether through 

legislation or an executive order, there may 
be ways states can be helped in the process 
with some kind of framework similar to 
FISMA,” he said. The states need funding 
help, too, and the U.S. Department of Home-
land Security could be a conduit for that. 

“My wish is that any legislation or 
executive order would include state govern-
ments in the mix,” Subramanian said.

When he was a senator, Obama helped 
pass transparency legislation; he talked 
about open government in his fi rst 
campaign; and his Open Government 

Directive has made this a 
high-profi le conversation 
topic in federal agencies 
in his fi rst term, according 
to Amy Bennett, assistant 
director of OpenThe-
Government.org. “They 
have momentum, and 
we would like to see the 
president recommit to 
making open data initia-
tives and transparency 
a priority,” she said.

She gave the admin-
istration high marks 
for implementing the 
fi rst open government 
national action plan in 

Obama’s fi rst term. “A lot of the things 
in the fi rst national action plan were the 
easiest things to do, the low-hanging fruit,” 
Bennett said, “but to their credit, they 
went beyond the basics in some areas.” 

In terms of Freedom of Information 
Act (FOIA) reform, the U.S. Environmental 
Protection Agency recently created a Web 
service called FOIAonline, a tool to manage 
agency workfl ow. The goal is to create 
a shared cost model so that other agen-
cies could use it. Bennett said the FOIA 
management systems that agencies use 
now are costly, run by outside contrac-
tors and don’t talk to one another, so this 
is a real potential area of improvement. 

Bennett also applauds the move to 
reform federal records management 
in the fi rst term. “We are pleased with 
the substance of that,” she said. “Our 
only concern is that the time frame is 
quite long, but agencies do need time to 
work these things into their budgets.”

S T A Y I N G  T H E  C O U R S E

34       January 2013 //  www.govtech.com

Bennett and other analysts noted that 
data sharing and open government initia-
tives could help state CIOs as well. Federal 
CTO Todd Park gets credit for work on 
open data when he was at the U.S. Depart-
ment of Health and Human Services and 
is now spreading that across the federal 
space, said ITIF’s Castro. In the second 
term, the administration could make a 
more coordinated eff ort to get state and 
local governments to open up health data, 
GIS, business information, and environ-
mental and energy data. “Real cohesive 
leadership on this could be very helpful,” 
Castro said. “A lot of open data initia-
tives involve creating platforms. But 
once the platform is created, it can be 
reused in other environments at much 
lower costs than in the former e-gov 1.0 
model, when each government entity 
was fi guring these things out for itself.”

B eyond the specifi cs of indi-
vidual programs, Gartner Vice 
President of Government 
Research Rishi Sood thinks the 

continued leadership of Park and federal 
CIO Steven VanRoekel are important. 
“The continuity is the major factor coming 
out of the election,” he said. “The admin-
istration will expand on the early stage 
development of IT initiatives on several 
fronts. Data center consolidation and 
cloud eff orts will keep their momentum.”

IDC Government Insights Research 
Director Shawn McCarthy agreed, noting 
that eff orts involving enterprise architec-
ture alignment and making sure the govern-
ment is more nimble and spending less on 
IT do rely on strong IT leadership in these 
federal CTO and CIO positions. Yet some of 
the change processes won’t be completed 
in the near term and span several admin-
istrations. “Many of these eff orts are long 
term and probably wouldn’t have changed 
under a Romney administration,” McCarthy 
said. “The enterprise architecture work 
began in the Clinton administration. 
Nobody was going to come in and make 
wholesale changes to those eff orts.”  

draths@mac.com
twitter@govtechnews

Daniel Castro: State/federal 
open data partnerships 
could grow.

GT01_30.indd   34 12/19/12   11:42 AM

100 Blue Ravine Road
Folsom, CA 95630
916-932-1300

Page #

__________Designer __________Creative Dir. 

__________Editorial __________Prepress

__________Other ____________OK to go

5      25    50     75    95   100 5      25    50     75    95   100 5      25    50     75    95   100 5      25    50     75    95   100

BLACK
YELLOW

MAGENTA
CYAN

®



Sponsored by:   Produced by:

Did You

Read our new report on Specialty Classroom Technologies to fi nd out how technology can 
boost student interest and transform areas like STEM (science, technology, engineering and 
mathematics), research and supercomputing, as well as special education. Discover how 
Specialty Classroom Technologies provide valuable tools to ensure all students have the 
critical skills needed to enter the future workforce prepared.

 Know?
As of August 2012, there were 
3.6 million job openings in the 
United States. Yet, nearly 13 million 
Americans remained unemployed.

Only 46 percent of high school 
graduates met the math college-
readiness benchmark in 2012.

Forty percent of undergraduates 
planning to major in engineering or 
science wind up switching majors 
or dropping out altogether.

Today’s students are not receiving the specialized training needed 
to enter fi elds such as engineering, research, science and the arts—
fi elds that are expected to grow and thrive in the near future.

To download, visit: www.centerdigitaled.com/2012Q4report.
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By Noelle Knell /  Asst. Web Editor

A ccolades are nothing new for 
Louisville, Ky., the largest city in 
the state. Perhaps best known for 

hosting the Kentucky Derby, Louisville 
consistently shows up in surveys as one 
of America’s most livable cities. Zagat and 
others call it a top getaway destination. The 
Center for Digital Government, the research 
arm of Government Technology’s parent 
company, e.Republic, recently recognized 
Louisville’s digital prowess with a fi rst place 

2012 Best of the Web award.
But Louisville Chief 

of Economic Growth and 
Innovation Ted Smith is 
working to remove the city’s 
name from a more dubious 
list not often mentioned 
by city boosters — one of 
the nation’s 10 worst cities 
for air quality. Air quality 
monitoring and a public 
notifi cation system aim 
to inform citizens when 
the air is particularly 

impacted and likely to trigger symptoms 
for those with respiratory challenges.

“When I moved back to Louisville, one 
of the signs that greeted us as we crossed 

into the city essentially said, ‘Welcome to 
Louisville. Don’t go outside,’” Smith said.

Originally appointed by Mayor Greg 
Fischer in 2011, Smith brings a wealth 
of federal government and private-
sector experience, as well as academic 
credentials in neuroscience. At the U.S. 
Department of Health and Human 
Services, he fostered innovative health 
IT projects and partnerships between 
government and the private sector. 

Smith had his work cut out for him in 
Louisville. With high levels of particulates, 
ozone and allergens spanning the city’s 450 
square miles, Louisville also reports a high 
percentage of residents who suff er from 
asthma. And those numbers, like asthma 
rates across the country, are on the rise.

A chronic disease that follows suff erers 
throughout their lives, asthma brings 
respiratory symptoms like shortness of 
breath, coughing, wheezing and chest tight-
ness, which can limit daily activities, and 
therefore quality of life. Most symptoms 
can be controlled by limiting exposure to 
both allergy-related and environmental 
triggers, and proper administration of 
prescription medications. 

According to the Centers for Disease 
Control and Prevention, asthma treat-

ment accounts for $56 billion in annual 
U.S. health-care costs, ranking it among 
the country’s most expensive diseases. 
But public health analysis to date, 
Smith explained, usually takes a broad 
view, rarely delving into analysis more 
granular than the county level. 

Advocates for more specifi c health data 
collection argue that more data about the 
disease at the neighborhood or even block 
level can lead to more eff ective treatment.

“Maybe if we had a hot spot mentality,” 
Smith said, “we could actually start to 
better understand the extent of the situ-
ation at its worst, and what tools might 
be available in those circumstances.” 

INNOVATION
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Ted Smith, 
chief of economic 
growth and 
innovation, 
Louisville

Asthmapolis sensors send data to 
users’ smartphones, helping them 
track medications in real time.

Spare the Air
Louisville, Ky., launches pilot to identify and treat asthma hot spots.
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A Sensible Solution
Louisville offi  cials began talking to 

Madison, Wis.-based Asthmapolis, devel-
oper of a sensor that attaches to asthma 
inhalers, tracking data on precisely when 
and where individual asthma suff erers 
are administering their medication.  

Connected via Bluetooth technology 
to a user’s smartphone, the Asthma-
polis sensor wirelessly transmits data, 
helping patients and their doctors track 
medications accurately and in real time. 
Patients are encouraged to supplement 
the automatically generated time and 
location data with information on symp-
toms they experienced and triggers that 
led them to take their medication.

Asthma suff erers using the sensors 
can better establish how well controlled 
their asthma is, and work with their 
doctors to adjust their treatment plans 
to achieve better control. Asthmapolis 
boasts some impressive results in clinical 
trials to date, reporting decreases of 50 
percent in uncontrolled asthma. A full 
70 percent of sensor users improved 
their reported level of asthma control. 

“Just by identifying the time and 
frequency with which they use their rescue 
inhaler, we’re able to give them feedback 
about how well controlled their asthma 
is right now,” explained Tyler Heslinga, 
program manager at Asthmapolis. 

The system generates tips to help 
asthmatics avoid triggers and work 
toward enhanced control of the 
disease. A new feature lets users set up 
a schedule for their medications and 
get reminders when a dose is due.

Getting Granular
A pilot project is under way in Louis-

ville, which is getting Asthmapolis sensors 
into the hands of asthmatics in order to 
generate some communitywide data that 
could help better manage the disease. 

Private philanthropists and health-
oriented foundations, 
including the Foundation for 
a Healthy Kentucky and the 
Norton Healthcare Founda-
tion, are funding the $150,000 
eff ort, which will implement 
600 sensors in Louisville. 

So far, Louisville has 
distributed about half of 

its sensors, through area 
Walgreens stores, as well as 
targeted community outreach. 
Offi  cials also report widespread 
support from the medical 
community. Smith hopes that 
once data starts coming in from 
initial users, another couple 
thousand units can be funded.

And the city wants to make sure it 
maximizes the benefi ts it sees from the 
eff ort. In July, a team of data scientists 
from IBM went to Louisville — a benefi -
ciary of the company’s 2012 Smarter Cities 
Challenge — to help the city consider as 
many ways to use the data as possible.

What exactly will materialize as a result 
of the data that’s collected remains to be 
seen. Smith is committed to exploring 

alternatives for reducing the impacts of 
asthma in the Louisville area, believing 
that the data collected by the sensors 
will help build community support. 

The eff ort has started to generate some 
preliminary data, identifying some hot 
spots throughout the city where asthmatics 
are using rescue medication most often. 
Offi  cials plan to layer this data over other 
relevant data sets, in their quest to stem 
the tide of asthma in Louisville. Asthma-

polis data can be mashed up 
with related data sources, 
including air quality informa-
tion, school absentee data 
and traffi  c patterns to inform 
future community decisions. 

“Today, allergists and pulmo-
nologists don’t ask you where 
you live or where you work. 

Presumably, with a little more 
of this data, many of them 
will start asking those ques-
tions,” Smith said, adding that 
this will directly impact care 
regimens. “Some of those 
patients will get diff erent 
kinds of supervision, which 
will be a lot cheaper than 

everybody getting a lot more supervision.”
The hope is that this will lead to fewer 

medical consequences from the disease, 
like asthma attacks that require hospitaliza-
tion — debilitating personally and fi nancially 
at the individual and community level. 

Smith makes a direct connection 
between data-driven community health 
programs like the Asthmapolis pilot in 
Louisville and real economic impacts. 

Beyond just reducing health-care costs, 
better addressing community health can 
encourage local job creation. Companies
considering potential locations now 
examine community health data too, which 
will directly aff ect their health insurance 
premiums, a signifi cant business expense. 

High rates of diabetes, stroke and other 
expensive diseases can also potentially be 
addressed with more data. The asthma 
sensors, then, are just the beginning.

“I think it’s going to be a cultural trans-
formation for our city, and I think it will 
pay dividends in lots of other areas when 
people start asking for and expecting to 
have a lot more data that is more gran-
ular and more current,” Smith said. 

nknell@govtech.com
twitter@GovTechNoelle
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Real-time heat map of asthma symptoms in Louisville.
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S tudying the history of time — 
from the creation of the universe 
until present day — seems like 

an overwhelming task to squeeze into a 
single semester-long college course. Such 
classes are taught at select universities in 
and outside the U.S., and are often called 
“big history,” meaning a study of history 
on a large scale across long time frames 
through a multidisciplinary approach. 

Big history addresses what much 
scientifi c research theorizes to be the 
beginning of time — the Big Bang — 
and then chronologically outlines the 
history of time, continuing with the 
universe’s development, the birth of the 
Milky Way and onward until reaching 
the current digital age. Essentially it 
covers 13.7 billion years, which isn’t a 
small undertaking for anyone to study.

INNOVATION

Big History  
on the Web 
The ChronoZoom interactive website chronicles nearly 

14 billion years of history in an easily digestible format.  

By Sarah Rich  /  Staff  Writer

WATCH A VIDEO  
Your time travel excursion begins 
@ www.govtech.com/videos
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DONALD BRINKMAN 
MANAGED THE DEVELOPMENT 
OF CHRONOZOOM. 
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To more comprehensively outline big 
history, Roland Saekow, an undergraduate 
student at the University of California, 
Berkeley, and Walter Alvarez, a professor 
at the university, spearheaded eff orts to 
develop an interactive website that would 
serve not only as a timeline, but also as 
a platform to provide data about the 
universe’s pivotal moments. And in 2010, 
the ChronoZoom website, www
.chronozoomproject.org, was unveiled.

The website, currently in beta testing 
and developed through a grant from the 
Microsoft Research Division, chronicles 
in linear format nearly 14 billion years of 
history. Clicking on various points on the 
site allows the user to zoom into a specifi c 
time frame or topic, as well as zoom out 
for a broader look at the timeline. 

“In teaching a course of big history, 
one of the hardest parts about the course 

is conveying all the time that has passed,” 
Saekow said. “It is very easy to say, ‘There 
is a thousand years here, and there are a 
million years here and a billion years there.’” 

Broad topics on ChronoZoom are 
broken down into fi ve main categories: 
Cosmos, Earth, Life, Human Prehistory 
and Humanity. The timeline includes 

short videos, which are narrated by David 
Christian, a historian and lecturer consid-
ered to be one of the most infl uential 
individuals in the fi eld of big history.

The videos provide various nuggets of 
information about the universe’s history, 
since Christian’s videos address the various 
“thresholds” that defi ne major turning 
points throughout history. “How many 
diff erent species of living organisms do 
you think exist on our tiny planet?” Chris-
tian asks in his video about the creation of 
life. “The truth is, we don’t really know.” 

By clicking on a fi lm strip icon, users 
can listen to and watch virtual tours 
to learn more about particular topics 
like Mayan history or dinosaurs. The 
tours allow users to view the time-
line as a narrator discusses the topic. 

Chrono Zooms Ahead
To make the website a reality, Saekow 

and the ChronoZoom team had to create a 
database, an authoring system for the tours 
and what Saekow calls a “layout engine” 
for the circular images on the site that hold 
information about key historical events. 

The entire layout was developed using 
HTML5 and is stored in Microsoft’s Azure 
cloud storage system. However, previous 
implementations of the site were devel-
oped in Microsoft Silverlight. Saekow 
said that by operating the platform in 
HTML5, the website is compatible with 
iOS devices like iPhones and iPads. Because 
these devices support HTML browsers, 
they can operate ChronoZoom without 
requiring a separate downloadable app.  

The current site refl ects most key points 
throughout history. But Saekow said Chro-
noZoom needs to become more compre-
hensive. Through the use of data connectors 
— application programming interfaces 

The interactive timeline 
allows users to zoom in 
and out of diff erent 
time periods.

BIG HISTORY FOR HIGH SCHOOL: To improve the com-
ponents of a big history class for high school students, a collaborative eff ort was launched 
to provide all of the content needed for an online class. Called the Big History Project, the 
initiative was started by Microsoft Chairman Bill Gates and historian David Christian and 
takes a Web-based approach to the curriculum, eliminating the need for textbooks and 
helping engage students and teachers. According to the Bill & Melinda Gates Foundation, 
eight schools participated in a pilot during the 2011-2012 academic year and 80 schools 
joined the initiative for 2012-2013. “In 2013/14, our hope is that any school or teacher 

could come to the site, learn about big history 
and ultimately confi gure a course that’s right for 
them,” Gates wrote in a blog post.

UC BERKELEY CHRONOZOOM TEAM
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in the universe, they feel overwhelmed, that 
this is absolutely impossible,” Gustafson said. 
“They think that covering a century is virtually 
impossible, and to cover everything for 14 
billion years, it just sounds ludicrous to them.” 

Gustafson, who uses ChronoZoom in 
his teaching curriculum, said the website 
and others like it will help shape the way 
big history is taught at the university level 
because the information is presented to 
students in a more digestible format, espe-
cially for introductory courses. Although 

big history isn’t commonly taught in 
American academia, ChronoZoom can 
also be used as a tool to teach beyond one 
specialized fi eld and integrate multiple 
science and history fi elds into one class. 

To move ChronoZoom forward, Saekow 
said eff orts will be made in the future 
to reach out to teachers and encourage 
them to integrate the site into their curric-
ulum. But the primary focus currently 
is to continue adding data connectors to 
provide more information to the site. 

“Going after these large institutions 
that are really great resources, that is the 
priority of the next year,” Saekow said.  

sarahrich@govtech.com
twitter@sarahrichforGT

— Saekow said the site can more easily 
interface with larger collections of data. 
Essentially the data connectors can allow 
for the information in other databases to be 
imported into the ChronoZoom platform. 

“This new platform that has been 
developed in HTML5 has the ability for 
a lot of people to collaborate,” Saekow 
said. “So with the data connectors, soon 
people will be able to add their own 
content, and we will see kind of a Wiki-
pedia-like experience because people will 

be able to see the default database. They 
will be able to customize it, and they will 
be able to make their own timelines.” 

The ChronoZoom team would like to 
eventually connect the platform to other 
databases such as the Library of Congress. 

Big History, Big Impact
Lowell Gustafson, a professor who 

teaches big history at Villanova Univer-
sity, a private school in Radnor Town-
ship, Pa., said one challenge of teaching 
the subject at the university level is that 
students often feel that learning 14 billion 
years’ worth of material is a daunting task. 

“When I fi rst introduced [students] to the 
idea that we’re going to study essentially a 
14-billion-year story that includes everything 

10 Facts from Chrono-
Zoom You May Not Know 
About the Universe 

1 / Dying stars generate temperatures hot 

enough to create entirely new elements.

2 / Galaxy 3C295 is one of the most distant 

galaxy clusters observed by X-ray tele-

scopes, fi rst discovered as a bright source of 

radio waves.

3 / Gravity causes temperatures to increase 

radically, triggering the process of fusion that 

creates stars.

4 / Dark matter makes up 22 percent of 

the mass of the universe, and dark energy 

accounts for 74 percent. 

5 / A piece of Vesta, a rock that orbits around 

Mars, fell to Earth in October 1960 and was 

recovered in Australia.

6 / It’s still unclear how 

the fi rst multicellular life 

appeared. One hypoth-

esis is that colonial 
protists  congregated 

and began to special-

ize in their functionality.

7 / Ocean anoxic events occur when the 

Earth’s oceans become completely depleted 

of oxygen below the surface levels.

8 / Acheulean hand-axes are typically associ-

ated with early humans. They are typically 

found with Homo erectus remains.

9 / During the Paleolithic Era, humans were 

the fi rst large land mammals to spread over 

much of the globe, showing their ability to 

adapt to diverse environments.

10 / Kaminaljuyu is a pre-Columbian site 

of the Mayan civilization that was primarily 

occupied from 1500 B.C. to A.D. 1200. It has 

been described as one of the greatest of all 

archaeological sites in the New World.

ChronoZoom outlines a 30-year history of AIDS starting in the 1980s until the present. 
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A window of opportunity 

has arrived for jurisdictions 

trying to improve the energy 

effi  ciency of public buildings. 

View, a San Francisco start-

up, developed windows from 

electrochromatic materials

that automaticallyadjust to 

temperature and brightness. 

The windows are activated 

by a brick-shaped low-voltage

device, which connects to 

Wi-Fi networks, so users 

can manually control the 

tinting from a wall switch or 

a networked device like a 

smartphone or computer.  

SOURCE: TECHNOLOGY REVIEW

Smart Glass

Send Spectrum ideas to Managing Editor Karen Stewartson, kstewartson@govtech.com, twitter@karenstewartson

MEET DONALD SADOWAY:
He’s a materials chemistry professor at the Massa-

chusetts Institute of Technology and inventor of a 

liquid metal battery, a mixture of earth-abundant 

liquid metals and molten salt that can generate 

power. The batteries harness and store renewable 

energy from the sun and wind to produce power 

and reserve the unused portion, which could be 

sold to the electric grid. Sadoway was named one 

of the world’s 100 most infl uential people of 2012 

by Time magazine and a featured speaker at this 

year’s TED Talks. SOURCE: THE BOSTON CHANNEL

“If you want 
to make 

something dirt 
cheap, make 
it out of dirt,”  

— Donald Sadoway
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Gamers Make 
Better Surgeons?
Video gamers are better virtual 
surgeons than med students. 
According to research conducted 
by the University of Texas Medical 
Branch, high school and college 
students who spend an average of 
two and four hours (respectively) 
per day playing video games did 
better at performing simulated 
surgery than physicians in training. 
During the simulation, students 
were graded on hand-eye coordina-
tion and how well they completed 
tasks like suturing. However, when 
the simulation was done without 
a gaming-type robotic aid to test 
cognitive traits, medical students 
outperformed gamers. SOURCE: POPSCI 
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spectrum 
More research, more science, more technology.
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Happy belated 
birthday to 
Microsoft 
Windows! 

How old are 
you now? 

DOG-NOSE PRECISION:
Armed with mechanical engineering and 
chemistry skills, researchers at the University of 
California, Santa Barbara, designed a dog nose-
like device that can detect explosives. “[The] 
detector uses microfl uidic nanotechnology to 
mimic the biological mechanism behind canine 
scent receptors,” according to the university. 
“The device is both highly sensitive to trace 
amounts of certain vapor molecules and 
able to tell a specifi c substance apart from 
similar molecules.”
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Optimizing E-Commerce Strategies
 Nine ideas from Christmas shopping that government can adopt to increase revenue.

It’s January and the holiday season is over, 
which means I am spending less time on-
line buying gifts. Yes, that is a good thing.
This was the fi rst holiday that I bought 

most of my gifts online and it looks like I 
wasn’t the only online shopper, as Black Fri-
day reached $1 billion in e-commerce sales.

As I was making my purchases, I noticed 
a number of interesting tricks e-commerce 
sites were using that government could 
adopt. With billions of dollars at stake, these 
companies know that every detail can aff ect 
sales, so they know what works.

Here are my nine ideas from online 
Christmas shopping that can be replicated 
to increase revenue.

1 / The upsell. At the end of each pur-
chase, each e-commerce site tried to upsell 
related books, warranties or something 
else. Why doesn’t government do this for 
citizens? Done buying a hunting license? 
Maybe you want to register your gun right 
now too.

2 / One-click shopping. Amazon 
mastered one-click buying (it has a patent 
for it). But I noticed that all of the sites I 
used made the buying process as friction-
less as possible to avoid losing customers. 

The purchase fl ow was great 
— great front, quick, great 
progress bars. On government 
sites, however, it is often labor 
intensive to give government 
money. The process should 
be simplifi ed. 

3 / Great photos. Most e-commerce sites 
have great photos. Clothing sites like Gilt have 
mastered this with beautiful models in 10 
diff erent poses under good lighting. How can 
government use photography to transform 
the process? Perhaps show citizens great pho-
tos of areas that are impacted by the purchase. 

4 / Personal thank you. When Hurri-
cane Sandy happened, Fab.com CEO Jason 
Goldberg wrote a personal email to all of 
its subscribers updating them on the status 
of the company and their hard work to get 
packages out. It felt personal. It would be 
interesting to get a personal letter from the 
head of the hunting commission after a year. 
The key is to speak in human language.

5 / Mobile fi rst. Twenty-three percent 
of individuals shopped on Black Friday or 
Cyber Monday via mobile, according to a 
recent survey by online retailer Bizrate. 
How do we enable government payment via 
mobile? It’s still really diffi  cult to purchase 
government services on mobile devices.

6 / Don’t charge me a credit card fee.
It’s amazing that government still charges 
the user the credit card fee. Has that hap-
pened to you in your personal life in the last 
fi ve years? It’s reminiscent of two decades 
ago when you’d walk into a store and they’d 
off er two prices depending on whether you 
used cash or credit. It simply doesn’t exist 
anymore — government shouldn’t be adding 
a surcharge for credit card transactions. 
Nobody else does. Stop it.

7 / Special days. Black Friday, Small 
Business Saturday, Cyber Monday, Giving 
Tuesday. It went from just Black Friday to 
a whole slew of well marketed days. Why 
don’t we use special days to promote govern-
ment services more? Perhaps use the fi rst 
day of hunting season to promote sign-ups 
or back to school to get items in order.

8 / Speed. In e-commerce, it’s a well known 
fact that every 100 milliseconds of latency 
costs Amazon 1 percent of sales. Just a few 
milliseconds can cause people to abandon 
their shopping cart and not make the pur-
chase. Yet very few government websites are 
optimized for speed. Many are still unbearably 
slow — how can you make your government 
commerce process as speedy as possible?

9 / Retargeting. Have you ever been shop-
ping at Amazon for a new sweater and decide 
not to buy it but then notice it tracking you 
across the Web? You see that sweater on a 
banner ad on another site. You get an email 
about a sale on that item. E-commerce knows 
it’s important to remind folks. How is govern-
ment reminding folks?

In times of budget austerity, government 
agencies should look for ways to increase 
revenue. Every dollar not collected — whether 
an unpaid parking ticket, unrenewed hunting 
license or uncollected tax dollars — is real 
money that could be used to provide better 
services. By optimizing the lessons of e-com-
merce, agencies can increase their revenue 
and delight their customers. 

Steve Ressler
is the founder 

and president of 

GovLoop, a social 

networking site 

for government 

officials to connect 

and exchange 

information.

By Steve Ressler
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Register Now for 

Early-Bird Discount

To register contact   
Jeremy Smith, 
Registration Coordinator
jsmith@centerdigitalgov.com 
916-932-1402

March 11, 2013
The Ritz-Carlton
Tysons Corner, McLean, VA

Attend the #1 state and 
local government IT market 
briefing for 2013! 
Hear all about emerging trends and opportunities in today’s 
IT market from leading CIOs from around the nation.

Agenda and speakers 
www.centerdigitalgov.com/beyondthebeltway2013

Early-bird discount for Beyond the Beltway valid through 
February 11, 2013.

Presented by:

State & Local Government 
IT Market Watch

Presented by:

Education Technology
Market Watch 

for K-12 and Higher Education

March 12, 2013, The Ritz-Carlton

Hear from education CIOs and K-12 
and higher education leaders on 
current and future IT plans, programs
and new initiatives.

Register Now /2-day registration
discount available
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