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Summary 

Expert Labs seeks to improve policy-making by enabling citizens to provide their 
expertise to policy makers through online social networks. Overseen by the American 
Association for the Advancement of Science and funded by the MacArthur Foundation, 
Expert Labs began in November of 2009 with the mission of supporting policy 
crowdsourcing efforts in the executive branch of the U.S. federal government. This 
document outlines key findings from Expert Labs’ first full year of operation under its 
initial MacArthur grant. 

The first crowdsourcing campaign conducted by Expert Labs began in April 2010 to 
support the White House’s Office of Science & Technology Policy effort to identify and 
prioritize Grand Challenges in science and technology. This campaign was enabled by 
the ThinkUp software platform, which was created by Expert Labs staff as leaders of a 
decentralized worldwide community of open source programmers. Through this initial 
large-scale campaign, several smaller experiments, interviews and conversations with 
practitioners in both the social networking and policy making communities, and by 
engaging with a large community of crowdsourcing practitioners, Expert Labs has 
collected a valuable set of lessons for how crowdsourcing can best serve policy 
makers. 

Having completed its initial development phase, Expert Labs is now applying these 
lessons to enable its technology and concepts to support multiple simultaneous 
crowdsourcing campaigns across federal and local agencies. 

This report explains the fundamental model and conceptual underpinnings of Expert 
Labs, documents initial progress in its efforts to support policy makers, highlights 
Expert Labs successes while identifying challenges and opportunities for improvement, 
provides a case study of the initial policy crowdsourcing campaign, and outlines 
progress made since the completion of the initial grant period as Expert Labs began its 
second year. 



Expert Labs Model 
Expert Labs is unique in its goals but is also innovative in its very structure as an 
organization, designed to amplify its efforts by catalyzing a larger network of 
participants in every aspect of its operations. In this way, the staff and first-party efforts 
of Expert Labs can stay focused, nimble and resource-efficient while producing an 
outsized improvement in policy process. 

Evolution from “Policy Innovation Network” 

The initial concepts behind Expert Labs were defined under the working title of the 
“Policy Innovation Network”. This original thinking contained many of the fundamental 
ideas behind Expert Labs, particularly in regard to the potential for policy initiatives to 
be informed by collective expertise as expressed through online social networks. 
These early conversations also led to the nascent organization being influenced by the 
methodology and theory of previous experiments such as Peer To Patent, which 
pioneered the creation of innovative new technologies to support broad public 
feedback on policy decisions in the realm of intellectual property. 

 



Prescriptive, not consultative 

As it has evolved from the original conception of a “Policy Innovation Network”, Expert 
Labs has embraced a prescriptive methodology in its creation of technologies to serve 
policy makers. Expert Labs has carefully researched best practices in social software 
design, and then assertively built those practices into its work as default assumptions. 
These fundamental concepts are also published on the Expert Labs blog, making them 
very accessible and easy to reference by a broad community of interested parties. 

This prescriptive engagement is in marked contrast to the more consultative role of 
many other open government technology organizations such as Code for America, 
which solicit requirements or even feature requests from client agencies. 

This choice is informed by Expert Labs’ focus on serving federal level agencies, as the 
federal level is particularly challenged by consultative engagements becoming 
captured by the existing procurement/RFP process, which can limit innovation and in 
fact has sometimes entrenched existing agency practices into the technology 
platforms that are solicited from consultants. 

By following this strategy from the start, Expert Labs has been very effective in 
providing technology without encountering many of the institutional inefficiencies that 
technology vendors face, and without having to compromise on the optimal 
functionality for its technology platform.  

Different assumptions: Not building a network, but tapping into all 
networks 

Another contrast to the initial conception of the Policy Innovation Network and many 
earlier crowdsourcing initiatives is that Expert Labs does not seek to create a new 
social network of subject matter experts from whom to solicit feedback. Instead, the 
Expert Labs model is predicated on the present or impending ubiquity of existing 
public social networks, and seeks to connect to those networks and build upon them 
to provide a broader network to tap into. 

While there are legitimate concerns about the fact that current social networks are not 
yet truly representative of the population at large, or that many experts in more 
specialized disciplines are still in earlier stages of the adoption cycle of technology 
such as social networks, Expert Labs is deliberately choosing to be early in the 
technology cycle rather than attempting to catch up once the typical explosive growth 



of social networking technology takes hold amongst those who would inform policy 
making decisions. 

Most importantly, Expert Labs bases both its technological and social assumptions on 
the concept that the largest social network is the web itself, the sum of all the various 
public and private networks that are built on top of it. Therefore, from both a 
technology and policy standpoint, Expert Labs is designed to accommodate the 
natural rise and fall of popularity of various networks. 

This focus has yielded some important advantages in our technology efforts, 
particularly in our ability to attract talented volunteer developers whose preference is to 
work with open systems that connect to multiple social networks and platforms, 
instead of being coupled to a single proprietary effort. 

The immediate impacts of this difference in structure is that, instead of seeking to 
singlehandedly develop a new social network to support Expert Labs efforts, Expert 
Labs is working to create a support infrastructure where volunteer developers around 
the world and across the public and private sectors create technology under broad 
direction. Similarly, Expert Labs is building an infrastructure that will allow agencies to 
support each other as peers in their efforts to use public feedback to inform policy, 
instead of acting as a gatekeeper for such efforts. 

The “Open Government” Landscape 

Expert Labs has benefited significantly from being part a larger movement towards 
“open government” or “Gov 2.0”, which is driving broad awareness of the concept of 
public engagement with government through technology. This is especially true in light 
of the President’s Open Government Directive, which has prompted many Federal 
agencies to examine opportunities to use technology for public engagement. 

At the same time, Expert Labs is clearly distinct from most other open government 
efforts, which has helped defend its credibility and viability when open government 
projects have faced budget cuts or been criticized for ineffectiveness. Expert Labs 
stands out from the overall open government landscape in a few key ways: 

• Expert Labs seeks to enable public input to inform policy makers’ decisions, 

instead of being focused on disseminating information about the workings of 

government: These are tools for listening, not for publishing 



• Expert Labs is a non-profit independent effort, as part of AAAS, and so is not 

tightly coupled to the schedules of Federal agencies 

• Expert Labs does not primarily publish or distribute “open data” from the 

agencies it collaborates with; Many other organizations such as Sunlight 

Foundation have been effective in making this data accessible, but often without 

seeing significant public engagement or policy improvements as a result 

• Expert Labs has prioritized collaboration with federal agencies in the executive 

branch, while the few other open government efforts focused on policy are 

largely aimed at influencing the legislative branch, and most are operating at the 

state or local level instead of the federal level 

These distinctions have placed Expert Labs in a strong position to distinguish itself 
amongst all open government efforts by providing a unique value and an opportunity 
for engagement that no other organization is presenting to Federal agencies. Stated 
broadly, Expert Labs presents agencies with the opportunity to “make your work 
easier” as opposed to transparency-focused efforts, which agencies sometimes see as 
burdensome “homework” that must be done out of obligation. 



Policy Crowdsourcing Goals & Progress 

Advocate for use of social networks to inform policy 

At its most basic level, a key goal of Expert Labs is to explain the concept of broad 
public engagement in policy initiatives through the use of social networks. This involves 
a detailed educational process for agencies and the policy makers who work within 
them, accompanied by a broader but less detailed education process for the public 
and for the organizations that provide the social networks themselves. 

In working to get agencies familiar with the idea of policy crowdsourcing, Expert Labs 
has taken a path of first creating an example project which demonstrates every step of 
the policy crowdsourcing process (see Grand Challenges case study in Appendix), and 
accompanying this example with direct conversation with potential agencies in an 
almost consultative role. The strength of this model is that it is very effective in making 
sure that Expert Labs is closely aligned with the agency’s goals and is likely to be 
effective, but a potential weakness of this approach is that it is time and labor-intense 
to accomplish. Given common skepticism about open government efforts in general 
and crowdsourcing efforts in particular, this focus on a few early successes that are 
well targeted and backed by deep support from Expert Labs seems most likely to lead 
to more follow-on efforts in the future. 

As Expert Labs began its second year of operation, this advocacy role was expanded 
by hiring a Director of Engagement to work in person with the staff of client agencies 
and explain the benefits of this crowdsourcing capability. 

Media outreach about policy crowdsourcing 

In parallel to its first-person advocacy, Expert Labs has more broadly promoted the 
idea of crowdsourcing policy initiatives with the public and expert communities that 
provide the insights which fuel the process. This has primarily taken the form of 
outreach at events such as conferences as well as media appearances in both general-
interest and policy or governance-focused media. Examples of this outreach in the 
policy tech community include prominent appearances at events such as the AAAS 
Annual Meeting, AAAS Policy Forum, Web 2.0, Gov 2.0 and Supernova, and media 
mentions which have educated the public about policy crowdsourcing have included 
the New York Times, Fast Company magazine, and promotions from social networks 
themselves, such as Twitter. 



In all, Expert Labs has seen significant success in introducing the idea of policy 
crowdsourcing to segments of the general public that are interested in the topic. And 
great progress has been made in educating the technology community about the 
broad potential for an open crowdsourcing platform, as well as the specific application 
of that platform to policy questions. In its first year, Expert Labs saw somewhat limited 
success in efforts to educate agencies about the concept of policy crowdsourcing due 
to these efforts being more time-consuming and requiring successful past examples to 
illustrate the value of the concept, but this has rapidly accelerated with the addition of 
a Director of Engagement armed with concrete examples of crowdsourcing successes. 

Expert Labs is well poised to use its disproportionately large media presence to 
promote its future policy crowdsourcing campaigns to both agencies and the public. A 
new Project Director responsible for outreach has begun to publish key data points 
from Expert Labs campaigns, which are forming the basis of these ongoing efforts. 

Enable feedback for multiple policy agencies 

Expert Labs has a goal to support multiple simultaneous policy feedback cycles across 
disparate agencies. In order to accomplish this goal, two primary criteria need to be 
met: The technology platform must be mature enough to support multiple campaigns, 
and the operational aspects of conducting a policy crowdsourcing campaign must be 
well-understood with a community of practice that is mature enough to support a 
campaign. 

The first criterion of having a technology platform that is able to support multiple 
crowdsourcing campaigns was complete within Expert Labs’ first year, having reached 
this milestone ahead of schedule and with great effectiveness. (See “Technology 
Platform Goals and Progress” for details.) 

The second criterion of being able to support the operations of multiple crowdsourcing 
campaigns is still in progress, but proceeding quickly. Once an agency is educated 
about the concept of crowdsourcing policy, enabling an effective campaign involves 
finding stakeholders to own the policymaking process as well as stakeholders who 
control the outreach and social media communications aspect of the campaign. In 
addition, successful campaigns will also need to rely on a community of peers, often 
comprised both of other staff in the same agency as well as staffers who are 
attempting similar efforts in other agencies. Through this community of peers, far more 
policy crowdsourcing campaigns can be run than would be possible if Expert Labs 



were functioning as a bottleneck and supporting all aspects of all campaigns 
singlehandedly. 

The goal of enabling multiple groups across different agencies to conduct policy 
crowdsourcing campaigns has become the primary policy goal as Expert Labs enters 
its second year of operations, and several client agencies have already begun the 
process of preparing for these campaigns. 

Prompts and Replies 

One of the most key areas of exploration for Expert Labs has become the prompts that 
are used to drive a policy crowdsourcing initiative. In short, a prompt is the catalyst for 
social behavior, which must necessarily address a number of disparate 
communications goals while still fitting within the extraordinarily compact messaging 
constraints of contemporary social networks. These communications goals include: 

• Clearly stating the intentions of the policy discussion being conducted, including 

the context of the organization responsible for the policy, if appropriate 

• Address the motivations of the public to respond, offering both social incentives 

as well as any direct benefits that may result (funding initiatives, etc.) 

• Appeal in particular to subject matter experts by seeming credible and germane 

to their interests, which significantly affects phrasing and language 

• Ideally model appropriate responses, by tightly constraining the domain of 

responses to limit off-topic replies without simply reducing a prompt to a yes/no 

question 

Beginning from its first experiment, Expert Labs has been collecting detailed data 
about responses to various prompts, and performing both subjective and objective 
evaluations of their effectiveness. Early analysis showed great sensitivity to phrasing, 
which could affect both the slant of responses as well as the percentage of responses 
that were on-topic. 

In collecting replies to prompts, there has been great success in gathering significant 
numbers of valuable responses. But ineffective or unusable responses have generally 
been caused by two factors. 



1. A significant number of responses were off-topic. As the case study in the 

Appendix suggests, this may be due to the broad variety of topics that the 

public may want to address to an organization such as the White House, and 

this may be less of an issue for more specialized and highly-focused agencies. 

2. A common thread amongst both those who did not directly reply to a prompt a 

well as those who replied with responses that did not assist in the policy-making 

effort showed fundamental skepticism about whether their responses would be 

seen, and whether any responses that were seen would be factored into a policy 

decision. This was true of people who were generally inclined to agree with an 

agency’s policy goals as well as those who were broadly opposed to an 

agency’s current initiatives or overall mission. 

The issue of off-topic responses caused by a public having priorities other than the 
particular policy discussion at hand will likely be less significant as Expert Labs 
engages with more specialized agencies. But the fundamental skepticism that crosses 
ideologies and impacts both the general public and communities of subject matter 
experts may be one of the most significant challenges that needs to be overcome as 
Expert Labs scales its initiatives and goals. 

Overcoming the culture of skepticism around policy crowdsourcing, from both the 
policy maker and public participant standpoints, will likely be the single largest social 
challenge for Expert Labs both in its current launch phase and once its efforts have 
reached maturity. This significant challenge will be overcome by broad educational 
outreach initiatives and by very specific campaigns to promote the clear and 
comprehensible results of initial experiments such as Grand Challenges. 



ThinkUp: Technology Platform Goals & Progress 
Expert Labs has led a robust technology community 
in creating its flagship platform, called ThinkUp. 
ThinkUp is a free and open source software 
application with powerful aggregation capabilities that 
allow for the collection, storage, presentation and 
analysis of social networking responses on a near-
real-time basis. In brief, ThinkUp collects 
conversations on social networks. 

ThinkUp has attracted a large developer community, 
an active and growing base of both technical and 
non-technical users, and significant amount of 
attention from across the technology industry as a 
whole as it prepares for broad availability as it 
transitions from “Beta” (test) releases to an initial 
production version of the application in mid 2011. 

Though obviously built to support Expert Labs’ 
mission, ThinkUp has broad applicability across 
government, non-profit, media, private industry and 
individual use cases. During development, ThinkUp 
was known variously as Twitalytic and ThinkTank until 
arriving at its current name. 

Principles 

ThinkUp development is driven by an Expert Labs roadmap that is shaped by constant 
community feedback. In addition, a few fundamental principles inform its evolution: 

• Multiple network support: ThinkUp is built on the assumption that it will 

support multiple social networking platforms and technologies, from today’s 

most popular (Facebook, Twitter) to specific vertical networks as well as 

networks yet to be created 

• Open source development: ThinkUp uses a community-driven open source 

development model, which informs not just the legal license for the software, 



but also the culture and assumptions about decision-making and consensus in 

the development process. Open source development is a mature and well-

known process for other ambitious and successful projects with goals similar to 

ThinkUp. 

• Agile development cycles with frequent releases: ThinkUp development is 

conducted entirely in public view, with new contributors enthusiastically 

encouraged to submit changes and improvements to the platform. Interim test 

releases of the application are made available on a frequent basis, and major 

deadlines are pre-announced to the community along with clear definitions of 

the goals of the milestone. Programmers who contribute to ThinkUp are 

encouraged to pair program (review each other’s programming code in real-

time) and all code submitted to the application is subject to detailed human 

review before being passed through a battery of automated tests which must all 

pass successfully before the new code is incorporated into the program. 

• Consumer-grade usability: ThinkUp is designed to be operated on a daily 

basis by users who have no prior training in the application. As a result, 

developers are building the platform to offer a user experience that is on par 

with broadly available commercial applications, including social networking 

platforms themselves such as Facebook and Twitter. 

Current ThinkUp Capabilities 

ThinkUp is broadly extensible, and able to perform far more functions than the core 
technical requirements needed to support policy crowdsourcing efforts. However, the 
key capabilities of the ThinkUp platform can be summed up briefly: 

• Response Collection: ThinkUp connects to networks such as Twitter and 

Facebook by authenticating with an individual user’s (or institution’s) accounts 

on those services. Once connected, ThinkUp automatically begins to collect any 

responses to conversations that the user has on the service, indexing them into 

its own database for later analysis and display. This response collection (called 

“crawling” or “spidering”) automatically obeys the best practices for connecting 

to each network in a way that respects the policy and technological capabilities 

of the social networking service. The user community has even added 



experimental support for collecting these responses nearly instantaneously with 

real-time support for Twitter conversations. 

• Analytics and Archiving: ThinkUp automatically stores all of the social 

networking activity from users who connect their network accounts to the 

application. Once these accounts are set up, ThinkUp can provide detailed 

statistics about activity from a user and their connections on the network. In 

addition, all of this stored activity can be output into archival formats, for 

compliance with records retention policies or for further analysis with other 

standard tools such as spreadsheets. 

• Display, Publishing and Mapping: ThinkUp automatically provides views of the 

conversations and responses it has collected, which can easily be viewed in a 

standard web browser in a single unified dashboard or in information-rich 

detailed views. These views include the time, date, location, name, photo, and 

message of every person who responds to a prompt, if they have chosen to 

share that information publicly on the social network. Conversations and 

responses can also be embedded directly from ThinkUp on to any other web 

page, allowing a full thread of responses to be shared and read by a larger 

audience. These views of responses can also be displayed on a world map, with 

answers from nearby locales grouped for easy browsing and the ability to click 

on any point on the map to see particular replies from that location. 

• Searching, Sorting and Filtering: In addition to displaying the responses to any 

particular prompt, a full set of responses or messages in ThinkUp can be 

searched for a keyword to include; filtered to exclude a particular keyword; and 

sorted by parameters such as location or distance from the prompter, social 

network in use, popularity of the responder within their social network, and 

many other useful points of exploration for a response set. These filtering 

capabilities provide powerful insights into a set of responses, and can be 

performed in any standard web browser with immediate display of results. 

• Installation and Extensibility: ThinkUp has an automated installation process 

that makes it possible for any web technologist with a minimum of experience to 

install and configure the software with no special training or guidance required. 

The platform has been designed to run on extremely low-cost web server 

configurations, and to work exactly the same way in a development or test 



environment such as a laptop computer as it does in production on large-scale 

web serving environments. ThinkUp is also extremely extensible with built-in 

support for “plug-ins” which extend its functionality to process responses that 

have been collected, connect to new social networks, and provide new or 

refined displays of data which have been collected. 

Shelved Explorations 

During development of ThinkUp, several areas of technology integration were 
evaluated and pursued to the prototype or test stage before being discarded as 
inappropriate for the current phase of development. Each of these will bear review for 
future inclusion, as they may well be valuable when ThinkUp is serving larger-scale 
audiences or is connected to serve different agencies. These explorations still provided 
valuable learning, such as research into connecting to the VIVO discovery network for 
researchers in academia. While developing into a valuable resource for finding subject 
matter experts, a complex technology platform combined with an unevenly-
implemented information structure across VIVO deployments made integration into 
ThinkUp prohibitively expensive at this stage, particularly as usage of VIVO remains 
relatively low and developers who are familiar with the platform are both fairly rare and 
often have little time to assist a project such as ThinkUp. 

Conversely, explorations into large-scale natural language processing to yield insights 
into the responses to a particular prompt found communities with many developers, 
very mature technology, and relatively lower costs for integration. However, many of 
the “big data” toolkits designed to process natural language are optimized for a text 
corpus equivalent in size to millions, or even tens of millions, of social network 
responses. As no ThinkUp campaign can reasonably be expected to drive this volume 
of data in the immediate term, the promising potential of these admittedly impressive 
technologies has been shelved as an area of exploration for the time being. 

Community-Driven Development 

ThinkUp is also unique in the open government world, and in much of the broader 
software world, for making aggressive use of programming infrastructure that is 
popular with the most advanced and technologically savvy developers in the open 
source community. For example, the “git” software used for distributed development of 
pioneering open source projects like the Linux operating system is the fundamental 
underpinning of ThinkUp development, with the Github social network powering 



collaboration and communication among the ThinkUp developer community. In this 
way, ThinkUp’s very creation embodies the Expert Labs principles of decentralized, 
collaborative, crowdsourced innovation. 

Similarly, an unusual and aggressive focus on software quality is a core principle of the 
ThinkUp community. Expert Labs staff reviews every change to the software, and 
nearly every function in the application is examined by an automated software test, a 
comprehensive instrumentation of software function that is often overlooked in open 
source efforts. 

Finally, ThinkUp is perhaps most distinct for the diversity and inclusion of its developer 
platforms, particularly as judged by code “commits” (improvements, fixes and changes 
to its programming code). It is likely that ThinkUp has a larger percentage of its total 
commits made by women than any other major open source project in history. Through 
direct, thoughtful efforts at inclusion, ThinkUp has also attracted a significant number 
of first-time coders, first-time participants in decentralized version-controlled software 
development, and international contributors spanning at least 5 decades in age range.  

In all, ThinkUp has two dozen programmers around the world who have made at least 
one significant change to the application, and almost 250 who have worked with the 
code, drawing from a broad community of over 1000 developers who actively follow 
the evolution of the platform. This focus on inclusion as well as the important 
social/policy goals of the Expert Labs team that is sponsoring ThinkUp’s development 
has earned tremendous recognition for the platform, including Project Director Gina 
Trapani being invited to deliver a keynote presentation at the first conference for 
Github-using developers. 

Potential For Sustainability 

Because the ThinkUp platform provides such unique capabilities within a user 
experience that is suitable for a broad audience, it has tremendous potential to provide 
value to private industry, media and even academia. This suggests that there is 
significant commercial potential for ThinkUp as a consumer or business product, and 
that tapping in to that potential in the future could form the basis of a sustainability 
model for ThinkUp development or even for Expert Labs itself. While this has not yet 
been an area of focus, this future potential is being accommodated with all of the 
current development being done on ThinkUp. 



Staffing, Community & Collaboration 

Expert Labs Staff 

Expert Labs is run by an extremely lean staff, with primary responsibilities in the first 
year shared between Director Anil Dash and Project Director Gina Trapani, and Project 
Directors Andrew Baio and Clay Johnson joining the team just after the completion of 
Expert Labs’ first year. The Director role oversees overall function of the effort, 
including strategy, communications, planning, budgeting and coordination, and Gina 
Trapani’s Project Director role is somewhat analogous to a CTO role in a traditional 
technology organization, focused around software development, project planning, 
community management, technology evaluation and testing. 

Expert Labs added two additional core staffers after its first year in order to expand the 
capacity to engage in additional crowdsourcing campaigns. Andrew Baio joined as a 
Project Director, acting as a Director of Outreach, with particular responsibility for 
communicating Expert Labs findings, sharing results, connecting with the community 
as a product manager for the ThinkUp platform, and demonstrating the insights which 
Expert Labs crowdsourcing campaigns can provide by publishing examples on the 
Expert Labs blog. Clay Johnson also joined as a project director, acting as a Director 
of Engagement and directly contacting agencies for potential crowdsourcing 
campaigns, communicating with the agencies to help launch and sustain the 
campaigns, and collecting the agencies’ findings for sharing results and encouraging 
formation of a community of learning around the campaigns. 

Expert Labs has also engaged in consultative relationships to bolster its technological 
capability in critical areas such as scalability and performance, and in its second year 
engaged additional resources to focus on the design and user experience of the 
ThinkUp platform, beginning with an extensive user interview process with current and 
potential ThinkUp users. These efforts are greatly amplified by a sizable community of 
volunteers and in the first year were extended in particular by student developers who 
were sponsored by the Google Summer of Code program. 

Overall, Expert Labs recruits and retains talent that is on par with the most in-demand 
technology industry executives and leaders in companies like Google, Facebook, 
Twitter or Microsoft, despite not offering the financial potential of stock options in a 
comparable tech startup. Expert Labs staff are enthusiastically motivated by a 
meaningful mission, the caliber of their coworkers, and the respect afforded by being 



part of AAAS and backed by the MacArthur Foundation. As a result of the excellent 
reputation of its current staff, Expert Labs expects to be able to continue to attract this 
level of talent, which should make staffing only be constrained by available resources, 
not by any challenges in recruiting. 

Private Industry 

Expert Labs has seen extraordinary support from the private sector for its efforts. At a 
primary technology level, the enabling social networks themselves have provided 
significant material support at no cost, including Twitter giving Expert Labs primary 
promotion and an on-stage presence at “Chirp” (its only large-scale developer 
conference), promotion from both the official Twitter account and its media services 
group’s outreach, and direct access to senior technologists who oversee the Twitter 
developer platform. Facebook has indicated the opportunity for a similar level of 
engagement in its future platform launches and developer events as well. 

Similarly, both Amazon and Microsoft have extended technical documentation, insights 
and sample code for when the ThinkUp platform is mature enough to be made 
available on their respective cloud computing platforms. Individual volunteers from 
smaller startups ranging from Bit.ly (a link-sharing service) to Enjoymentland (a social 
software developer) to Stamen Design (a leading user experience and data design firm) 
have all volunteered time, expertise and programming effort to improving data analysis 
within in ThinkUp. 
 

Perhaps the most substantial 
contribution from private industry in 
Expert Labs’ first year was Google’s 
Summer of Code program. The 
program is typically used to sponsor 
student developers who want to 
contribute to mature, thriving open 
source platforms. In the case of 
ThinkUp, Google had seen enough 
promise from just the early progress 
from Expert Labs that they chose to 
sponsor multiple students with a 
stipend to create significant new areas 
of functionality. The benefit to Expert 



Labs was three-fold: New developers were encouraged to join the community, Expert 
Labs staff and senior volunteers were able to hone their skills as mentors, and the 
ThinkUp technology platform was able to mature much more rapidly than would have 
been otherwise possible. 

Finally, the significant technological support from private entities has been bolstered by 
private media companies such as O’Reilly Media, one of the most influential publishers 
in the technology space. As noted in the media outreach efforts, above, the support of 
event organizers in providing prominent promotion and marketing for Expert Labs and 
its efforts has greatly amplified the reach of both policy and technology efforts without 
significant additional expense. 

Academia & NGOs 
 

Expert Labs has also received substantial 
support from academic institutions and 
non-governmental organizations, primarily 
in the form of collaboration on outreach 
and technology integration and distribution. 
Other non-profits focused on civic 
applications of technology, such as Code 
for America, have included policy crowdsourcing among the capabilities they wish to 
provide, while also expressing an interest in leveraging Expert Labs’ experience in 
collaborating with policy makers at the federal level. As Expert Labs has expanded its 
capabilities during its second year, this conversation has continued, covering many 
areas of potential collaboration from the use of ThinkUp to Expert Labs helping extend 
Code for America’s fellowship model to the federal level. This has also provided the 
opportunity to engage in municipal deployments of ThinkUp, letting Expert Labs test its 
methodology at the city and state level, in addition to the federal level. 

In addition to providing technologies that other civic-oriented technology non-profits 
can use, Expert Labs is also a consumer of technologies such as those provided by 
Ushahidi, the well-regarded international crowdsourcing platform that, like ThinkUp, is 
open source and popular with developers. This sort of loosely-connected collaboration 
allows other NGO technology platforms to have greater reach and serve more citizens 
around the world, reduces the cost of development for both organizations, introduces 
no overhead for coordination or legal concerns, helps eliminate redundant technology 



creation across organizations, and in both cases draws a larger base of developers 
and practitioners to both build and deploy the tools being created. 

In short, Expert Labs has been able to speed up both its own efforts and the efforts of 
like-minded non-profits while reducing the cost and time to prepare crowdsourcing 
platforms by participating in a larger community of organizations with similar goals and 
similar models. 

Government Agencies 
 

The first, and most prominent, U.S. 
federal government institution to 
provide significant support to Expert 
Labs has been the White House’s Office of Science and Technology Policy (OSTP). In 
addition to leading the Grand Challenges campaign that Expert Labs has chosen to 
support as its first experiment, OSTP is the driving force behind Open Government 
initiatives overall, and has been a powerful voice for many of the fundamental concepts 
behind Expert Labs. In addition, OSTP has helped promote the Grand Challenges 
initiative with specific mentions of Expert Labs’ efforts to support the campaign and 
coordinated with the New Media team in the White House to help connect official 
Facebook and Twitter accounts to a ThinkUp instance. OSTP has also provided 
significant guidance for future explorations for Expert Labs which are expected to yield 
results in the months to come. 

Other key federal agencies that contributed to Expert Labs’ outreach efforts in its first 
year include the General Services Administration, whose efforts behind Apps.gov will 
provide the infrastructure for broad distribution of ThinkUp during the next phase of 
Expert Labs experiments. NASA’s Nebula team is also providing an invaluable piece of 
cloud computing infrastructure that ThinkUp is preparing to make use of when it 
reaches broad availability for all agencies. These initial engagements provided valuable 
experience as Expert Labs expanded its efforts to numerous other agencies after the 
conclusion of its first year. 

Connecting to Innovators 

In addition to its primary goals of enabling public engagement in policy making, Expert 
Labs occupies a unique position at the intersection of the open government and 
technology startup communities. Given the extensive access, credibility and range of 



opportunities which Expert Labs staff have in both domains, a small portion of the 
team’s time is spent connecting policy makers and agency staff with developers, 
entrepreneurs and experts in the technology realm who can help achieve goals that are 
more broad than just policy engagement. 

These efforts have been very effective in enhancing not just Expert Labs’ credibility and 
relationships with client agencies, but in drawing the attention of technology startups 
that might not otherwise be working to help government solve problems for citizens. In 
just its first year, Expert Labs has helped connect key personnel at the White House, 
Department of Health and Human Services, Federal Communications Commission and 
other agencies with valuable experts at Google, Twitter, Facebook, LinkedIn, Microsoft, 
Amazon and other key partners. 

Though this represents a minimal investment on the part of Expert Labs, it is one of the 
most promising areas where the flexible new community-focused model of 
engagement is improving government efficiency and effectiveness without incurring 
additional costs. 



Year Two: 2011 
Based on the initial successes Expert Labs has had in both technology development 
and policy maker engagement, a small number of key goals were defined as priorities 
in 2011. These are designed to be clear, significant accomplishments that can be 
quantified in a meaningful way as a measure of overall progress. 

Substantive examples of policy recommendation inspired by an 
Expert Labs campaign: 

The ultimate goal of Expert Labs is to enable crowdsourced feedback to policy makers. 
Thus, we have set the firm goal of having a specific example where federal policy was 
visibly informed by ideas collected through Expert Labs efforts in 2011. 

Expert Labs is currently pursuing policy feedback campaigns with several agencies, 
and though these are still in progress, they offer useful illustrations of the 
crowdsourcing engagements that Expert Labs seeks to support within these agencies. 
Some examples: 

• The FCC’s New Media and Engagement is interested in driving direct feedback 

through social networks for policy initiatives on key topics such as network 

neutrality, spectrum policy and broadband funding. These responses would be 

used to inform policy choices based on feedback, as well as possibly being 

incorporated into the new redesign of the FCC.gov website. 

• The Consumer Financial Protection Bureau is very motivated to engage a 

community of financial experts to answer citizens’ questions about consumer 

finance once it begins full operation in mid-2011. Expert Labs has been 

collaborating with CFPB to help guide its social networking efforts since CFPB’s 

inception, and is already indexing conversations using ThinkUp in anticipation of 

the Bureau’s official launch. 

• The Department of Education’s “Challenge to Innovate” initiative has as its initial 

requirement the need to collect feedback from educators nationwide about their 

most pressing classroom challenges, in order to enable later phases where 

prizes are rewarded for solving these issues. As a result, a fundamental aspect 

of this policy initiative requires a crowdsourcing component, and will be radically 



improved by allowing teachers to use social networks to respond to the request, 

and Expert Labs seeks to enable this campaign and to help both DOE and 

challenge responders make sense of the responses. 

• The Department of Health and Human Services is very interested in using 

insights drawn from its release of open data through the Community Health Data 

Initiative to inform policy decisions, and has an additional goal of encouraging 

the community to generate visualizations and reports from that data. This 

presents an opportunity for Expert Labs to support a policy making initiative 

where responses aren’t simply textual replies, but could incorporate rich 

graphics, interactive web pages, video, or other media that would inform policy 

makers’ decisions. 

Expert Labs plans to support other agencies in addition to the ones listed above, 
including inquiries with the State Department, Department of Homeland Security, 
Treasury Department, Small Business Administration, Speaker of the House and NASA. 
In a demonstration of its expanded capabilities in 2011, Expert Labs has also begun to 
support crowdsourcing efforts by the social media teams in the cities of New York and 
Chicago. 

Multiple simultaneous policy crowdsourcing campaigns: 

During 2011, Expert Labs is developing the capability to support several campaigns on 
the scale of the Grand Challenges campaign that served as its first experiment. 
Success in this measure is defined as multiple simultaneous crowdsourcing efforts 
taking place with separate departments or agencies, with Expert Labs providing 
necessary technology support and insights into the crowdsourcing process. 

Expert Labs is pursuing crowdsourcing campaigns such as those listed above based in 
part on how broadly applicable the lessons learned from each campaign will be to 
future efforts. As a result, being able to run simultaneous campaigns is critical for 
understanding the breadth of needs that various agencies have. 

By increasing the investment in both user experience and design, and by freeing the 
project director in charge of technology from reporting tasks that will now be handled 
by the director of outreach, Expert Labs has able to appropriately address both needs, 
and provide even more value to all agencies. 



At the organizational level, it is important for Expert Labs to support multiple 
crowdsourcing campaigns in order to ensure that the work of information sharing and 
the functional requirements of conducting a campaign are understood well enough for 
crowdsourcing to become a broadly-used policy making technique. For public 
feedback on policy making to truly take off, it is imperative that Expert Labs not be a 
bottleneck to agency adoption of either the tools or the technique. As a result, the 
newly expanded Expert Labs team is being given a set of simultaneous campaigns to 
engage in which will necessarily require the agencies to get support not just from 
Expert Labs, but from each other. In this way, Expert Labs will be building the 
community of practice that is a prerequisite for broader adoption. 

Active developer community advancing Expert Labs technology 
platforms based on a consensus-driven set of goals: 

Having already earned the attention of a significant number of volunteer and third-party 
developers, Expert Labs’ technology strategy will shift from primarily first-party 
development into a focus on guiding the outside developers to create functionality 
which serves Expert Labs priorities. Key measures here will be an increase in the 
number of outside developers who contribute code to Expert Labs platforms such as 
ThinkUp, the addition of significant new features or capabilities to that are not 
developed by Expert Labs staff, and the introduction of community-driven software 
priorities which augment those defined by Expert Labs itself. 

Expert Labs is making a significant investment in both the user experience design of 
the ThinkUp platform as well as the creation and staffing of the outreach director 
position. The user experience improvements are necessary not just for the agencies 
Expert Labs serves, but to attract a broader audience of developers. Expert Labs 
investments in outreach and participation in in-person events also makes a significant 
impact on developer engagement. The outreach director’s focus on sharing of best 
practices as well as creation of useful outputs for crowdsourcing campaigns is 
amplifying the work volunteer developers do to create the ThinkUp platform; That 
motivation is a strong driver of participation, and is in many cases as effective a reward 
for developers as payment would have been. 



A mature technology platform which make it possible for 
organizations to run successful crowdsourcing campaigns without 
Expert Labs support: 

In order to reach its full potential, Expert Labs must enable crowdsourcing campaigns 
to happen even beyond the reach of the agencies which it is able to directly support. 
For the technology platform, this will take the form of the ability to connect to 
additional networks that support communities of particular expertise, and by providing 
a framework for connection to any social network. From a communications standpoint, 
this will require the formation of a community of technologists and implementers who 
will support each other’s crowdsourcing efforts. 

The measure of success will be instances of Expert Labs technology or techniques 
being used by agencies, municipalities, or private businesses which have no 
relationship with Expert Labs. Expert Labs has already seen the independent 
community around the ThinkUp platform create real-time chat rooms where they 
support each other’s use of the application, as well as the creation of a significant 
volume of application documentation in wiki format. Through investment in both design 
and core development, Expert Labs can expect to see this third-party volunteer effort 
increase, and expand to cover the practice of crowdsourcing, not just the use of the 
ThinkUp platform 

Published findings that advance the state of knowledge about 
crowdsourcing, forming the basis for a community-generated set of 
best practices: 

The final priority for 2011 for Expert Labs is in publishing substantive guidelines for 
success in crowdsourcing, based upon lessons learned in the campaigns which Expert 
Labs conducts. Success here is defined as the deliverable examples of documentation, 
conversation, and publications that are generated during the year. 

These publications will take the form of traditional formal reports, as well as ongoing 
updates on the Expert Labs blog, on the websites of various agencies which have 
conducted crowdsourcing campaigns, and by addressing research to appropriate 
publications or academic and professional conferences. The new research director will 
also likely make much of these publications available as interactive or rich infographics 
and small applications, to allow for easy manipulation and exploration of data that are 
returned. 



Conclusion 
In just the first year after its official launch, Expert Labs already found itself well poised 
to move from the initial exploratory phase of its organizational and technological 
development into becoming a fully-functioning entity which doubled its paid staff, 
doubled its developer community, was set to engage in a fivefold increase in the 
number of policy crowdsourcing initiatives and prepared to scale into its second year, 
all while staying under its initial budget. Expert Labs has earned the recognition of the 
Open Government movement, its peers amongst AAAS programs, substantial allies 
within the policy-making community, and cutting-edge leaders of the technology 
sphere. 

Initial explorations at Expert Labs have been fruitful and deeply educational. Even 
where results have been unexpected or even undesired, they have been consistently 
informative. There remains an enormous opportunity to transform the way the public 
engages in policy making by making smart use of new social networking technologies, 
and Expert Labs is ready to move from preparing for and learning about that 
opportunity to actually catalyzing that potential in the months and years ahead.



Appendix: Grand Challenges Case Study 

Overview 

Expert Labs conducted its initial crowdsourcing campaign in support of the White 
House’s efforts to make policy defining the grand scientific and technological priorities 
for the country. This campaign was carried out in Spring of 2010, culminating in an 
initial deployment of Expert Labs’ ThinkUp technology platform powering a two-day 
focused public feedback period. Initial results were effective in amplifying the reach of 
the White House’s own public feedback systems, with significant successes in 
technology capability and effective online communications enabling the campaign to 
reach millions of additional people and to drive thousands of additional responses. 

There were also valuable lessons learned with regard to engaging with policy makers 
and in supporting policy crowdsourcing efforts. These particular lessons are very likely 
to lead to increased effectiveness in Expert Labs’ forthcoming crowdsourcing 
campaigns, while also helping to educate policy makers about the potential of the 
Expert Labs model. 

Grand Challenges 

The Grand Challenges initiative is a 
request for information (RFI) led by 
the White House Office of Science 
and Technology Policy, which 
strives to identify ambitious scientific 
and technological goals which can 
inspire innovation, education, and 
entrepreneurship. Because Expert 
Labs has a deep connection to the 
scientific community by being part 
of AAAS, and a deep connection to 
the technology community through 
its exploration model, support for Grand Challenges was a perfect fit for a first 
experiment for Expert Labs to perform. 

In its fundamental form, Grand Challenges took the form of a fairly standard RFI: The 
White House posted their request for information, provided a window of several 
months for responses, and offered a typical feedback process where responses were 



directed to an email address. The end result would be that OSTP’s own list of 
technological priorities would be augmented by the responses that were garnered 
through the RFI process. This RFI was announced with a blog post on the White House 
web site. 

To increase the number of responses to the RFI, and to increase the odds of 
uncovering unexpected ideas, Expert Labs offered to solicit the engagement of a large 
online community that could provide additional insights on the Grand Challenges 
initiative. The principles by which Expert Labs could drive this larger engagement 
would be straightforward: 

• Enable the collection of feedback to the RFI through social networks such as 

Twitter and Facebook by creating a purpose-built technology platform 

• Collaborate with appropriate communications groups within the White House to 

broadcast the message of the RFI to those networks 

• Perform outreach and communications to drive engagement and responses 

• Collect responses to share back with OSTP and the community of responders 

The Grand Challenges Response Period 

A key early choice that proved very valuable in executing this plan was the selection of 
a focused response period for social networking feedback. While the general RFI had 
nearly four months for responders to submit their ideas, Expert Labs defined a 48-hour 
window of participation in order to increase the urgency of response, and to take 
advantage of the real-time nature of the social networks that were being used. 

As part of its efforts leading up to the primary feedback period, Expert Labs provided a 
brief white paper with regards to its support of the Grand Challenges RFI. This three-
page document was widely circulated among stakeholders and served as an effective 
overview of an extremely complex collaboration between several otherwise-
disconnected organizations. The document’s structure proved very useful, consisting 
of a few discrete sections: 

• A brief executive summary 

• A description of Expert Labs in general and its specific role in the initiative 



• A definition of Grand Challenges for those unfamiliar 

• A list of key concepts behind the campaign 

• The schedule of events and milestones for the campaign 

• An overview of the ThinkUp technology platform 

• Links to biographies and background for all involved people and organizations 

• Answers to the key questions which were anticipated to arise 

This briefing document proved invaluable in making for a successful collaboration, and 
will likely form the basis for future briefing documents, which will be a requisite part of 
Expert Labs crowdsourcing campaigns thanks to their proven effectiveness in this 
project. 

As the 48 hour response period drew near, Expert Labs accelerated development of its 
ThinkUp crowdsourcing technology platform (then known as ThinkTank). Project 
Director Gina Trapani led a small community of volunteer developers to focus on the 
primary goal of collecting responses on Twitter, and a secondary goal of collecting 
responses via Facebook. On both counts, the Expert Labs platform performed to an 
exemplary standard; Thousands of responses were collected successfully, with 100% 
retention and storage of responses and no application downtime or outages. 

At the same time, Expert Labs worked to help shape the prompts that were inspiring 
responses during the focus period, with a series of variations on the core RFI being 
phrased in ways that would provoke responses and keep responses on topic while still 
fitting within the extremely tight 140-character limit of networks like Twitter. 

As the response period began, these prompts were published by the official White 
House communications channels on Facebook and Twitter. The response period also 
marked the start of an extensive communications campaign to educate a broad 
audience about Grand Challenges. 

This communication effort began with Expert Labs taking advantage of  AAAS 
infrastructure to directly mail thousands of scientists to encourage their response to 
the RFI through the traditional email channel as well. Additionally, Expert Labs 
provided an overview video to explain the Grand Challenges concept to a lay audience, 
which was posted on YouTube and garnered hundreds of views. Finally, Twitter, Inc. 



itself was engaged to share the message of the Grand Challenges effort through their 
own developer event “Chirp” as well as their official Twitter channel, which had an 
audience of millions of additional followers. This combination of multi-channel 
communications earned a significant amount of press coverage for the campaign in 
both traditional and online media, driving an even higher level of responses to the RFI. 

In all, the 48-hour focus period more than doubled the reach of the White House’s own 
social media channels, putting the Grand Challenges prompts in front of millions of 
new potential responders. And over 2,000 responses were collected across Facebook 
and Twitter, with additional hundreds of responses being added via email. The Grand 
Challenges response period that Expert Labs contributed to provided far more 
responses from the general public in 48 hours than had been submitted in the prior 
four months. 

The response period was effective in helping Expert Labs identify which technology 
goals to prioritize, and was particularly informative in demonstrating the importance of 
properly selecting prompts for crowdsourcing initiatives.  

 



Collaboration 

Expert Labs used the Grand Challenges campaign as a powerful opportunity for testing 
its ability to engage in deep collaborations with both the policy agencies it strives to 
serve as well as the private corporations that often provide the technological or social 
underpinnings that make its work possible. During the Grand Challenges campaign, 
these collaborations were very successful, and more importantly provided specific 
examples of repeatable behaviors that will be valuable in future collaborations. 

• Agencies: White House OSTP and ONM 

The White House’s Office of Science and Technology Policy was the primary 

driver of the Grand Challenges initiative, and the “customer” for Expert Labs’ 

work in trying to support making. In addition, OSTP is the force behind the 

overall Open Goverment Initiative in the current administration, and was 

therefore deeply motivated to support the crowdsourcing component of the 

campaign. The other key collaborator for the project was the White House Office 

of New Media, which controlled the social media presence on Facebook and 

Twitter, and provided a strong model for how future policy crowdsourcing 

campaigns will often need to work with both communications groups and policy 

groups within an agency. 

• Private Industry: Twitter 

Perhaps the most valuable private corporation that collaborated with Expert 

Labs during the Grand Challenges campaign was Twitter itself, which provided 

technical information about integration as well as significant promotional and 

communications outreach to support the effort. This ability to collaborate 

fruitfully with the providers of social networks themselves may become a 

significant asset for Expert Labs in the future. 

Lessons: Prompts and Responses 

Several significant lessons from the Grand Challenges campaign were almost 
immediately apparent, and each provided insights that will be essential for future policy 
crowdsourcing initiatives: 



Off-topic and on-topic responses can coexist on the network. 

One of the biggest concerns with large-scale crowdsourcing efforts is "noise", or the 
perception that off-topic or low-value responses will crowd out high-quality answers. 
Expert Labs makes a point not to qualify which responses policy makers will use for 
their decisions, instead working to create a set of tools that makes it more efficient to 
do so themselves. But it’s clear that any broad feedback process will yield some 
responses that are frivolous, or ones that are advancing political concerns to the White 
House which were not relevant to the Grand Challenges RFI. 

Fortunately, the presence of these submissions did not prevent interested parties from 
also suggesting ideas that may be of value. This is an important lesson to highlight as a 
typical first reaction to hearing about crowdsourcing experiments is the fear that noise 
on the network will scare away or “crowd out” participants who may have beneficial 
contributions. 

It is possible to reliably capture a sizable volume of responses across multiple 

social networks. 

The Expert Labs technology platform ThinkUp performed very well in its inaugural 
deployment. The application was able to connect to the appropriate networks, collect 
all of the replies submitted by people connected to the White House's social network 
accounts, and store them in its database system with perfect fidelity almost 
immediately after they were submitted. Social networks such as Twitter are well known 
for their unreliability in many cases, and that risk was amplified by the potential for 
undiscovered bugs when working with such a large network of connections, and the 
relative newness of the open source community that was creating the platform. 

But these challenges were overcome, making the roadmap for ThinkUp since then 
fairly straightforward, focusing on evolving from a relatively simple set of capabilities 
into a more robust system that allows for intelligent filtering and analysis of responses 
to a prompt. 

Amplifying a crowdsourcing prompt is as common a behavior as actually replying 

to it. 

Even a cursory examination of the replies sent to the White House's prompts about 
Grand Challenges shows a significant number of "retweets" (forwards) or simple 
restatements of the original prompt. While some of this is to be expected, as 



organizations use the networks to relay the message to their followers or members, it 
would also appear that some number of network members see the amplification of the 
message as a form of participation in itself. This suggests that it may be valuable to 
reward amplification of a prompt as well as direct responses to the prompt, as the 
success of future campaigns will rely on aligning with the natural motivations of the 
community of responders. 

The prompts used to drive a crowdsourcing initiative are perhaps the most 

important part of the effort. 

During the Grand Challenges response period the White House prompted its social 
network connections to respond in several different ways. Messages varied in tone, 
timing, and in how much background expository information was provided. By 
addressing these varying messages to a large swath of users on networks like Twitter 
and Facebook, the prompts were asking many who don't usually focus on science and 
technology to reckon with a fairly complicated question. And even those in the science 
and technology communities who might have ready responses would have to 
acclimate to the huge new idea of being asked for their feedback, as well as the big 
new idea that they could give feedback using common social networking tools. 

Even relatively minor variables like the time of day when a social networking prompt is 
sent can have significant impact on results, both in terms of the quality of responses, 
as well as the speed with which they responses are submitted. More significantly, the 
terse wording and distracted attention environment of social networks can amplify 
ambiguities in a prompt. For example, the initial White House prompt on Twitter about 
the Grand Challenges initiative was designed to use past scientific successes such as 
the moon landing or the human genome sequencing as models for what suggestions 
respondents could use in their Grand Challenges suggestions. The initial wording 
began, "The next Apollo program or human genome project?" As a result, a significant 
number of responses took the question very literally and answered with one of the 
programs prioritized over the other. This is not a tremendously negative result, and in 
fact showed that a number of members of the network were very passionate about one 
or both of the efforts, but was very effective in teaching just how important phrasing of 
a prompt is. 

This focus on the importance of prompts in a crowdsourcing campaign is perhaps the 
single most valuable lesson learned during the Grand Challenges experiment. 



The community of responders expects to see final responses, and provides value 

once we have done so. 

One of the most consistent expectations of responders was, even more than seeing 
their ideas reflected in policy, they expected to see how their responses fit in to the 
overall body of responses. As Expert Labs had always planned to publish the full data 
set of Grand Challenges responses, this was a strong opportunity to meet that 
expectation. 

More interestingly, respondents who were presented with the full set of responses 
used that raw data set as the starting point for their own explorations and analysis, and 
even some visualizations such as the “word cloud” below, which shows through size 
the relative frequency of certain word across the entire body of responses during the 
Grand Challenges RFI window. 

As the ThinkUp technology platform has developed, Expert Labs has also been able to 
retroactively gain more insights into the responses collected during the Grand 
Challenges feedback period. For example, as a geo-location mapping capability was 
introduced into ThinkUp, the existing responses became much more valuable by being 
able to be displayed on a map indicating their geographic origin. In this way, regional 
trends, clusters of responses, or communities that were not effectively prompted to 
respond could very quickly be identified. 

Going forward, as Expert Labs evolves the ThinkUp platform to provide more robust 
analysis and processing tools, it is likely that policy makers themselves may engage 
with the tool to extract their own insights, instead of relying solely upon the community 
to provide analysis and visualizations. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Until and unless the actual list of Grand Challenges from the White House are 
published as a formal memorandum, we will not know how many ideas collected by 
the Expert Labs effort will have informed the final policy. Fortunately, having broad 
access to the response set means it will be possible to identify exactly which ideas, if 
any, were introduced through this initiative.  

Summary 

Expert Labs succeeded in supporting the White House’s effort to identify Grand 
Challenges in science and technology, driving thousands of additional responses to the 
RFI, from an audience that was expanded by millions. The ThinkUp technology 
platform performed in an exemplary manner, and its success helped catalyze the 
subsequent explosion in developer interest and enthusiasm for the platform. Some 
significant lessons about the value of prompts in crowdsourcing, as well as insights 
into the practicalities of creating those prompts, have been disseminated to a large 
community of interested parties. 

In short, the stage has been set for Grand Challenges to serve as a model for future 
policy crowdsourcing initiatives, from the standpoint of effectiveness in driving total 
responses and engagement in the initiative. What remains to be seen, pending the 
White House’s final publication of its prioritized list of challenges, is which ideas that 
surfaced through crowdsourcing will have informed the actual policy decisions. Expert 
Labs expects to have an analysis of those results as soon as the policy is published, 
and in the interim has been proceeding apace with building on the many lessons of the 
Grand Challenges experiment. 


