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Preface 

Openness will strengthen our democracy and promote efficiency and effec
tiveness in Government .... Public engagement enhances the Government's 

effectiveness and improves the 9uality of its decisions. Knowledge is widely 
dispersed in society, and public officials benefit from having access to that dis

persed knowledge. Executive departments and agencies should offer Americans 
increased opportunities to participate in policymaking and to provide their 

Government with the benefits of their collective expertise and information .... 
Executive departments and agencies should use innovative tools, methods, and 
systems to cooperate among themselves, across all levels of Government, and 
with nonprofit organizations, businesses, and individuals in the private sector. 

-Presidential Memorandum on Transparency and Open Government, 2009 

When I arrived in Washington at the start of the first Obama ad
ministration to head up the White House's "Open Government 
Initiative" -an effort to apply technology and innovation to improve 
the workings of government-I was full of optimism from having 
served as a volunteer adviser to the most successful Internet-based 
campaign in history. The Obama presidential campaign in 2007 and 
2008 had encouraged its supporters to blog freely on the campaign's 
website. It had set up listservs and wikis dubbed "Idearaisers" to invite 
over five thousand experts from around the country to discuss ideas 
and submit them to the campaign for consideration. Early in the 
under-resourced campaign, volunteers on the West Coast set up cam
paign offices independent of the central office in Chicago. Even after 
the establishment of a more formal campaign apparatus, techies vol
unteered their time and talents to build tools to get out the vote. 

Between Election Day and the inauguration, we created the first 
ever presidential transition website to involve the American people 
in the process of planning the first 100 days of the new administra
tion. We asked people to submit both their questions and their ideas 
as part of a Citizen's Briefing Book, a unique attempt, inspired by Idea
raisers, to invite citizens to tell the presidential transition team what 
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they thought should be on the new president's first-1oo-day agenda. 
More than 125,000 people shared 44,000 ideas. 

On January 21, 2009, his first day in office, as his first executive 
action, President Obama signed the Memorandum on Transparency 
and Open Government. This document committed his adminis
tration to establishing "a system of transparency, public participation, 
and collaboration" for government. The memorandum set in motion 
a national and, subsequently, an international effort to encourage 
public institutions to innovate to improve people's lives. The vision 
underlying the Open Government Memorandum was to move away 
from governing behind closed doors through a limited set of public 
policy professionals and their adjutants. The explicit goal was to move 
toward a world of "smarter governance" in which collaboration and 
conversation between government and citizens would become the de
fault way of working on a day-to-day basis. Implementing this vision 
would require a radical reinvention of government: fundamentally re
designing, not merely reforming, how institutions make decisions by 
opening them up to the value embedded in citizens' skills, talents, 
and abilities. 

As we unpacked our boxes in cramped White House offices, we 
knew that if we were going to be able to tap the intelligence and ex
pertise of the American people and the civil service in new ways, we 
would need to shape our plans and craft our policies on opening gov
ernment in a fashion that modeled the practices we were advocating. 
This was much easier said than done. We might have been on top of 
the world, but we were running Windows 2000. One of the newly ap
pointed Obama administration chief technology officers of a large 
Cabinet department described the situation in his agency like this: 
"We have a nearly obsolete infrastructure. The amount of manual 
work is amazing, and embarrassing. Don't think Go ogle server farm. 
Think gerbil on a wheel." And outdated technology infrastructure was 
only one of the impediments. Overzealous security mavens blocked 
all access to social media sites. Even the president had to exert his au
thority as leader of the Free World to be allowed to keep his mobile 
device. Statutory gift restrictions intended to prevent corruption and 
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bribery prevented us from using even commonly used open source 
software. Security and accessibility inspections could delay the instal
lation of any new software on a White House server for a year or more. 
The White House did not yet have a blog, let alone a Facebook or 
Twitter account, only an arcane and barely functioning website in
herited from the Bush administration, whose idea of openness was 
to make a video of the White House Christmas tree from the vantage 
point of Barney, the First Dog. We had to contract with an organiza
tion outside government to host our initial online open government 
policy brainstorming sessions with the public. 

When we began to address substantive priorities, we knew that a 
few people in a White House office and even a few hundred across 
federal agencies did not possess all the expertise necessary to devise 
policies on technical and complex subjects. But when we started to 
look for those people, we were quickly taught the Washington lesson 
that it was unwise to be "forward leaning"-that is, to tip one's hand 
regarding any forthcoming policies by discussing them publicly. The 
idea of an institution as hidebound as the White House consulting 
with the civil service, let alone the public, before a policy got framed 
and drafted was unheard of. The chief of staff of our office within the 
Executive Office of the President actually had to obtain the email ad
dresses of agency heads surreptitiously in order to ask their permis
sion for ordinary government employees to participate. The reason for 
these extraordinary measures: the standing practice that only the Of
fice of Management and Budget was allowed to speak to agencies on 
behalf of the White House. 

When we considered talking openly online about an open govern
ment policy, First Amendment concerns about government officials 
moderating an online forum got in the way. So did public relations 
concerns: for example, what if we allowed comments about UFOs or 
the president's birth certificate to proliferate? Such insularity was 
common in the White House. Admission to 16oo Pennsylvania Av
enue for even a routine meeting required twenty-four-hours' notice, 
submission of the attendee's birth date and Social Security number, 
a background check, x-ray screening, and a physical inspection. 
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White House tours required special permission and FBI clearance. 
Visitors could take photographs only from a "safe" distance, behind a 
tall iron fence and barricades. Outsiders could not see in, and White 
House employees could not see out because of the voluminous syn
thetic bomb-blast curtains designed to catch shattered glass in the event 
of an explosion. Many staff members sat in Sensitive Compartmented 
Information Facilities (SCIFs, pronounced skiffs)-windowless 
workspaces required for those who routinely work on sensitive mat
ters. Mobile phones had to be left outside the door of such rooms in 
open wooden cubbyholes. It looked like preschool. 

Visitors to the so-called People's House-not the gilt ceremonial 
rooms, but our cramped, low-ceilinged offices-noticed that every 
desk held at least one television set broadcasting CNN, C-SPAN, Fox 
News, MSNBC, an internal White House channel, or a Pentagon sta
tion. Television was the buffer between the White House and regular 
citizens; press conferences announced policies only after they were 
finalized. 

Public consultation took place, of course, but only after the fact, 
as a way to fine-tune an already formulated plan or to sell the public 
on it so as to ease its implementation. By the time a draft policy was 
presented to the public for comment, the document had typically been 
thoroughly reviewed by countless lawyers and policymakers within 
the Executive Office of the President, as well as by the leadership of 
multiple Cabinet agencies. Until that vetting was complete, the doc
ument was considered "deliberative" (and usually marked as such), 
meaning that its contents were confidential and not for public disclo
sure. And before surveying the public, in any case, a little-known 
statute called the Paperwork Reduction Act-the bete noir of the civil 
service-usually required a time-consuming approval process, which 
was, ironically, paper-intensive. Although the definition of"informa
tion collection" under this statute does not pertain to asking for 
public input on a draft regulation, nor does the requirement to seek 
approval apply when the White House (as distinct from a federal de
partment or agency) conducts consultation, as a general matter many 
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people avoided seeking public input for fear that they might inadver
tently violate the Paperwork Reduction Act or, worse yet, have to 
comply with its requirements. Also, agencies have to pay a fee to pub
lish required notices of citizen consultation in the Federal Register, 
the daily newspaper of government. So practicality dictated staying 
away from public engagement for reasons of cost. 

When consultations were required, such as by an agency in con
nection with a draft regulation, good practice was to post the final
often legalistic-draft for comment after it was too late to incorpo
rate citizen responses. By then, often only lobbyists and professional 
government watchers had the know-how to respond, sometimes to 
the end of killing a proposal. 

The White House had a chief information officer responsible for 
tech support, and the Office of Management and Budget had a chief 
information officer responsible for budgetary oversight of information 
technology spending in the agencies. But there was no one whose job 
it was to develop strategies for using the Internet to attract useful con
tributions from citizen experts about how to accomplish major goals, 
such as reducing the cost of health care, improving access to education, 
creating jobs, and making government more efficient and effective. 
In fact, political leaders often invoked national security to justify shut
ting off access to websites and tools that could have enabled public 
servants to speak to-or hear from-the public. The Bush administra
tion, for example, regularly took information about key economic 
indicators and terrorist threats off federal government websites. No 
White House had ever tried to encourage meaningful public engage
ment. Only a few letters sent by citizens to the White House ever make 
their way from the Correspondence Office to the president. Even 
fewer get passed along to relevant Cabinet secretaries or their staff. 

We succeeded in changing some of these practices. During my 
tenure, the White House did a somewhat better job of broadcasting 
how it works and started to post online the logs of who came for 
meetings. During occasional video chats with senior officials the 
public could submit questions. But pushing information out did not 
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translate into a broad willingness-or commitment-to invite more 
information, ideas, and voices in. In the midst of two wars, facing 
widespread dissatisfaction at home about Wall Street malfeasance, 
congressional bailouts, partisan backbiting, and an economy in 
seeming free fall, there was little appetite for more radical institutional 
innovation. There was virtually none for admitting that government 
did not have all the answers. 

After the success of the initial online brainstorming process run 
by an outside organization on our behalf and of another conducted on 
a password-protected and government-only website for public ser
vants, White House leaders briefly consented to allow blogging about 
our open government policy in May 2009. In essence, they chose to 
look the other way in allowing our use of open source software that 
had not been formally procured or inspected. Because of the lack of 
a technology infrastructure (there were no blogs used anywhere in 
the federal government until2oo8), Brian Behlendorf, co-inventor of 
the Apache webserver, flew to Washington to customize a Word Press 
blog that we could use to discuss plans for open government and even 
take comments online. Although the open dialogue yielded input 
that was incorporated into the prescriptions of the Open Government 
Directive issued in December 2009 (and the federal government has 
added a challenge platform to run prize-backed competitions), the 
comment-enabled blogging platform was subsequently taken offline. 

This was deeply frustrating, not least because we had become 
more convinced than ever that the expertise-both credentialed 
expertise and nonelite knowledge-existed to make government 
smarter. Increasingly, the challenges we face as a society are varied, 
complex, and momentous: confronting the prospect of a pandemic; 
dealing with the threats of climate change and terrorism; improving 
education; lowering rates of incarceration and crime; reducing do
mestic and campus sexual violence; addressing nuclear contamina
tion after a Fukushima-like disaster; bringing down the billion-dollar 
costs of everything from healthcare to busing children to school; im
proving the well-being and resilience of our communities; or ad
dressing the needs of the global poor. 
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At the same time, the tremendous leaps being made in science 
and technology could allow us to address these challenges more ef
fectively than ever before. We can produce life-saving, portable water
sanitation kits to help eradicate disease in the most impoverished 
regions; invent a system of sensor technologies to monitor and im
prove hand-washing in hospitals and so reduce rates of death from 
infection; create solar cells as cheap as paint; design green buildings 
that produce all the energy they consume. Aydogan Ozcan of UCLA 
has developed a microscope attachment for a cell phone that costs less 
than ten dollars and transforms the device into a mobile lab to im
prove public health. Architect Diebedo Francis Kere has designed a 
thriving new school for his hometown of Gando in Burkina Faso, 
which has no electricity, using adobe bricks that the villager can 
fashion by hand without expensive machines or imported materials. 
There is an emerging class of socially conscious designers, architects, 
and technologists who are undertaking rapid experimentation with 
the implementation of innovative ideas for dealing with intractable 
social challenges. These activists embrace a citizen-centric model, 
working with affected people to develop site-specific solutions quickly. 
What we are missing-and what we lacked in the White House-are 
institutional designers who think about how to redesign what Presi
dent John Tyler in 1840 called "the complex, but at the same time 
beautiful, machinery of our system of government" and the processes 
it uses to make decisions-and solve problems. 

The design of our current institutions of governance can evolve. 
No law of nature (only what Roberto Unger calls institutional fe
tishism) holds them rigidly in place. They can be changed. Almost a 
century ago, American philosopher John Dewey wrote in The Public 

and Its Problems, "There is no sanctity in universal suffrage, frequent 
elections, majority rule, congressional and cabinet government. These 
things are devices evolved in the direction in which the current was 
moving, each wave of which involved at the time of its impulsion a 
minimum of departure from antecedent custom and law. The devices 
served a purpose; but the purpose was rather that of meeting existing 
needs, which had become too intense to be ignored, than that of 
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forwarding the democratic idea. In spite of all defects, they served 
their own purpose well." 

Indeed, the formation of states is always an experimental process 
of constant rediscovery of the right institutional designs for every age. 
No matter how difficult or improbable, change must be possible lest 
we end up with brittle and unyielding institutions prone to breaking 
when tested by complex and wicked economic and social challenges. 
Whether in failed states or established democracies, the goal is to 
shape a government that works by making better policies and by de
livering services more effectively and legitimately. In our time, that 
requires a transformation, not just in the choice of policy but, more 
fundamentally, in the way we make policy in the first place-a trans
formation that takes seriously the capacity, intelligence, and exper
tise of all people and forges institutions that know how to marshal and 
use that human capital. Ultimately, tackling challenges from public 
health to educational attainment requires many people with diverse 
skills and talents working together. By enabling leaders and citizens 
to collaborate, new technologies are accelerating access not merely to 
information, which would only drown decisionmakers, but also to the 
collective knowledge and creativity needed to curate and filter inno
vative solutions. Yet the most ardent democrats waver in their faith 
that citizens possess the knowledge and the competence needed for 
participation in governing. We need to go beyond old-fashioned pol
itics and ballot counting to build the conversational infrastructure 
that connects more diverse people and what they know to our public 
institutions. We need smarter governance. 

The purpose of Smarter State is to provide both the theory and a 
practical blueprint for going beyond mere transparency and passive 
citizenship to a world in which citizenship is active and institutions 
are "open by default." Such openness and collaboration are essen
tial if democratic societies are to meet the challenges of today and 
tomorrow. 


