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As part of the Open Government Initiative, the Barack 
Obama administration has called for new forms of collab-
oration with stakeholders to increase the innovativeness of 
public service delivery. Federal managers are employing a 
new policy instrument called Challenge.gov to implement 
open innovation concepts invented in the private sector to 
crowdsource solutions from previously untapped problem 
solvers and to leverage collective intelligence to tackle com-
plex social and technical public management problems. 
Th e authors highlight the work conducted by the Offi  ce 
of Citizen Services and Innovative Technologies at the 
General Services Administration, the administrator of the 
Challenge.gov platform. Specifi cally, this Administrative 
Profi le features the work of Tammi Marcoullier, program 
manager for Challenge.gov, and Karen Trebon, deputy 
program manager, and their role as change agents who 
mediate collaborative practices between policy makers and 
public agencies as they navigate the political and legal 
environments of their local agencies. Th e profi le provides 
insights into the implementation process of crowdsourc-
ing solutions for public management problems, as well as 
lessons learned for designing open innovation processes in 
the public sector.

If it’s a 50% solution, that’s 50% farther than we got 
on our own.

—Tammi Marcoullier, program manager 

Challenge.gov

H
ow can a successful private sector practice 

be introduced in public sector organiza-

tions? What are the necessary implementa-

tion steps, and how do interorganizational change 

agents facilitate the implementation process? Here, 

we focus on the role of two public managers in the 

General Services Administration (GSA), Tammi 

Marcoullier and Karen Trebon, who are supporting 

U.S. federal government agencies in implementing a 

new policy instrument based on 

a private sector open innova-

tion approach that incorporates 

prizes and contests: Challenge.

gov.

We fi rst review the existing 

open innovation literature and 

discuss the extent to which a successful private sector 

practice is transferrable to the public sector. We then 

highlight the organizational barriers that public man-

agers encounter during the implementation process 

and how managers at GSA help agencies maneuver 

the organizational change processes. We explain the 

unique approach used by GSA’s program managers 

to support internal change agents while they explore 

their organization’s environment, relevant legal and 

political contexts, and evaluate resources and capaci-

ties necessary for the successful adoption of an innova-

tive policy instrument. Finally, we provide lessons 

learned for the implementation of prizes and contests 

in government in general.

Open Innovation in the Private Sector
Open innovation encourages organizations to search 

for solutions outside their organizational boundaries 

to address core management problems. Chesbrough, 

Vanhaverbeke, and West defi ne open innovation as 

“the use of purposive infl ows and outfl ows of knowl-

edge to accelerate internal innovation, and expand 

the markets for external use of innovation, respec-

tively. [Th is paradigm] assumes that fi rms can and 

should use external ideas as well as internal ideas, and 

internal and external paths to market, as they look to 

advance their technology” (2006, 1). Open innovation 

approaches rely on crowdsourcing activities, which 

Brabham defi nes as a way to “leverage the collective 

intelligence of online communities to serve business 

goals, improve public participation in governance, 

design products, and solve problems” (2013, 14). 

Instead of relying solely on their own employees, 

organizations can involve external parties in idea gen-

eration, collaborative experimentation, and problem-

solving processes (Howe 2006; Surowiecki 2004). 

Some of the most prominent examples of the use of 

crowdsourcing approaches are 

the contributions to Wikipedia 

and the development of Linux 

and other open source software 

(Awazu and Desouza 2004).

Crowdsourcing approaches 

allow collective intelligence to 

Implementing Open Innovation in the Public Sector: 

Th e Case of Challenge.gov

Crowdsourcing approaches 
allow collective intelligence to 
be leveraged to solve complex 
problems when resources or 

expertise are otherwise lacking. 
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highest-paying customers (Bozeman and Bretschneider 1994; Perry 

and Rainey 1988).

Th e question, therefore, is how can public agencies implement a 

top-down political mandate within existing standard operating 

procedures? Fernandez and Rainey (2006) note that formal political 

mandates do not necessarily result in suc-

cessful policy implementation. In addition, 

the extent to which each individual agency 

adopts the mandate often varies. Every agency 

faces diff erent internal and external environ-

ments that have to be navigated in order to 

implement a political mandate. Inattention 

to substantive diff erences between private and 

public sector practices may lead to failures 

in implementing the new policy instrument. 

Th erefore, we investigate the case of Challenge.gov and the role that 

public managers play in the implementation process when navigat-

ing the aforementioned barriers.

The Case: Challenge.gov
Following the principles of President Barack Obama’s Open 

Government Initiative (White House 2009), the U.S. Offi  ce of 

Management and Budget instructed GSA in an early 2010 memo-

randum to build a platform called Challenge.gov to support a 

new policy instrument called “Prizes and Contests” (White House 

2010). Th e guiding principles for the new platform include mecha-

nisms that support the potential (1) to “bring new ideas to the table 

from unlikely sources” in order to support major breakthroughs 

on enduring social and technological challenges and (2) to “help 

address social [needs] in addition to science and technology chal-

lenges.” Th e 2010 memo was followed up by the Innovator’s Tool 

Kit, which outlined best practices for the use of prizes and contests 

and was designed to motivate federal agencies to adopt existing 

open innovation approaches that had proven successful in the pri-

vate sector (White House 2012).

Agencies were directed to incorporate new technologies designed to 

include a diverse range of citizens in the policy-making process. In 

addition, they were required to fi nd innovative, low-cost solutions 

to public problems. Th e Open Government Initiative was based on 

the notion that including previously disenfranchised stakeholders in 

problem solving and policy design processes would lead to several 

positive outcomes, including improved government awareness of 

social problems, more eff ective practices based on broad citizen 

experience, and increased trust between government and citizens.

Challenge.gov was launched by GSA on September 10, 2010, and 

it has become the dominant platform for federal agencies to host 

competitions. Challenge.gov is based on ChallengePost.com, which 

is operated on a no-cost contract basis. It is designed to encourage 

agencies to increase their capacity to support, design, and man-

age prizes, whether acting alone or in collaboration with external 

partners. Th e goals of Challenge.gov are to (1) help federal agencies 

launch contests; (2) help the public fi nd, share, and solve contests; 

and (3) energize innovation in public agencies.

Challenge.gov in the federal government serves as an online plat-

form to host contests, create awareness for unsolved challenges, 

be leveraged to solve complex problems when resources or exper-

tise are otherwise lacking. Distributed and collective knowledge 

is harnessed to make sense of large amounts of data. For example, 

Galaxy Zoo (http://www. galaxyzoo.org/) uses crowdsourcing to 

engage the public in the identifi cation and classifi cation of galax-

ies. Th e public classifi es the structure of the galaxies and compares 

their accuracy against others. In the fi rst 

year alone, the public completed 50 mil-

lion galaxy classifi cations, and accuracy was 

comparable to the classifi cations conducted 

by professional astronomers. Th e Foldit 

platform is another example of a successful 

crowdsourcing eff ort. Users participate in 

interactive games to determine the structure 

of a protein; players are able to view and 

build on each other’s models, leading to a 

solution in as little as three weeks, when years of medical research 

had been unsuccessful up to that point (Khatib et al. 2011). 

Crowdsourcing, while no panacea for organizational innovation, is 

a powerful approach to tackling complex problems when internal 

and individualized approaches have not worked.

Open Innovation in the Public Sector
Implementing open innovation methodologies in the public sector 

can have myriad positive benefi ts, including improved aware-

ness of social problems, more eff ective practices based on broad 

citizen experience, and increased trust between government and 

citizens (Bassler et al. 2008; Gaventa and Barrett 2010; Reddel 

and Woolcock 2004). However, open innovation approaches in 

the private sector are context dependent—they cannot readily be 

transferred to the public sector (Louis et al. 2013). Public sector 

innovation is usually introduced through the policy cycle: a political 

mandate instructs agencies to expand, abandon, or create a new 

public service. Based on the political mandate, public agencies then 

have to respond by implementing the required changes to their 

service delivery.

Public agencies have rules and regulations that govern their interac-

tion with the public and their ability to source eff ective solutions. 

Most of these rules and regulations are based on the traditional 

mode of contracting (see, e.g., Boyne 1998). Contracting requires 

agencies to know the solution they need in advance and to work 

with prescreened vendors. When contending with open innovation, 

public agencies need to have a greater degree of freedom in sourc-

ing solutions. Th ey need to embrace a much more diverse solution 

provider space and have limited assurance that the solutions that 

citizens provide are useful or even implementable. Th is might have 

to do with the fact that problem defi nition occurs under incom-

plete information and, oftentimes, a limited understanding of how 

potential solutions can look like. It can also be that solutions from 

nonprofessional solution providers might not be as substantial as 

those submitted by professionals and experts. Agencies might have 

limited capacity to evaluate the innovativeness and appropriateness 

of the submitted solutions. Agencies are also limited in the type of 

problems that they can crowdsource through an open innovation 

process because of their publicness (Bozeman 1987). Public agencies 

are generally not able to ask outside problem solvers to invent a new 

business model for government, to reinvent products, or to increase 

an agency’s cost-eff ectiveness by reducing service delivery to the 

We investigate the case of 
Challenge.gov and the role that 

public managers play in the 
implementation process when 
navigating the aforementioned 

barriers.
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At the time of our data collection, 46 agencies had already gone 

through this internal process to fulfi ll the requirements of an external 

political mandate. GSA’s program managers have served a critical 

role in creating a community of practice among the involved public 

managers and mitigated the risks by sharing already established prac-

tices across agencies and providing technical support for the platform 

itself. In a recent IBM report, Desouza (2012) provides a detailed 

overview of the current state of Challenge.gov. Of the 179 challenges 

listed, 110 (61.45 percent) are managed on external platforms (i.e., 

they were only advertised on Challenge.gov, but submissions, reviews, 

etc., are handled on alternative sites). Four agencies, including the 

National Aeronautics and Space Administration, the Department of 

Health and Human Services, the Environmental Protection Agency, 

and the U.S. Air Force, have posted 10 or more challenges. Nineteen 

agencies have posted only one challenge. Th e U.S. Department of 

Health and Human Services has sponsored 37 challenges, the most of 

any agency. Agencies are using this new policy instrument to solicit 

solutions for a variety of problems (see table 1).

The GSA’s Administrators
Two public managers, Tammi Wark Marcoullier and Karen Trebon, 

are responsible for GSA’s prizes, challenge activities, and services. 

Th ey manage all aspects of the platform, including training and 

support for federal agencies that are starting to launch their own 

contests online.

Marcoullier joined the Offi  ce of Citizen Services and Innovative 

Technologies in May 2011 as the program manager for Challenge.

gov. She has a background in journalism and, prior to joining GSA, 

worked for private sector organizations such as AOL Broadband, 

Publish2.com, and large national print media organizations such as 

USA Today and U.S. News & World Report. Her responsibilities in 

these organizations included online content creation and launching 

blogs.

In her role at GSA, Marcoullier designs innovation strategy and 

leads the community of practice in the U.S. federal government. 

She also manages the engagement and outreach team at the Center 

for Excellence in Digital Government. Her areas of program 

expertise include challenge and prize competitions, social media, 

multimedia, collaborative applications, and usability assessment. 

Her team focuses on citizen engagement, eff ective communications, 

online strategy, innovation, crowdsourcing, and open government 

initiatives.

Karen Trebon joined the Offi  ce of Citizen Services and Innovative 

Technologies in 2002. She serves as deputy program manager for 

Challenge.gov and helped adjust the design and functionalities 

of the platform as part of her responsibilities at GSA’s Center for 

and bring citizens together in a competitive scenario to solve an 

issue online. Th e platform is used to drive awareness for unsolved 

challenges by uniting citizens in a competitive, solution-oriented 

online environment. Challenges—or contests—are novel methods 

to engage external stakeholders in the problem-solving, solution 

design, and policy implementation processes (Desouza 2012; Kalil 

2006; Mergel 2011). Problem statements further elucidate the chal-

lenge issue and call for solutions to address an agency’s needs.

Challenges can be designed so that citizens provide solutions but 

also review and evaluate solutions, vote on solutions, and even get 

involved in the implementation of solutions and subsequent evalua-

tion of new policies or other types of public sector innovations. Th e 

solution providers can be individual citizens, teams of citizens, private 

or nonprofi t organizations, and even industry consortia. Agencies can 

use this instrument to increase awareness of their mission and value in 

society by creating open innovation contests that engage the public on 

salient social challenges and opportunities. With the use of this policy 

instrument, public agencies can establish a goal without having to 

preselect the problem-solving approach or team.

As noted earlier, agencies seeking to introduce a successful private 

sector management approach cannot ignore the systematic diff er-

ences of the public sector, as well as the specifi c context in which 

each agency is embedded (Fernandez and Rainey 2006). Agencies 

need to evaluate the merits of posting problems openly for a large 

number of potential problem solvers and weigh this approach 

against other established innovation acquisition processes, such as 

requests for proposals or other types of outsourcing to external con-

tractors using a formal contract. When crowdsourcing methodolo-

gies are used, it is necessary to develop a plan for implementation, 

gain support from internal stakeholders (especially top manage-

ment), allocate appropriate resources in the form of manpower 

and prize money, and work with legal counsel to design eff ective 

structures to integrate the new policy instrument into the existing 

set of innovation creation processes. Institutionalization of this new 

tool occurs by adapting the use to the existing legal framework and 

context of each agency (for an in-depth discussion of how technol-

ogy innovations such as a Challenge.gov or other social interaction 

platforms are implemented in the public sector, see Mergel and 

Bretschneider 2013).

Agencies wishing to host a competition must follow a predeter-

mined process. Each federal agency works with its internal and 

external stakeholders to identify and scope out public management 

problems, specifi cs of potential solutions, the target audience, judg-

ing criteria, and the milestones of the contest. Th e legal governance 

framework and authority for creating challenges is outlined in the 

America COMPETES (Creating Opportunities to Meaningfully 

Promote Excellence in Technology, Education, and Science) Act 

of 2007. After receiving clearance from their general counsel, 

agency personnel work with GSA’s Offi  ce of Citizen Services and 

Innovative Technologies to upload the competition on the Challege.

gov platform. GSA then creates a moderator account that allows 

personnel from the sponsoring federal agency to manage the details 

of their competition on the platform. Th e Offi  ce of Citizen Services 

and Innovative Technologies supports the agency by promoting 

competitions to the general public through traditional channels, 

such as press releases, but also by harnessing social media channels.

Table 1 Types of Challenges Posted on Challenge.gov

Type of challenge Percentage

Science and technology 40%
Health 18%
Energy and environment 12%
Education 12%
Economy   9%
Personal and public safety   6%
Jobs   4%
International affairs   1%
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patience to make that happen. What we’ve seen though is 

that, when people do run a challenge, if they get the results 

they’re looking for, or they learn something from it that’s valu-

able, they’ll come back and do it again.

Marcoullier and Trebon provide ongoing support through an online 

community of practice in which they bring together all managers 

who have to implement prizes and contests. Th ey provide process 

support to navigate the administrative hurdles and provide insights 

into how other agencies have solved legal problems. In addition, 

they engage in outreach activities to involve agencies that are consid-

ering implementing a crowdsourcing solution. GSA representatives 

meet with the agencies, provide a hands-on introduction to these 

new policy tools, assist with implementation, and provide ongoing 

support with challenges. As platform use matures, GSA’s program 

managers also organize insights into higher-level outcomes, such as 

community building among problem solvers to tap into an estab-

lished community for future challenges. Th rough avenues such as 

GSA’s DigitalGov University, administrators are able to bring in 

external experts to share knowledge and leading practices and even 

conduct training for the community.

Open innovation approaches are gaining popularity across all levels 

of government (Mergel 2011). Most approaches can be defi ned as 

experimental lighthouse projects, and each case is situated in its own 

political and legal environment, with a diverse set of unique public 

management problems. From our interviews with GSA’s program 

managers, we derived fi ve generalizable themes that can help stream-

line the implementation and adoption process of prizes and contests 

at other levels of government.

Defi ning a Successful Challenge Is Not Straightforward
Initially, public managers tasked with the implementation of con-

tests as a new policy instrument did not have a good sense of how 

the various dimensions of the challenge would impact outcomes. 

For example, would challenges off ering cash prizes receive more 

submissions than challenges providing just 

recognition? Or would prizes that are highly 

specifi c in their focus be more popular than 

those with broader mandates? As a result 

of this uncertainty, agencies often took a 

cautious approach when implementing chal-

lenges and defi ning expectations. According 

to Trebon, “Challenges aren’t right for 

everything. For some agencies, they might 

want to stick with a grant. Some might want 

to stick with a traditional procurement. 

But we’re kind of letting the agencies make that decision in their 

own house.” Uncertainty is further complicated by the fact that 

running challenges requires agency personnel to evaluate the value 

added by Challenge.gov versus existing public engagement tools 

and that this approach invariably incurs additional expenses. As 

Marcoullier suggested, the use of challenges needs to be evaluated 

based on “results that meet the mission.” Oftentimes, a direct link 

between a challenge posted to the platform, the actual imple-

mentation of the solution, and a valuable outcome is diffi  cult to 

measure. Nevertheless, most public managers see their participa-

tion as an important and contribution to the Open Government 

Initiative.

Excellence in Digital Government. Her role includes outreach to 

help federal agencies and departments adopt the platform in support 

of their mission. She answers questions and helps other agencies use 

the site eff ectively, builds relationships and informs the community 

of practice, promotes challenges posted by agencies on Challenge.

gov through social media channels such as Facebook and Twitter, 

informs solution providers of upcoming deadlines for submissions, 

and plans educational events that teach government employees 

about the importance of challenges and prizes. She catalogs lessons 

learned and best practices across all challenges and publishes them 

on HowTo.gov, a Web site to help government workers deliver 

improved customer experience to citizens. In addition, Trebon serves 

as a liaison to the Federal Acquisition Service for the challenge and 

competition services schedule that GSA has set up. Th is list of GSA-

approved vendors allows public entities to implement challenges 

with relative ease.

Lessons Learned from Two Years of Challenge.gov
Th e introduction of a new platform in combination with new forms 

of knowledge acquisition and sharing as part of a crowdsourcing 

process constitutes a departure from standard operating processes 

for many government agencies. We interviewed Marcoullier and 

Trebon about the roles they have played as change agents helping 

public managers interpret the formal political mandate. We also 

asked them about their experiences in assisting federal agencies 

design and implement challenges.

Before agencies could upload their fi rst contests to Challenge.gov, 

managers reported many diffi  culties navigating their own agency’s 

procedural and legal hurdles. Some initial barriers that they encoun-

tered can be traced to the fact that agencies had to understand the 

implications of this new policy instrument, work through legal con-

straints where precedence did not exist, and convince stakeholders 

that it was worth taking the risk to experiment on the new platform. 

Trebon asserted that it is often benefi cial for agencies to hire outside 

contractors to run challenges on their behalf. Contractors then 

aid with problem defi nition, selection and 

marketing, and analysis of the submitted solu-

tions. Trebon explained,

Vendors are kind of like consultants who 

can help federal agencies run challenges, 

if the government person doesn’t feel 

comfortable doing it all by themselves and 

if they’re lucky enough to have funding to 

hire someone to help them. I try to make 

recommendations as far as what vendors 

should be on that schedule and help the government person-

nel get started on how to use the schedule if they want to.

Th e publicity of the open innovation platform also was disconcert-

ing for many agencies. Marcoullier noted,

Th e site is open to the general public at all times. In order to 

post something here, it is pretty intensive to get your legal 

departments involved, to get executives to sign-off , or top 

agency level sign-off . Th at doesn’t stop the experimenta-

tion: it just means public managers have to go through a few 

hoops to get something done. It takes a lot a persistence and 

Initially, public managers tasked 
with the implementation of 

contests as a new policy instru-
ment did not have a good sense 
of how the various dimensions 
of the challenge would impact 

outcomes. 
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developing innovative tools or techniques to create awareness about 

health-related issues through social media.

Broadly speaking, challenges can have one or more of the follow-

ing goals: (1) sourcing specifi c solutions, (2) enabling the creation 

of new public resources (e.g., new data repositories), (3) increas-

ing awareness of a social and/or policy issue, and (4) fostering 

new forms of partnerships in the public sphere (e.g., setting up 

partnerships between the nonprofi t, private, and public sectors). 

Understanding the goals of a challenge is critical in order to have 

a successful experience. Too often, managers who have run chal-

lenges failed to clearly identify their primary and secondary goals 

for a challenge. Th is failure led to a number of negative outcomes: 

targeting the public with an incorrect message about the challenge’s 

intent, the inability to get attention for solutions received within an 

agency, and even the inability to assess the success (or failure) of the 

competition in terms of meeting the objectives. Th e goals of a chal-

lenge need to be explicitly stated, along with the rationale behind 

them.

Being Precise in Challenge Problem Defi nition
A problem defi nition frames the need for solutions to a given 

problem, along with specifi cs, such as how solutions will be evalu-

ated, the design of the submission process, and the overall goal of 

a challenge from the agency’s perspective. Problem defi nitions are 

created after the goals of the challenge are clearly delineated—they 

are more precise and fi ne-tuned statements. As an example, consider 

the Cancer Care Video Challenge (http://cancercare.challenge.

gov/) run by the Offi  ce of the National Coordinator for Health 

Information Technology in conjunction with the National Cancer 

Institute, which “invites cancer patients, survivors, and their families 

and friends to create short, compelling videos sharing a personal 

story that describes a goal of a cancer patient or survivor, and how 

technology (such as health IT or consumer eHealth tools) is used to 

support meeting that goal. Th ere are a variety of tools and applica-

tions that can be used to help patients and their families navigate 

the various aspects of living with or transitioning from cancer 

treatment to survivorship.” Submissions are judged on creativity, 

potential impact, video and audio quality, and video plays. Th e 

overall goal of the challenge is to “generate videos that will inspire 

and motivate others to become more engaged in their care, through 

the use of consumer e-health tools and other health IT to improve 

communication and collaboration with their health care team (doc-

tors, nurses, and other allied health care professionals), and better 

manage their cancer-related care.”

Framing, defi ning, and writing the problem statement for chal-

lenges is one of the most important tasks after the program goals 

have been clearly delineated. Initial challenges launched on the 

platform lacked specifi city and clarity, which 

led to confusion in terms of expectations. For 

example, early on, seldom did a challenge 

specify what kinds of solution providers were 

eligible to participate. As a result, several agen-

cies expected solution providers to be citizens 

who would work on the requisite problem in 

their spare time and who had a passion for the 

issue. Surprising to these agencies was the fact 

that most of the actual solution providers were 

Crowdsourced solutions are often quixotic; solutions might not be 

readily implementable or may not advance all desired objectives. 

As discussed later, the lack of clear problem specifi cation on the 

part of an agency is a primary reason why submitted solutions do 

not meet expectations. Most public managers do receive valuable 

contributions for their challenges that help them advance the needle 

on certain issues and develop deeper insights on problems. Other 

challenges mostly contribute to an increased public awareness of 

new policies or programs. Th e fact that public agencies are opening 

themselves up to the public is an indicator that they are willing to 

experiment with innovative tools to improve their decision-making 

outcomes and are open to more participatory approaches to policy 

design, implementation, and evaluation.

Up-front, thorough analysis of metrics and outcomes relevant to a 

specifi c project is desirable. Public managers should clearly identify 

key performance indicators necessary for the successful competi-

tion of a project. Common success measures include the number of 

participants, the number and diversity of solutions, the number of 

solutions from individuals or groups that have not engaged with the 

agency before, and the level of awareness that a challenge generates. 

Th ese success measures are especially relevant during the early stages 

of project implementation, as project success is contingent on secur-

ing adequate public engagement. As an agency’s experience with 

crowdsourcing increases, innovative methodologies for the critical 

evaluation of popular solutions must be created to ensure that each 

solution generates suffi  cient value.

Designing Clear Goals for Challenges
Public agencies have diff erent audiences and goals for their com-

petitions. For example, the U.S. Department of Transportation 

created a “Connected Vehicles Challenge” to broaden awareness of 

connected vehicles technology (establishing a network of com-

munication between vehicles) and its role within the research fi eld. 

Moreover, it targeted students, seeking to engage the next genera-

tion of engineers, economists, and others interested in this arena. 

Th e Intelligent Transportation Systems Joint Program Offi  ce realized 

that these individuals are the ones coming into the workforce, and 

therefore being in touch with this technology is essential.

Other agencies sought to fi nd out how data buried in administra-

tive information systems could be leveraged toward the advance-

ment of the agency’s mission, greater transparency of operations, 

or realization of outcomes in an effi  cient manner. For example, the 

U.S. Department of Energy’s “Apps for Energy” initiative challenges 

participants to develop innovative applications to reduce energy 

consumption. Th e challenge requires participants to use the Green 

Button data made available by the department, which includes vari-

ous details regarding the energy consumption patterns of citizens. 

Th e challenge also encourages participants 

to combine these data with other open data 

available through other U.S. government 

departments, such as the Census Bureau.

Th e U.S. Department of Health and Human 

Services has initiated many challenges aimed 

at promoting health awareness and hygiene. 

For example, the “Now Trending: #Health 

in My Community” challenge was aimed at 

Surprising to these agencies 
was the fact that most of the 

actual solution providers were 
individuals who already had 

solutions to the problems being 
posed and even businesses based 

on these solutions.
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Another lesson learned is that agencies need to fi nd ways to 

reach out beyond [their] usual suspects of people you would 

have solve these problems. I would like to give you an exam-

ple: A health-related agency wanted to run a video challenge. 

When we talked to agencies about who they were going to tar-

get to submit a video, they wanted to target exactly the same 

people that they communicate with weekly already as part of 

their day-to-day operations. . . . We asked them if they would 

consider marketing the video challenge out beyond that closed 

known group to students who were studying multimedia, to 

academic institutions, to people who were in diff erent com-

munities that aren’t part of what their familiar circle is.

Desouza (2012) points to another way to increase the awareness 

and interest in a challenge: the use of an external panel of judges. 

Challenges that used external judges who had signifi cant notoriety 

were more popular than challenges that did not have an external 

panel. Consider the U.S. Department of Commerce’s “Business 

Apps” challenge, which included a judging panel comprising nota-

ble people such as Steven VanRoekel (current federal chief informa-

tion offi  cer), Vint Cerf (vice president and chief Internet evangelist 

at Google), Vivek Kundra (former federal chief information offi  cer), 

Tim O’Reilly (founder and chief executive offi  cer of O’Reilly 

Media), and Sheryl Sandberg (chief operating offi  cer of Facebook). 

Th e panel of judges helped spread the word about the competition 

through the physical and virtual platforms in which they partici-

pated (e.g., Twitter, Facebook, etc.).

Building a Community of Practice to Share Lessons Learned
Lessons learned from each challenge need to be shared across public 

agencies to ensure that mistakes are not repeated. Our interviews 

revealed that repetition of mistakes is occur-

ring across various agencies—a dearth of 

coordination and collaboration is present. No 

centralized or standardized process for chal-

lenge implementation exists; rather, the onus 

is on the agency to reach out to GSA or the 

White House. Marcoullier asserted that,

Sometimes they hear about us through colleagues, or they 

fi nd the Challenge.gov site and they sign up and then come 

to us with questions. . . . Th ey are working on an initiative, 

and some mention challenges, and some say “Oh, that sounds 

good.” . . . So it is a pretty organic the way that people come in 

and there is no one door, one way they walk in. . . . Th e infor-

mation does not always fi lter out of the innovation offi  ce down 

to the ground level of people who are running programs.

A way of mitigating repeated mistakes is to build standardized 

processes and structures around challenges. For example, every 

agency refers to its general counsel to determine whether it is 

within the provisions of the America COMPETES Act. Providing 

a standardized process can help agencies reduce the amount of time 

they spend on legalities and allow them to spend more time and 

resources on the challenge itself. Another benefi t of having stand-

ardized processes and structures is providing public agencies with 

a means of identifying common pitfalls and issues, such as having 

a post-challenge engagement strategy early in the challenge design 

phase.

individuals who already had solutions to the problems being posed 

and even businesses based on these solutions. Problem statements 

should contain rubrics for solution evaluation so that solvers know 

the targets that they need to achieve in order to be competitive. 

Problem statements should also contain information on how a solu-

tion can be used by a sponsoring agency. Citizens who participate in 

competitions are enthused by the opportunity to create a solution 

that actually makes a diff erence in the public sector (Desouza 2012). 

Hence, providing more details on the process by which the winning 

solution will be used by the agency is highly desirable to encourage 

participation and top-quality submissions.

Marcoullier shared her insights: “Keep your challenge focused on a 

discrete problem . . . Th at is the key. I think that challenges are not 

right for solving every problem, but they can be transformative for 

the right problem. As so defi ning your problem statement is critical. 

Being clear about what you are asking people to do, writing it in 

plain language [is] also critical.” Being specifi c in how a problem is 

designed ensures that the agency will receive submissions that it can 

use to advance a cause or make a diff erence in the life of the public. 

Simply collecting submissions is not advisable, as it sets the wrong 

expectations with citizens. Citizens are less likely to participate and 

invest time in futures challenges if they learn that the agency failed 

to plan for the implementation of their work.

Attracting Attention and Participation through Incentives
Identifi cation of appropriate incentives is crucial for ensuring chal-

lenge success. Th is requires agencies to align their expectations with 

the eff ort required on the part of citizens to solve the problem as well 

as the social and economic realities of their target solution provid-

ers. Agencies view monetary incentives as a means to incentivize 

individuals to work on submissions for their 

challenge. Federal agencies need to attract the 

kinds of participants who care deeply about 

the problem statements or can provide expert 

solutions to the posed problem statements. As 

Marcoullier noted, “It’s knowing what you are 

asking people to do, knowing what your audi-

ence is going to fi nd as a suitable reward. It’s 

not always about the money. Some money is good. Knowing what is 

appropriate for your solver audience is important.” In his interviews 

with citizens who had won challenges, Desouza (2012) found that 

receiving fi nancial recognition was of limited interest to the winners. 

Citizens were more interested in seeing their solutions implemented, 

expanding their professional networks, and even fi nding ways to col-

laborate with agency personnel.

As the number of challenges on the platform increases, it becomes 

vital for agencies to target their marketing activities so as to compete 

for attention. As Trebon noted, “Say 8 months ago, had you run a 

challenge that’s all you needed to do. Now challenges are not a novel 

concept anymore.” Today, agencies need to fi nd innovative ways to 

get their message across, and they are actually competing for atten-

tion against other challenges. Some of the ways to gain attention are 

having notable individuals on judging panels, innovative prizes, larger 

prize purses, and even media mentions and coverage. GSA helps with 

expert knowledge and suggests ways to tap into networks of solu-

tion providers, target audiences, and use social media to reach out to 

potential participants. Marcoullier provided an illustrative example:

Our interviews revealed that 
repetition of mistakes is occur-
ring across various agencies—a 
dearth of coordination and col-

laboration is present.
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manner. Researchers are well positioned to understand the critical 

success factors of challenges completed and those in which solu-

tions were actually internalized within the policy process or in the 

processes of the public agency. Learning from these eff orts could 

lead to a better understanding of the role of challenges in solving the 

myriad problems and opportunities that public agencies confront. 

For instance, challenges may not be well suited to problems that 

need immediate solutions or for which there are strong political 

divides on proposed approaches to solutions. In addition, challenges 

may not be suited for problems for which the barriers to creating 

solutions limit who can participate—for example, in a situation in 

which the chances of traditional players participating only is high 

(in this case, a traditional contracting approach may be best).

Redesigning Implementation Processes in Public Institutions 
to Incorporate Challenges into Current Administrative 
and Policy Processes
Public agencies need to adapt their internal processes to take advan-

tage of the crowdsourcing mechanism. Agencies have to go through 

several internal steps to adapt their existing standard operating 

procedures and ensure that the new policy instrument fi ts into the 

existing legal framework. However, after the initial hurdles are over-

come, implementation goes much faster for subsequent contests. As 

Marcoullier pointed out,

If you look at Department of Labor right now: they started 

out with a video challenge initially, and then they did some 

apps challenges, a little bit more aggressive. And once they got 

those under their belt, they were quicker to launch their next 

set of challenges, because the time, from seeing some success, 

and learning the lessons of what you need to do next time, to 

doing the next one or two or three or four, can increase just 

exponentially. You don’t have to take 6 or 8 months to do the 

next one. You’ve already established so much of the ground-

work that you can now launch something else within 60 days, 

and then another 60 days after that, instead of waiting almost 

a year or half a year to do it.

Not surprisingly, internal adjustments and vetting processes take a 

long time because of the public character of the platform:

Th is site is open to the general public at all times. So in 

order to post something here, it’s pretty intensive to get 

your legal departments involved, to get executives to sign 

off , or top agency level sign off . I think that doesn’t stop the 

experimentation, it just means they have to go through a 

few hoops to get something done. And it takes a lot a per-

sistence and patience to make that happen. And, what we’ve 

seen though is that, when people do run a challenge, if they 

get the results they’re looking for, or they learn something 

from it that’s valuable, they’ll come back and do it again.

Seldom were agencies able to incorporate solutions into their 

administrative processes or service off erings. One reason for this is 

that their internal processes were too rigid to account for these solu-

tions. Th is resulted in limited value appropriation from the chal-

lenges. Research is needed to help guide public agencies on viable 

strategies for modifying and/or extending processes so as to make 

them amenable to absorbing solutions from challenges.

Being able to exchange knowledge such as lessons learned is also 

critical for Challenge.gov to mature and thrive. An important 

resource is GSA itself. On its HowTo.gov Web site, the agency 

provides training material, lessons learned, and success stories for 

running challenges. DigitalGov University is used as an avenue for 

peer-to-peer interaction: successful public managers are frequently 

featured in webinars in combination with solution providers who 

share their insights and best practices advice. GSA also hosts an 

e-mail Listserv, frequent phone conferences, online offi  ce hours on 

Google Hangouts, and other information-sharing opportunities to 

push information out to the community of practice.

Toward Open Innovation Implementation in the Public 
Sector
Th e use of challenges to source innovative solutions to public 

management problems in the public sector is a new fi eld of inquiry 

that needs more attention from researchers in public administration. 

Based on our initial interviews with program managers at GSA and 

two waves of data collection conducted in 2011 and 2012 with 46 

agencies that have started to use contests and prizes as new forms 

of innovation creation, we developed a set of inquiries for future 

research. Th e research agenda outlined here will help advance the 

fi eld of innovation implementation in public administration, sup-

port a deeper understanding how new technologies are adopted, 

contribute to the process of designing, deploying, and evaluating 

new policy instruments.

Motivations to Use Contests versus Other Forms of Innovation 
Acquisition in the Public Sector
Th e standard operating procedure for the acquisition of innova-

tions in the public sector is a bureaucratic contracting process that 

involves specifying a detailed request for proposals, a cumbersome 

selection process, and messy contract negotiations. While prizes and 

contests were introduced as a political mandate, agencies face many 

barriers that prevent them from adopting a crowdsourcing approach 

to solve their public management problems. Public administration 

research can contribute to a deeper understanding of the existing 

barriers as well as the motives for innovation managers in the public 

sector to depart from the existing innovation acquisition and stand-

ard operating procedures and adopt a crowdsourcing approach.

Challenges need to be studied within the ecosystem of other 

mechanisms that are employed by public agencies to achieve mis-

sion objectives. Challenges can be combined with more traditional 

instruments of contracting. For example, challenges could lead to 

prizes in which the winners receive the contract to do the work. 

Th is would call for changes in how we think of the traditional 

request-for-proposal process. In addition, challenges could be used 

to implement policy. Communities could be engaged to compete 

(and cooperate) on implementing policies in a manner that fi ts local 

realities. Prizes could be awarded on the basis of the eff ectiveness 

of policy implementation and outcomes (e.g., change in behavior, 

cost savings, etc.) and various process measures (e.g., transparency, 

inclusion, etc.).

Today, most of the challenges focus on creating solutions rather 

than implementing solutions. While generating innovative solutions 

is important, it is also critical for public managers to fi nd solutions 

that enable them to implement solutions in an eff ective and effi  cient 
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Motivations for Citizens to Participate in Open Innovation 
Contests
Citizens consider myriad factors beyond just the monetary incentive 

when they decide to participate in challenges. Some of these factors 

include testing their development skills, networking with other 

developers, personal interest in the challenge’s domain, exposure 

to potential app customers, and participation in federal open data 

projects. Further research needs to focus on understanding the moti-

vational factors that infl uence a citizen’s decision to participate in a 

challenge. A thorough understanding of motivational factors could 

help public agencies design improved challenges that encourage 

greater participation from citizens.

Evaluating the Innovativeness of Solutions
What are appropriate metrics to evaluate the impact of participating 

in innovation challenges in the public sector? Public administra-

tion researchers can help open the black box 

and help government understand whether 

a crowdsourced solution is truly of higher 

quality than an acquired solution provided 

by an external vendor. Oftentimes, existing 

relationships with vendors are the preferred 

choice of an agency when it comes to problem 

solving. Can crowdsourced innovations help 

agencies acquire solutions faster and cheaper 

or at a higher quality, thus justifying the use of 

Challenge.gov? How do the solutions compare 

to internally developed solutions? Research 

is needed to identify the critical value added of solutions provided 

by a crowdsourcing approach compared to traditional internal and 

external sourcing methods.

Design Features for Challenges and the Challenge.gov 
Platform
Researchers can conduct experiments to gauge how the presence or 

absence of various features stimulates or limits participation in the 

platform. For example, if video capability allows citizens to hear 

directly from public managers rather than simply reading a chal-

lenge description, does this drive participation? Does the presence of 

a judging panel composed of known experts or celebrities drive par-

ticipation? Does the presence of an online platform where citizens 

can share information with the public agency during the ideation 

process lead to better solutions? Th ese are just some of the questions 

that we could test experimentally.

Conclusion
Overall, federal agencies using Challenge.gov as part of the Open 

Government Initiative have embraced it as an alternative mechanism 

to sourcing ideas, knowledge, and solutions for the challenges that 

they face. Citizens have been active participants in the platform, 

showing that when given an opportunity, citizens will contribute to 

the advancement of democracy and the vitality of public institutions. 

Additional scholarly research is needed to understand the contribu-

tions of a policy instrument such as Challenge.gov to citizen engage-

ment, innovation creation, and change in the public sector.
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