
2016‐2017	BUDGET	QUESTION	

Response	to	Request	for	Information	
	

DEPARTMENT: Management Services, Innovation Office     

REQUEST NO.: 269 

REQUESTED BY: Tovo 

DATE REQUESTED: 9/7/16 

DATE POSTED:  9/11/16 

REQUEST:  Please provide detailed information for proposed expenditures of $200,000 in the 
Innovation Office FY17 Proposed Budget for the “implementation of the Idea Accelerator which 
includes funding for staff, technology fellows and innovation micro-grants.” (FY 2017 Proposed 
Budget, Volume II, page 172). 

 

RESPONSE: 

The City Manager launched the Idea Accelerator in 2016 to identify and develop project ideas 
from City of Austin employees. This program provides a way for City employees to take their 
ideas for improving City services and prototype them (or run a small scale, minimalist version), 
while building a body of evidence about what works before investing in major costs of full-scale 
implementation. 
 
Managed by the City’s Office of Innovation, the Idea Accelerator starts with an online forum for 
idea submission and refinement, as well as facilitating connections for teaming-building and 
mentoring. The idea submission process began in April 2016 with a call for project ideas sent 
to all 13,000 City employees seeking proposals--big or small--that advance City of Austin 
priorities: 
 

 Service with PRIDE – improve Austinites’ customer experience 
 Best Managed – increase productivity, efficiencies, and cost savings 
 Most Livable – contribute to Imagine Austin goals (the city’s comprehensive plan) 
 Open Government – enhance transparency, accountability, civic participation, and use 

of open data 
 

Over a three-month period, participants built teams, fleshed out and revised their ideas, and 
passed through multiple evaluation rounds in which judges--made up of City leaders--assessed 
the proposals. During the course of the Accelerator, some proposals fell off or morphed into 
something completely different based upon evidence gathered and people engaged. 
Those projects selected after a rigorous judging process become eligible for micro-grants to 
support testing and experimentation. In order to receive prize packages, finalist projects must 
be scoped for an accurate list of needs, and an agreement must be signed by a project 
champion with zone of control over implementation. Prize packages are customized to each 
project’s needs, and consist of: 
 

 Micro-grant funding (to procure technology or specialized services critical to project 
success) 

 Office of Innovation consulting services (to help clarify and/or test the project idea) 
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 Touchpoints with City executives (to help navigate challenges and connect projects to 
other efforts throughout the City) 
 

The Idea Accelerator has also proven to be valuable for City employees’ professional 
development. Participants have been able to build relationships across departments, learn new 
methods, and sharpen skills in analysis and problem solving. 
 
Idea Accelerator Current Status and Process 
 
Out of 101 project ideas originally submitted by employees, 21 projects are currently in the 
finalist round, and six of those projects have been scoped for a customized prize package. 
Office of Innovation staff are currently working with project champions to scoping the rest of 
the finalist projects for execution. 
 
Selected Projects and Expenditures 
 
Funding for micro-grants for these projects will come from the $200,000 request in the 
FY2017 budget. Together, the six currently selected projects total $64,200 in micro-grants. 
However, as the Innovation Office scopes out funding needs for the additional selected 
projects, we expect to utilize the rest of the funding, with initial prize package estimates 
totaling $197,892. 
 
Attached is a list of the finalist projects as of September 7, 2016, with details on the expected 
expenditures for each. 
 



Project Idea Title
Author's 
Department

Short Description
Funding requested from Idea 
Accelerator fund (currently 

refining ‐‐ subject to change)
Prize Package

SELECTED PROJECTS

1 Box Park in Eastern Crescent Planning and Zoning

Imagine Austin points us toward becoming a city of complete communities throughout Austin ‐‐ defined by 
amenities, transportation, services, and opportunities that fulfill all Austinites' material, social, and economic 
needs. However, numerous parts of Austin are currently incomplete communities. In the spirit of the "Spirit of 
East Austin", this project aims to create a temporary pop‐up space on City‐owned land in east Austin, similar to 
successful "box parks" in London and New York. Beginning with close engagement with neighbors and 
community members, it will use shipping containers to create pop‐up spaces for an area to help create a 
complete community ‐‐ all in a fashion that keeps investment low and the physical space modular.

$0

Office of Innovation 
Consultant time: 
862 hours (2 people at 
25% for first 6 months; 2 
people at 20% for 
remaining six months)

2 Artists in Residence 
Economic 
Development

The Artist In Residence program embeds artists in City departments for a set period of time to provide a 
different perspective on departmental challenges and opportunities and help create better ways to engage 
residents around community issues. One local artist/artist team will be selected and placed  in a residency with 
the participating city department to work closely with staff, city leaders and the community to further the 
mission of that department. 

$15,000

Office of Innovation 
Consultant time: 72 hours.

Funding supplemental 
artist funding, admin 
costs, additional 
materials/supplies, 
promotion/outreach/ads, 
contingency

3 Civic User Testing Group
Austin/Travis County 
Emergency Medical 
Services

Inspired by the Civic User Testing Group created by the Smart Chicago Collaborate 
(http://www.cutgroupbook.org/), this project involves creating a Toolbox for Usability to equip City staff with 
tools for improving Austinites' experience with City services (websites, programs, in‐person services, etc.). 
Incorporating leading practices from the technology industry, the Toolbox will include best practices for 
usability, accessibility, and user testing, test methods for recruiting participants, plans for City employees to 
participate in small‐scale tests (to learn more about user testing), and tools needed to perform testing. 

$5,800

Design, Technology, 
Innovation Fellows time 
to plan, mentor, execute 
user tests
Equipment for recording 
tests.

4 Light the Bike in the Lane Public Works

Cycling at night is one of the most dangerous transportation scenarios in Austin. Not all cyclists are lit well 
enough to be seen.  What if we could light the bike lane to create higher contrast and visibility? 

The light the bike lane project proposes to illuminate a section of bike lane so riders are lit up at night. We will 
measure success by the decrease in nighttime traffic accidents involving cyclists and the change in perceived 
safety by riders.

$8,100

Funding for materials for 
prototyping, including 
lights, adhesives

Innovation Office 
Consultants' time: 20 
hours

5
Show Us Your Austin, A Community 
Engagement Tool 

Office of 
Communications & 
Public Information

How do you get community participation from groups that do not typically interact with the City? 
#ShowUsYourAustin is a non‐traditional online community engagement tool that can provide a creative 
alternative. Using people's desire to post online photos, this project will crowd source images from diverse 
communities to help provide an authentic portrait of  multicultural Austin. It has the potential to start visual 
conversations about different lives being led throughout the City, and provide research on audiences for 
projects and programs.

$1,500

Marketing materials and 
collateral

Innovation Office 
Consultants' time: 64 
hours

6
Virtual Reality / 360 degree photos and 
video is the future NOW!

Communication & 
Technology 
Management

Imagine the City gets hit by another flood. It may be very informative to view an aerial perspective of heavily hit 
areas to assess the situation. Or if City staff could discuss a proposed development site using visuals that go well 
beyond the "worth a 1000 words" limit. In an initial prototype with Austin/Travis County EMS, virtual reality 
(VR) 360 degree cameras will be used to document the department's Emergency Bus (Ambus), which is rarely 
used except for large‐scale medical emergencies. Having a 360 view of the Ambus will allow for training of EMS 
staff as well as other agencies that may use the Ambus during a region‐wide or state‐wide emergency. 
Alongside this prototype, the project will develop a service model for CTM support of VR requests by city staff.

$5,000

Hardware and software

Innovation Office 
Consultants' time: 36 
hours

PROJECTS AWAITING SIGNED AGREEMENT



7
3 Session Treatment Package for 9‐1‐1 
Staff for Cumulative Trauma Austin Police

9‐1‐1 Call takers and Dispatchers are faced with constant exposure to vicarious trauma.  They handle calls from 
callers facing life‐threatening situations yet they must stay calm, handle the situation professionally, and then 
move right along to the next call no matter how heart wrenching the situation. This constant build‐up of trauma 
over weeks, months, and even years can take its toll physically and psychologically resulting in depression, 
stress‐related physical illness, and lower tolerance for frustration and anger.  

This proposal, submitted by the Police Psychologist, would offer the latest research‐proven psychological 
treatment to our CTECC workers. Based on the latest understanding of how trauma impacts the human brain, 
the project involves a 3‐session package that could work as a preventive intervention to at‐risk employees.

$38,800

Office of Innovation 
Consultant time: 76 hours 
over two years

Funding for expert 
consultation, research 
methodology, statistical 
analysis, and overtime 
costs

PROJECTS BEING SCOPED

8
Living Library Programs by Homeless 
People for Homeless People

Austin Public 
Libraries

52% of Austin's homeless population have no daily activities planned that bring fulfillment or happiness 
(according to The 2016 ECHO Homelessness in Austin Current Needs and Gaps Report). That's a problem. The 
Living Library Program seeks to provide dignified opportunities for people experiencing homelessness to 
contribute and reciprocate in a meaningful way with daily programming at Austin's libraries. The project also 
seeks to use art exhibits, documentary film screenings, and other public programs to debunk myths and 
stereotypes of homelessness. The Living Library Program will provide an opportunity for people experiencing 
homelessness to reconnect to a healthy sense of community and purpose. 

$31,600 To be confirmed

9
NEW & IMPROVED COMMUNITY 
REGISTRY

Planning and Zoning

Many City departments must notify "registered neighborhood organizations"  of City acƟons (e.g., zoning) per 
Code requirements; many more departments do so as a courtesy.  Likewise, these organizations must register 
with the City and then keep their records current.  This database‐‐the Community Registry‐‐â€œtalksâ€  to other 
tools such as GIS. But it is built on 1990s technology and is increasingly cumbersome for all types of users. In 
keeping with a recommendation from the Task Force on Community Engagement, this project aims to develop a 
new, easier‐to‐use, and more sustainable database, answering the needs of both City staff and the community.

TBD To be confirmed

10 Breaking Down the Silos, Really.
Austin Resource 
Recovery

Breaking down silos focuses on shared positions & programming between two or more departments. It is very 
challenging to break out of our silos when our system is designed to assign all employees and programs to only 
one department, even though many departments have shared goals. For example, multiple City departments 
need to reach out to businesses regarding environmental conservation programs. Instead of each department 
devoting separate staff to reach out to businesses, each department could contribute funds to a shared staff 
position to oversee comprehensive outreach. 

Motivated staff can find ways to work across silos, but to really break down the silos, there should be a formal 
process for establishing shared position titles when more than one department's mission and goals could be 
affected by that position's work output.

TBD To be confirmed

11
City of Austin Civic Crowdfunding 
Platform

Public Works

Civic crowdfunding opens up opportunities for the City and community to fund projects that might otherwise 
not receive funding. Through the Neighborhood Partnering Program (NPP), the City‐branded crowdfunding site 
will offer a safe, recognizable place for the community to chip in financial contributions to enhance their 
neighborhoods.

The City's civic crowdfunding platform will reduce the costs of fundraising and encourage more funding for 
projects. The legitimacy of NPP projects raising funds on a City website should increase the confidence of the 
crowd and engage them more in the process.

$2,100 To be confirmed

12
Create sign and complete contracts  
through electronic documentt

Capital Contracting 
Office

The Capital Contracting Office requires signatures contract approvals, amendments, and other transactions. This 
process takes time, requires printing reams of paper, and opens risks for version controls. This idea proposes a 
system for electronic approvals of contracts and amendments to contracts that would streamline approval 
process while striking a balance between avoiding risks and meeting business objectives in a timely, efficient 
manner. Instead of creating and executing hard copies of contracts, the entire process would be done 
electronically.

$8,100 To be confirmed



13
Creative Sector Registry Program/ 
Cultural Asset Network Map Tool

Economic 
Development

The Cultural Asset Network Map offers a visual snapshot of Austin's creative sector. Artists, musicians, cultural 
organizations, and facilities may navigate current listings of cultural assets, make connections across disciplines, 
and expand their own creative network. 

The Cultural Asset Network Map is crowdsourced tool that serves as a consolidated resource of the creative 
sector nonprofits and for profits, facilities, cultural festivals, events, and individual creatives.

TBD To be confirmed

14 Drop‐In Work Stations for City Employees Parks & Recreation

Multiple departments have employees who travel across town to meetings frequently, leaving them 
disconnected from their main work location and its amenities. Some do not have laptops, and even for those 
that do have a laptop, many have to print documents (or timesheets) in between meetings, causing them to 
make unnecessary trips and waste time. This idea proposes to design and test drop‐in work stations in well‐
traveled locations for these "road warrior" employees, giving them access a computer and printer in between 
meetings‐‐eliminating unnecessary trips (and gas) and saving time.

$6,000 To be confirmed

15
HELP WANTED Website for Would‐Be 
Collaborators

Austin Energy

What happens when a project needs expertise that we cannot immediately find in house? (A) Hire an outside 
expert (expensive and not sustainable). (B) Well‐meaning employees Google how to do it and take a stab 
(unlikely to yield the best results). We have very talented employees with skills that fall outside our regular job 
duties ‐‐ How does one find a pianist, a grant writer, or an app programmer among 12,000 employees in 
different departments and locations? But we don't have a way to access talent from departments and work 
groups other than the one we're in. This concept proposes an internal "help wanted"  website for City 
employees to enable project leads to solicit and access talent from throughout the City ‐‐ allowing employees 
with sought‐after skills and expertise to contribute to projects for the betterment of the City.

$52,500 To be confirmed

16
Inter‐Departmental Manager Cross‐
Training Program

Neighborhood 
Housing & 
Community 
Development

The Interdepartmental Manager Training and Mentoring Program pairs managers from different departments 
and encourages them to meet monthly to talk about challenges and solutions. Groups of the managers meet 
every three months to share what they have learned through the process.     

By pairing a manager in one department with a manager in another department and having them meet monthly 
to discuss prescribed management‐related topics, managers can learn from one another and share best 
practices between departments.

This program will:
‐ Encourage communications between departments
‐ Give managers new ideas and new skills
‐ Result in an engaged and successful workforce 

$10,000 To be confirmed

17
Interconnected: An Interactive 
Organizational Chart

Austin Water Utility

Who is who? Who does what? Navigating the intricate web of various City of Austin departments is tough, 
especially without a central online organizational chart to visually show the structure and relationships of 
people and positions.

By creating a visually interactive organizational chart for the entire City of Austin we are offering service with 
PRIDE to our community (and each other), demonstrating our commitment to transparency, and offering 
outstanding customer service. Our project will help transform the current beta organizational chart into a more 
usable, searchable, and visually engaging application to help our internal and external customers quickly see 
important information such as: organizational structure, position titles, special skill sets, and general contact 
information from any device via cloud technology. 

$3,392 To be confirmed

18
Mobilize Social Media Ambassadors for 
Austin's Public Libraries

Austin Public 
Libraries

Austin Public Library's Social Media Ambassadors program is a grassroots effort to mobilize Austinites to 
promote Austin's public libraries on social media and in support of their diverse services, collections, and events  
all of which benefit Austin in ways both expected (checking out a book) and surprising (free yoga classes, and 
more). While this program has seen results, this project seeks to expand the program to target particular 
influencers in the community to promote Library services. 

TBD To be confirmed

19 Strength in Diversity
Austin Convention 
Center

Asians make up almost 7% of Austin's population but less than 3% of the City of Austin's workforce. A more 
diverse workforce will be better equipped to serve our Asian‐American community. This project will seek to 
understand: 1) The reasons (barriers) for under‐representation of Asians employed by the City; and 2) The 
barriers (real and perceived) for mobility among mid‐level Asian managers within the City. We will use findings 
to identify potential solutions to improve recruitment and retention of Asians at all levels at the City.

$10,000 To be confirmed



PROJECT ON HOLD PENDING MORE INFORMATION

20
Austin Fire Department Shift Count 
Automation

Austin Fire

Every day our Fire Battalion Chiefs take about 90 minutes each to manage their battalion locations and staff 
schedules (leave, sick, vacations, etc.). If they are unable to fill their battalion, they coordinate with other 
Battalion Chiefs and pick staff from a volunteer list. This process is manual, using magnets on a whiteboard and 
calling one another on radios. We should augment this process with technology and repurpose their time for 
more valuable purposes. This project aims to design an application that would automate this process, using 
modern, open‐source toolsets to ensure sustainability, scalability, usability, and security. 

TBD To be confirmed

21
Transportation from Metro Rail Stops to 
Employee Work Sites

Austin Fire

We all know traffic is abysmal in Austin, and getting to and from work downtown every day can be a real 
headache.  This idea proposes expanding the City's employee shuttle service.  The shuttle could to pick up and 
drop off employees at Plaza Saltillo and the Convention Center rail stops at key arrival/departure times.  This 
expansion could take employees to other work sites as well. An additional shuttle might be required, but the 
benefits could notably outweigh those costs! An expanded shuttle service helps get cars off the road, cut down 
on employee commutes, and minimizes air pollution from vehicles traveling in Austin each day.  

TBD To be confirmed

Estimated total: $197,892


