
CROWDSOURCING

Description
Crowdsourcing engages the public in 
an online discussion to generate ideas, 
thoughts, and opinions about a partic-
ular issue or project. It allows many 
individuals online “in the crowd” to 
gather information and broadcast to 
others in the crowd. Through a call for 
solutions, the crowd’s collective intelli-
gence tackles a problem or issue usual-
ly performed by specific individuals. For 
example, agencies can invite the public 
to help develop a new technology or 
refine steps of a process.

In transportation planning, crowdsourc-
ing offers an opportunity for many 
people to comment on different parts 
of the project. It raises unique issues 
and provides chances for progressive 
solutions. It is most effective when par-
ticipants include a mix of stakeholders 
who provide different perspectives. The 
use of specialized web tools makes this 

technique especially affordable. Online 
crowdsourcing promotes involvement 
by people who might not otherwise be 
able to participate.

Target Market
Agencies can use crowdsourcing for 
initial phases of a project to discuss 
possible solutions that are mutually 
agreeable to all stakeholders. They can 
also use it to find alternative plans for 
roadway projects or leverage a new 
technique or technology. 

How Will This Help?
• Leverages the collective intel-

lect of the crowd, which may 
eclipse the knowledge of any one 
individual.

• Provides relevant input for 
local and regional transportation 
projects. 

• Contributes non-expert knowl-
edge that can lead to new ideas. 
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The City of Pittsburgh uses a MindMixer 
website to crowdsource ideas for 
all government activities, including 
transportation. In 2009, then-Mayor 
Peduto launched the MindMixer site 
as a platform to connect problem-
solving citizens with civic challenges. 
Either citizens or city officials can 
initiate topics. Citizens can leave 
comments, pin ideas to a map, vote 
in a poll, or participate in discussions. 
City officials and community leaders 
monitor the feedback and use it to 
inform their decision making. The City 
of Pittsburgh’s MindMixer website is at 
http://pittsburghpa.mindmixer.com.

• Brings together diverse indi-
viduals to develop solutions and 
engages individuals outside of 
the sponsoring agency who often 
identify issues unknown to the 
implementing agency.

• Potentially reaches a wider 
audience, providing more people 
with the opportunity to participate.

Implementation Issues
Crowdsourcing is best employed by 
staff members experienced in pro-
ductively using the information. It may 
require substantial resources to build 
the collaborative community and mon-
itor the discussion. The digital divide 
is also a concern because not all citi-
zens have equal Internet access.
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CROWDSOURCING ON THE SPECTRUM OF PUBLIC ENGAGEMENT

Source: City of Pittsburgh, PA

Figure 1. Spectrum of Public Engagement (Source: IAP2)
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