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The Opportunity Project  
 2020 Ea rth Sprints   

 

 

 

Pa rtic ip a ting  a s  a  Us e r Ad voc a te   

The Opportunity Project (TOP)  brin g s  to g eth er tec h n o lo g is ts, g o v ern m en t, 

a n d c o m m u n ities  to  ra pidly pro to type dig ita l pro du c ts —po w ered by federa l 

o pen  da ta —th a t s o lv e rea l- w o rld  pro blem s  fo r peo ple  a c ro s s  th e c o u n try. To  

da te , TO P’s  12- w eek tec h n o lo g y dev elo pm en t s prin ts  h a v e c a ta lyzed over 

100 consumer - facing digital products  th a t lev era g e o pen  da ta  to  a ddres s  

pro blem s  like  d is a s ter res po n s e, yo u th  a n d v etera n  h o m eles s n es s , th e 

o pio id  c ris is , expa n din g  th e in n o v a tio n ec o n o m y, a n d m o re.  
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Se e  p a s t p rod uc ts from  TOP a t 

opportunity.census.gov  

How It Works  
                    

                    

                    

 

  1 Identify challenges  
Fe d e ra l a g e nc ie s a nd  na tiona l 

a d voc a c y org a niza tions  id e ntify hig h-

p riority c ha lle ng e s  fa c ing  the  p ub lic . 

Team up  
Te c h te a m s  from  ind us try a nd  

unive rs itie s  s ig n on to c re a te  d a ta -

d rive n, d ig ita l p rod uc ts  in c olla b ora tion 

w ith e nd  us e rs , d a ta  a nd  p olic y e xp e rts .  

2   

  3 Build  
Te c h te a m s  b uild  p rod uc ts  d uring a   12 

w e e k virtua l te c h d e ve lop m e nt s p rint 

tha t inc lud e s  us e r re s e a rc h, d a ta  

e xp lora tion, a nd  p rod uc t d e ve lopm e nt. 

Pa s t p rod uc ts  inc lud e  m a p ping  tools , 

a p p s , w e b s ite s, g a m e s, AI a lg orithm s , 

ne tw ork vis ua liza tions , a nd  m ore .  

Launch  
Prod uc ts  a re  la unc he d  a nd  s how c a s ed  

a t a n in- p e rs on De m o Da y p re s s  e ve nt in 

W a s hing ton DC .  

4    

https://opportunity.census.gov/


✹ ✹ ✹ 

THE OPPORTUNITY PROJECT 3 

  5  Reach end users  
Afte r the  s p rint, p a rtic ip a nts w ork to 

e ns ure  p rod uc ts  re a c h e nd  us e rs  a nd  

m ove  the  ne e d le  on na tiona l c ha lle ng e s. 

Te a m s  ha ve  the  op tion to a p p ly for a  

fina nc ia l p rize  to c ontinue  the ir w ork.  

Who’s  Involved 

User Advocates  

Us e r a d voc a te s  a re  c om m unity le a d ers , loc a l or na tiona l a d voc a tes , a nd  p e op le  w ith 

d ire c t live d  e xp e rie nc e  in the  ta rg e t c ha lle ng e s . Pa s t us e r a d voc a tes  ha ve  re p re s ente d 

s ta te  a nd  loc a l g ove rnm e nt, non- p rofits , s e rvic e  p rovid e rs , or ind ivid ua l e xp e rts . The ir role  is  

to g uid e  te c h te a m s  in d e s ig ning  s olutions  tha t a re  re a lis tic  a nd  us e ful for the  ta rg e t e nd  

us e rs . A us e r a d voc a te ’s  role  inc lud e s : 

➞ Provid e  ins ig hts  to te c h te a m s  b a s e d on the ir e xp e rtise  a nd  c om m unity c onne c tions  

to s ha p e  the  p rod uc ts  b uilt throug h the  s p rint 

➞ Ans w e r q ue s tions  on us e r ne e d s  to e ns ure  p rod uc ts  s olve  re a l p rob le m s 

➞ Provid e  ong oing  fe e d b a c k to te c h te a m s  on the ir p rod uc ts  throug hout the  s p rint 

➞ Join “m ile s tone ” c a lls  (Us e r Re s e a rc h, C onc e p t Pitc h, Be ta  De m o)  

➞ Atte nd  De m o Da y a nd  a n op tiona l in- p e rs on us e r e ng a g e m e nt w orks hop if p os s ib le  

 

Tech Teams  

Te c h te a m s  a re  the  c om p a nie s , unive rs itie s , non- p rofits , a nd  s tud e nts w ho b uild  d ig ita l 

p rod uc ts  in the  s p rints . The y d e s ig n, d e ve lop , a nd  la unc h the  p rod uc ts  the y b uild , a nd  

typ ic a lly ow n a nd  m a inta in the  p rod uc ts  a fte r the  s p rints . 



✹ ✹ ✹ 

THE OPPORTUNITY PROJECT 4 

 

Government  Product advisors  

Fe d e ra l a g e nc ie s d e fine  m a jor c ha lle ng e s  

fa c ing  the  p ub lic  w ithin the ir m is s ion a re a s . 

During  the  12- w e e k s p rint, p olic y e xp e rts  

a nd  d a ta  s te w a rds  from  e a c h a g e nc y 

p rovid e  fe e d b a c k to the  p a rtic ip a ting 

te a m s  a nd  a s s is ta nc e  w orking  w ith fe d e ra l 

op e n d a ta . 

Prod uc t a d vis ors  a re  te c hnolog y p rod uc t 

e xp e rts  from  outs id e  of g ove rnm e nt w ho 

c ons ult te c h te a m s  on how  to d e ve lop  

via b le  p rod uc ts  tha t c a n b e  m a inta ine d 

a nd  im p le m e nte d  a fte r the  s p rint.  

 

W ha t is  a  Us e r Ad voc a te ’s  Role ?  

Us e r Ad voc a te s (UAs)  s e rve  a  c ritic a l role  he lp ing  te c h te a m s , fe d e ra l a g e ncie s , a nd  othe r 

p a rtne rs  und e rs ta nd the  e ve ryd a y p e ople  a nd  c om m unitie s  The  Op p ortunity Proje c t s e e ks  to 

e m p ow e r. Us e r Ad voc a tes  c om m unic a te  the  ne e d s , c onc e rns , a nd  re a litie s of the  

c om m unitie s  the y b e long  to or w ork w ith c los e ly, e ns uring  tha t the  p e rs p e c tive  of e nd  us e rs  

d rive s  how  te c h te a m s  s olve  p rob le m s .  Be ing  a  us e r a d voc a te  c a n b e  a  ve ry lig htw e ig ht tim e  

c om m itm e nt.  De p e nd ing  on your a va ila b ility, you c a n e xp e c t to s p e nd  1- 3  hours  p e r w e e k 

w orking  a long s id e  te c h te a m s  a nd  othe r s p rint p a rtic ip a nts to c o- c re a te  us e ful te c hnolog y 

for your c om m unity. 

Why pa rtic ipa te? 

W e ’ve  a s ke d  p a s t us e r a d voc a tes  w hy the y joine d  TOP a nd  w ha t the y g a ine d  from  the  

p roc e s s . Som e  of the  b e ne fits  w e  he a r c ons is te ntly inc lud e :

✓ Relationships and partnerships:  Build strategic relationships in government and 
develop partnerships wit h tech companies and nonprofits  

✓ Shape technology available to your community: Speak on behalf of your community 
to have a real impact on the challenges that are tackled and the products that are 
created  
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✓ Share your insights: C ontribute to know le d g e  s ha ring  b e twe e n te c h te a m s, e nd  us e rs , 

a nd  fe d e ra l a g e nc ie s

Exa m ples  of User Advoc a te C ontributions

➞ A tech team is brainstorming about what their solution might look like and shares a 
few ideas. As an expert on your community or stakeholders, you are be st able to 
promote the most promising ideas.  

➞ A tech team is grappling with a tough, widely misunderstood issue about your 
community.You share expert knowledge about the problem, leading to a breakthrough 
and avoiding a critical misunderstanding.  

➞ A tech tea m wants to share their prototype with real users. You connect them with end 
users from your network, helping them gather direct feedback on a potential solution.  

➞ A tech team is experimenting with the language on their website. You offer guidance 
on which m essages will resonate with your community.  

FAQs 

What is a User Advocate?  

A User Advocate is a sprint participant who is a member of, or works closely with, the target audience of the tools being 

developed during the sprint (i.e. an “end user” of the produc ts being built by the tech team). They can be service 

providers, community leaders, organizers, or people with direct lived experience of the problem being addressed.  

Why is being a User Advocate important?  

User advocates represent invaluable first -hand kn owledge about the problem statements focused on during sprints in 

the Opportunity Project. This knowledge is invaluable because without understanding their end user’s real problems, tech 

teams cannot build meaningful solutions. Having collaborators with di rect knowledge of their community’s pain points, 

perspectives, and experiences, allows tech teams to build products that solve real needs, rather than products that are 

only useful in concept.  

Where do I fit into the process?  

User Advocates have a role at every stage of the sprint process. At the beginning of the process, you can provide much -

needed context for the problem statement to help tech teams better understand the central issues and narrow down 

their focus.  

During the sprints, tech teams may ask you for more information to better understand your community by conducting 
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inte rvie ws , foc us  groups , works hops , or online  s urve ys . Te c h te a m s  m a y a ls o a s k you to c onne c t the m  to othe r m e m be rs  

of the  c om m unity you re pre s e nt to c onne c t with a  broa de r us e r re s e a rc h ba s e . Throughout the  s print, you will ha ve  the  

opportunity to provide  dire c t fe e dba c k on produc ts  in de ve lopm e nt via  dis c us s ions  on Sla c k a nd will join in c e le bra ting 

a ll s print m ile s tone s ! 

O nc e  the  te c h te a m s  ha ve  a n initia l prototype , Us e r Advoc a te s  pla y a  c ritic a l role  in c olle c ting re a c tions  a nd fe e dba c k 

from  the ir c om m unitie s  e ithe r on the ir own or by c onne c ting te c h te a m s  with m e m be rs  of the ir c om m unity to c onduc t 

us e r te s ting. Us e r te s ting a llows  te c h te a m s  to know firs t- ha nd how us e ful the ir produc t is , wha t works  a nd doe s n’t work, 

a nd m os t im porta ntly, wha t to c ha nge  for the  ne xt ite ra tion. 

What kind of feedback do user advocates provide to tech teams?  

Anything you wa nt to s ha re  will be  he lpful, but in pa rtic ula r, you m a y wa nt to foc us  on your e xpe rie nc e s  or your 

c om m unity’s  e xpe rie nc e s  with the  proble m  s ta te m e nt. As  a  Us e r Advoc a te , you ha ve  a  va lua ble  pe rs pe c tive  on a  

c om m unity or s ta ke holde r’s  e xpe rie nc e s  tha t the  te c h te a m s  wa nt to le a rn from . W he n re a c ting to a  prototype , you c a n 

s ha re  whe the r you find it us e ful a nd why or why not, wha t works  a nd doe s n’t work, wha t you like  a nd why, wha t you’d 

c ha nge , e tc . W he n inte rvie wing you or a s king for fe e dba c k, te c h te a m s  will prom pt you with s pe c ific  que s tions ; howe ve r, 

a ny wa y you c a n re pre s e nt a n e nd us e r’s  ne e ds  a nd e xpe rie nc e s  will be  he lpful. 

How often should I interact with the tech teams?  

W e  e nc oura ge  Us e r Advoc a te s  to c he c k in with the  te c h te a m s  re gula rly through Sla c k, e m a il, or a ny othe r pre fe rre d 

c ha nne l of c om m unic a tion. Sinc e  us e r a dvoc a te s  ha ve  a  pivota l role  in s ha ping the  us e fulne s s  of the  produc t, m ore  

c om m unic a tion c a n only re s ult in a  be tte r produc t. 

What is the time commitment to be a User Advocate?  

Tim e  c om m itm e nt is  up to you a nd c a n ra nge  during diffe re nt s print pha s e s  from  one  to thre e  hours  pe r we e k.  In 

ge ne ra l, m ore  c om m unic a tion a nd involve m e nt the  be tte r a s  us e r a dvoc a te s  ha ve  a  va lua ble  a nd pivota l role  in 

s ha ping the  e ffe c tive ne s s  of the  produc t. 

2020 Timeline  
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This  ye a r, te a m s w ill le ve ra ge  te c hnology a nd ope n da ta  to solve  c ha lle nge s  

re la te d to the  natural and built environment , suc h a s  disa ste r re sponse , 

susta ina ble  e ne rgy a nd c om m unitie s , the  blue  e c onom y, or othe rs . 

Fe de ra l a ge nc ie s  ha ve  de ve lope d proble m  sta te m e nts  tha t a lign w ith the se  

the m e s a nd re pre se nt ke y a ge nc y prioritie s  or a pplic a tions  of ope n da ta . 

 

Fe b -  Ma r Agencies & partners identify high - priority challenges  

Fe de ra l a ge nc ie s  ide ntify c ha lle nge s  fa c ing the  public  a nd high- va lue  ope n da ta s e ts . 

Age nc ie s ,  NG O s , s ubje c t m a tte r e xpe rts , a nd a dvoc a c y orga niza tions  join a  roundta ble  

to c olla bora tive ly s c ope  proble m  s ta te m e nts  to be  a ddre s s e d in this  ye a r’s  s prints . 

April -  Jul Sprint participants sign on  

Te c h te a m s , us e r a dvoc a te s , a nd gove rnm e nt a ge nc ie s  s ign on to pa rtic ipa te  in a  

s print. 

Jun -  Se p Sprint #1  

Foc us e d on 3- 4  a ge nc y- de fine d proble m  s ta te m e nts  a nd a  tota l of 10 - 12 te c h te a m s  

Jul -  O c t Sprint #2  

Foc us e d on 3- 4  a ge nc y- de fine d proble m  s ta te m e nts  a nd a  tota l of 10 - 12 te c h te a m s  

Se p -  Nov University sprint  

De c  Products launched at TOP Demo Day  
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 JOIN US  

Re que s t a n inform a tiona l c a ll. 

Le a rn  m o re  a t 

o ppo rtun ity.c e nsus .g o v 

C o n ta c t us  

Drew Zachary  

Dire c tor of TOP 

d re w .a .za c ha ry@ ce ns us.g ov 

 
Radhika Bhatt  

De p uty Dire c tor of TOP 

ra d hika .g .b ha tt@ c e nsus .gov 

 

  

https://opportunity.census.gov/
mailto:drew.a.zachary@census.gov
mailto:radhika.g.bhatt@census.gov
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