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A New Way of Governing
 

There is a balance—a symmetry, if you will—between how well we govern 
ourselves and how much we are capable of trusting one another. In a 
democracy, there is an inseparable relationship between the two. They can 
reinforce each other, build each other up, or drag each other down. 
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A New Formula for Effective Governance
Sometimes positive change is hard to perceive when it is happening close to you. You won’t see it 
proclaimed across the 24/7 “breaking news” tickers, but a new and better way of governing is emerging 
across our country.

If a lack of trust is the greatest political challenge we face as a self-governing people, perhaps this new 
way of governing holds the promise of a better way forward.

It is evolving in some places faster than in others, but the movement is undeniable. It is rising from 
cities and counties to states. And hopefully one day soon, it will make the leap from state governments 
to our national government. It is a more effective kind of public administration—a new, information-
enabled way of governing—that many mayors and county executives across America are bringing 
forward to better deliver results. These results are building up mutual trust among citizens in our cities, 
towns, and metro areas—places where civic trust is actually on the rise. 

Today, most Americans feel a lot better about how their cities, towns, and local counties are governed 
than they did just fifteen years ago. And it is the direct result of the emergence of this new and better 
way of governing that is based on:

• Performance management and data-driven decision-making
• GIS technology
• Customer service technology, such as a single phone number for citizens to call for city services 

(311)
• Collaborative circles of caring people who are making decisions based on the latest emerging truth 

about what works, rather than on the old habits of “the way we have always done it” 
• Openness and transparency
• Getting things done by bringing people together regularly to think, question, and act in more 

effective and collaborative ways
The formula for effective democratic governance in the Information Age requires a radical 

commitment to openness and transparency that is demonstrated every day through actions, not 
words. It lifts up effective collaborations over rote obedience to command and control. It provides 
real-time feedback loops enabled by modern technologies and the internet. It creates a rapid cadence 
of accountability—a cadence laid down by the discipline of short, regular meetings of stakeholders who 
are focused on the latest emerging truth. It is the ability to model “belief space” about our physical world 
with probabilistic certainty. It is an eco-systemic approach to understanding an array of actions and 
interactions—how they impact our natural environment, how they shape our built environment, and 
how they advance the common good we share.

Whether we are talking about reducing crime or reducing air and water pollution, we are talking 
about systems. And although these systems often are interconnected across city, county, and state 
borders, they are not infinite systems; they are closed systems. They can be mapped and measured. The 
causes and effects of positive and negative feedback loops can be modeled, anticipated, and changed by 
the actions we take.

The Changing Nature of Authority in the Information Age
There was a time, not so very long ago—before cell phones and the internet—when leaders knew things 
days, weeks, and even months before everyone else got the news or could figure it out on their own. In 
the old days, things got done according to the decree of “because I said so.” It was all about authority: 
the authority to know and the authority to give orders; the authority to force and to enforce.
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In those days, the place of positional advantage for the leader was to stay high atop the hierarchy 
of command and control. From this position, leaders had a distinct advantage. Information from 
multiple sources flowed up to the leader, who was able to put it all together before anyone else could. As 
information flowed up, orders flowed down through various chains of command and control. 

The Information Age is rapidly changing the relationship between leaders, people, and information. 
Leaders can no longer control information or the timing of its release. 

What Is GIS?
Maps and data layers, both 2D and 3D, underpin GIS, a technology that organizes 
information into all types of layers that can be visualized, analyzed, and combined to 
help us understand almost everything about our world. For example, GIS incorporates 
all kinds of data layers about initiatives in our government and their impact on 
citizens, enabling everyone to better understand our situations, our scenarios, and our 
decisions.

Because all GIS layers can be overlaid and integrated using maps and geographic 
analysis, modern GIS systems living on the web provide everyone with a universal 
integration engine to better understand and manage our operations and activities.

Today, hundreds of thousands of organizations in virtually every field of human 
endeavor use GIS to make maps that help us understand, communicate, perform 
analysis, share information, and solve complex problems. The use of GIS is literally 
changing the way the world—and our governments—work.

GIS integrates data about everything—rooms in a building, parcels of land, 
infrastructure, neighborhoods, local communities, regions, states, nations, our planet, 
and beyond—to other planets. The GIS nervous system provides a framework for 
advancing scientific understanding and for integrating and analyzing all types of spatial 
knowledge. Because all layers share location as a common key, any data theme can 
be overlaid and analyzed in relation to all other layers that share the same geographic 
space.

The idea of georeferencing shared data is a powerful notion. Suddenly, it’s not 
just your own layers or the layers of your colleagues that are available to you—it’s 
everything that anybody has ever published and shared about any geographic area. 
This capability is what makes GIS such an interesting and useful technology; you can 
integrate any of these different datasets from a range of data creators into your own 
operational views of the world, overlay them, and perform spatial analysis to derive 
deeper insights and understanding.

Learn more at GIS.com. 
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Thanks to the internet, social media, and cell phones, We the People now know as much as our 
leaders, and we usually know it before our leaders.

This is a perilous time for leaders who are information control freaks.
Of course, we still need command and control in functional governments. We still need bureaucracies 

and hierarchies. Rank and lines of authority are still important; in some situations, such as military 
conflicts or emergency relief efforts, they are essential. But even in emergency situations today, people 
usually know what’s going on at the same time or even before many of their leaders do.

When titles of authority no longer guarantee the earliest or best information, authority no longer 
guarantees legitimacy. Simply being in charge is no longer enough to maintain public trust. For authority 
to be legitimate, authority must be effective. And it must be demonstrably so.

The only place of positional advantage for a modern leader today—and the only place from which a 
leader can be truly effective and legitimate—is not from high atop a pyramid of command and control, 
but rather from the center of the latest emerging truth—the ground truth; the truth on the map. The 
map which can be seen by all.

Today, legitimacy derives less and less from title and more and more from doing what works to achieve 
demonstrably better results—results that people can see as clearly as their leader can. To be trusted, 
leaders must know and leaders must be able to show.

Is crime being driven down or is it increasing? Are more jobs being created than lost? Is student 
achievement improving or is it declining? Do you know? And are you doing something about it? 
Effective leaders can answer these questions only if they are close to the emerging truth. If they are 
consistently holding the center of the collaborative circle—people whose perspectives and expertise 
allow for the best possible actions to be taken, in the moment, to affect and change the dynamic 
conditions on the ground.

In the Information Age, effectiveness also requires a leadership commitment to openness and 
transparency—a commitment and practice that until this day might have seemed radical, or even 

 
In the Information Age, people know things at the same time as their leaders. Therefore, the place of positional
advantage is no longer high atop a pyramid of command and control where information can be tightly held, 
but rather, at the center of a collaborative circle, focusing the attention of responsible leaders and stakeholders on 
the latest emerging truth.

AUTHORITY

Shared Understanding

TRUTH
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politically naive and reckless. Setting 
public goals with public deadlines, 
measuring performance in ways 
that are shared by all—these are the 
hallmarks of a new way of governing 
in the Information Age. 

The Power of Maps That 
All Can See
In this new way of governing in 
the Information Age, the GIS map 
plays a central, organizing role. It 
is not just a nice picture or another 
layer. The map—the geographic 
information map—becomes not only 
the integrator of once-separate silos 
of data, but also the field of action on 
which effective collaborations and 
winning plays can be run. In well-led 
governments across our country, The 
Science of Where® is empowering the art of how in public administration.

Let me explain. 
On an American football field, there are eleven players on offense and eleven players on defense. The 

In the old days, things got done according to the rule of “because I 
said to.” But today, title and authority are not enough. We must be able 
to show one another what works, where, and why. It’s all about shared 
understanding. Spatial intelligence puts the latest emerging truth “on 
the map” for all to see.

What Are Open Data Portals?
Open data portals are central locations where governments can store data and make 
it easily accessible to the public. These portals increase government transparency 
and accountability by providing citizens with unprecedented levels of access to their 
government. 

When I was governor of Maryland, my StateStat team managed Maryland’s Open Data 
Portal—an online database of more than five hundred searchable, machine-readable 
datasets uploaded by various agencies across the state. StateStat used the data in the 
portal to track progress toward our sixteen strategic goals. As one of the few states that 
link progress directly to open data, Maryland led the nation in government transparency 
and accountability. 

In 2015, I signed SB 644 into law. The law requires Maryland’s state agencies to publish 
open data and to establish a Council on Open Data to drive progress forward. The 
Center for Data Innovation recognized our efforts, and named Maryland one of the top 
states in the nation for open data. 

Shared
Understanding

Spatial
Intelligence

TRUTH
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goal is to move the ball all the way down the field to score touchdowns and field goals. Each player 
can run, block, pass, or catch. But to move the ball down the field, those activities must be done in 
coordination with one another. The activities must be synchronized. There are brief huddles in which 
plays are called. Different plays must be run against a dynamic and changing defense. Every part of the 
field has a geographic coordinate—yard lines, sidelines, hash marks, and end zones. The movement of 
the ball is measured over the space-time continuum. And for the entire time, the clock is ticking off the 
minutes and seconds that remain in the game.

In the Information Age, GIS gives leaders the ability to turn their entire city, state, or country into a 
highly visible, and accurately measured field of play. And the stakes are far greater than scoring points in 
a football game.

Whether the goal is reducing violent crime, eradicating childhood hunger, improving educational 
outcomes, or improving the health of an entire ecosystem, GIS provides the ability to unify separate 
efforts, actions, and data into a common operating picture for all; an operating picture that tells us 
whether the plays we are running are actually moving the ball down the field. And today, most of this 
can now be seen in real time by everyone, both inside and outside government.

Call it what you will—spatial intelligence, GIS, dynamic maps, smart maps. This type of information 
technology gives us the ability to see, measure, and manage complex systems over the space-time 
continuum in real time. And this is a huge, new development for effective public administration—for our 
ability to better govern ourselves. 

The Four Tenets of Performance Management
The four tenets of any performance management regimen or “stat” process—such as CompStat, CitiStat, 
StateStat, and others detailed in this book—are:

1. Timely, accurate information shared by all
2. Rapid deployment of resources
3. Effective tactics and strategies 
4. Relentless follow-up and assessment
These four tenets are not end points. They are the beginning and the way. They are the constant 

framework of an ongoing search for better and more effective ways of collaborating and getting things 
done. The pursuit requires constant thought, intellectual curiosity, and leadership that is open to 
bringing forward the right questions—wherever they might lead.

There will never be a point where the information is as timely and accurate as it can ever be; there will 
never come a time when the organization arrives at the perfect combination of tactics and strategies 
that never need to be changed again. Improvements, pivots, and adaptations never stop.

So, don’t let the impossibility of “perfect” be the excuse for not starting.
No organization or leader ever started with timely, accurate information across the whole range of 

endeavors for which they are responsible. But good leaders and performance-managed organizations 
can use these four tenets to improve the timeliness, improve the accuracy, and improve the openness of 
their information every day. Bottom line: you start where you start and you get better.

Rapid deployment of resources—whether to intervene in a health challenge or sanitation challenge or 
education challenge—is never as rapid in the earliest days of confronting a problem as it can be made 
over time.

Whether tactics and strategies are effective is a question that must be asked every day in light of 
changing realities, changing actions, and the changing external dynamics of almost every human 
problem. 
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Effective public administration remains a longitudinal experiment in our time, just as it was in George 
Washington’s time. As such, it demands relentless questioning, relentless doing, and relentless follow-
up in the face of changing circumstances. Today, we have far better maps and technologies than George 
Washington might ever have dreamed, but the longitudinal experiment—the pursuit of better—is not 
an activity that stops when inauguration or transition is over.

Nor is it like cramming for a test. The search for better is a daily pursuit; it is a daily organizational 
discipline.

Creating a Cadence of Accountability 
There are seasons and cycles to everything in nature. And so it is with democratic governments. Many of 
these traditional cycles are well-known to us as citizens. There are election cycles. There are legislative 
cycles. There is an annual budget cycle. And in larger cities, there are “monthly closeouts”—smaller 
budget cycles printed in little books that show how money has been spent on every line of an annual 
budget by month.

At the local level, there are schedules for trash collection, leaf collection, bulk trash collection, and 
other services. At the state level, driver’s licenses, car registrations, and hunting licenses must be 
renewed from on set annual cycles. But, in between revenues required and services delivered, there is 
the gray zone of “bureaucracy”—a land that seemed in the past to defy cycles and measures.

Marc Morial, the former mayor of New Orleans, said to me as a new mayor (only half-jokingly), “Kid, if 

 
A new way of governing has quietly taken root over the past decade in local and municipal governments. Cities 
across America have adopted geographic information systems and a single phone number (311) for city services. 
Here, the District of Columbia’s 311 Map allows the public to see 311 customer service requests (in this example, 
potholes) in the last 30 days by location and status.
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you ever want to hide something in city government, make sure you put it in the city charter or the city 
budget—because nobody ever reads either one.”

Our governments became very adept at measuring annual revenue inputs, but not so good at 
measuring weekly operational outputs—like, how much trash did we pick up? How many crimes did 
we solve? Or, how many abandoned vehicles did we tow? Let alone whether we were delivering those 
services more efficiently this week than last week. Was absenteeism this week up or down compared to 
last week? Was the use of overtime up or down? Who knows? Who can tell? “We could find out, but we 
would have to pull all our people off their other jobs, and it will take weeks . . .”

Not anymore. The technologies of the Information Age are stripping away those excuses. Armed with 
the information and the ability to map it in real time, we can now turn information into operational 
wisdom, operational understanding, operational foresight, and operational change. Doing this requires 
a cadence of accountability—regular, predictable convenings of responsible players around the maps and 
graphs of the latest emerging truth about conditions on the ground and what we are doing to change 
those conditions.

These regular, short, focused operational convenings are not meetings simply to have meetings. 
Meetings are not actions. But unless we meet—with openness and honesty about the evidence before 
us—we cannot run the plays that make progress. These “stat meetings” are valuable, priceless, single 
hours to focus the collective intelligence of the enterprise on solving problems, adjusting and improving, 
and driving leading actions to the goal. 

All people work against deadlines. But only the leader can lay down this cadence of accountability.
If output is measured annually, people will make incremental annual progress. But if progress is 

measured every two weeks, people will make incremental progress every two weeks. Two percent 
improvement annually is mediocre. Two percent improvement every two weeks can be nation-leading 
progress.

It is up to the leader to lay down the cadence of accountability. It is up to the leader to make sure 
everyone is focused on improving every two weeks. And only the leader can insist on it. Like a drummer 
laying down the beat of a song, it is up to the leader to insist that everyone keeps the beat.

The Wheel of Executive Focus
How do you make this happen? How do you lay down the cadence of accountability?

We did it for seven years in a big city, and it worked. Then we repeated the same process for eight years 
for an entire state government. And it worked there, as well. 

It is open source. And this is how.
There are ten business days during a two-week period. With a small, dedicated CitiStat staff of 

half a dozen people dedicated to preparing and following up on CitiStat meetings, we rotated ten 
departments through the CitiStat meeting room every two weeks. The CitiStat staff were mostly fresh 
out of college or new to government—mostly digital natives, eager to learn, and eager to understand, 
with a couple more senior types. The schedule was set, predictable, and repeatable. Barring holidays or 
extreme weather events, the meetings always happened. 

Every CitiStat meeting is arranged in the same circular fashion. Around one side of the circle are 
the mayor and his command staff; presenting on the other side of the circle is the department head 
and their command staff. For one hour, we focus on the operational challenges and opportunities 
of that single department. When that hour is over, another department comes into the room. And 
another meeting begins—usually not more than two meetings a morning. And this is how the “wheel of 
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executive focus” rolls through the rotation of two weeks with ten departments having been through the 
process. 

We then repeat the process over the next two weeks, and we never stop.
There is always an agenda, an executive briefing memo, and follow-up memos from each individual 

meeting, which are written up and distributed to all participants after each meeting. All departments are 
required to submit their data and any slides they intend to present by noon the day before their meeting. 

The process is relentless and demanding, it never stops, and it works.
The goal of this process is not submission—it’s empowerment: the building up and nurturing of a 

collaborative culture—a collaborative culture for solving problems, for making improvements, for 
making progress, and for lifting up the leaders.

And it requires leadership from the center of the collaborative circle. A leader who says it’s okay to 
ask questions, it’s okay to say that something isn’t working as well as it could be—a leader who asks for 
everyone’s best thinking.

Policy, Maps, and You
“A policy map is a map where the opportunity to intervene is clear.”

—Stephen Goldsmith, former mayor of Indianapolis
 
People craft policy to effect change. A geographic perspective on policy is always 
interested in the geographic context of the problem being solved and the solution 
being implemented through policy. When we make policy maps, we portray a subject 
in a factual manner to reveal opportunities to intervene and to share any results or 
outcomes of ongoing interventions.

Mashing up some data onto a map is not a policy map. A dataset of one hundred 
thousand traffic accidents might be mappable and it might even show which 
intersections seem to have more accidents than others, but that map is not a policy map. 
It’s a good start, though.
 
Putting some data onto the map is always a good idea because it starts the process for 
thinking spatially. The first time that data is shown on the map, questions start to surface 
about the nature of the data and any patterns that first appear.
 
Any policy that hopes to address the real issues must be informed by good data and 
sound reasoning. Most issues that are addressed by policy have a spatial component. 
Sound policy takes that spatial component into consideration when understanding the 
problems, reviewing alternatives, implementing new policy, and communicating results.
 
Bad policy treats symptoms rather than the real problem. Policy maps help to identify 
the real problem and effect real change.
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