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Abstract: The Obama administration had a policy goal of “making government cool” embodied in the so-called “Tech Surge.” 
As part of this effort, it started three programs, the Presidential Innovation Fellows (PIFs), 18F, and the US Digital Service 
(USDS) that brought industry experts into government for temporary “tours of duty.” These people brought modern IT practices 
into the federal government, partially modernizing processes in government which traditionally lag the software industry. These 
methodologies include: Agile software development, open-source software, Human-Centered Design (HCD), rapid 
prototyping, protosketching, a focus on application programing interfaces (APIs), continuous integration and automated 
deployment. Adoption of these techniques within the federal government has been challenging but impactful. This paper 
discusses the history of that effort and its effectiveness, and draws some experiential “lessons learned.” We attempt to extend 
these lessons to engineering processes to any large organization. 
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1. Brief History 
 
President Obama wanted to make government seem cool to technologists and “Silicon Valley” entrepreneurs and 

executives. This effort has come to be called “Obama’s Tech Surge” (Levy, 2017.) Being a constitutional lawyer, Obama 
delegated the mechanics of this to such an entrepreneur in Todd Park, then CTO of the United States (i.e., head of the Office 
of Science and Technology Policy, OSTP.) 

Dr. Park created the Presidential Innovation Fellows (PIFs) in 2012, which, using the symbolic glamour of the 
Presidency, brought in an initial class of 18 technologists and policy experts. At the time of this writing, there have been 
approximately 114 Fellows in the intervening years. The Fellows were given difficult technical, social, and policy problems, 
which they solved with mixed but surprising success. Some Fellows were a part of the HealthCare.gov rescue (Meyer, 2015) 
(Brill 2017) which occurred in October 2013. This technical rescue effort was so successful it led to the creation of the US 
Digital Service (Gertner, 2015), modeled in part on the Great Britain Digital Service (GDS). At the same time, the General 
Services Administration created 18F to provide technical services similar to the PIFs and the USDS to other agencies. The last 
bill signed into law by President Obama made statutory the Presidential Innovation Fellows (Kemper, 2017).  Herein, the term 
Innovation Services (IS) is used to refer to all three of these programs (PIFs, 18F, and USDS) when it is not necessary to 
distinguish them, and refer to their employees as Innovation Technologists. 

  
 

2. The Context of Government Information Technology 
 
In general, the federal government pays information technologists less than highly-skilled technologists at high-paying 

jobs in industry. This has created a brain-drain in government. There are excellent technologists who remain in government for 
other reasons, but the typical agency is woefully understaffed. Additionally, the Federal Acquisition Regulations are written 
to, and more importantly are interpreted as, supporting fairness and thoroughness over speed. Because career federal employees 
who remain have, in the past, not shuttled back and forth with industry, federal IT workers may have been exposed to fewer 
work situations and new technologies than similarly talented engineers working in private industry. Additionally, for complex 
reasons, government bureaucrats have a reputation for being very risk averse. Additional discussion of the sociological aspects 
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