
CIVIC BRIDGE

Civic Bridge brings skilled volunteers 
from the private sector together with 
city staff to collaboratively design 
solutions for critical public problems. 

ENGAGED CITIES AWARD
BLUEPRINT 
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Cities face numerous challenges that can benefit from 
leveraging the skills, expertise, and capacity of private 
sector volunteers. Civic Bridge unleashes the power of 
skilled volunteers to help solve the city’s biggest problems. 
By committing time and resources to identifying and 
scoping projects, Civic Bridge makes it easy for employees 
from local companies to contribute their time.

Through Civic Bridge, private sector volunteers contribute 
approximately 20% of their time over a 16-week period, 
working alongside staff from city departments. The Civic 
Bridge program management team identifies challenges, 
matches volunteers with city departments to create 
project teams, scopes projects, and coaches teams on 
their work. 

Civic Bridge helps city departments partner with a wide 
range of organizations, including architecture and design 
firms, technology companies, and consultants. For the 
city, this can lead to new approaches and solutions to 
problems, as well as millions of dollars of work completed 
by volunteers, who, in turn, feel more connected to and 
invested in their city
 

San Francisco, like many cities, faces complex challenges like homelessness, 
affordable housing, and climate change. Although the city had a large number of 
residents with skills that could be used to support city efforts, it did not have the 
capacity or infrastructure to manage volunteers effectively. Additionally, companies 
that wished to provide pro bono services did not know how to engage with the city. 
In 2015, the Office of Civic Innovation created Civic Bridge, a program that recruits 
company volunteer teams to contribute 20% of their time over a 16-week period. 
As of Spring 2019, Civic Bridge had engaged 25 city departments on 49 projects, 
with approximately 450 city staff and resident volunteers. The city estimates that 
companies have provided $3.9 million in pro bono work, delivered through more  
than 24,000 volunteer hours. 

ABOUT  

THE PROGRAM

BACKGROUND
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1. Assemble a team of city staff who will coordinate the Civic Bridge program. One to 
two people can manage the program, including a senior-level staff member, a staff 
member with user-centered design experience, and individuals who can help with 
logistics and/or event planning.

2. Reach out to city departments to explain the program, give guidance, and gather 
project proposals.

3. Recruit pro bono partners from diverse sectors, such as management consultants, 
designers, architects, engineers, data analysts, and large private sector companies 
with diverse skill sets.

4. Select projects for the Civic Bridge program and work with city departments to 
further refine the projects and develop clear challenge statements for each.

5. Match the projects with pro bono partners and form project teams.

6. Launch the program with a day-long kickoff event with project teams. Explain
the Civic Bridge program, timeline, and expectations. The teams should spend the 
majority of their time scoping their projects and beginning to plan, as well as 
establishing a meeting schedule and other norms.

7. Provide support for project teams during the implementation of the program. 
Project management should include weekly check-ins for the project teams 
throughout the program phases: Discover, Design, and Delivery. During these 
phases, project teams learn more about the challenge, design and test solutions, 
and deliver recommendations.

HOW IT 

WORKS

San Francisco, California,  
was one of three winners 
of the 2019 Engaged Cities 
Award for Civic Bridge. 

The Engaged Cities Award 
recognizes the diverse and 
creative ways city leaders are 
collaborating with citizens to 
solve problems. Learn more 
at engagedcitiesaward.org.

http://engagedcitiesaward.org
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In San Francisco, Civic Bridge is administered by the Office of Civic Innovation. While 
not every city has an equivalent office, city leaders should allocate significant staff 
time to manage the program. The Civic Bridge program management team provides 
administrative and logistical support, plans events, and coaches the project teams. 

Team members should include: 

• A chief innovation officer or equivalent senior level staff member. This team
member will be in regular communication with the mayor’s office or other officials
about the program.

• A staff member with program management experience. Experience with user-
centered design is also helpful, though not necessary. This person will help ensure
the teams are employing a user-centered design approach and coach the teams as
they scope and plan their projects

STEP 1: ASSEMBLE 

THE PROGRAM 

MANAGEMENT TEAM

THE CITIES OF  
SERVICE CITIZEN 
ENGAGEMENT MODEL  
Civic Bridge exemplifies 
the Cities of Service 
citizen engagement 
model. The model helps 
leaders work with their 
citizens to solve problems 
and helps build trust  
with communities and 
between city leaders and 
their residents.

8. Hold a Demo Day event where each team will present their recommendations to
the mayor, department heads, senior company leadership, and other stakeholders.

9. Follow up with each city department to ensure that they are implementing the
recommendations. Report the impact of the program to participants, city staff,
and city residents

OUR CITIZEN ENGAGEMENT MODEL
City leaders can build more vibrant communities
with support from their citizens.

SUSTAIN ENGAGEMENT AND PARTICIPATION

BUILD TRUST

DELIBERATE WITH 
THE COMMUNITY
Better solutions are 

unearthed when 
citizens and city 

leaders come together.

IDENTIFY
A CHALLENGE
City leaders are 

uniquely positioned
to identify challenges 
that impact the city

at large.

SHOW
IMPACT

With real results,
city leaders can

celebrate success 
and fuel further

citizen engagement.

GET
 TO WORK

When city leaders and
citizens collectively 

take action, stronger 
results are generated 

and trust is built.
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About six months bef ore kickoff, begin to reach out to city departments and invite 
them to participate in Civic Bridge. You may decide to do a general call to all 
departments or, if y ou are focusing on projects within a particular issue or priority 
area, send targeted emails to specific departments.  

Departments may submit projects through an online application form. Set a deadline 
for submitting applications at least two months before the kickoff event. It is 
important to have clear criteria for projects to guide departments as they brainstorm 
project ideas (see above). The application should include the criteria and questions 
such as:  

• What is the problem you are trying to solve?
• What is a concrete deliverable you would like to have completed?
• Why is this important and how is it aligned with mayoral and department priorities?
• What type of skills are needed for this project?

STEP 2: REACH OUT  

TO CITY DEPARTMENTS 

AND GATHER PROJECT 

PROPOSALS

WHAT MAKES A SUCCESSFUL CIVIC BRIDGE PROJECT 
Create criteria that the Civic Bridge program management 
team can use to evaluate potential projects. These can 
be refined over time. The criteria should be provided to 
departments before they submit their projects. Some 
important things to consider when evaluating projects are: 

• A clear challenge statement: What is the problem the
department is trying to solve, and what will success look
like? If the problem is large, what part of the problem could
a volunteer team work on in the alloted time?

• Potential for impact: Why is this project important? What
impact will it have on the lives of residents?

• Alignment with priority area: Does the project align with
the city’s and mayor’s priorities?

• Leadership support: The challenge should be critical, not
just “nice to have” for department leaders. It is important
to have the support of the department head to ensure the
department can allocate resources and time to implement
the project team’s recommendations.

• Internal champion and dedicated resources: At least one
internal champion from the city department proposing
the project (program manager, analyst, or other subject
matter expert) should be identified. This person will lead
the engagement and spend at least 20% of their time on the
project for its duration.
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STEP 3:  

RECRUIT PRO BONO 

PARTNERS

Begin recruiting pro bono partners about six months before the kickoff event. 
This should be done at the same time that you are recruiting city departments to 
participate. When thinking about potential companies or other organizations to 
contact, consider: 

• City priorities
• Organizations with which city leaders want to form relationships
• Existing partnerships
• Public perception of the organization
• Potential conflicts of interest

Invite potential partners to fill out an interest form. The form should include the 
organization’s basic information; skills they specialize in and/or would like to deploy; 
and areas of interest, such as transportation, public health, or housing. 

Meet with staff from interested organizations to give them an overview of the Civic 
Bridge program and timeline. The point of contact at each organization should be part 
of a department that manages employee engagement, corporate social responsibility, 
or human resources. They should also be a sustainable institutional contact that your 
city can work with for multiple years. Learn what the organization’s executive leaders 
are looking to get out of the program, such as staff development opportunities. It is 
also important to discover the areas of interest of leaders and employees as well as 
the skills and expertise they can provide.

SOURCING IDEAS WITH 
CITY DEPARTMENTS 
A lunch-and-learn prior to 
the application deadline can 
be a useful way to recruit 
participants and explain 
the program. One-on-one 
meetings with department 
staff are also a helpful way 
to guide departments who 
are brainstorming or refining 
project ideas. During these 
meetings, be sure to discuss 
the department staff’s 
priorities, which will lead  
to project ideas. 
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STEP 4:  

SELECT PROJECTS

At least two months before the kickoff event, evaluate the projects that have been 
submitted. This process typically involves several rounds of review.  

The Civic Bridge project management team first reviews the projects to narrow down 
the list as necessary to ensure projects meet the program’s basic requirements. Work 
with the mayor and his or her staff to identify projects that are a priority for the mayor 
and the city. A scoring system is a useful way to evaluate projects. Points may be 
awarded for addressing a mayoral priority, for having an internal champion that can 
dedicate 20% of their time to the project, and for having a clear deliverable identified.

Projects are then examined by a review committee, which should include city staff 
knowledgeable in design, technology, budgeting, policy, and data. Ideally, members 
of the review committee should have experience working cross-functionally with 
different city departments. The review committee’s primary objective is to ask 
relevant questions and identify problems and opportunities. The Civic Bridge 
program management team then makes the final decision, with input from city 
leaders and the review committee. The number of projects can vary, but make sure 
it’s a manageable amount for the team.  

After projects are selected, work with city departments to finalize challenge 
statements for each project. These are one-page documents that include 
the following information: 

• Project title and city department
• Problem description
• Project goals
• Skills needed for the project (e.g., data analysis, service design, communications,

marketing, project management, graphic design, behavior science)

Share challenge statements with pro bono partners and ask them to choose their top 
three selections, including a short explanation of why they believe the project is a 
good fit for their organization. It may be helpful to set up calls with partners if they’d 
like to learn more about the projects before making a selection.

RIGHT-SIZING THE 
CHALLENGE 
Working closely with city 
departments to right-size 
projects is essential to the 
success of Civic Bridge. 
Hold in-person meetings 
with the department’s 
project champion. Refine the 
project to create a challenge 
statement that clearly 
states the problem. Set 
expectations about what  
can be achieved in 16 weeks.

STEP 5:  

MATCH PROJECTS 

WITH PRO BONO 

PARTNERS AND FORM 

PROJECT TEAMS



CIVIC BRIDGE 8

The Civic Bridge program management team evaluates which projects match each 
pro bono partner and decides on final matches. Once matches are made, you may 
wish to have partners sign a volunteer agreement. Be sure to notify companies and 
organizations that are not selected to participate in the program and invite their 
feedback. 

Each team consists of pro bono members and at least one member of the department 
staff, including an internal champion who could be a project manager, analyst, or 
subject matter expert. 

After projects have been assigned, work with each city department to create a project 
brief, which further defines the challenge and ensures teams have sufficient context 
and clear goals. The project brief may include:  

• Project scope
• Key questions for project team to answer in order to better understand the

problem. For example, how do different stakeholders describe the problem?
• Stakeholders and users
• Project goals

Provide a brief orientation for pro bono teams, either in person, over the phone, or as 
a webinar. Share materials, including the project brief and timeline, so that volunteers 
are prepared for the kickoff event.  

The kickoff event begins the 16-week period when the project teams, including 
department staff and volunteers, work together. The event is a chance to walk through 
the Civic Bridge program and for project teams to begin to plan. You may also wish to 
invite a speaker to talk about the importance of collaboration. 

Start preparing for this meeting at least two months ahead of time so that the Civic 
Bridge program management team has plenty of time to book a space, find a speaker, 
and prepare materials and slides. 

During the event, make sure to: 

• Thoroughly explain the Civic Bridge program and timeline

• Establish working norms, including team member responsibilities, meeting
schedule and location, how teams will prepare for meetings, and response-
time expectations

• Allow teams to further scope their projects. This includes building on the
project brief to agree on the problem statement, define deliverables, and
identify stakeholders

• Share goals with the teams

STEP 6:  

LAUNCH THE  

PROGRAM WITH  

A KICKOFF EVENT
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The 16-week collaboration period is divided into three phases: Discover, Design, and 
Deliver. During the Discover phase, which lasts about six weeks, the project team 
conducts research to learn more about the problem; speaks with stakeholders, clients, 
and users; and creates a project plan. 

The Design phase lasts about four weeks. Project teams apply what they have learned 
in the Discover phase to design potential solutions; test their recommendations by 
presenting them to department staff, stakeholders, and users for feedback; and refine 
their recommendations based on feedback. 

The Deliver phase lasts about six weeks, during which project teams test and refine 
recommendations, create implementation road maps for the city departments, and 
prepare for Demo Day. 

Project teams meet weekly and handle the majority of their own logistics. A member 
of the Civic Bridge program management team should attend weekly meetings to 
answer questions, help with project management, and keep teams accountable and on 
schedule.

While the Civic Bridge program management team should check in regularly with 
project teams, a longer check-in at the midpoint is a useful milestone and chance to 
assess projects. Questions you may want to ask include:  

STEP 7:  

SUPPORT PROJECT 

TEAMS DURING 

DISCOVER, DESIGN, 

AND DELIVERY

GUIDING PROJECT TEAMS 
The Civic Bridge project management team 
is an invaluable resource to project teams — 
assessing strategy, keeping projects focused 
on departmental priorities, and providing 
an external perspective. Some questions to 
consider when guiding teams include:  

• What are team expectations and norms?
Does the pro bono partner understand
government norms and communication
styles?

• Who is responsible for setting the agenda
and focus of team meetings?

• What level of participation does the
Civic Bridge program management team
member have in these meetings?

• What type of follow-up is expected of team
members post-meeting?

• How are requests and disagreements
handled?
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• Are you on track to complete the project within the projected timeline?
• Do you have the information you need to move forward?
• What has been most exciting part of this experience so far?
• Have you run into any unexpected challenges?
• What other resources could be useful to you?

You may also wish to give project teams a chance to present what they have learned 
and their design ideas to other teams about halfway through the program. Each team 
can give a short presentation (about five minutes) and receive feedback from the 
other teams. 

Near the end of the 16-week period, it is helpful to hold a planning call with project 
team members to make sure they have a clear plan to help the city department 
implement the team’s recommendations. 

COLLECTING FEEDBACK
Collecting feedback throughout the Civic 
Bridge program can help the Civic Bridge 
program management team improve the 
program going forward. You may wish  
to send out a simple weekly questionnaire  
to teams asking about their experience 
during each stage of the program. Make sure 
to survey both city department staff and 
pro bono volunteers at the conclusion of the 
program and ask open-ended questions. 

Demo Day is an opportunity for project teams to present final recommendations to 
the mayor and other stakeholders. It also provides a chance to celebrate the program 
and recognize volunteers and partners. 

Make sure to plan well in advance in order to find a venue, order food if necessary, and 
invite participants. Invitees may include the mayor; pro bono partners, including past 
and potential partners; Civic Bridge volunteer alumni; and press, if desired. 

In advance of Demo Day, you may wish to conduct a workshop to help project teams 
prepare slideshows and remarks for presentations. 

STEP 8:  

HOLD A DEMO DAY 

EVENT TO PRESENT 

RECOMMENDATIONS
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Follow-up is essential to ensure that Civic Bridge projects generate results. About six 
months after Demo Day, schedule a meeting with city department staff from each 
project team to discuss how implementation has progressed. This is an opportunity to 
understand what made implementation successful or challenging and to learn more 
about the quantitative and qualitative impacts of the team’s final recommendations. 

Some questions you may wish to ask include: 

• What do you think has worked well? Where is there room for improvement in the
overall structure of the program?

• How would your department have tackled this challenge if Civic Bridge were not
an option?

• When you finished Civic Bridge, did you have a clear plan for moving the
recommendations forward?

• What, if any, obstacles have you encountered while working to implement the
recommendations?

• It’s been six months since the program ended. What stories could you share
about the impact of the Civic Bridge deliverable in your department and in the
community? What are some of the quantitative metrics that illustrate the impact?

It is important to report the impact of the program back to participants, city leaders, 
and the wider community. Some metrics the you may want to track include: 

• Number of volunteers and total hours contributed
• Estimated value of time donated
• Number of departments and city staff that participated
• Number of people who have used services or initiatives as a result of the

project

Qualitative results are also important. These may include case studies about 
recommendations that have been implemented, stories from participants, and stories 
from residents who have benefited from new or improved initiatives and services. 

Share results widely on the city website, in newsletters and social media, and 
with partners.  

STEP 9:  

FOLLOW UP AND 

REPORT IMPACT

DAY OF SERVICE  
In 2019, San Francisco expanded their 16-
week Civic Bridge program and prototyped 
a one-day model called Day of Service. 
Similar to the traditional program, for the
Day of Service, the Civic Bridge program 
management team matched private sector 
volunteer teams with city departments to 
tackle a civic challenge. 

During the course of one day, 10 teams 
worked on 10 challenges facing the city and 
its residents. Results included an information 
campaign to improve access to legal counsel 
for individuals facing eviction and a user-
friendly jobs webpage for the city and county 
of San Francisco.
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When San Francisco’s Office of Civic Innovation began the Civic Bridge program in 
2015, creating a better system for the affordable housing application process was a 
perfect fit. Affordable housing is a key priority for the city, so this project had support 
from many city leaders, including a champion in the Mayor’s Office of Housing and 
Community Development, Maria Benjamin. The project had the potential to impact 
thousands of lives.

Gathering Project Proposals: Affordable Housing 
Like many cities, San Francisco was working to alleviate its affordable housing 
shortage, but the application process for existing units was fragmented, confusing, 
and time-consuming. Residents often had to go to several different locations to fill out 
applications, sometimes spending hours in line to submit their forms. The applications 
for each location were different and required extensive amounts of information. Then 
a lottery took place, and it was difficult to figure out whether or not your lottery 
number was selected. If you weren’t offered a unit, the process started all over again 
for your application to the next building.

In addition, the Mayor’s Office of Housing & Community Development (MOHCD) was 
having trouble keeping up with new housing that was added to the system.

Recruit Pro Bono Partners: Google 
The Civic Bridge program management team knew that the Google pro bono team 
would be a great partner for the project. 

“When we scoped out the challenge, we didn’t want to be prescriptive with the team,” 
said Krista Canellakis, Chief Innovation Officer for San Francisco. “The team from 
Google came in and brought their user-centered approach to the way that they deliver 
products to this project.”

Google typically looks at a few criteria when evaluating which Civic Bridge projects  
to take, explained Jen Carter, Product Manager and Head of Technical Team for  
Google.org. These include things like whether the project requires complex technical 
skills, whether it will result in a scalable and sustainable solution, and whether the 
team has capacity. 

“We really focus where we think Google and Googlers can add unique value,” said 
Carter. “And I think this project really allowed us to do that.”

There are several benefits to Google and other companies that participate in Civic 
Bridge. It’s a way for organizations to develop leadership, cultivate public goodwill, 
and help staff feel good about the work they are doing. 

DAHLIA: A NEW 

AFFORDABLE  

HOUSING PORTAL 

CIVIC BRIDGE IN ACTION
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Understanding the Problem 
City staff in San Francisco’s Office of Civic Innovation spent time scoping the 
problem, like they do for every project. Once the project began, the Google team 
worked with city staff from MOHCD to delve deeper and learn more about the 
problem. 

MOHCD gave the project team lists of community centers to visit, addresses of 
affordable housing complexes, names of housing counseling agencies, and other 
stakeholders. Using these lists, Google employees spoke with dozens of people, 
including affordable housing developers, residents who needed to apply for affordable 
housing, and city staff. 

“For the residents, it was incredibly difficult and complex to find and submit an 
application for affordable housing,” explained Carter. “But then it wasn’t just residents 
that were having the problem. City staff was taking a ton of manual effort to review 
applications.” 

The project team helped MOHCD better understand how long it took for residents to 
complete the applications. The project team mapped the complicated journey that 
affordable housing applicants had to go through, identifying frustrations that residents 
were encountering, such as confusing terminology and separate processes for each 
housing application, each with a different set of requirements. 

Throughout this process, the Civic Bridge program management team provided 
hands-on support. 

“Because housing is such a priority for our city, our team was really heavily engaged 
on the project to make sure it was staying on track,” said Canellakis. This included 
helping the team meet deadlines, facilitating information gathering, coordinating 
volunteers and stakeholders, and translating tech sector and government jargon.  
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“Our role is really to have knowledge of all of those things so that we can ensure that 
the project is successful and meets the goals that it says it’s going to meet,” said 
Canellakis. 

Making an Impact: DAHLIA 
After gathering a considerable amount of information to understand the problem, the 
team developed prototypes for an online system and did user testing with potential 
applicants and city staff. Using the feedback they received, the project team mapped 
out how a new system should work and the features it should have, which included 
a listing of available housing, tools for developers and housing counselors, and news 
about upcoming housing lotteries. They also created a timeline that MOHCD could use 
to create the new system, including finding and securing a software developer, testing, 
and launching the new portal.  

Now, 97% of applications for affordable housing in San Francisco are submitted 
through the new housing portal, called DAHLIA (named after the official city flower). 
The amount of information required from residents has been cut by up to 75%, making 
it much easier for residents, developers, city staff, and housing counselors to manage 
affordable housing applications.  

“This is a city that cares about people having equitable access in all levels, so of course 
DAHLIA is beautiful,” said Benjamin. “I really believe that DAHLIA has already changed 
the relationship between the Mayor’s Office of Housing and Community Development 
and the public.”

The success of the project has also encouraged other city departments to participate 
in Civic Bridge. One recent example is a new system, currently in development, to help 
the city comply with new right-to-counsel legislation. The system will provide referrals 
for free legal counsel to residents facing eviction.

Civic Bridge also impacted the Google volunteers and changed their relationship 
to the city. “I feel closer to the city,” said Lauren Jong, a Google employee who 
participated in the project. “I feel closer to all the people who live here, as a 
community.” 



THE ENGAGED CITIES AWARD

The Cities of Service Engaged Cities  
Award shines a light on cities that are 
collaborating with citizens to meet  
pressing local challenges in diverse  
and creative ways. San Francisco, California, 
was one of three winners of the 2019 
Engaged Cities Award. 

Each year, Cities of Service recognizes  
cities that are effectively involving their 
citizens to do things like reduce community 

violence, produce better budgets, 
create safer streets, and build stronger 
communities. The strategies of the  
Engaged Cities Award winners and finalists 
are models for other cities around the  
world to learn from, adapt, and improve 
upon. Cities of Service works with winners 
and finalists to develop resources to share 
with other cities so they can implement 
similar programs in their own communities.

Cities of Service is an independent nonprofit organization that helps 
mayors and city leaders tap the knowledge, creativity, and service of 
citizens to solve public problems and create vibrant cities. We work with 
cities to build city-led, citizen-powered initiatives that target specific needs, 
achieve long-term and measurable outcomes, improve the quality of life 
for residents, and build stronger cities. Founded in 2009 by New York City 
Mayor Michael R. Bloomberg, Cities of Service supports a coalition  
of more than 280 cities, representing more than 84 million people across 
the Americas and Europe. 

Join us at citiesofservice.org or follow us on Twitter @citiesofservice.

http://citiesofservice.org
https://twitter.com/CitiesOfService



