
Crowdsourcing for Disasters 
How government can provide structure to 
people's natural inclination to share 
information 

Denice W. Ross 
Presidential Innovation Fellow at Energy 
@denicewross 
denice.ross@gsa.gov 



Disasters and Data 

1.People want to share information 
2.The government doesn’t have all 

the information people need 
3.People want to help fix their 

community after a disaster 
4.The government can’t fix a 

community on its own 



Public volunteers 
crowdsourced data 

Gov’t provides 
structure, makes data 

more actionable, 
complete, & accurate 

Gov’t opens 
crowdsourced data 

The Virtuous Circle 



Case Study from Katrina 
(long-term recovery) 
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… Matt Fellowes of the Brookings Institution 

in Washington, which will soon begin 

publishing a Katrina Index on the rebuilding 

effort, said it had been easier gathering data 

for Iraq than for New Orleans. 





Crowdsourcing scoring 
of property condition 

Field Name Status 

Vacant/Built Building 

Overgrown False 

Bldg Use Residential 

Bldg Condition Good 

Occupancy Occupied 

Elevation Type Elevated – 
crawl space 

DESIGN CHALLENGES 
 
Large scale (149,000 parcels) 
 
Cost-effective enough to repeat 
 
Limit boots-on-ground collecting data 
 
Reduce scoring bias between nbhds 
 
 



“Operation Tropic Thunder” 
DESIGN CHALLENGES 
 
1. Large scale (149,000 parcels) 
 
2. Cost-effective enough to repeat 
 
3. Limit boots-on-ground collecting data 
 
4. Reduce scoring bias  
 



IMAGE 
COLLECTION 

separated 
from 

PROPERTY 
SCORING 



Randomized parcels across city reduce 
bias, generate statistically meaningful data 

  

vs.       Sequential parcels along street  Random parcels across city 



Operation Tropic 
Thunder –  

Where is it now? 
  



Case Study from Sandy 
(immediate aftermath) 

 



"We started this up last night, we just wanted to help… 
I personally needed gas, we all needed gas. So we 
started out with five points and just had more friends 
and high school students get involved.”  
 -Dayana Bustamante, Franklin High student 



Lantern Live DESIGN CHALLENGES 
 
1. Apply crowdsourced open/closed 
status to specific gas stations 
 
2. Critical mass of users to keep gas 
station status current throughout event  
 
3. Provide users with enough detail so 
they trust the data and can act on it 
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1. Publicize standardized hasthags of  
#gotfuel, #nofuel and encourage people in 
impacted areas to enable location services 
on social media 
 

2. Create an open read/write API so 3rd 
party apps could both consume status of 
gas stations, and also allow their users to 
tag status within their app 

Biggest challenge: Getting enough users 
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• How to allow users to drill down to see the 
info behind the colored dots?  
 

• Solution? Non-governmental entity owns 
the crowdsourcing API 
 

• Drafting RFI to collect ideas 

Second Biggest challenge: 
Personally Identifiable Information (PII) 
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Public volunteers 
crowdsourced data 

Gov’t provides 
structure, makes data 

more actionable, 
complete, & accurate 

Gov’t opens 
crowdsourced data 

The Virtuous Circle 



Public volunteers 
crowdsourced data 

Gov’t provides 
structure, makes data 

more actionable, 
complete, & accurate 

Gov’t opens 
crowdsourced data 

The Virtuous Circle 

Be ready! 


