
www.bls.gov

Using Wikis across Agencies: 
Science and Practice

Peter B. Meyer 
Office of Productivity and Technology, BLS

FASTER workgroup, NITRD.gov
21 Feb 2012

. . . with lots of advice from others
Michael  Messner

Office of Water, EPA

. . .not representing any agency, just the named author



Outline
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� Large cross-agency wikis in government

� What we’re trying in Statipedia

� Science on wikis and science of wikis



Intellipedia
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� After 9/11, the U.S. intelligence agencies reviewed their  
communication tools and processes.  (Andrus, 2004)

� They added web tools and work spaces to their network 

� Interagency wikis, 2006:  Intellipedia

� Blogs, tagging, search, instant messaging, videos

� This platform made it easier and faster to find and use 
information across the 16 agencies.  



Intellipedia
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Diplopedia
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� Intended for sharing procedures

� To be available to new staff at posts

� Started 2006

� Growth in users and articles looks linear
� Sources:  Bronk and Smith ; Johnson 2007



Growth is often linear over time
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Articles in the Karlsruhe, Germany wiki (Stadtwiki Karlsruhe) over time
Source:  http://ka.stadtwiki.net/Datei:Artikelwachstum.png (Hauke Löffler)



OMB’s MAX Federal Community
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� For cross-agency projects

� Originally and centrally budgeting

� Runs Confluence software

� Uploads are common

� Used as discussion board

� Granular security for community-spaces



OMB’s MAX Federal Community
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� Intended for sharing procedures

� To be available to new staff at posts

� Started 2006

� Growth in users and articles looks linear
� Sources:  Bronk and Smith ; Johnson 2007



Document upload vs. wiki-text 
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� Documents / binary files

� Authored; dated; formatted; 

� may have intro; conclusion; audience; may be official

� Can be uploaded

� Harder to search for

� Common on SharePoint and Confluence

� Wikitext

� Easy to search for

� Fragmentary ; multi-authored 

� Unlikely to be official or definitive



Other examples
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US federal

DoDTechipedia

Bureaupedia

OSHApedia

DOL

NITRD

OpenOEI

PowerPedia

Other governments , or 
government-like

GCPEDIA (Canada)

GovDex (Australia)

NIH  (several)

Statistics Explained (Eurostat)
Wikiprogress (OECD)

City wikis



Rhetorics for wikis in govt
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� Often: Openness, transparency (translucency)

� “Sharing information”, “Open government”

� Documenting and standardizing procedures

� Less common:  learning , good science, overcoming 
stovepipes; 

� Rare: efficiency; morale; experimentation; good 
science; copying from others; emergency management; 
bottom-up or outside-in innovation

Rhetorics (indirectly) against:

� Software not certified ; Insecure ; Not our job ; 
Organizational culture



Example: Statipedia
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Statipedia is a wiki for statistical staff across agencies

� An online workspace

� With methodology source material

� Pilot project

� Mixed purposes:  reference work and work-space

� Not for the public (outside .gov)

� Not for sensitive content (e.g. early or private data)



Knowledge pooling

We can 
� Share definitions
� Copy one another’s designs, procedures, software
� Develop materials together easily

� Enable new staff to figure out more

�Development of science and technology goes faster with 
easily shared knowledge
Platform is cheap and robust to budget uncertainty
Can help us get things done cheaply
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Looks like 
Wikipedia.

User can 
edit a 
page 

directly.



A user can 
see the 

history of 
changes to 

a wiki
page.



Rules of 
behavior 

are 
online.



We can 
define 

common 
terms



Describe and 
search 

classification 
systems



Can share 
source 
code



Can add value to 
methodology 
documents

-searching 

- links and footnotes that 
can be clicked for more info

- equations can be copied



Hyperlinks 
can go to 

definitions, 
summaries of 
sources, and 

new 
bibliographies



Can find 
pages by 
“category”

joint information 
on the 

international 
data institutions, 

methods, and 
findings



“BLS” is a 
category, 
with sub-

categories



Recent 
changes to 

the wiki



History
of our 
kind of 
work



easer

Seminars 
in DC area



Track 
conferences 

on our 
topics



Can compare 
procedures 

across agencies

This is one of 
many “At the 

agencies” pages



Can share 
simple 
training 

materials 
in the wiki



And 
detailed 
training 

materials

-searching 

- links and footnotes that can be 
clicked for more info

- equations can be copied



Discussion 
of critical 

perspectives



New issues

Quick 
technical 

discussion



Institutions



Pilot project -- challenges
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� Logging in each time

� Would benefit from federal single sign-on

� Text editors not easy

� New version coming

� Content limited (650 pages)

� Few users post information

� Has not been used for an actual project



Norms for science wiki in govt

� Scale up: Benefits rise as communities of interest emerge

� Meet open technical standards
� HTML, TEX, wiki-text links, extensions

� Participate in software development
� Co-evolution: Today’s community, technology, platform

� Tomorrow’s community, technology, platform 

� Voluntary participation ; serve and empower staff

� Anchor discussions to sources, evidence, theory
� Enable drilling down to sources

� Address broad audiences -- not organization-specific

� Gardeners / Moderators



Effects on
knowledge management
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More efficient/scientific communities
� Shared source material, more reference points
� Mutual awareness and peer review

Reduce duplication of effort
Specialists serve larger audience

� Users can find them on this platform

Ease training and turnover
Less email?  � “discoverability” not “dissemination”

TOGETHER, the agencies have vast, diverse expertise 
and capability, economies of scale and scope, 
knowledge of data, and great computer resources  



Wikis as a field of science 
and/or practice
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� Annual WikiSym symposia

� Annual Wikimania conferences

� Associated chapters & meetups

� Semantic functionality

� Example DiscourseDB

� Science examples

� OpenWetWare, Science@NICHD



Working together via NITRD 
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� Support/try single-sign-on

� E.g. via MAX Authentication

� Support/try shared source code control systems

� Accumulate info on govt computer systems on wiki

� Outline government knowledge pools

� Imagine Venn diagram of who has access to them

� Working together, government agencies have great 
resources for science, wiki communities, knowledge pools
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