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I’m Daniel X. O’Neil.

• https://www.danxoneil.com

• http://www.derivativeworks.com/

• http://juggernautco.com/

• http://www.smartchicagocollaborative.org/
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I’m a recovering alcoholic.

• 09/10/00

• One day at a time

• I practice these principles in all of my 

affairs
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I’m a failed poet.

• 1987 – 1997

• 4 books

• 4 national tours

• Worldwide Entertainment Juggernaut of 

the 21st Century
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I’m in civic tech.

• 1999 – ahora

• Civic apps

• EveryBlock

• Open Data Movement

• Smart Chicago 
Collaborative



There’s a thread here.

• More than one might think

• Three international movements based on 
volunteer labor

• All of which have a relationship woth
professional approaches

• Their paths are worth exploring
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Alcoholics Anonymous

• Alcoholics Anonymous is the most successful 

decentralized movement in history

• There are explicitly no leaders

• The whole thing is run, to this day, by 

principles + suggestions codified in 1939 + 

1947
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Huge Dollars + Huge Impact

• A huge portion of the health industry

• Every self-help book

• Dozens of derivative movements

• The entire 70s
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Poetry Slams

• One of the most important literary 

movements of the late 20th century

• Invented in Chicago

• Has a strict set of rules, maintained over 

time by volunteers
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Many Dollars + Impact

• A huge portion of the health industry

• Every self-help book

• Hundreds of sub-movements

• The entire 70s



Low Dollars + Medium Impact

• Explicitly anti-professional

• Antidote to academia

• Meanwhile: rap + hip hop dominate



Civic Tech

• An international movement with origins in 

volunteer coders

• HACKERS!

• Pizza, up all night, geniuses
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Many Dollars + Impact

• A huge portion of the health industry

• Every self-help book

• Hundreds of sub-movements

• The entire 70s



Low Dollars + Low Impact

• Niche popularity

• Lots of heat

• Meanwhile: the technology industry 

dominates culture
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Three movements

• Volunteer-based

• Internally determined rule-sets

• Vastly different impacts on popular culture 

and society at large
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Two impact patterns

• AA: enormous number of users, huge impact 
by those who have professionalized in the 
broader industry (healthcare)

• Poetry slam: very small number of users, 
huge impact by people in an associated field 
in the same industry (entertainment)
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A conscious decision to be open
• AA, despite its unchanging, 

unyielding text, is brilliantly 
designed with open sockets and has 
grown in concert with the larger 
healthcare industry. Attraction not 
promotion (really open)

• Poetry slams are rigid and closed—
there is one way to run a slam, 
nearly even poem has the same 
cadence, there is a narrow band of 
acceptable subject matter (fake 
open)
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We are divorced from the masses

• As our movement has grown, the Hero 
Volunteer narrative has dominated

• Separated from the will of the masses 
(capitalism, product development, human 
needs)

• Answerable only to itself and its particular 
fetishes
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Popularity = Impact

• The number of humans who use a piece of 
software is the #1 most important factor in 
determining its impact on humanity

• Popularity matters a lot. We don’t make 
popular things. This is simple. 

• We have to align our methods, our metrics, 
our values, and our reward systems to this
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