Aggregating Information Across Individual Agencies and E-Gov Initiatives with Topic Maps: Introduction to an Agile Intergovernmental Collaboration Tool with Implications for Citizen Relationship Management 

This article describes a simple application to introduce the potential of Topic Maps in Intergovernmental settings.  Topic Maps are currently being deployed in the Internal Revenue Service and the Social Security Administration and were introduced at the April 15, Collaboration Expedition workshop.  Topic Maps appear to offer the potential to develop needed understanding in complex, intersecting problem spaces.  Topic Maps represent an open standards, open collaboration approach to navigating knowledge that provides a "Third Way" for individuals and organizations who witness: 1) failed attempts at "full control" and 2) infoglut burdens of "no control".  Diverse Communities of Practice, in search of methods to better understand one another and forge joint agreements are looking at how Topic Maps can assist the discovery of broad patterns of similarity and difference easing progress toward mutual understanding and coordinated action.  A timely, but complex example of the need for this type of synchronized learning capability is the Federal government, where joint business cases are expected to fulfill citizen-centered goals of the President’s Management Agenda and the E-Government Act of 2002.  

Just as the Federal Enterprise Architecture reference models offer a new process blueprint, a new organizing process must be created in order for people to create the relationships needed to make the blueprint a reality.  As people from diverse settings venture forth to practice how to create a new enterprise view with shared processes, they need the best “start-up” tools and conditions to amplify the outcomes from these new social practices.

This article describes an application of Topic Maps to support navigation within and between the presentations given at two separate conferences: “Open Standards/Open Source for National and Local Egovernment Programs in the US and EU”, held in Washington, D.C., March 17-19, 2003 and SecurEbiz Executive Summit, held in Crystal City, VA, April 1-2, 2003.  This “proof of concept” application illustrates the potential of Topic Maps and other semantic technologies to support early enterprise goals for open standards-based, context-aware data and services. This application demonstrates how easily participants from separate conferences or programs can navigate joint conference proceedings (or disparate business process repositories) to discover areas of common interest and shared understanding, and also areas of sharp differences in perspective.  Previously, interested parties could only review each slide (or document) from hundreds of presentations in a linear manner. The current approach is tiring, cognitively demanding, and inefficient.  In addition, the current way, inadvertently reinforces “closed” thinking among familiar cohorts.  This process also fails individuals and communities who are charged with working in the “in-between places” across multiple boundaries of institutions.  The goals of these bridge-builders are to enable current stove-piped processes to “sound out” and “sound with” one another, in concert, in order to raise joint capacity to the next level and “above the fog” where urgent problems that transcend boundaries reside.

This application has been created by Michel Biezunski of Coolheads Consulting (mb@coolheads.com).  Michel is a co-editor of the ISO/IEC 13250 Topic Maps international standard.  The application is available for use at: www.coolheads.com.

This application uses the Topic Map Loom technology, provided by Infoloom, Inc (www.infoloom.com). Topic Map Loom is software that enables the creation of Topic-Map based web pages in real-world applications for use in real-world applications.  For this example, the pages are grouped by subject and contain the name(s) of the topic along with 1) type of topic; 2) where it occurs; and 3) related topics.  In this example, slides have been indexed by hand, using the "notes" area in Powerpoint and OpenOffice Impress.  Geographic navigation (by city, state, country) has been built by extracting the information provided by the authors.  Several slides were not available at the time when this application was built, so abstracts were used instead.  The SecurEbiz Executive Summit portion of the application only includes the authors who provided their slides.

An XML version of the Topic Map is available for interchanging with other software able to understand topic maps. The structure of this XML document conforms to the XML Topic Maps structure, as defined in ISO/IEC 13250.  In this example, slides have been indexed by hand, using the "notes" area in Powerpoint and OpenOffice Impress. Geographic navigation (by city, state, country) has been built by extracting the information provided by the authors.  Several slides were not available at the time when this application was built, so abstracts were used instead.  The SecurEbiz Executive Summit portion of the application only includes the authors who provided their slides.

This application is a proof of concept for connecting information from diverse sources. The terms used and the way information is presented within the Topic Maps standard enables this application to remain “open” to future navigable connections with other similar applications. 

Using this open standards-based approach, more powerful enterprise process capabilities can arise naturally, such as collaborative inquiry, information sharing, and credible agreements for joint action. Collaborative potential, desperately needed today, is less hampered.  The tiresome container-bucket questions like: “What applications are you using and are they compatible with mine?” are transformed to “energetic” network and business process flow questions like: “How smart is your data?  Whom else are you collaborating with?” With tools like this, past data infrastructure “friction” will no longer impede and slows the credible intentions of people to work smarter together.

