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Purpose

mySociety is an unusual NGO in that it is a digitally-native social enterprise that has managed

to thrive and survive for a decade. This case study has been written to share this story,

potentially for the benefit of others trying to set up NGOs or social enterprises with a digital

heart.

The questions here were posed by Loren Triesman of the Indigo Trust, and answered by

Tom Steinberg, mySociety’s founder and director.

How did mySociety start? What idea, funding or staff did you

have?

mySociety was founded in late 2003. It was founded by Tom Steinberg, who had the

unusual career background of both having been a systems administrator and a policy

analyst in the civil service. However it was not the least bit a solo effort - mySociety

was actually the consolidating of a pre-existing community of techy activists who had

become friends in the London new media industry in the mid to late 1990s. Tom was

not actually part of this community, but when he proposed the idea for a new

organisation in 2003 there was already a well established group of people with

connections, ideas and lots of digital experience to help him along.

The idea behind mySociety had been many years in gestation. One key incident in the

early history was the publishing of an article written by Tom’s then-flatmate James

Crabtree (later mySociety trustee) arguing that the government should fund people to

build apps that were civic or democratic in nature.

mySociety was fundamentally founded because we believed that it must be possible to

build applications that could give people the ‘simple, tangible benefits’ that

e-commerce sites give people, but in the civic and democratic parts of their lives. This

belief was one he (and others) had shared since the late 1990s, but by 2003 it had

slowly become apparent that the pre-existing institutions (charities, governments or

campaign groups) which one might have expected to set up such services did not see
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any interesting possibilities in this field. So a new organisation was required, which

Tom set up after leaving his last job in government in the summer of 2003.

Three pieces of early key funding were critical to mySociety succeeding in 2003/4:

1 - An initial sum of £10,000 from a wealthy individual who had been a fan of the work

by the pre-mySociety activist group, who had started FaxYourMP.com in 2000. This

enabled Tom to work for several months to develop a brand, gather a group of advisors,

solicit some initial project proposals through a public call, and to get media coverage

that informed interested coders that mySociety now existed.

2 - A large grant of £250,000 (or £196k after a government middle-man took a cut) from

central government. Fascinatingly, this came from a funding pot that was not supposed

to be for NGOs at all. It was a government grant scheme for digital innovation in local

government, but a central government civil servant who was worried about being able to

spend all their budget was persuaded by one of the pre-mySociety activist

community-members that giving this money to mySociety, via a local government

conduit, was a good way of delivering ‘innovation’ and so achieving their goals. We got

the money, won awards, and the civil servant was happy.

3 - A grant of about fifteen thousand pounds from UnLtd, a state run funding body that

supports people with new ideas for socially positive projects. This funding was

especially critical because the large government grant, mentioned above, was not

made available for nearly a year after it had been ‘won’, and mySociety very nearly went

bust at this time. mySociety did not, consequently, write a line of code until the end of

2004.

So mySociety had critical luck with funding, and was (in particular) very fortunate to have

been founded at a moment when UK government spending was especially generous

and due diligence was weak. Had government vetting been tighter it is highly likely that

our project plans would have been rejected as too radical (not to mention

incomprehensible) - for example building a service that would allow the public to write to

any elected representative in the UK (nearly 20,000 of them). Attempting to found

mySociety in the UK today would be virtually impossible because this huge, early grant

was big enough to allow the project to last a couple of years and so prove that we could

deliver projects of value to the public.

However the funding was only one of two pieces of luck that accompanied mySociety’s

early days. The other - even more important piece of good fortune was for the early

mySociety to attract three software developers of extraordinary skill - Chris Lightfoot,

Matthew Somerville and Francis Irving. The very high skill level of these individuals

avoided what would otherwise have been a critical project risk - the fact that Tom was

not at this point actually a software project manager, and had no project management

training. The three developer’s extremely strong skills meant that all of mySociety’s first

projects launched successfully and quickly, and bought the time for Tom to learn how to
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manage software projects.

The acquisition of plenty of money, some strong project ideas, and three highly

talented developers was what enabled mySociety to bloom over the first two years,

and exit this period with a strong enough reputation to be able to acquire further

funding and business on the back of its reputation for shipping useful websites.

There is no doubt that mySociety would not have gone anywhere if there had not

already been a group of London and Cambridge based friends who had been talking,

arguing and prototyping in this field for several years before mySociety existed. This

pre-existing group of people who were already primed meant that when the idea for a

new organisation came up, it had critical support that provided access to money, skills

and media coverage.

How did you scale and grow as an organisation?

mySociety always had a focus on scalability. Our first business plan stated “Every project we

build must be able to serve a million people for the same running costs it would take to serve

ten” - a notion which today is very widely known and understood, but in 2003 was more

unusual. However, except in rare circumstances large scale of use does not come

immediately. This meant we had to both work out how to attract people, and survive long

enough for them to find our sites, use them and spread the word.

So scaling required two key assets, both of which we were highly fortunate to have.  The first

was an understanding of Search Engine Optimisation, to enable us to attract people to our

services simply by waiting for search engines to direct users to us. This may not have the

level of importance it once did, but a lack of SEO can still spell death to digital projects.

The second thing we had was the ability and desire to leave sites online for extended periods

of time, whilst we worked on improving them in the post launch period, and whilst their

reputations grew. We noted as we did this that many socially focussed websites set up at

similar times were expected to deliver immediately, and then were killed off by virtue of short

term budgets. We also noted the absolutely fatal project vulnerability of project budgets that

assume projects are ‘finished’ when they’re launched. mySociety arranged ourselves so that

we could spend our money so far as possible after launch, and so that even in the lean times

we could afford to keep our sites running for years at a time. We now consider longevity and

sufficient development budget to be the absolutely critical factors required to bring any digital

service to scale.

Scalability of websites, however, is not the same as scalability of the organisation. For many

years mySociety had no issues relating to scaling as an organization because we did not

have the budget to grow beyond 4-5 people. However about 7-8 years after our inception we

started to grow our income from grant and commercial sources considerably, and



consequently expanded by 3-4 times in size. However we do not believe that we have been a

scaled organisation for long enough to be able to offer any valuable advice for others trying to

grow.

How have you evolved over time and what adjustments have you

had to make to eg organisational structure, strategy etc in order

to do so

By about 2006 mySociety knew that it had to develop its own income streams to compensate

for the disappearance of government funding streams. After that time we started to accept,

and then later solicit commercial requests to do software development, or consulting. In order

to keep this activity within the bounds of UK charities law, we founded a commercial

company that is 100% owned by the charity, and it is this company (mySociety ltd) that does

commercial work. Today about 40% of our income is from commercial work and we work

energetically to grow this, to make our clients happy, and to develop a reputation as a

software company that can solve problems that more traditional web companies can’t.

Whilst winning and delivering commercial software development is not trivial, we  would

recommend considering it to others wondering how to fund their digital NGO. At this point in

history software development is - globally - a relatively lucrative profession. This means that it

can be possible to make profits on doing commercial work that can be re-invested in

charitable, open source projects without having to employ a huge factory of staff.

What would you say makes your model/way of working so

successful?  What has contributed to your success?

It would be immodest to say that we have been ‘so successful’. However we do believe that

we have certain assets that have certainly been advantageous to us:

● Most important: our very first staff consisted largely of highly talented, highly

user-focussed web developers who were already known and respected in the

technology community. This means that mySociety has been able to attract

subsequent developers who are stronger than average, and put them in an

environment where they can often shape decisions (not just write code decided by

other people). This technical capacity is our core asset, even as we grow a team of

diverse skills around it.

● mySociety has a strong culture of user-centered design, and a culture that regularly

questions whether features or projects will actually have any impact. We are keen on

exploring new technologies, but we are not often blinded by them.

● We have severely rationed the number of projects we work on, meaning that even in

our poorer times there was enough funding to do a decent job on the projects we



picked. We have chosen not to adopt the ‘thousand flowers bloom’ approach,

because we believe it is not compatible with excellent customer service and

user-centered design, at least not for organisations with modest budgets. Our

selection criteria when it comes to picking new products and features are very tough

and very pessimistic about likely user behaviours.

● We have attracted a modest number of extremely dedicated non-technical volunteers

who help maintain the sites we run in the UK. These volunteers have been incredibly

important in helping to make sure that users who are confused or lost hear a friendly

voice, and receive a helping hand. Without these volunteers not only would we not be

able to afford to run some of our sites, but they would not be as good because our

knowledge of what users want would be worse.

● We have chosen a social enterprise model, so that we are not solely thinking about

the needs of funders - we also think about clients quite often, which is a healthy thing

for design focus.

Any advice on how other tech for transparency/accountability

organisations should grow?

Every country and context is different, so the first thing to say is that what was true for us

might not be true for you. Nevertheless, there are some general bits of advice we would give:

1. Launch projects that are extremely simple, and add features in response to what your

users ask for. Think about the minimum possible number of features your new project

could have when it launched, and then remove 50%.

2. Where possible re-use other people’s code, and contribute to shared tools. You will

get improvements back which you won’t get if you write it all yourself, and you will get

to be part of a community.

3. If it is not really obvious to you how your project changes things in the real world, it is

possible you might not be working on a project that is going to have impact. Ask your

non-technical friends if they can understand how your project might actually make

things better. If they don’t might have a problem.

4. The perfect transparency and accountability group would be just as good at

organising street protests as it is at building websites. mySociety doesn’t have an

offline organising side, and we want to work in partnerships with others to

compensate for this. But a perfect group would have great coders, journalists and

protest organisers all in the same room.

Any stumbling blocks/pieces of advice to these

organisations/challenges you’ve had to overcome?



Certainly - we’ve both had problems and seen other people have problems.

● Funding streams normally come and go much faster than your project will need them

to to survive. Real change movements take years - decades sometimes to have an

impact, but there will be strong pressures to deliver and wrap up a project in 6 or 12

months. Working out who to fund ongoing services can be a major challenge.

● It is easy to start projects without having pre-defined success, so you don’t really

know if you have succeeded. Try to make sure you define (in numbers) some

outcome that counts as success, so you know how things are going.

● If you become infrastructure - like sewers or electricity or ebay - people will stop

talking about your projects, even if you are critical. Good transparency technology

groups can become like infrastructure, but this damages their ability to get media

attention.

● Be nice to your staff and volunteers. If they leave you will probably fail.

Your business model/how you sustain yourselves

We do three kinds of commercial work:

● Bespoke software development

● Installations and customisations of software services we built, like FixMyStreet for

Councils

● Consulting about how to take advantage of digital technologies.

We also receive substantial grant funding, mostly but not exclusively from groups based in

the USA (Indigo trust is our main non-US funder). We are usually thought to be worth funding

not because of our work in the UK, but because we build services which other people can

use in other countries, and because it is felt that we have useful experience which we can

share to help groups in other countries  to improve the impact of their projects.

We also have a handful of small donors who donate a few pounds a month, which is a good

way of remembering that your work matters to real people. But unless you are a very

focussed campaign group, small donation funding is a difficult route to follow (Avaaz

manages it).

 Staff skills and capabilities

mySociety’s key staff capability remains the ability to design, deliver and iterate user-centered

software for web and mobile. This means skills in writing software, graphic design, project

management, systems administrations and marketing.

We also have commercial skills in house to help sell services and deliver on those contracts.

and PR and customer support skills to communicate.



Model for replicating to other countries

mySociety has not (to date) tried to set up branches or copies of itself in other countries.

Instead we prefer to help local groups to either make deployments of tools we have built, or to

make better decisions around how to develop and run their own services.

This means making heavy investments in documenting and re-writing software so that it is

easy and attractive install in different languages, and customisable to be of value in different

political and cultural contexts. It also means writing documents and blog posts about the

services we offer, and the advice we give, as well as paying visits in person to groups that

have asked for our assistance.

New staffing needs as you’ve expanded

Originally mySociety’s paid staff consisted of only a single manager, and three coders. Over

time we have gained more project management capacity, graphic design, sales and

commercial skills, dedicated systems administration, international outreach and general

administration support.

Any Comms/outreach work you do

We employ a full time head of communications, who is responsible for regular outreach via

social media and newsletters. We write blog posts about our activities, and post regular

updates to Twitter and Facebook.

When mySociety has major news to announce, for example the launch of a new service, we

will reach out to contacts in the mainstream media and will often receive media coverage

from national newspapers and the BBC, as well as more specialist press.

Future plans

mySociety has future plans that relate to various different parts of our work:

● We aim to grow the open-source communities around some of our core websites

and components so that they are of ever greater value to larger numbers of people.

● We want to upgrade our UK sites to make sure that we are always serving the needs

of our local users as best as is possible, and to use the UK as a lab to experiment

with projects that have re-use value elsewhere.

● We want to explore technologies that enable people to collaborate to put pressure on

decision makers.

● We want to build more partnerships, especially with campaigners and pressure



groups who are strong at PR and protest, but weaker at the technology side of

change.

● We want to grow the commercial side of our operation not just to grow revenues, but

also because we believe there are some kinds of reform (especially of government

systems) that are best done by selling better quality digital systems that embed

user-centered values, plus the values of openness and transparency.

● We want to develop better impact metrics to develop a better understanding of how

our services do or don’t impact positively on users.




