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Background
In November 2009, GSA’s Office of Citizen Services (OCS) conducted a contest inviting the public to submit videos promoting USA.gov. In February 2010, Dave McClure, Associate Administrator, OCS, announced the contest, calling on citizens to submit videos about how USA.gov made their lives easier. 

The winner would receive a $2,500 prize for the video that used a song to portray the fictional account of a citizen reaching out to elected officials to solve problems in their hometown. In total, 30 videos were submitted.

This article provides a summary of how the contest was run and lessons learned.
Legal approval to run the contest
GSA’s Office of General Counsel (OGC) determined that it is permissible to use Agency funds to conduct contests (or innovation challenges) and provide prizes in certain circumstances. As with any use of Agency resources, the contest and resulting prize must be to obtain items or services that are necessary and proper for the Agency purchase because they further Agency programs and missions. The Government Accountability Office (GAO) has considered the issue of government-sponsored contests and awarding prizes. It has held that it is permissible when "artistic features" are the major consideration in determining the winning entry or entries and the prize amount is related to the reasonable cost of producing the design. See: Principles of Federal Appropriations Law (GAO Redbook), Volume I, 4.8.b. pp. 4-162-163 (3rd Ed. 2004).
Contest timeline
Nov. – Dec. 2009: Obtain all approvals (legal, program offices, YouTube, etc.)

Jan. 19, 2010: Shoot promotional video announcing the contest

Jan. 25, 2010: Start contest promotion

Feb. 22, 2010: Contest opens

April 2, 2010: Contest closes

April 5 – 9, 2010: Judging

April 19, 2010: Winner announced

Preparing for the Contest
Writing the rules
After determining the theme of the contest, it was crucial to work with GSA’s OGC to develop the contest rules. OGC was able to provide guidance for wording on copyright issues, indemnification clauses, and they also made sure we owned the rights to the video once the contest ended.
Working with YouTube
We considered two ways to run our contest on YouTube:

1. The contest module, which allows for customization and makes it easy for users to submit videos. This requires a separate Terms of Service agreement and approval from YouTube. Because YouTube was hosting so many contests at the time, we were not able to use this platform.

2. YouTube Groups, a place where users can become members and submit videos around a central topic. This is what we used for our contest. We uploaded the announcement video first, and then let everyone else upload their own videos. 

YouTube Groups worked fine for this contest, but there were several drawbacks. It didn’t allow for easy customization, and half way through the contest, YouTube Groups changed its basic layout. In general, YouTube groups are not the most user-friendly, and it would be best to try to run a contest using the supported YouTube contest module.

Creating a splash page
We created a web page with the vanity URL USA.gov/contest that was home to all the information about the contest. It was where people could find all the rules, how to enter, how the contest would be judged and more. It contained links to the entry form and the YouTube group where videos needed to be submitted.

Building the entry form
We worked with the OCS USA.gov Technology team to create an online entry form with basic information, such as the entrant’s name, age, and URL for their video. Because the entry form contained personal identifiable information, we had to work with our privacy officer to make sure we were not collecting information outside of the scope of approval that we already have for USA.gov. 
The entry form asked for basic information from the entrant such as their name, age, and address and email address so that we could contact them and mail them a check if they were the winner. Once they submitted the form, they saw a screen confirming their form was sent successfully. They also received an email confirming this.

The information they submitted was sent to a Lotus Notes inbox that only the program manager could access; this was deleted after the contest ended.

Filming the video announcing the contest
We worked with the GSA Office of Communications to film a one minute video of Dave McClure, Associate Administrator, OCS. It announced the contest and encouraged the public to submit creative videos showing how USA.gov made their lives easier. The video was posted on USA.gov/contest and was another avenue to get word out about the contest and make sure people knew where to go the find more information and complete contest rules. 
Promoting the Contest

OCS undertook several levels of promotion to ensure a successful contest.
We heavily promoted the contest through social media. Several notable people blogged and tweeted about the contest, including Steve Grove of YouTube, Craig Newmark of craigslist, and Jeff Jarvis, author of What Would Google Do. Tweets from Newmark and Jarvis were retweeted nearly 100 times. We also promoted the contest heavily on our own OCS Twitter and Facebook pages.
In addition, we reached out to film schools and high schools whose students might be interested in entering.

We also posted the video contest on several of the popular databases for video contests: 
onlinevideocontests.com
filmthenext.com 
vidopp.com
(Note: Our winner actually found out about the contest on one of these sites.)
GSA’s Office of Communications also issued a press release announcing the opening of the contest, which earned attention from several news outlets, including the Los Angeles Times.

Running the Contest
Videos submitted to our YouTube group required moderator approval before they would appear online. As videos were submitted, the project manager reviewed them to make sure they weren’t profane. As long as they met that first basic level of screening, they were posted to the YouTube Group. We had a few videos that met basic requirement but that were eliminated in later rounds of judging.
The second round of judging was to make sure all the videos met the basic requirements stated in the rules. A few videos were disqualified at this point for being too long or not being on message. 
During the contest, some people submitted videos without an entry form or vice versa. We informed them that they needed to complete both steps in order to be eligible to win. Some people immediately completed the missing step. Others did not. The people who didn’t do both steps were eliminated from judging. 

The remaining videos were sent to the judges to determine the winner.

Answering questions
During the contest, several people emailed us with specific questions about their videos. In order to address the questions fairly, we responded to the emails, but also posted the questions and answers in the Topics section of our YouTube Group to ensure that everyone had access to the same information about the contest.

Judging
The videos were judged by a panel of internal judges. Our original preference had been to get YouTube to allow for the public to determine the winner, but since they were not able to provide that support, we did the judging internally.

Our judges were members of OCS but were not directly involved with the running of the contest.

Videos that met all the criteria were passed on to our judges, who rated them based on message, entertainment value, and creativity. The video with the highest average score was the winner. 

Announcing the winner
We contacted the winner via email so that he could send us the original file of his video for us to use on our sites. We also conducted a brief interview with him via email to get some information for the USA.gov contest page announcement. Then we uploaded the video to the USA.gov YouTube Channel, posted the interview on USA.gov, and announced it on our Facebook and Twitter pages. Our press office also sent out a news release with the information about the winner.

Paying the winner
We wrote the winner a convenience check and got it in the mail 2 days after we determined who the winner was. It was important to us to make sure the winner was paid quickly.
Staffing Resources
We dedicated one full-time project manager to handle preparation and running of the contest. The project manager worked with other staff as needed to complete all the tasks. For example, she worked with one member of the USA.gov technology team to get the entry form built. She worked with several members of the USA.gov team to get the splash page ready for the start of the contest and to be modified at the end to include information about the winner. She also worked closely with the members of the outreach team to promote the contest.

508 Issues
Because YouTube is not 508 compliant, this contest did pose a few issues. These were addressed in consultation with GSA’s 508 specialists. We captioned our video introducing the contest and provided a transcript of the video on USA.gov/contest, per the guidance of our 508 officer.

We did not post the winning video on USA.gov because the captions provided by YouTube are not accessible for a screen reader. Instead, we posted the video on our YouTube channel and provided a link back to the transcript on the USA.gov/contest page. This met all the requirements laid out by our 508 advisor.

Lessons Learned
· Don’t try to launch a contest around the holidays. Those in the approval chain may not be available, and the general public is too focused on other things.
· Make sure your rules are clear. Describe in plain language exactly what entrants need to do to be eligible to win. Even though we said in many places that there were two steps to enter the contest, some people still didn’t do both. 
· Make the announcement video lighthearted and relaxed. We received criticism that the video looked too prim and proper.

· The best avenues for promotion were online sites dedicated to video contests and social media.
· Run your plan by a 508 advisor to make sure the project meets the necessary guidelines before you launch.

· Determine if an entry form is really necessary. It may be preferable to contact entrants through their YouTube accounts to avoid potential legal and privacy issues.

Conclusion
Overall, this contest was extremely successful on many levels. First, we received 30 high-quality videos that we can use to promote USA.gov.

Going beyond that, it gave individual citizens the chance to participate in a project that in the past would have been produced by a government agency.

More importantly, we met one of our key goals, which was to engage a younger demographic. We saw great enthusiasm from kids and students who were happy to submit all kinds of high-quality videos about USA.gov.

The contest also worked as a great marketing tool for USA.gov. The winner of our contest had never heard of our website until he found out about the contest. By holding a contest like this, we introduced tons of people to USA.gov with the hope that in the future they will come back to it to find the answers to their government questions.

If you have questions about this contest, please contact Jessica Milcetich (jessica.milcetich@gsa.gov)
Appendix: External Links

Winning Video: Get Your Voice Heard
All submitted videos
Dave McClure’s video announcing the contest
GSA press release announcing the contest
GSA press release announcing the winner
Washington Post story about USA.gov and the contest
Washington Post blog entry about the contest winner 
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