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Digital Democracy

- Philanthropically funded research 
through CalMatters

- Since 2015 / ~$10M
- Unprecedented tool for 

Government transparency at the 
state level

- Uses AI to produce quality 
searchable records, analysis

- Helps citizens stay informed and 
organize

- Helps reporters uncover stories 
at the state legislature

- digitaldemocracy.org 

http://digitaldemocracy.org




Digital Democracy 2.0 Launched in April 2024



Finalist, Harvard Kennedy School: Innovations in American Government Award











Emmy nominations 
2025







What we’ll cover today

1. Who am I?
2. Brief history of Digital Democracy
3. How does it work?

a. Digital Democracy
b. Tip Sheets

4. Demo
5. Open Research Challenges
6. Questions



Who am I?
Forbes Endowed Professor at California 
Polytechnic State University (Cal Poly)

- Research Director, IATPP
- Ph.D. Computational Stylistics / 

NLP (UC Santa Cruz)
- Teaching:  AI, NLP, Games, Data 

Science
- Research: NLP, Digital Humanities, 

AI in Games, Game Jams, AI in 
Government, AI in Mental Health

- Visiting Scholar, Imperial College
- Foaad.net 

http://foaad.net


Question. 

Where is 

San Luis Obispo

?



San Luis Obispo! San Luis Obispo is a 
city about half-way 
between Los Angeles 
and San Francisco on 
California’s “central 
coast”

It’s on California’s 
Highway 1 and US 101

Here!



A brief history of Digital Democracy

Founding Director of IATPP

Dr. Sam Blakeslee

● Institute for Advanced Technology and Public Policy (2013)

● CA State Senate, 2009 - 2012

● CA Minority Leader, 2009

● CA State Assembly, 2004 - 2009

● Ph.D. Geological Sciences, UCSB



Motivation

● No transcripts in state legislatures
● People left out of the process
● Overwhelming amount of information
● Declining media legislation coverage, news 

consolidation



Government transparency challenge

● Realization that proceedings are not accessible (in fact in 
none of the US states)

● Ordinary citizens had no window to mobilize for change
● Bills were changed last minute “backroom” deals
● Too much hidden influence
● Wasn’t nearly as big an issue when we had healthy 

journalism industry
● Goals: Initially modest: Just make the records available



Mission at start: Just write down what people say in public 
hearings



Mission expanded: Save Democracy in America!



Brief History

- Version 1.0 launch in 2015
- CA legislature 2015-16
- New York, Florida and Texas 

2017-18
- Robot Reporter  / AI4Reporters 

2019-2020
- Rebuild DD 2021-2022
- New funding / partnership with 

CalMatters in 2023
- Version 2.0 launch in 2024
- Tip Sheets launch in 2024



Transcription Challenge

- Must have highly accurate 
transcripts

- Need annotations
- Speaker identity
- Affiliation
- Stance

- Only have flexible, part-time work 
force

- Distributed, remote labor
Video Sources



Yes, Basic Transcript can be produced

But makes no sense without context

● Is this relevant to me?
● How do I find what is being said about my 

issues?
● Who is speaking?
● What is their history?

○ What have they said before on various 
subjects?

○ What jobs has this person had before?
○ Who has donated / gifted to them?

● What else has been said about the subject by 
others?

● What have the lobbyist been saying?



Transcription and Annotation
VFT: Voice-face-text approach
Text mining and NER



Speaker Identification: Face

Speaker is mostly centered
Speaker is the most prominent 

figure



Speaker Identification

Fundamental problem
Not nearly as advanced as text to speech itself
No automated solutions existed, not even bad ones

Goal: To automatically assign a speaker ID to an 
utterance

Currently implemented as suggestion for the editors 
who still do the final assignment

Basis of our major research project: VFT



Speaker Recognition
Combine all three (Voice, Face, Text) for most accurate predictions

This was developed as part of 1-2 student theses, and published this it in DG.O conference, 2018

Kauffman, D., Williams, M., Washington, C., Socher, G. and Khosmood, F., “Multimodal speaker identification in legislative 
discourse”, Proceedings of the 19th Annual International Conference on Digital Government Research: Governance in the 
Data Age, Delft, Netherlands, May 2018.



Video Preparation Overview

Auto length 
editing

Video capture 

DD auto 
download and 
index

Automatic 
transcription 

Speaker ID

DD text 
enhancement

DD transcription 
task manager 

Up-leveling

Videos visible 
on website

Bill/committee 
information

final text 
to website



Integrate into Workflow



Context Challenge

- Transcripts on their own are useless
- Even with annotation, no convenient way to examine context
- Therefore, database must be expanded with:

- All bill information
- All legislative actions, votes, etc.
- All financial and lobbying
- All biographies and public income disclosures
- Related actions from other parts of the government
- Searchable, alert-able, downloadable



Components
- Transcription
- Video 

management
- CAM
- Data store
- Insights and 

analysis
- Public Web
- Tip Sheets



Demo: Digital Democracy

https://digitaldemocracy.org 

https://digitaldemocracy.org


Insights and Analysis

Grace, J., and Khosmood, F. "Feature Engineering for US State Legislative Hearings: Stance, Affiliation, 
Engagement and Absentees", in Proceedings of Digital Humanities 2023 Conference, Graz, Austria, July 
2023. pp 303-305

Budhwar, A., Kuboi, T., Dekhtyar, A., and Khosmood, F., “Predicting the Vote Using Legislative Speech”, 
Proceedings of the 19th Annual International Conference on Digital Government Research: Governance in 
the Data Age, Delft, Netherlands, May 2018.

Kauffman, D., Khosmood, F., Kuboi, T. and Dekhtyar, A., “Learning alignments from legislative discourse”, 
Proceedings of the 19th Annual International Conference on Digital Government Research: Governance in 
the Data Age, Delft, Netherlands, May 2018.

Latner, M., Dekhtyar, A., Khosmood, F., Angelini, N., and Voorhees, A., “Measuring Legislative Behavior: 
An Exploration of Digitaldemocracy.org”, California Journal of Politics and Policy, 2017.



Newsworthiness



Tip Sheets
Klimashevskaia A., Gadgil R., Gerrity T., Khosmood F., Gütl C., Howe P., 
Automatic News Article Generation from Legislative Proceedings: A 
Phenom-Based Approach. In: Espinosa-Anke L., Martín-Vide C., Spasić I. 
(eds) Statistical Language and Speech Processing. SLSP 2021. Lecture 
Notes in Computer Science, vol 13062. Springer, Cham. November, 2021. 
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-030-89579-2_2

https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-030-89579-2_2


Phenom-based generation



Tip Sheets: Adoption Challenge

Howe, P., Khosmood, F., Grace, L., and Robertson, C., "REPORTER-DESIRED FEATURES 
FOR AI NEWS TIP SHEET", International Symposium on Online Journalism (ISOJ), April, 
2022. 

Latner, M., Dekhtyar, A., Khosmood, F., Angelini, N., and Voorhees, A., “Measuring 
Legislative Behavior: An Exploration of Digitaldemocracy.org”, California Journal of 
Politics and Policy, 2017.

Ehm, A., Socher, G. and Khosmood, F., “3D visualization of legislative relationships”, 
Proceedings of the 19th Annual International Conference on Digital Government Research: 
Governance in the Data Age, Delft, Netherlands, May 2018.

https://isoj.org/research/exploring-reporter-desired-features-for-an-ai-generated-legislative-news-tip-sheet/
https://isoj.org/research/exploring-reporter-desired-features-for-an-ai-generated-legislative-news-tip-sheet/


Tip Sheets Demo



Additional research directions:

● characterizing disfluencies in eventual stancevote
● characterizing frustration or disappointment
● predicting vote outcomes at the committee level
● predicting stance based on previous action and analysis of campaign donors 
● coming up with a metric of "influence" or "trendsetting” for legislators and lobbyists
● identifying most sensitive or contentious subjects or named entities generally discussed in the 

legislature 
● a measure of "party dependency" based on votes and speech per legislator
● identifying, tracing and extracting "talking points" based on many similar sounding testimonies
● gender-based speech analysis
● bias and influence detection in favor of positions or entities
● measure effectiveness of testimony language based on analysis of outcomes
● correlation of legislative outcomes and/or legislator speech with news and events
● effects of "running for office" on legislator speech or behavior
● where power is wielded most effectively



DATA
Khosmood, F., Dekhtyar, A., Ellwein, S., White, 
B., "The Digital Democracy Corpus: 
Comprehensive Proceedings of Four State 
Legislatures 2015-2018", Digital Humanities, 
Washington, DC, August 2024.

Research
IATPP.calpoly.edu 

Where to access our work

http://iatpp.calpoly.edu


Thank You!



Questions

foaad@calpoly.edu 
foaad.net 

mailto:foaad@calpoly.edu
http://foaad.net

