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A Practical Approach to Open Data Implementation



Abstract Many governments and NGOs might be holding back from Open Data out of concerns of complexities, costs, manpower requirements or internal resistance. For those folks, there’s great news: Getting started with Open Data doesn’t have to be difficult, time-consuming or expensive. With today’s cloud-based Open Data platforms, it’s possible to launch a project quickly and without great expense. The secret is to be agile and iterative. Start small and build out from there, following the path of least resistance along the way. Come with us as we walk through the process step-by-step. You’ll see that some of the obstacles you might fear don’t exist at all, and that there is no need to reinvent the wheel. Proven policies, methods and tools can serve as a practical roadmap to success.



Open Data is within your reach now. The only thing you need is to take the first step. Intro | Open Data? What Are You Waiting For? Entertainment tycoon and groundbreaking cartoonist Walt Disney said something a long time ago that applies perfectly to the Open Data era: “The way to get started is to quit talking and begin doing.” If you’re among those holding back from Open Data because you’re worried about costs, complexities, manpower requirements or painstakingly building the perfect website for your data, we’re talking to you: It’s time to get off the sidelines and into the game. With next-generation cloud-based Open Data platforms, organizations of any size can launch a portal quickly and without great expense. Today’s platforms greatly ease the process of publishing data from a variety of locations to dashboards that the public can easily search, visualize, download, share and utilize via APIs.
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A Practical Approach to Open Data Implementation



Intro | Open Data? What Are You Waiting For? (cont.) Since so many governments and non-governmental organizations have already blazed a path to Open Data, there’s plenty of existing guidance and precedents to help you answer critical implementation questions, such as:



• • • • • • • 



What are the overarching objectives of your project? Who are the stakeholders? What are the short- and long-term milestones? Who should be involved in the implementation? Where is the data coming from? Who is likely to use it, and for what reasons? Who will be key in promoting the innovative use of Open Data, and how will you reach them?



• How will you define success? Maybe it seems like a lot, and for the earliest adopters of Open Data – those who didn’t have ready-made cloud platforms and others’ hard-earned experience to lean on – maybe it was. But for you, it can be a snap. By following our simple template and taking an iterative, agile approach, your implementation can be just as successful as the hundreds of projects that preceded yours. Over the following pages, we’ll highlight some of the best practices in Open Data implementation, from A to Z. We’ll draw on our real-world experience and walk you through many of the questions you’ll need to answer while executing your plan. You can do this. We’re here to help. Before your organization takes the first step, it’s key to have a general consensus among all stakeholders on the reasons you have chosen the path to Open Data. The answer will inform all that follows, from your methods to your metrics and, ultimately, your objectives and definition for success. There are several possible motivations for pursuing Open Data. None are right or wrong. It’s not even important that you identify a single driver; there might be a mix of reasons and motivations in your community or organization. It’s also important at this early stage to take the path of least resistance– working with willing participants and forward thinkers. Remember, this isn’t being chiseled onto a stone tablet. You can always change course later as priorities change and things get clearer. It’s an iterative process.
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A Practical Approach to Open Data Implementation



Chapter I | First Question: ‘Why Are We Doing This?’ Some of the common drivers for an Open Data policy:



Proactive Transparency – Some public authorities are motivated by an altruistic notion about Open Data. As California Lt. Gov. Gavin Newsom, an Open Data advocate, wrote in his book, Citizenville,



“The final argument for opening up data isn’t about whatever good things we can gain from it. It’s about the fact that opening up government data is just the right thing to do. We paid for it. We own it. We have a right to it.”1 This view values the intrinsic benefits in making public information easily accessible: A more informed populace and a stronger rule of law that fosters “government of the people, by the people, for the people.” Some entities, for example the cities of Palo Alto, Calif., and Louisville, Ky., have gone so far as to declare that the public’s data is “open by default,” which emphasizes proactive disclosure of datasets as they become available instead of only when people request them.



ACCESSIBILITY



Constituent Engagement – Another motivation is to spark a greater sense of investment



and engagement in the public issues and decisions that affect their lives. Studies have shown a direct correlation between the level of civic engagement and people’s perception of government transparency. Ensuring easy public access to Open Data is a key to modern transparency that engages constituents.
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A Practical Approach to Open Data Implementation



Chapter I | First Question: ‘Why Are We Doing This?’ (cont.) Efficiencies and public-private collaboration –



A powerful motivator is the desire to link government and private sector resources in the cause of solving problems. For example, Palo Alto placed building permit data on its Open Data Platform. Within months, a small startup application developer used that access to create a tool that allows users to search for permit data, based on proximity to a map point or other factors.2 The solution cost the city nothing while making a new service available to the public. The tool also could, in theory, help spur development. Sacramento, Calif., is another good example of putting data to work toward efficiency. As part of the city’s goal to become the most efficient local government in the United States, various departments leverage easy access to relevant Open Data to trim waste in their daily operations.



Innovation and tech-driven economic development – A recent McKinsey &



Company study found that Open Data has the potential to unlock in the neighborhood of $3 trillion to $5 trillion in economic value annually.3 Value can be derived from the development of new products and services, increased efficiencies and increased productivity, among other things. Innovations can, for example, improve the efficiency of public transportation by adjusting bus and train schedules to match demand, or they can do things like help people conserve energy or enable them to take a more active role in disease prevention.



Improved services – Open Data allows civic and private-party innovation that transforms



raw data into applications that improve the quality of life and provide business opportunities in a community. It also improves existing public services, for the simple reason that an informed public will guide government efforts. And, it provides services residents didn’t have before. For example, through an Open Data project in Chile, developers created iFarmacias, an application that allows users to locate open pharmacies using their mobile devices. Most likely, your Open Data project is driven by a mixture of all the above objectives. That’s OK. The important thing is to understand and think through them all before you start. It’s also key that you understand who sparked the project. Did it start with the mayor or city manager, or did IT or some outside group initiate it? Understanding who is behind a project will help hone the goals as you move along.



When you’ve worked through the motivations, you should be ready to start building your Open Data Policy.
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A Practical Approach to Open Data Implementation



Chapter II | Setting a Clear Open Data Policy There are two levels of Open Data polices that you will want. The first describes how your organization will administer your Open Data. The second is the Terms of Use between your organization and your users – the public. Your internal policy can be the source of arduous debate and delay unless you remember that Open Data can be an incremental process and changes are easy to make. Among the practical issues to consider:



• Who will administer the system? 



Most policies specify a chief data officer who will manage the program, including the enforcement of privacy requirements and encouraging all departments to participate.



• What data is released? While your top







administrators may want all data released by all agencies, we recommend that you prioritize your selections based upon practical factors like popularity, accessibility, and lack of controversy.



• In what form will the dataset be published? Nearly all policies will 



specify that data be released in an open, non-proprietary format to ensure maximum availability.



• How often will departments be required to update it? Among approaches,







organizations can be required to update datasets on a defined schedule or simply told to make a “reasonable effort” to keep data current after publication.



The City of Palo Alto provides a practical example of a Terms of Use policy that adheres to the full spirit of Open Data while protecting the city from any liabilities that may arise in connection with how the public chooses to use the data. An exhaustive description of different license types can be found at http://opendatacommons.org/licenses.
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A Practical Approach to Open Data Implementation



Chapter II | Setting a Clear Open Data Policy (cont.) Next, Determine Your Key Themes Having crafted your Open Data policy and, perhaps, assembling an organization around that policy, it’s time to define some themes that line up with your organization’s priorities and objectives. To provide just a few examples, your priorities might align around:



• Education – A common goal is improving schools and helping parents and students







make better choices about schools. Open Data portals are being used around the world to provide data on test scores, school spending, census figures and more.



• Environmental concerns – Your theme might be around the environment. 



Environmental factors include noise monitoring, waste water treatment and other forms of pollution. San Jose, Calif., tracks graffiti as a form of pollution.



• Research – The publication and sharing of raw data has been an important part of all 



research organizations and universities. Open Data portals will make this process affordable for organizations of all sizes. The University Center for Social and Urban Research of the University of Pittsburgh is a good example. UCSUR provides state-of-the-art research and support services for investigators interested in interdisciplinary research in behavioral and social sciences.



• Economic development – Apps built to leverage Open Data can be used by 



businesses for all sorts of reasons. Palo Alto’s Open Data provides a way for businesses to see all new building permits, for example. In Virginia Beach, a free app from the local economic development board serves as a search tool for commercial real estate properties. The app is layered with information on infrastructure, transportation, education, demographics and other factors a business might consider.



• Tourism and hospitality – Toronto maintains public datasets in 10 areas that 



appeal to tourists, from places of interest to datasets on churches, sports programs, hotels, bicycle stations and museums.



• Accountability: Many cities publish data on 311 calls so the public can see where 



reported problems are popping up. The County of Sacramento is a good example of 311 reporting via an Open Data portal. Publishing financial and budget data is one of the first priorities for most agencies when deploying Open Data.



• Efficiency: Opening datasets on road construction, mass transit or other public services 
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could promote the building of apps that help identify efficiencies, such as easing traffic congestion. Departments that were walled off from each other can now share data and make better, faster decisions.
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A Practical Approach to Open Data Implementation



Chapter II | Setting a Clear Open Data Policy (cont.) Whatever your situation, the key themes and objectives you choose will determine the relevant datasets and the associated complexities, including frequency of updates, who maintains the data, and so on. Your objectives also determine your audience, representatives of which you should consider including as stakeholders at the outset. Their input will help make your project as valuable to the audience – and as fruitful for the community – as it can be. Establishing objectives also will give you milestones to judge your success along the way.



Chapter III | Defining Your Open Data Road Map Congratulations! Now you know, in detail, where you want your Open Data journey to take you. The challenge is you still need to figure out how to get there. The first bit of advice: Take a deep breath. The second: Every journey begins with a single step. It is important that you think about Open Data not as a steady state but as an evolving, long-term process that aspires toward perfection – but almost never starts that way. In the software world, the approach is referred to as agile methodology. Rather than try to solve every conceivable problem before building and launching new software, developers start small, with what they know, and then solve problems and incorporate feedback along the way. The result is a product that is developed faster, cheaper and, usually, better. That idea of iterative process was made popular by author John Gall, who wrote this in his 1975 book:



“A complex system that works is invariably found to have evolved from a simple system that worked. The inverse proposition also appears to be true: A complex system designed from scratch never works and cannot be made to work. You have to start over, beginning with a working simple system.” – Systemantics, Page 71 All of which is a long way of saying, “Keep it simple.” Junar.com
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Chapter III | Defining Your Open Data Road Map (cont.) So, as you begin the process of drawing up a road map to success, the crucial thing is to get started on something small. Identify something you know well, perhaps one or two datasets to get you started. Then gather feedback, adjust and move forward. Don’t forget that, if you’re in this for the long haul, there’s plenty of time to adjust, experiment and recover from missteps. You might be thinking big, but start with baby steps and improve as you go. Big will come later.



Define Internal and External Stakeholders Speaking of baby steps, the very first one is to align the internal resources you’ll need to succeed. You’ll need to identify the stakeholders needed to make the initiative successful, as well as where the data is coming from. Are there steps needed to liberate the data? We have seen cases that seem to start well but ultimately get derailed because these seemingly obvious questions weren’t asked, or critical stakeholders were not brought on board early enough. Don’t make that mistake. Some examples of stakeholders to consider are: different departments that own valuable data, the legal department, communications office, leaders of citizen engagement initiatives, city leaders and IT organization leaders. Then there are some external stakeholders, such as civic groups, NGOs, the private sector, academic organizations and special districts that may want to get involved. This is just a list of some possible stakeholders. Depending on your organization, you can figure out the appropriate ones. Open Data is also very effective in reducing the cost and time involved with processing FOIA record requests.



Understand the key phases of any Open Data Program Your deployment will probably follow four phases that we observe are common to most organizations. It will help you to understand these steps as part of a pragmatic project:



• Startup Phase. This is the initial Open Data platform setup, together with the process of 
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A Practical Approach to Open Data Implementation



Chapter III | Defining Your Open Data Road Map (cont.) • Invitational Phase. In this phase, which can last 



for six months, you’re heavily focused on feedback loops and fine-tuning your initial efforts. You try various techniques for triggering audience interest. You consider feedback from stakeholders on what’s working – or not working – so far. Are there barriers to access you hadn’t anticipated? It will require communication and experimentation (and patience!) while you work out the kinks.



• Expansion Phase. It’s clear which







datasets are drawing the most interest and, with luck, bringing results. You’re starting to understand what engages your target audiences. During this phase, it’s time to ensure you are automating everything that can be automated. Can valuable datasets update themselves periodically? Can governance or policies be fine-tuned? Are there ways to automate or speed







up publication of other valuable datasets?



• Innovation Phase. Now you’re humming. By this phase, your







data is reaching the right people and having the benefits you hoped it would. Automation is maximized. Open Data is virtually running itself. When you get here, it’s time to have some fun and think bigger thoughts. At this point, the data publisher can shift into the position of leading innovation by, for example, seeking collaboration with local universities, non-governmental organizations or businesses. Or, efforts can be as simple as scheduling hackathons around datasets or specific problems in the community. We at Junar have helped many cities hold successful hackathons, and we’ve seen them work.



By taking a thoughtful, methodical approach, your Open Data project will reach the innovation phase before you know it. There’s no reason to rush. What matters most is that you take the first step.
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A Practical Approach to Open Data Implementation



Chapter IV | Finding Your Audience and Moving Forward How to Get the Word Out Some specific audiences to consider engaging:



• Academia: Researchers at local universities







might have a high interest in your datasets, sometimes for creative or unexpected reasons. It can pay to alert professors studying civic planning, education, public health or transportation, depending on the nature of your data.



• Developers: The developer community might see







potential business cases for your data that you never imagined. But they can’t help if they don’t know you made the data available. Get to know the hacker organizations in your community.



• Schools and libraries: Getting the word out using 



the social network of parents, students and teachers is a very effective way of promoting the use of your open data site.



• Restaurant and hospitality groups: These 



organizations can help spread the word among potential visitors.



• Media and community groups: Depending on whom you wish to reach, you can use







a number of methods to reach the desired audience. You can publish a bulletin in the local newspaper, contact a local blogger who focuses on your key area, put on a hackathon at a local university or even schedule a talk with the local Chamber of Commerce.



Whatever the method, the key is to get the word out. You’re not Kevin Costner and this isn’t Field of Dreams; they won’t come just because you built it.
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A Practical Approach to Open Data Implementation



Chapter IV | Finding Your Audience and Moving Forward (cont.) Defining Success and Plotting the Future How do you define success? Have you met your objectives? Have apps been built around your data that is making life in your community better? Are people better informed and more engaged? Leave some room for nuance in judging your success. As we said, Open Data is an evolving process, and Rome wasn’t built in a day.



Companies like Junar support government bodies of all sizes and types, offering a way to deliver the benefits of Open Data – transparency, civic engagement, greater efficiency, innovation and growth – that is comprehensive and scalable and yet simple and affordable. It’s a practical path to a goal that is within your reach, if only you’ll take the first step.



References Gavin Newson. Citizenville: How to Take the Town Square Digital and Reinvent Government, Page 38. 2 http://pirnejad.blogspot.com/2013/08/ identifying-entry-points-to-effective.html 3 http://www.mckinsey.com/insights/business_ technology/open_data_unlocking_innovation_ and_performance_with_liquid_information 4 http://www.theguardian.com/globaldevelopment-professionals-network/2013/ dec/02/open-data-healthcare-accountabilityafrica 1



The best way to define success while continuing the march forward is to set some clear milestones and checkpoints along the way. When New York City established its policy in 2012 – one of the most ambitious programs of any city – it set up a timeline leading up to a goal of posting all datasets by 2018. The first milestone was for agencies, within one year, to outline all data sets under their control and issue a schedule for release. At the oneyear mark, New York was able to hold a press conference to declare success, with council member Gale Brewer proclaiming “a great day for transparency across the country.” Is every city going to be just like NYC? Of course not. In fact, the main point is that you don’t have to be a large city to join the Open Data movement.
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Other useful resources San Diego report on Open Data policies: http://www.sandiegodata.org/reports/municipalopen-data-policies/ New York City OpenData Portal: http://www.nyc.gov/html/doitt/html/open/local_ law_11_2012.shtml Project Open Data: http://project-open-data.github.io/ Sunlight Foundation: http://sunlightfoundation.com/ Open Data Now, by Joel Gurin, published by McGraw Hill
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