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CIVIC TECH: KEYS TO SUCCESS

Empathy Lean Data Users Sustainability

➤ Build with, not 
for 

➤ Talk to users 

➤ Understand 
behavior 

➤ Learn what’s out 
there

➤ It’s more than 
just a technical 
process  

➤ Expect failure 

➤ Only build what’s 
necessary 

➤ Test, test, test

➤ Data “lives” 
everywhere 

➤ Be ready to scrape 

➤ Open data is your 
friend 

➤ ETLs are your 
best friend

➤ If you build it 
they will come 

➤ Listen and learn 

➤ Define metrics 

➤ Find partners

➤ Consider your 
options: startup, 
open source, non-
profit, academic, 
etc 

➤ Tech -> Policy 

➤ Expect to train 
everyone 

➤ Document 
everything
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AGENDA
➤ Case study: Chicago Public Health 

➤ 3 Kinds of Data 

➤ Raw Data 

➤ Performance Data 

➤ Quality of Life Data 

➤ How data-driven decision-making 
work? 

➤ Model 

➤ Challenges
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CASE STUDY: CHICAGO & FOOD INSPECTIONS
Using data to optimize inspections & support public health
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CHICAGO PUBLIC HEALTH
➤ Issue: Food-borne illness 

➤ Goal(s): Identify sources of food-borne illness (restaurants) and optimize inspections 

➤ Data 

➤ 12 public-available datasets 

➤ Some obvious: restaurant’s previous violations, the length of time since the last inspection, how long it's been 
operating, nearby garbage complaints 

➤ Some less obvious: nearby bulgaries, 3-day average high temperature, and whether the place is licensed to sell 
tobacco 

➤ Intervention 

➤ Created civic app (foodborne chicago) to capture tweets / engage citizens for more data 

➤ Developed algorithm to predict unhealthy restaurants 

➤ Alternative approaches / interventions 

➤ Better software for inspectors 

➤ More eduction / information for residents

@abhinemani



Restaurant (or food) inspections is a oft-discussed topic in civic tech, particularly around public health. Apps 
such as CoInspect enable easier monitoring and tracking, platforms like Yelp showcase the data.
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“…the rate of finding violations increased by 25 
percent. That meant, inspectors found violations 
about seven days earlier than before – a week less 
of potential exposure for customers… 

-PBS Newshour
@abhinemani

https://www.pbs.org/newshour/show/chicago-revamps-restaurant-inspections-by-tapping-into-social-media


FOODBORNE CHICAGO
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“For example, in the first 10 months after launching 
Foodborne Chicago, project staff identified 270 tweets 
with specific complaints of foodborne illness, leading to 
193 complaints of food poisoning submitted to Foodborne 
Chicago. Of those, 10 percent sought medical care, and a 
total of 133 establishments received health inspections.

-Big Cities Health Coalition
@abhinemani

http://www.bigcitieshealth.org/case-study-chicago-food-safety


3 KINDS OF DATA
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THREE KINDS OF DATA

Raw Data

Restaurant Complaints  
Restaurant Scores
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RAW DATA
➤ Data generated by government operations (“realtime”) or 

policies/programs (“static”) 

➤ Source 

➤ Existing/Legacy Systems 

➤ Manual Entry 

➤ Examples 

➤ “Realtime” 

➤ 311 Requests 

➤ Crimes 

➤ Government procurements/expenditures 

➤ Ride-share trips 

➤ Static 

➤ Transit routes 

➤ Zoning maps

@abhinemani



CHICAGO OPEN DATA PORTAL
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THREE KINDS OF DATA

Raw Data Performance 
Data

Restaurant Complaints  
Restaurant Scores

Response time  
Inspections/Month
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PERFORMANCE DATA
➤ Measures of governmental activity / operations 

(typically assessed over a time horizon) 

➤ How well/quickly is the government 
operating? 

➤ Sources 

➤ Sums / Aggregations of raw data 

➤ Separate systems 

➤ Manual entry 

➤ Examples 

➤ 911 / 311 Wait Times 

➤ Permit processing times 

➤ Community events/month
@abhinemani



BOSTON MAYOR’S DASHBOARD
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THREE KINDS OF DATA

Raw Data Performance 
Data

Quality of Life 
Data

Restaurant Complaints  
Restaurant Scores

Response time  
Inspections/Month

# People Getting Sick
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QUALITY OF LIFE DATA
➤ Measures of the community activity that relate to 

civic institutions 

➤ What is going on in the city/state/country? 

➤ How do people “feel” about their community? 

➤ Sources 

➤ Sums / Aggregations of raw data 

➤ Different systems / institutions 

➤ Eg Census, American Community Survey, etc 

➤ Surveys / Polling 

➤ Examples 

➤ Crime rate 

➤ Unemployment rate 

➤ Public trust/confidence
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SANTA MONICA WELLBEING PROJECT

@abhinemani



@abhinemani



Raw Data

Performance 
Data

Quality of Life 
Data
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Raw Data

Performance 
Data

Quality of Life 
Data

Sweet Spot
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MODEL: DATA-DRIVEN DECISION-MAKING

Raw Data Performance 
Data

Quality of Life 
Data
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MODEL: DATA-DRIVEN DECISION-MAKING

Raw Data Performance 
Data

Quality of Life 
Data

Business Permits Permit Processing Time Unemployment Rate
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MODEL: DATA-DRIVEN DECISION-MAKING

Raw Data Performance 
Data

Quality of Life 
Data

Business Permits Permit Processing Time Unemployment Rate

More, Better Data  
(eg real-time API)

Intervention  
(eg OpenCounter)
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INTERVENTIONS
➤ Opportunties 

➤ Technical 

➤ Data science 

➤ Digital transformation 

➤ Civic/GovTech application 

➤ Digital optimization 

➤ Optimize digital experience/workflow 
based on analytics 

➤ Non-Technical (the “3Ps”) 

➤ Policy 

➤ Programs 

➤ Pocketbook
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INTERVENTIONS -> BETTER DATA
➤ “Better data” 

➤ Cleaner 

➤ Automatically generated by new technology 

➤ No manual entry 

➤ More precise location information 

➤ “Dropped pin”: Lat/Long 

➤  More actionable 

➤ Data directly related to the intervention 

➤ Usually visualized through dashboards or 
automatically reported 

➤ More accessible 

➤ Modern databases, APIs, better metadata
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WHEN IT COMES TO DATA,  
THINGS AREN’T ALWAYS  

SO SIMPLE.
@abhinemani



MODEL: PUBLIC SAFETY

Raw Data Performance 
Data

Quality of Life 
Data

Gun-related crimes Guns collected by month Crime rate
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CAUSATION? CORRELATION? NEITHER?

Raw Data Performance 
Data

Quality of Life 
Data

911 Calls EMS Response Time Homicide Rate
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CAUSATION? CORRELATION? NEITHER?

Raw Data Performance 
Data

Quality of Life 
Data

911 Calls Response Time Homicide Rate

Is there actually a 
connection here?
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CAUSATION? CORRELATION? NEITHER?

Raw Data Performance 
Data

Quality of Life 
Data

911 Calls Response Time Homicide Rate

Who made a 
difference? EMS? 

Police?
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CAUSATION? CORRELATION? NEITHER?

Raw Data Performance 
Data

Quality of Life 
Data

911 Calls Response Time Homicide Rate

What about 
seasonality?  

Random spikes?
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DATA ISSUES: TECHNICAL

Raw Data Performance 
Data

Quality of Life 
Data

911 Calls Response Time Homicide Rate

Is all the data actually 
being collected? 

Accurately?
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DATA ISSUES: TECHNICAL

Raw Data Performance 
Data

Quality of Life 
Data

911 Calls Response Time Homicide Rate

Is this data  
collected by the  
same system?

@abhinemani



DATA ISSUES: TECHNICAL

Raw Data Performance 
Data

Quality of Life 
Data

911 Calls Response Time Homicide Rate

Is this being 
accurately / fairly 

reported?
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DATA ISSUES: TECHNICAL

Raw Data Performance 
Data

Quality of Life 
Data

Police Complaints Community Events/Month Public Confidence in Police

How can we collect 
this? Surveys? 

Polling?
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DATA ISSUES: TECHNICAL

Raw Data Performance 
Data

Quality of Life 
Data

Business Permits Permit Processing Time Jobs created

How quickly can we 
measure this?

@abhinemani



ALL DATA IS NOT  
CREATED EQUAL.
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DATA QUALITY, ACCESS, AND 
TIMELINESS ARE ESSENTIAL FOR 

DATA-DRIVEN GOVERNMENT.
@abhinemani



“
Chicago's open-data portal proved pivotal to the 
food inspections initiative, offering a data source 
that was accessible by all parties working on the 
project.

-Stephen Goldsmith
@abhinemani



ASSIGNMENT LECTURE 6 (4/17)
➤ Readings 

➤ Oakland and the Search for the Open City by Steve Spiker 

➤ Generating Economic Value through Open Data by Michael Chui et al 

➤ Optional: Open Data: Unlocking Innovation and Performance with Liquid Information 
by McKinsey Global Institute 

➤ Open Data in Chicago: Game on by Brett Goldstein 

➤ Project Work 

➤ Find 3 civic datasets and add to your web-deployed instance (Due 4/22) 

➤ Continue customization of JKAN (Final due 4/24)

@abhinemani

https://beyondtransparency.org/part-2/oakland-and-the-search-for-the-open-city/
https://beyondtransparency.org/part-3/generating-economic-value-through-open-data/
https://www.mckinsey.com/~/media/McKinsey/Business%20Functions/McKinsey%20Digital/Our%20Insights/Open%20data%20Unlocking%20innovation%20and%20performance%20with%20liquid%20information/MGI_Open_data_Executive_summary_Oct_2013.ashx
https://beyondtransparency.org/part-1/open-data-in-chicago-game-on/


PREVIEW: DATA-DRIVEN DECISION-MAKING
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