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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: Philly’s Data Portal 

➤ Public Art 

➤ Which open data? 

➤ Popular open data sets 

➤ Data inventories 

➤ How open data? 

➤ Standard open data publishing 
workflow 

➤ Data portal comparisons 

➤ Challenges
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CASE STUDY: OPEN DATA PHILLY
Open data as a group effort
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ORIGINAL OPENDATAPHILLY.ORG

➤ Developed and maintained by 
community groups in 2011 

➤ Local technology company 

➤ Non-profits 

➤ Featured city government and 
non-government data (NGOs, 
universities, etc) 

➤ Data directory, not data 
warehouse 

➤ Linked to downloads/APIs

@abhinemani

http://opendataphilly.org


“The question will be, if the OpenDataRace shows clear community support for certain data 
releases, will the selected city agency and partnering departments have the capacity, interest 
and top-level encouragement to follow through.” - Technical.ly/Philly @abhinemani

https://technical.ly/philly/2011/09/14/opendatarace-contest-from-opendataphilly-to-partner-city-data-and-nonprofits/


The City of Philadelphia experimented with various approaches to publishing its own open data. First, they used 
GitHub for hosting its data (left and top right), which was cheap/free and included useful community features (discussions, etc). 
Then they eventually moving to Socrata — which enabled better data visualization and an “easier” UI for non-technical residents.

@abhinemani



The city was able to iteratively open up access to data, building APIs, exposing data, based on 
citizen requests/input. Above: the now deprecated, PHLAPI.com, which featured (and served) 
data, documentation, and developer tools. @abhinemani

http://PHLAPI.com
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cityofphiladelphia.carto.com

City of Philadelphia finally decided to host its 
open data on a popular consumer data 
platform, Carto (formerly CartoDB), which is 
optimized for spatial data (it’s PosgreSQL), 
comes with a dashboard generating tool, and 
provides a robust API.
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http://cityofphiladelphia.carto.com


In 2017, the city, in partnership with the same community groups that launched the original OpenDataPhilly, 
released an updated version — powered by the open source tool, CKAN — with 300+ datasets, some from the city’s 
Carto warehouse, some from its various APIs (eg PHLApi) and some from community groups / engaged citizens.

@abhinemani



“ While many open data portals include only 
municipal government data, OpenDataPhilly 
also incorporates data from non-profits, 
universities, and commercial organizations in 
order to give a more complete picture of the 
data available on Philadelphia. 

-OpenDataPhilly
@abhinemani
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PUBLIC ART
A case study in community data collection & app development
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Public art became an effective (and fun) example of community engagement, open data, and 
civic technology. Cities hosted contests, built their own apps, etc. @abhinemani
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Public art became an effective (and fun) example of community engagement, open data, and 
civic technology. Cities hosted contests, built their own apps, etc. (Above: Philly Prototype)

@abhinemani

https://medium.com/@japlesg/my-background-is-in-fine-arts-so-when-posed-with-the-challenge-i-was-happy-to-discover-the-db1d1cf0dae3


WHICH OPEN DATA?
Prioritizing which open data to publish (first)
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“3-B’s of Open Data: Buses, Budgets, and Bullets”  
- Mark Headd
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Buildings, Bills, and Boundaries  
(An additional 3 B’s)
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“Gamifying open data”: The Open Data Census gives cities guidance on what datasets to 
prioritize and motivation to publish them well (and fast) by ranking cities for compliance.
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The power of rankings: ”Mayor Garcetti today announced the Los Angeles has been ranked #1 by the US City 
Open Data Census for its open data. The Census… ranks cities' data on the availability, quality, and accessibility of 
its open data. Just one year after Mayor Garcetti launched the City's first-ever open data portal, LA tops the list, 
beating New York, San Francisco, Boston, and Philadelphia.” 

 - City of Los Angeles Press Release@abhinemani



Data Inventories: Governments will often take a systematic approach to publishing their data, going department-
to-department inventorying all the applications in use, and then the data coming into and the data going out of them. 
Then, based on priorities, access, and utility, they will publish data — ideally tracking their own performance as a 
data organization, like DataSF (above).
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DATA DISCOVERY
➤ What information systems does your 

department use? 

➤ What databases does your department 
use? 

➤ What applications capture information or 
are used in your business processes? 

➤ Are some data resources kept in 
spreadsheets (on shared or individual 
drives)? 

➤ What information are we already 
publishing and where did that 
information come from?
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PRIORITIZING DATA PUBLISHING: QUESTIONS TO ASK
➤ Internal value?: 

➤ Is the dataset aligned with the department’s core function? 

➤ Is the dataset a direct or indirect source of a department’s Headline Performance Measure(s) and/or Supporting Measure(s)? 

➤ Will posting the data result in administrative time saved for a department(s)? 

➤ For instance, as departments often spend substantial time and resource complying with FOIA? 

➤ Is the data already collected and readily accessible so as not to require new or additional business processes? 

➤ Is the data used across departments and does its publication facilitate collaboration? 

➤ Will publishing this dataset enable the retirement of a legacy system or database? 

➤ External value?: 

➤ Is the data typically used when deciding policies that impact residents’ quality of life? 

➤ Will publishing this dataset allow a business or resident to perform a process more efficiently and/or effectively? 

➤ Does the data contribute to civic engagement? 

➤ Does the data create economic opportunity? 

➤ Will publishing this dataset make the department more accountable and/or responsive?

@abhinemani



OPEN DATA WORKFLOW
How it’s supposed to work. And how it does.
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Source Data(base)

!" TRADITIONAL  
OPEN DATA WORKFLOW
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Source Data(base)

!"
➤ Excel files on desktops 

➤ Google Spreadsheets 

➤ On-Premise Databases 

➤ On-Premise Applications 

➤ Web Databases 

➤ Web Applications
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#

Data 
Centralization

Source Data(base)

!" TRADITIONAL  
OPEN DATA WORKFLOW
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#

Data 
Centralization

Source Data(base)

!"

➤ File Upload 

➤ On-prem to web scripts 

➤ Web-to-web scripts
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$
#

CSV Upload  
ETL Script

Source Data(base)

%

!"
Datastore

TRADITIONAL  
OPEN DATA WORKFLOW
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$
#

Data 
Centralization

Source Data(base)

%

!"
Datastore

➤ Hosted Database(s) 

➤ (Public) Web interface 

➤ Administration/Access control 

➤ API access
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DIFFERENT DATA PORTALS / SYSTEMS
➤ Open v Closed 

➤ Proprietary 

➤ Socrata 

➤ Esri 

➤ Opensource 

➤ CKAN 

➤ DKAN  

➤ JKAN 

➤ Note: Most, if not all, support data.json 

➤ Standard data format/file listing all 
available data
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# #

Data 
Centralization

Data  
Consumption

Source Data(base)

%

!"
Datastore

TRADITIONAL  
OPEN DATA WORKFLOW
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!"
Datastore

➤ CSV Download 

➤ JSON Feed 

➤ GeoJSON Feed
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%

!"
Datastore
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OPEN DATA WORKFLOW

@abhinemani



$
# #

&

Data 
Centralization

Data  
Consumption

Source Data(base) Data “Product”

%

!"
Datastore

➤ Web-based application 

➤ Web-based visualization 

➤ Desktop Analysis
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THE REALITY OF OPEN DATA IS 
MUCH, MUCH MORE 

COMPLICATED.
@abhinemani



COMPLICATIONS IN OPEN DATA
➤ Source data access often requires creation of 

DMZs (Demilitarized Zones) 

➤ Cloud hosting costs money, procurements, 
etc 

➤ ETLs for data centralization typically require 
technical, need to be maintained, and are 
dataset specific 

➤ Different types of data might require different 
data warehouses (eg spatial) 

➤ Effective data consumption demands good 
documentation and metadata 

➤ Governments cannot guarantee the accuracy/
fairness of data in user-generated data 
products

@abhinemani



LECTURE 8 ASSIGNMENT (ASSIGNED 4/24)
➤ Readings 

➤ Pioneering open data standards by Bibiana McHugh 

➤ Data and design by Cyd Harrell 

➤ Why good hackers make good citizens by Catherine Bracy 

➤ Small (city) pieces, loosely joined 

➤ Project work 

➤ Finish JKAN customization 

➤ Submission details on Canvas 

➤ Requirements: 1) Local instance; 2) Web deployment; 3) Custom.css;  
4) 3 datasets, categorized and detailed
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https://beyondtransparency.org/part-2/pioneering-open-data-standards-the-gtfs-story/
https://beyondtransparency.org/part-3/the-beginning-of-a-beautiful-friendship-data-and-design-in-innovative-citizen-experiences/
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=QeAGu40vZzI
https://medium.com/@abhinemani/small-city-pieces-loosely-joined-5202fb5a93e3

