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ABSTRACT 
The authors held open data workshops in which the attendees, key 
managers from small, voluntary sector organisations, all had good 
IT and data skills and a positive attitude towards open data. 
Nevertheless, the nature of the datasets that were relevant to them, 
and their job roles, meant they were unable to make efficient use 
of the data.  We concluded that for small organisations such as 
these there is a continuing requirement for a human intermediary 
to help find and interpret data on the web. Organisations such as 
larger charities have the resources to become these intermediaries. 
This represents an important difference in power. Larger 
organisations may effectively mediate the way data is configured 
for users, with more influence over the original data providers and 
different priorities for the data. 

Categories and Subject Descriptors 
H.1.2 [User/Machine Systems]: Human Factors and Human 
Information Processing.  

General Terms 
Measurement, Human Factors  

Keywords 
Open Data, Users, Voluntary Organisations, Intermediaries, Open 
Access 

1. INTRODUCTION 
The concept of open data is intended (among other things) to 
make data “available to the widest range of users for the widest 
range of purposes” (Open Government Data Principles 2007). 
From inception there have been concerns that open data may 
create its own inequalities based on a lack of appropriate skills 
and access to technology (Gurstein 2011). However, attempts to 
explore these inequalities in any detail have been limited; possibly 
because research into open data has, so far, been primarily 
focussed on production and impact rather than use. 

The authors have been taking a user-oriented approach to open 
data research, working with groups that can potentially benefit 
from open data but have no prior knowledge or commitment to it. 
As a result the authors have been able to observe factors that limit 
the value of open data to the non-specialist user which are not 
related to the traditional digital divide. In particular, the 
importance of the size and mission of the organisation to which 
the user belongs and the user’s role in that organisation.  

2. WHAT WE DID 
As part of a study into user-oriented metrics for open data the 
authors ran two workshops for organisations supporting the 
homeless in Winchester, UK. They comprised three small 
organisations: two local charities which support the homeless and 
the local branch of a social housing provider. The representatives 
attending the workshops were senior members of their 
organisations and were all educated, IT and digitally literate 
individuals.  

A key part of the methodology of the workshops was to invert a 
common model for innovation with open data, the ‘hackathon’. In 
a hackathon, an interested group, often centralised or local 
government, assembles the open data artefacts ex ante and 
subsequently gathers individuals to identify problems that could 
be solved with the data provided by the creation of applications 
and services. These individuals are de facto those who believe 
they have the skills and capabilities to utilise the data (Kuk and 
Davies 2011). 

In our methodology, during the first workshop members 
brainstormed the most significant problems they faced and 
established what additional information would assist them in 
addressing those problems. The authors then spent several days 
searching for open datasets that might best address those 
information needs. In the second workshop the attendees were 
given access to these datasets and asked to discuss how useful 
they would be in practice. This included a “role-play” exercise to 
understand how the details of their working day affected their 
ability to take advantage of the data. 

3. WHAT WE DISCOVERED 
These users did not lack the skills or IT resources that are 
traditionally identified as preventing equal access (Bonina 2013). 
They were used to interpreting data and had deep knowledge of 
the homelessness sector. Yet, we found that they could make little 
use of the open data sets we discovered. To some extent this 
reflects the lack of appropriate data. For instance, they had a 
strong requirement for information about individuals (benefit 
entitlement, criminal and medical history) but in its current form, 
this would not be available as open data. But there were also cases 
where the complexity of interpreting the data and linking it to 
other data sets meant they could not take advantage of data that 
did exist. For example, it would be very helpful for them to have 
information on the official NHS costs of various medical 
treatments when making the case for more resources or for finding 
accommodation for an individual. This data exists, but is very time 



consuming to understand and interpret, as it uses specialist codes 
which are explained in a separate 57 page document. Workers in 
organisations of this size do not have the time to do this, 
particularly when the data is not used on a daily basis. For the data 
to be useful it has to be instantly intelligible and from a source 
which they know they can trust without further investigation in 
order to make “effective use” of it (Gurstein 2003). 

4. IMPLICATIONS 
 

There are larger organisations that are able to afford specialists 
who can take the time to understand datasets such as the data on 
medical costs. This is true of charities such as UK Shelter, who 
provide an open government data housing portal which can be 
searched and accessed by smaller organisations. In doing this, 
however, they are mediating the data and creating differential 
access.  Larger, centralised charities have different interests, 
organisational structures and job roles to smaller ones.  They are 
often more interested in national trends and strategy than 
individuals, houses and streets (RSS 2015).  Although they are 
clearly interested in service provision, they are also concerned 
with national fund-raising campaigns and trying to influence 
government and corporate policy. They will typically have 
individuals or departments working on this, quite possibly with 
dedicated researchers. This has implications for the data they want 
and how it is presented.  They have less need for granular data 
than local organisations and are less concerned with how quickly 
it can be understood by a non-specialist.  

This in itself creates differential access to open data. It arises from 
the size and mission of the organisation and the specifics of the 
roles of the members of those organisations as opposed to the 
skills and resources of individuals. The larger organisations have 
the potential to become intermediaries between smaller 
organisations and the original data providers – accessing, 
interpreting and perhaps representing that data to the smaller 
organisations. However, this would create an imbalance of power. 
More subtly, larger organisations may influence the priorities of 
original data providers – for example, asking them to emphasise 
currency and completeness of data at the cost of easy 
interpretation. The divide may well be exacerbated by the current 
tendency to measure the success of open data from the publisher’s 
perspective. This approach emphasises aspects of open data that 
can easily be measured such as quantity, technical format and 
frequency of update which are more in line with the priorities of 
larger organisations than smaller organisations who are concerned 

with ease of interpretation and trustworthiness (Frank, Walker and 
Thompson 2015). This intermediary/end user relationship may be 
inevitable if open data is to be useful on a large scale. It does 
however raise concerns about political power, particularly where 
data are politically contentious. 

 

5. ACKNOWLEDGMENTS 
Our sincere thanks to the Open Data Research Network’s ODDC 
project for funding the research this paper is based on, and to our 
supervisors at the Web Science Doctoral Training Centre at the 
University of Southampton. 

6. REFERENCES 
[1] Bonina, C. 2013. New Business Models and the Value of 

Open Data: Definitions, Challenges and Opportunities. 
Report. RCUK Digital Economy Theme, London School of 
Economics.  

[2] Frank, M., Walker, J. and Thompson, N. 2015. Developing 
User Centred Methods for Measuring the Value of Open 
Data. Accepted Paper, 2015 Open Data Research Symposium 
(Ottawa, Canada, May 27th 2015) 

[3] Gurstein, M. 2011. Open Data: Empowering the Empowered 
or Effective Data Use for Everyone? First Monday. Vol 2 
Number 2 http://dx.doi.org/10.5210/fm.v16i2.3316.  

[4] Gurstein, M. 2003. Effective Use: A Community Informatics 
Strategy Beyond the Digital Divide. First Monday Vol 8 
Number 12. http://dx.doi.org/10.5210/fm.v8i12.1107 

[5] Kuk, G., and Davies, T. 2011. The Roles of Agency and 
Artefacts in Assembling Open Data Complementarities. In 
Proceedings of the Thirty Second International Conference 
on Information Systems (Shanghai, China, December 4-7 
2011). ISIS 2011  

[6] Open Government Data Principles 2007. Online at 
https://public.resource.org/8_principles.html  

[7] Royal Statistical Society. 2015 Poverty and Deprivation: 
Statistics for Action. Talk. (London. UK, February 10 2015) 
http://www.statslife.org.uk/events/eventdetail/349/-/poverty-
and-deprivation-statistics-for-action 

 
 

 
 

 


