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HOW TO BE STRATEGIC ABOUT YOUR USE OF OPEN DATA 

 

Organisations releasing open data often have the same experience when taking their 

first few steps on their open data journey. Having identified a first dataset to release, 

the initial focus is typically on the logistics of getting the data published. This covers 

technical considerations such as formats, but also issues such as licensing and 

documentation. 

 

This first step is usually a learning exercise for the organisation that involves 

absorbing more than just the details of how best to publish open data. It often shines 

a light on existing organisational processes and activities. For example: how is the 

organisation’s data collected and managed? Who owns that data? And what happens 

when users ask for help or additional data? Answering these questions is an 

important aspect of developing an organisational strategy for open data. 

 

The Open Data Institute (ODI) has developed two freely available online tools that 

can help organisations take a strategic approach towards developing their open data 

practice. 

Open Data Certificates 

 

The Open Data Certificates application assesses how well a dataset is being published 

for reuse by third-parties. By completing a questionnaire, publishers can benchmark 

their publications against best practices in the following areas: 

 

● Legal – what can people do with the data? This covers rights, licences 

and data protection 

● Practical − can people rely on the data? This covers timeliness, 

quality control and guarantees around availability 

● Technical – how easy is the data to work with? This covers machine 

readability, suitability of format, whether it uses open standards and URLs as 

identifiers 

● Social – are people going to get help working with the data? This 

covers documentation, feedback to the publisher, community and tooling 

 

The primary output of the process is a badge and a certificate that rates the overall 

effort being invested into publishing the individual dataset. These examples of a raw 

certificate and an expert level rating provide some insight into the variety of elements 

covered by the certification process. The certificate provides a useful report card that 

summarising the answers to the questionnaire, and the badge can also be embedded 

into a publisher's website. 

 

The tool also creates an assessment report that provides series of specific actions that 

a publisher can undertake in order to improve how the dataset is being published. 

This provides a basic roadmap that can inform further work on this and future 

datasets. 

 

http://theodi.org/
https://certificates.theodi.org/
http://bit.ly/example-raw
http://bit.ly/example-raw
http://bit.ly/example-expert
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Open Data Pathway 

 

Open Data Pathway is the second assessment tool developed by the ODI. Rather than 

focusing on an individual dataset this tool is designed to allow an organisation to 

assess its overall open data practice across a number of different themes: 

 

● Data management processes – e.g. data governance and release 

processes 

● Knowledge & skills – open data skills and knowledge management 

● Customer support & engagement – supporting and interacting 

with data users 

● Investment and financials – impacts of open data on procurement 

and approaches to valuing datasets 

● Strategic oversight – how open data aligns with and informs 

organisational strategy 

 

The tool is based on the Open Data Maturity Model which breaks down these themes 

into 15 different activities and processes. The breadth of the assessment reflects the 

various ways in which managing, prioritising and supporting open data releases can 

impact an organisation. 

http://pathway.theodi.org/
http://theodi.org/maturity-model
http://bit.ly/example-pathway
http://pathway.theodi.org/statistics
https://docs.google.com/presentation/d/1xSVbriwPh1xwqfNvkilAohC6_iKGG-MOHqu37G-CwlA/edit#slide=id.ge8e174cdd_0_0
http://theodi.org/data-spectrum
http://theodi.org/data-spectrum


5 

Some data, including personal and commercially sensitive information should never 

be published openly. Other data might be shared with a limited group, e.g. with 

researchers, using specific data sharing agreements. However other datasets might 

have most impact when published openly for anyone to access, use and share. 

 

As data moves along the spectrum from closed, shared, and to open, more people will 

have access to it. Greater access provides more opportunity for that data to be used in 

new and innovative ways. It also becomes possible to combine the data with other 

sources to yield new insights. 

 

With this in mind, a better framing when making a case for open data is for an 

organisation to consider:  

 

● what data do we have? 

● what data do we already share, internally or with third-parties? 

● are there benefits in sharing this data more widely, including 

publishing it under an open licence? 

 

The Open Data Institute has published a guide that discusses how to make a business 

case for open data. This guidance highlights a number of key elements to consider, 

including: 

 

1. 

http://theodi.org/guides/how-make-business-case-open-data
http://theodi.org/guides/how-make-business-case-open-data
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● Concerns over the value of organisation data assets – this 

ranges from concerns that organisational isn’t interesting or is over poor 

quality, through to a desire to directly monetise data by selling it 

● The effort to publish and share data – that publishing the data is 

too difficult or costly, or that if it were shared then this would only increase 

demand for new data 

● Legal concerns – that the rights to share or openly publish data are 

unclear, or lack of clarity around the merits of different types of licence 

● Fears over misuse of data – concerns that data might be misused 

or misinterpreted 

● Concerns with reusing third-party data – that external datasets, 

particularly open data, is of lower quality 

 

Several attempts have been made to catalogue the variety of questions 

http://bit.ly/concerns-with-opening-data
http://bit.ly/barriers-data-sharing
http://bit.ly/barriers-data-sharing
http://theodi.org/guides/how-make-business-case-open-data
http://theodi.org/guides/engaging-reusers
http://theodi.org/guides/impacts-of-non-open-licenses
http://theodi.org/stories
http://theodi.org/ea-going-open-summary
http://theodi.org/ea-going-open-summary
https://docs.google.com/presentation/d/1Fpg07qaEbiSBV82TzbJEd7mdn4z9RBsbWPGXC_WCLdw/edit?usp=sharing
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Exercise - Cleaning your data 

For this exercise you will need a copy of Open Refine (http://bit.ly/1F5VLKu) and an unclean 

dataset (http://bit.ly/1n8gQg0)  

 

1. Loading your dataset:  

To get started, import your dataset into Refine. 

This can be done either by uploading the file or pasting the URL of the file. 

Once your file has been imported you will need an import options screen. Use this to 

ensure your file looks correct before naming your project and clicking 'create'. 

 

2. Common Transforms: 

Wrong data format? White spaces where there shouldn’t be? Numbers that don’t appear to 

be numbers? These are all common dataset errors. Open Refine has the tools to fix these 

http://openrefine.org/download.html
http://bit.ly/1F5VLKu
http://training.theodi.org/DataWorkshop/course/en/exercises/Spend_april_10_unclean.csv
http://training.theodi.org/DataWorkshop/course/en/exercises/Spend_april_10_unclean.csv
http://bit.ly/1n8gQg0
https://www.jisc.ac.uk/news/lancaster-university-graduate-trainee-wins-competition-for-app-to-improve-student-life-19-nov
http://training.theodi.org/DataWorkshop/course/en/exercises/EnrichingData.pdf
http://bit.ly/1OSd2fg


http://www.skyscanner.net/
http://training.theodi.org/DataWorkshop/course/en/exercises/ExploringComplexDatasets.pdf
http://bit.ly/1Rp4vB6
http://training.theodi.org/DataWorkshop/course/en/exercises/ExploringComplexDatasets.pdf
http://codepen.io/davetaz/pen/Kdberx
http://bit.ly/1PTfgKg

