What is open data?
Open data is data that anyone can access, use and share. Governments, businesses and individuals can use open data to bring about social, economic and environmental benefits.
In this module we’ll explore the following:
What is open data?
What is data?
What makes data open?
Why do we need open data?
Discovering open data - in 2 minutes
ODI Trainer Dr David Tarrant explains what data is, what makes it open and why we need open data.
What is open data?
Open data is data that anyone can access, use and share.
Open data becomes usable when made available in a common, machine-readable format.
Open data must be licensed. Its licence must permit people to use the data in any way they want, including transforming, combining and sharing it with others, even commercially.
From raw material to new information and knowledge
Without data we can’t build information, and without information there is no new knowledge.
Data
Data is the raw material from which information and knowledge can be derived.
Think of data as those locations, images, descriptions, reviews and prices that form the basis of information that can help you plan a holiday, for example.
Information
Data becomes information when it is given a context.
Following on from the previous example, locations, images, descriptions and prices can all help provide information related to a tourist attraction.
The collection and presentation of data helps to form information.
Knowledge
Knowledge is what is derived from information, and personalised for your needs.
Building knowledge is a process of turning information into choices.
Building on the previous example, knowing that no one in your family likes theme parks will help you to decide which places to avoid on holiday, and which would suit your family better.
What makes data open?
Data is open if anyone can access, use and share it.
There are some simple things to consider when defining openness:
Limitations
For data to be open, it should have no limitations that prevent it from being used in any particular way
Anyone should be free to use, modify, combine and share the data, even commercially
Cost
Open data must be free to use, but this does not mean that it must be free to access.
There is often a cost to creating, maintaining and publishing usable data.
Ideally, any fee for accessing open data should be no more than the reasonable reproduction cost of the unit of data that is requested.
This reproduction cost tends to be negligible for many datasets.
Live data and big data can incur ongoing costs related to reliable service provision.
Reuse
Once the user has the data, they are free to use, reuse and redistribute it – even commercially.
Open data is measured by what it can be used for, not by how it is made available.
Aspects like format, structure and machine readability all make data more usable, and should all be carefully considered.
However, these do not make the data more open.
Why do we need open data?
Open data can help bring diverse benefits to governments, businesses and civil society.
Transforming government
Open data can help make governments more transparent. It can provide the evidence that public money is being well spent and policies are being implemented.
For example, according to leading open government activist David Eaves, open data allowed citizens in Canada to save the government $3.2bn in fraudulent charitable donations in 2010.
Take me to David Eaves' article
Based on the forecasted EU28+ GDP for 2020, whilst taking into account the countries’ respective government expenditure averages, the cost savings per country can be calculated. The accumulated cost savings for the EU28+ in 2020 are forecasted to equal 1.7 bn EUR.
Lexbase is a web service that provides public information from Swedish courts and other authorities. On the website judgments in criminal and civil cases concerning individuals and companies can be found. The database is updated with new judgments and decisions every day. The website is used to provide citizens with information about the criminality in different areas.
In another example, according to Follow the Money in Nigeria, the same process is used to ensure that public funds are spent implementing the policies promised to the people.
Take me to Follow the Money
Building new business opportunities
Open data is opening up new opportunities for businesses to connect with customers.
Transport for London has released open data that developers have used to build over 800 transport apps.
Take me to Transport for London
Thomson Reuters is using open data to connect with existing customers in order to provide better services.
Take me to Thomson Reuters
Startups in the ODI Startup programme now collectively employ over 70 people and generate over £4m in income. Take me to the ODI annual report
Protecting our planet
The web has become a core part of our infrastructure and open data will build on this.
Open data about weather can provide an early warning system for environmental disasters, for example.
Take me to the United Nations news centre
Open data is also helping consumers to understand their personal impacts on the environment, and take steps to improve it. Take me to Better Choices Better Deals report
Are you ready for open data?
There are four helpful things to remember when thinking about opening your data. Can you remember them?

What is open data?
Open data is...
information that we sell to businesses data that anyone can access, use and share data that is visible on the Web
That’s right!
Open data is data that anyone can access, use and share. Open data must also be licensed to allow free usage and be available for commercial use.
Are you sure?
Open data is data that anyone can access, use and share. Open data must also be licensed to allow free usage and be available for commercial use.
What is data?
Data is...
numbers, words, maps and photos.
information posted on the Web. the raw material of information and knowledge.
That’s right!
Data is the lowest level of raw material from which information and knowledge can be derived.
Are you sure?
Data is the lowest level of raw material from which information and knowledge can be derived.
What makes data open?
Open data should be...
free of restrictions for its use restricted in its use selectively released for a fee
That’s right!
If something restricts the free use of the data, such as a non-commercial restriction, then this would not qualify as being open data.
Are you sure about that?
If something restricts the free use of the data, such as a non-commercial restriction, then this would not qualify as being open data.
Why do we need open data?
What does open data have the power to do?
Give access to other datasets
Make governments accountable
Unlock social, environmental and economic value
That’s right!
Open data can transform interaction between governments, businesses and individuals. It has the power to help improve services, grow economies and protect our planet.
Are you sure?
Open data can transform interaction between governments, businesses and individuals. It has the power to help improve services, grow economies and protect our planet.
Open data
Open data is data that anyone can access, use and share.
Open data is a raw material for the digital age but, unlike coal, timber or diamonds, it can be used by anyone and everyone at the same time.
Any restrictions imposed on the use of open data will limit its potential for creating new value.
Open data can bring diverse benefits to governments, businesses and individuals. It has the power to help improve services, grow economies and protect our planet.
In the next module, we will explore how value is unlocked in open data.
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