AeIR

Selected Papers of #A0lR2020:

The 21t Annual Conference of the
Association of Internet Researchers
Virtual Event / 27-31 October 2020

OPEN DATA PLATFORMS FOR A DATA COMMONS: HOW TO
SUPPORT THE LIFE OF DATA BEYOND RELEASE

Hannah Hamilton
University of Stirling

Stefano De Paoli
Abertay University

Anna Wilson
University of Stirling

Greg Singh
University of Stirling

Extended Abstract

As the theme of this conference suggests, the digital technologies that pervade and
shape our lives have life of their own. Many of these technologies are, in turn,
animated by and give life to the data they consume, process and release. Yet the
majority of people are excluded from the production and evolution of both digital
technologies and data, with control of these processes resting in the hands of large
corporations and governments. Our relationship with data in particular is
characterised by an imbalance of power, and the liveliness of data can seem a threat
rather than an opportunity. In this paper, we suggest that in order to achieve a more
productive, symbiotic relationship with data, people need to be enabled to engage
with it both critically and creatively. We describe a project aiming to design a system
that facilitates just such engagement with Open Data, using waste data as a case
study.

The Open Data movement has long sought to make data more lively by making it
more accessible. There is an established consensus that the availability of digital
data and Internet-based communication technologies should foster economic and
social well-being (Shirky, 2010), as well as business innovation and productivity
(Jenkins et al., 2013). Indeed, this has been a key expectation of Open Data policies
since the G8 Open Data Charter of 2013. Open Data are expected to create new
opportunities for economic activity, improve transparency and governance, and
empower people to live in more creative and sustainable ways through increased
knowledge. Indeed, the Open Knowledge International links data and knowledge
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through their definition of Open Data: "Knowledge is open if anyone is free to access,
use, modify, and share it — subject, at most, to measures that preserve provenance
and openness" (Open Knowledge Foundation, n.d.). Large quantities of data are
being produced by many organisations and released openly online for other actors to
use. Yet despite several years of effort, the extent to which open data are animated
by critical and creative interaction remains limited. Some authors have argued that it
is too simplistic to assume that people and other actors will simply take open data
and infuse in it a new life beyond the original use (Janssen et al. 2012). Even if data
is made available via the Internet for others to reuse, it does not necessarily follow
that this data will be easy to find, use or indeed be trustworthy (Meijer et al. 2012).
Indeed, it is often unclear whether open data has a life beyond the one it was initially
collected for, to the extent that some authors have described the public reuse of
government data as no more than a “myth” (Hellberg & Hedstrom, 2015).

One way to tackle some of the challenges surrounding open data use is via the
creation of Internet-based platforms designed to promote and facilitate data reuse by
the public (broadly defined to encompass not only individuals but also all sorts of
organisations), establishing open data as a commons, aggregating the data and
offering recommender systems capable of supporting the life of data beyond its initial
use and production. However, designing such platforms is not easy for a variety of
reasons. Firstly, it will require the platform producers to adopt at least a symmetrical
approach (Latour, 2005) addressing the technological problem of creating an
internet-based infrastructure, collecting the data and ensuring it is interoperable
whilst also and at the same time addressing the social problem of creating a healthy
and active community around the platform. Secondly the platform producers must
tackle the challenge of facilitating education about the use of data for the many,
rather than a limited number of individuals or organisations that possess specialised
skills (e.g. in data analysis of visualisation) (Mandinach & Gummer, 2013).

Data Commons Scotland is a project that aims to create a prototype Internet-based
platform that not only enables access, but actively encourages increasingly
sophisticated and critical use of open data, thus facilitating a life for data beyond the
one of the original producer. During initial scoping research, the project team
identified three major problems with existing systems: disjointedness; single-level
use design, and inconsistency. The project is using the case study of waste data in
Scotland, with the idea that data produced by many actors (e.g. government,
companies, public authorities) could then have a new life in the hands of other
stakeholders, including individuals, schools, businesses and other organisations.
The successful reuse of waste data could support behaviour change in a number of
fields (such as circular economy or Open Energy), fostering collaborative,
sustainable environmental awareness through data literacy. The challenge, then, is
to design a system that meets not only the existing needs of multiple users, but also
recognises and builds on their capacity for learning.

To ensure that a range of potential users are represented in the design process, we
have conducted qualitative interviews (n=31) with a number of data owners (e.g.
public authorities, recycling companies) and potentially interested stakeholders (e.g.
teachers, individuals) as well as data collected from two workshops. The first
workshop targeted the insight of stakeholders working within the area of waste, the
second on those interested in open data. The focus of both the interviews and
workshops was to discover needs, values and capacities in relation to a new



platform supporting the reuse of data in Waste Management and how such a
platform needs to function, look and feel to offer maximum utility to a range of
audiences. Dialogues included explorations of the usefulness of certain features, e.g.
recommender systems, chatbots, tools for assessing data reliability, as well as
discussions on how common barriers to opening up data within the area of waste
and beyond may be reduced or removed.

These primary data were analysed using the methods of phenomenography
(Akerlind 2012), which explicitly embraces variation rather than seeks to define
typical or average experiences and understanding. The results were used to create
personas and scenarios that reflect the complexities of potential users’ lives and, in
particular, their values and interests (Wilson et al. 2018). The scenarios emphasise
that engagement with the platform might be driven by more than one interest, and
that the platform itself might be designed to encourage increasingly critical and
creative engagement with data. They describe how different audiences may hope to
interact with an open data platform on waste, as well as describing encounters they
may have that would make this process easier or more of a challenge.

These scenarios have been constructed not only as a research tool but as a
mechanism for communicating the needs of users to the technical partners on the
project, who will be responsible for shaping the look, feel and functionality of the
platform. They identify immediate challenges, particularly around issues of data
reliability and confidence, and the development of mechanisms to enable non-
experts to engage with data uncertainties. Our presentation thus raises questions as
much as it illustrates our findings.
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