
Using Open Data for Social Good
Lessons from the Open Data Challenge Series
Ed Parkes, Senior Programme Manager, Nesta 
ed.parkes@nesta.org.uk 
@edtparkes 

@odchallenges 
#ODCS

mailto:ed.parkes@nesta.org.uk


Governments’ open data agendas are maturing to models where they are looking to support startups to use 
their data. This requires different types of intervention to earlier phases of an open data agenda.
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Accountability and 
Transparency

Open Data to support 
business growth

Mature open data 
ecosystem

Phase  1 Phase  2 Phase  3

- High level mandated release of 
datasets on government 
processes 

- Activist led agenda

- Release of high value business 
datasets 

- Business led agenda

- BAU open data release by 
government organisation 

- Business and User led agenda



• Series of seven challenges to use 
open data for social good 

• Partnership between Nesta & the 
Open Data Institute 

• Funded by Department for Business 
Innovation and Skills

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=oce9DGFRTJo


So far we have run seven challenges in the UK across a wide number of 
social policy themes

Winner 
Culture Everywhere

Winner 
Check that Bike

Winner 
Skills Route

Winner 
Community Energy 

Manager

Winner 
MoveMaker

Winner 
FoodTrade.Menu

Winner to be 
announced  

July 9th 2015

http://cultureeverywhere.com
https://checkthatbike.co.uk
http://www.skillsroute.com
http://www.communityenergymanager.org
http://www.movemakerapp.co.uk
http://foodtrade.menu/#!/


• Students
• Teachers / Careers 

Advisors

Business Model

Open Data Used Users

Schools and Local 
Authorities - Schools have a 
statutory duty to provide 
careers advice and guidance 

Pupil level data - provided 
anonymously by the DfE 

School-level data - including 
value-added information and 
location 

Data on wellbeing and 
salary - by occupation

WINNER = SkillsRoute (Mime Consulting)



WINNER = MoveMaker (Viridian Housing)

Business ModelOpen Data Used Users

• The MoveMaker app will be 
free for social tenants to 
download and use. 

• Housing associations will be 
able to use it free for 12 
months. 

• School data - from OfSted 
on quality of schools in the 
area 

• NHS quality surveys- to 
help movers consider 
quality of car 

• Transport local data - to 
help movers assess the 
quality of local transport 
provision

• Social Housing tenants
• Housing Association
• Local Authorities





The cost per pound invested by Government on the first four 
Open Data Challenges has the potential to generate between 

£3.69 to £5.88 over three years 

AND

significant social and environmental impacts

We have some impressive assessments of our potential impacts

in Gross Value Added in Net Present Value terms 



Sian Thomas
Food Standards Agency

“The process gave me 
first-hand experience of 
working with teams using 

data to power their 
inventions. This gave me 

new insights into our 
open data, including 

where further 
improvements would 

help developers.”

“Bringing data and tech 
experts together with 
housing experts was a 

stroke of genius. There 
aren’t many opportunities 

for the owners of a 
problem and the creators 
of its potential solutions 

to meet in this way.”

“For me, the opportunity 
to see creative open data 

solutions being 
developed, engage with 
the teams and ultimately 

select a winner was a 
great privilege.”

Jayne Hilditch
Corporate Services Director 

Thames Valley Housing

Peter Ashworth
Improvement Adviser 

London Borough of Haringey

The Open Data Challenge Series has so far proven to be impactful for public sector organisations
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Our challenges have a number of core design features which differentiate 
them from other offers

Testing ideas earlyKeeping standards 
high

Making open data 
simpler

Focusing on users 
from the start

Building co-
operation and 

healthy competition

We encourage our teams 
to adopt approaches 
used in tech startups to 
help shape their ideas.  

We suggest teams 
quickly iterate their ideas 
and test with users early, 
taking inspiration from the 
Lean Startup 
methodology.  

Finalists need to have 
developed an MVP by 
time meet judges

From the beginning of 
each challenge, we 
clarify the criteria by 
which entries will be 
judged.  

If teams design their 
ideas with these criteria in 
mind, they will be much 
more likely to develop a 
product people want – 
not just a nice idea.

After we’ve identified a 
broad theme for a 
challenge, we ask a data 
scientist to assess 
relevant open data 
published by public 
sector organisations. 

They find the data, rate 
its openness and 
provide clear 
documentation for 
participants.

We commission 
researchers to produce 
user insight resources 
which describe the types 
of users that teams 
should be developing 
their products for, and set 
out what their needs are. 

We provide a research 
report which includes 
personas and user 
journey maps for teams to 
use.

Our meetups and online 
platform engage people 
who are interested in the 
challenge topics and help 
them form teams. 

We employ a Challenge 
Champion to build the 
community and get them 
excited about the 
opportunities.  

Competition between the 
teams as the challenge 
continues and they focus 
ondeveloping the highest 
quality product.



Extrinsically motivated 

- Mandated / paid to release open data 

- Releasing for prestige / acclaim 

- Other characteristics 
- Not always sure reason for releasing different datasets 
- Don’t understand who is using their data 
- Not concerned with the long term impacts of releases 
- Don’t use open data to understand own issues 

Intrinsically motivated 

- See business benefits to releasing open data 

- Value role releasing data can have for wider community 

- Other characteristics 
- Understand advantages for releasing open data 
- Have relationships with data users 
- Collect stories and evidence related to impacts 
- Use own data (both open and closed) to understand 

organisational issues

Many public sector organisations are still extrinsically motivated to release 
open data rather than being intrinsically motivated
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In order to realise benefits of open data, organisations need 
to become intrinsically motivated to release open data



An Open Data Challenge is a way to start to develop key aspects of a proactive open data release agenda

Central to design = engagement with users, identifying shared benefits of using open data, and 
demonstrating impacts of use



If you have a specific idea 
you’d like someone to build 
using open data then consider 
a procurement exercise or 
SBRI 

If you want to develop a 
broader eco-system of users 
of your data then consider a 
more open process such as 
a challenge 

For a challenge, public sector organisations need to have a relatively mature 
approach to open data and engagement with users

Commit to ongoing 
release of open data

Be willing to be open 
about you challenges

Be comfortable with an 
unknown outcome Be patient

Published high quality open 
data and be available to 

Consider ODI certification of 
open data offer 

Be open about the 
challenges which you would 
welcome support and 
innovation from an outside 
organisation

Don’t expect businesses after 
a hack day! 

It takes at least 7-9 months to 
get from an idea to an MVP 
(and most of the time much 
longer). 

And then they need to work 
out the business model!
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