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“I force people to have coffee with me, just because I don't 
trust that a friendship can be maintained without any other 
senses besides a computer or cellphone screen.” 

 

John Cusack 

 

 

To min family and friends  
Finally… 
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Abstract 

This research initially sprung out of a natural curiosity for the emerging phenomenon of 
open data with its combination of democratic perspectives, since it is based on freedom of 
information legislation, and its potential for a multitude of citizen driven innovations. 
Research showed that while open data repeatedly was being envisioned for having 
immense potential of leading to a multitude of innovations and societal impacts, most of 
the attention still remained on challenges related to enable a broad realisation of open data, 
that is, putting more data on the web. At the same time, research and reports indicated 
that open data was a more complex matter than expected, and that the release of open data 
was guarded by myths saying that opening up of data equalled instant benefits from open 
data use, and that open data initiatives were emerging too slowly. In general, the 
understanding of how to address open data so that the envisioned innovative potential was 
enabled remained a pressing issue.    

Therefore this research set out to explore how the public sector open data phenomenon is being 
shaped to address societal opportunities and challenges, and thereby enabling both practical and 
theoretic contributions. The field of Social Shaping of Technology (SST) was chosen as 
main theoretic lens since it provided good models for approaching technology 
development and innovation in general, and also includes social and political dimensions 
without being limited by organisational borders or managerial dimensions. By engaging in 
a case study of two Swedish municipalities and their respective open data initiatives in 
combination with a study on European policies and reported open data use, a number of 
research papers has been written, of which four is included in this thesis. 

Findings reveal that the highly heterogeneous evolvement of open data can advantageously 
be seen as shaped into a metaphorical open arena for innovation and value creation, 
inspired by a SST concept called arenas for development. The arena concept enables us to 
bring together processes and entities that otherwise are dislocated, and to gain a holistic 
view of the shaping processes at stake for this yet immature ICT-phenomenon. Also, it 
allows us to address the evolvement of open data in a way that intertwines with social, 
political and technical aspects.  

Within the overall concept of an open arena for innovation and value creation, the 
research revealed two concepts for understanding how societal challenges and 
opportunities were addressed with the help of open data; multidirectional and multicentre 
evolvement, of which the latter is a contribution to SST theory.  

 As a final reflection, this thesis provides some thoughts on future implications and 
possibilities of the democratic stance of open data.  

 

Keywords: public sector information, open government, open data, social shaping of 
technology. 
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Sammanfattning 
Under decennier har länder i västvärlden haft tillgång till offentlig information genom 
olika former av lagstiftning kring rätten till information. I Sverige har rätten till offentlig 
information funnits sedan 1766 och därigenom har Sverige också varit en föregångare och 
inspirationskälla för andra länder. Denna lagliga rättighet har oftast rent praktiskt resulterat i 
information som skrivits ut på papper och distribueras till medborgare efter en direkt 
förfrågan.  

Som ett svar på den alltjämt pågående digitaliseringen i samhället kom 2003 ett nytt EU-
direktiv som syftade till att transformera utlämningen av offentliga handlingar till att ske 
direkt på nätet, i digitala och maskinläsbara format, och utan en föregående process av en 
direkt förfrågan. I korthet innebär detta att all offentlig information som omfattas av 
offentlighetsprincipen direkt ska läggas ut på internet för att alla medborgare enklare ska 
kunna ta del av informationen. Detta fenomen är globalt, med bl.a. USA, Brasilien, 
Mongoliet och Storbritannien som aktiva aktörer. Exempel på offentlig information som 
idag läggs ut som öppna data är exempelvis: kartdata, budgetdata, miljödata, väderdata, 
trafikdata och skoldata. Drivkraften bakom detta är inte bara en ökad tillgänglighet till 
offentlig information, utan framförallt att det digitala formatet öppnar nya möjligheter till 
att skapa nya innovationer och nya värden med hjälp av befintlig informationsteknologi. 
Genom detta ser man att nya webbaserade tjänster, mobila applikationer, forskning, 
journalistik och media kommer fram. Man tror även att detta kommer att effektivisera den 
offentliga förvaltningen och förändra relationerna mellan offentliga aktörer och 
medborgare genom en ny typ av öppenhet. Idag är detta område fortfarande outforskat 
och man vet lite om hur dessa framtida effekter av öppna data egentligen skapas och hur 
man formar förutsättningarna för att innovation och värdeskapande ska uppkomma.  

Denna forskning syftar till att undersöka hur digitala öppna data skulle kunna ses som en 
demokratiskt omgärdad socioteknisk arena för innovation och värdeskapande för olika 
användargrupper och därigenom minska gapet mellan öppnandet av offentliga data och 
förväntade effekter av öppna data. Specifikt innebär detta att jag utforskar hur offentliga 
aktörer formar sina öppna data satsningar för att möta befintliga och framtida utmaningar. 

Forskningsansatsen har baserats på en kvalitativ fallstudie av två kommuners öppna data 
satsningar (Stockholm Stad och Skellefteå kommun) och kompletterats med två studier av 
policy dokument; en på nationell nivå i Sverige en på Europeisk nivå för att inkludera den 
kontextuella betydelse som policys har för detta fenomen. I mitt fall har öppna data som 
forskningsområde hamnat inom ”E-government” vilket adressar digitaliseringen av 
offentlig sektor. För att få en ökad förståelse av hur öppna data som tekniskt fenomen 
formas till möjligheter för innovationer och värdeskapande har ett teoretiskt ramverk 
applicerats. Detta ramverk är ”Social shaping of Technology” vilket möjliggör ett 
angreppssätt som tar hänsyn till inte bara sociala och tekniska aspekter, utan även 
inkluderar mer politiska dimensioner av teknologier vilket har setts som en viktig 
matchning mot öppna data som har sin legala bas i demokratins fundament. 



 
 

8 

Slutsatserna av denna forskning pekar på att öppna data idag är långt ifrån entydig och att 
den arena för innovation och värdeskapande som formas idag formas av både offentliga 
aktörer på både regional, nationell och Europeisk nivå. Specifikt för regionala aktörer till 
visar studierna att utformningen av satsningarna inte bara utgår ifrån en allmängiltig idé om 
vad öppna data ska åstadkomma utan också blir ett svar på regionala utmaningar såsom 
olika demografiska skillnader och behov av att synas internationellt. Denna forskning visar 
också på att såväl nationella och Europeiska policys skapar en kontext för regionala 
satsningar där innovatörer och värdeskapare främst relateras till företag och utvecklare inom 
IT-sektorn. Samtidigt visar en jämförelse med rapporterade fall i Europa att andra 
aktörsgrupper såsom journalister, mediaföretag, forskare, icke-statliga organisationer samt 
aktörer från offentlig sektor bagatelliseras på policy nivå för deras användande av öppna 
data. Sett från ett socio-tekniskt perspektiv visar detta på en arena för innovation och 
värdeskapande där det inte går att likställa en typ av innovation eller en typ av värde med 
en aktörsgrupp; utan där innovation och värdeskapande bör ses som högst heterogena 
aktiviteter. Denna forskning visar på att öppna data som arena inkluderar fyra olika multi-
aktörs inriktningar; 1) affärsmöjligheter för utvecklare, företag och journalister, 2) 
kunskapsspridning av journalister, utvecklare, forskare, och icke-statliga organisationer, 3) 
komplexa samhällsutmaningar adresseras av forskare, icke-statliga organisationer, 
journalister och utvecklare, samt 4) realiserandet av öppna data supportas av icke-statliga 
organisationer, företag, journalister, utvecklare och forskare. Sammantaget skapar detta 
implikationer för hur offentliga aktörer ska supportas i deras åtaganden kring 
möjliggörandet av öppna data. Detta visar också på att frågan om öppna data inkluderar ett 
viktigt värdeperspektiv kring hur vi ska välja att se på vilka som skapar värde och att de 
värden som skapas har olika dimensioner som bör tas i beaktning, bl.a. ekonomiska, 
sociala, samhälleliga och även politiska aspekter.  

Målet för framtida forskning är att fortsätta utforska hur denna arena för innovation och 
värdeskapande formas, men att mer aktivt fokusera på vilka sätt olika aktörsgrupper 
använder öppna data och hur dessa kan stöttas för att möjliggöra en diversifierad skala av 
innovationer och värdeskapande som tar tillvara på olika medborgares potential för 
innovation och värdeskapande. En central tanke i detta är hur ”Freedom of information” 
kan bli ”freedom of innovation”. 
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Prologue 
For decades, citizens in developed countries have had the right to access governmental 
information as their legal right as one of the cornerstones in modern democracy. Although 
the legislation might not have been exactly the same throughout countries, the core has 
been the same; to allow people the access to government information as part of their 
country membership. Sweden introduced their freedom of information right 
(Justitiedepartementet 2009) as early as in 1766, and has been the inspiration for numerous 
other countries in this aspect. In US, the citizen’s right to know was introduced after 
World War II as part of a new governmental openness: “We believe that this trend toward 
secrecy within government should be reversed and that the Federal Government should return to its 
basic tradition of exchanging and promoting the freest form of information possible” (Parks 1957). In 
practice, this meant that citizens, turning out to be predominantly journalists and scholars, 
were able to make requests for information and get the information delivered on paper.  

In brief, this is the historical legacy of the digital phenomenon that this licentiate thesis sets 
out to explore; open data from public sector. In 2003, the European Commission released 
a directive that stated that all information covered by freedom of information rights should 
hereafter be published on internet in machine-readable and open formats (Cox, Alemanno 
2003) , thus enabling a transformed access for the citizens directs on the internet. In this 
sense, Europe is neither the first nor the only actor engaging in open data; the issue of 
open data is a truly global phenomenon and is e.g. supported by a number of global 
organisations.  One of them is the Open Government Partnership where, at the time of 
writing, 64 countries from all continents are represented e.g. US, Brazil, Australia and 
Mongolia. 

So, we might ask ourselves why this is of importance. What I am trying to draw your 
attention to here is the nature of this phenomenon for digitalization. Because unlike many 
other phenomenon in our digital age that affects people in general, such as social media, 
mobility or geo-positioning, open data hosts the characteristics of being directly related to 
democratic issues which few of the other phenomenon do. This particular circumstance 
proves to be an important factor for understanding the emerging phenomenon of public 
sector open data. 
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“...we have had several so called paradigm shifts. The first was when we started 
building e-services for self-management, so that we outsource some of the things that 
the municipality normally do, making our citizens or users do it themselves. Much 
like the way banks have published their internet services. That was one shift. Now 

we are facing the next shift as a result of making data available. So this is, I think, a 
new era. I believe that this is a rather big thing if you understand its consequences…” 

 

Senior IT-strategy manager, Stockholm City 
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1 Introduction 
Today, we live in a society where ICT is widespread to the extent that it is seen as 
embodied into everyday life (Yoo 2010); thus making it difficult if not impossible to 
differentiate between human action and technological intervention (Winner 1986b). 
Phenomenon such as social media, internet of things and big data all spans the boundaries 
for ICT as a factor that blurs the distinctions between work organisations perspective and 
private social life (Sawyer et al. 2011, Walsham 2012, Yoo 2010). This evolvement fuels 
the pervasiveness of ICT’s and transforms contemporary society (Sørensen, Yoo 2005). 
With information as a core asset in today’s knowledge society, we also know that the 
evolvement of society is inherently dependent on the legally infused access to information, 
where ICT is seen as both an enabling structure and as a potential for including the 
engagement and innovativeness of citizens (Lor, Britz 2007).  

The contemporary release of public sector data in open and digital formats throughout the 
globe (European Commission 12 Dec 2011, Janssen 2011, Open Government Partnership 
2013) is a new phenomenon that cuts across sectors and organisational boundaries, making 
its way to both citizens and companies while being portrayed as the raw material for 
improved business, public and private life (Kroes 2011). In Europe, the release of open 
data is governed by directive 2013/37/EU that regulates the release and re-use of public 
sector information (PSI) (Cox, Alemanno 2003, Schultz, Shatter 2013). Re-use in this case 
is defined as when other people than the initial users, the employees at public sector, use 
the same data but in a new context and for other purposes than the original (de Vries 
2012). Compared to many other digital movements, the technological base of open data 
does not rest on new technological advancements; rather, open data is seen as a raw 
material for creating new innovations (Cabinet Office. 2012, Davies, Perini & Alonso 
2013, European Commission 12 Dec 2011). 

As with many other ICT phenomenon, within EU open data is envisioned to create a 
better world, or as Vice-President of the European Commission presents the impacts of 
open data: “Transforming healthcare, using data to develop new drugs, and save lives. Greener cities 
with fewer traffic jams, and smarter use of public money.” (Kroes 2014). As exemplified, the 
believed future impacts are highly diverse; a new information market (DG Connect 2013), 
rationalized research processes (The High level Expert Group on Scientific Data in EU 
2010), a reformed public sector where citizens are empowered through transparency and 
participation (G8 2013, Open Government Partnership 2013), as well as driver for 
advancing developing countries (Davies, Perini & Alonso 2013). Thus, engaging in open 
data is done by economic, social or political motives (Granickas 2013), even though 
economic prosperity at large dominates the current discourse in Europe (Janssen 2011). 
Altogether, the realization of open data forms an almost inapprehensible amount of 
innovation potential.  

However, research shows that the release of open data is problematic in several ways. 
Legally, open data needs to adhere to privacy, data protection, copyright, and liability 
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regulations, making the release a complex matter (de Rosnay, Janssen 2014). Technically, 
standards for data format, metadata and portals are still under construction, thus causing 
uncertainties in strategic decision making (datos.gob.es 2013, Dietrich 2013, Janssen, 
Kronenburg 2012). In parallel, data usage has been restrained by e.g. poor quality data, 
complex user interfaces and lack of data descriptions, as well as non-functioning 
communication with data providers (Janssen, Charalabidis & Zuiderwijk 2012). Open data 
initiatives managers have also been seen to focus on cost reduction rather than on 
innovation and experimentation (Linders, Wilson 2011), to adhere to myths; that the 
release of open data will automatically generate benefits (Janssen, Charalabidis & 
Zuiderwijk 2012) and to downplay social values in favour of economic (Pollock 2006) . 
Understanding what values could be created and by who is a matter of uncertainty 
(Dawes, Helbig 2010, Jaeger, Bertot 2010) that affects the motivation of open data 
initiatives, thus slowing down the pace of data release (Hujiboom, Van den Broek 2011).  

The most usual approaches for repeating the value of open data, that is arranging 
hackathons (Poikola, Kresin 2012) and relying on the ICT-sector (De Vries 2012, DG 
Connect 2013, Hogge 2011), is increasingly being criticized. Current approaches are seen 
as being insufficient for addressing a broader spectrum of innovations and values 
(Schwegmann 2013) and to risk becoming nothing more than a corporate subsidy in the 
exclusion of values other than economic (Bates 2012). Recent research also argues that 
open data strategies need to target people outside the ICT sector as users, by making open 
data available for citizens in general, if open data is to be considered a mean for addressing 
broader societal issues than what can be solved by smart phone apps (Desouza, 
Bhagwatwar 2012). To fight the challenges related to catalysing future value based on 
open data, “recognising the importance of diversity in stimulating creativity and innovation” has 
been recognized as an important strategic goal globally (G8 2013, p. 4). Hence, open data 
initiatives are up for complex challenges and risk getting lost in the complex realisation 
process without better understanding of how they could address open data should in order 
to make open data work for innovation in a broad sense.  

This research turn to social shaping of technology (SST) (Bijker, Hughes & Pinch 1987b, 
MacKenzie, Wajcman 1999) as a theoretic lens for addressing the emerging phenomena of 
open data. SST provides a perspective on technology development that accounts for 
intertwining social as well as political aspects (Winner 1999) similar to the challenges 
identified for the democratically infused public sector open data. SST has been found 
insightful for information systems research in that is offers a framework for making “better 
sense of IS phenomena” than existing “management and mainstream IS perspectives” (Howcroft, 
Mitev & Wilson 2004, p. 329). This is especially important given the identified 
pervasiveness of open data and its global and boundary crossing societal stance. Using SST 
as lens for research has also been deemed appropriate and valuable “in areas of technology 
where visions are manifold, societal interests conflicting, and applications and markets are non-existing 
or still under construction”, when aiming to understand and predict future practice 
(Jørgensen, Jørgensen & Clausen 2009, p. 80), thus almost pinpointing the characteristics 
of today’s open data phenomena and its role in the hunt for a better world (Walsham 
2012). 
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1.1 Research purpose 

The aim of this research has evolved to the following:  

 To explore how the public sector open data phenomenon is being shaped to address societal 
opportunities and challenges 

1.2 Thesis structure 

This thesis starts with a background chapter about open data and its overarching concept 
open government to situate the open data phenomenon in current literature and then 
moves on to describe the theoretic framework: social shaping of technology. After that, 
the conducted studies are presented and framed within the overall research approach to 
give a sense of how this research has been carried out. Closely related, the included papers 
are then briefly described. The thesis ends with a discussion that sums up the findings of 
the research before final conclusions are made and future research are presented.  
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2 Open government & Open data 
In Europe, the release of government data in open formats is governed by a recent EU-
directive concerning the public sector information, called the PSI-directive (Cox, 
Alemanno 2003, Schultz, Shatter 2013). With the aim of enabling not only the release of 
open data, but also to gain an overall increase in transparency and citizen’s participation in 
public affairs, this has rather lead to the emergence of the open government (Janssen 2012, 
Yu, Robinson 2012).   

The notion of open government is increasingly popular and is often used as a buzzword for 
the on-going extension of e-government that enables “new ends and new means” to 
facilitate an open culture that leads to transparency, participation, and collaboration 
(Lathrop, Ruma 2010). It is stated to be an ICT-driven openness that results in the 
publication of data in digital formats under the label ‘open data’ (Lathrop, Ruma 2010). 
Practitioners suggest that open data have greatly influenced the way the public sector 
interacts with citizens, the way innovation is created, and by who citizen services are 
created (Lathrop, Ruma 2010). Therefore, it bears strong influences from other crowd-
based open movements such as open source and open access (Yu, Robinson 2012). 

Recently, open data have been merged into a broader and more global perspective with 
the emergence of the Open Government Partnership were sixty-two countries, and rising, 
are working toward accountability, technology and innovation, citizen participation, and 
transparency (Open Government Partnership 2013). 

2.1 The re-definition of open government 

Despite the contemporary excitement and open data hype, open government is far from 
new. In its early days, in the mid-50s, open government started to appear in relation to 
requests for access to government information (Parks 1957). This access later evolved into 
freedom-of-information (FOI) policies (Hazell, Worthy 2010) that enable increased 
transparency for citizens and government accountability. Based on FOI, it was believed 
that access to government information, which later was published in digital forms, was 
“essential to the realization of a civil society, democratization, and a rule of law” (Perritt Jr. 1997, 
p. 397). From this democracy-driven perspective, the concept of open government took 
another direction when Barack Obama launched the Memorandum of Transparency and 
Open Government (Orszag 2009). In doing so, Obama raised attention to new ICT’s and 
started including the notion of innovation into the concept of open government. In 
parallel, when a group of Silicon Valley open data advocates launched practical 
recommendations on open data using the concept of open government (Open 
Government Data Working Group 2007), the meaning of open government was gradually 
perceived as being based on technically enabled open data rather than being 
democratically-driven FOI (Van der Slot 2011). This shift in view made the concept of 
open government even more ambiguous (Yu, Robinson 2012).  
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2.2 Definitions and data characteristics  

One of the organisations that have been promoting the release of open data since the start 
is the UK based organisation Open Knowledge2, which acts as lobbyists, releases data, 
educates government organisations and hosts a broad range of development projects for 
excelling the emergence of open data. In line with this, they have also released a definition 
of ‘open’ in relation to data which states that: “Open data and content can be freely used, 
modified, and shared by anyone for any purpose” (Open Knowledge 2014). This is the second 
version and replacing the one which was launched in 2005, and which has other sub 
definitions attached to it, such text that defines open work and open licences. Hence, this 
definition provides practical support for organisations releasing data, and has been adopted 
by several countries including Sweden (E-delegationen 2013). In addition to this, Open 
Knowledge provides information about what openness means, and puts forward three 
areas3, 1) availability and access, 2) re-use and redistribution, and 3) universal participation, 
thus including technical and social aspects of openness.   

A more purely technical approach is also taken towards defining the actual data sets that is 
about to be made open. A group of thirty open government advocates defined eight 
principles for the open data in 2006 and concluded that open data should be; 1) complete, 
2) taken or derived of primary resources, 3) timely, 4) easily accessed by physical and 
electronic means, 5) machine readable, 6) non-discriminatory, 7) non-proprietary data 
formats and standards, and 8) license-free or using a non-constraining license, 9) 
permanently present, and 10) free of costs (The Sunlight Foundation 2010).  

2.3 Advocates and critics 

Proponents for open data picture citizens and companies as the target groups for a new 
information market. Therefore, citizens are not the only consumers of public information 
but also future developers of new digital services and the public sector is viewed as a 
provider of raw material or as the ICT-advocate Don Tapscott explains: “…government 
becomes a platform for the creation of public value and social innovation. It provides resources, sets 
rules, and mediates disputes, but it allows citizens, non-profits, and the private sector to do most of 
the heavy lifting” (Lathrop, Ruma 2010, p. xvii). Rhetorically, open data is often pictured as 
a untapped resource that contains immense possibilities for new digital services (Ubaldi 
2013) and for targeting innovative developers to deliver the means for civic engagement 
and increased democracy (Kassen 2013). On the other hand, critics claim that this new 
technology-enabled transparency might negatively affect trust in governance and may also 
be unfavourable for good governance because of, for example, anticipated costs to release 
data and risks for misinterpretation and misuse of data (Bannister, Connolly 2011). Recent 
cases in which less resourceful people have been out-manoeuvred by more economically 
and technically resourceful people have triggered a debate of whether open data is simply 
empowering the already empowered (Gurstein 2011). Policy researchers who set out to 
enlighten others of the evolving prominent position of technologically skilled people as the 

                                            
2 See https://okfn.org/ for more information. This organisation was previously known under the name 
“Open Knowledge Foundation”.  
3 See description at https://okfn.org/opendata/  
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sole influencers and interpreters of open data have also noticed this technology enabled 
divide (Margetts 2011).  

More normative research claims that making data accessible to a broad public would itself 
be a substantial task, but for the public to embrace the openness, the data needs to be 
usable by all not only available to all (Jaeger, Bertot 2010). An effect relating to this is 
described by Margetts in an essay where it is noted that open data initiatives in both UK 
and US have tended to be developer-led and that data usage is for highly technically skilled 
persons, meaning that this also creates a shift in trust: “If as citizens we can neither interpret nor 
use the data, then we must trust those that can” (Margetts 2011). Unintended negative effects 
of opening up data have been exemplified by cases where people has lost their land to 
more IT-skilled and richer people due to possibilities through not carefully thought 
through open data reforms (Raman 2012), claiming that in some cases open data only 
empowers those already empowered (Gurstein 2011). In a special issue on community 
informatics and open government data, it is shown in an editorial that there are major 
differences between the way developing countries and developed countries embraces the 
possibilities of open data; in developing countries, the author claims that transparency is a 
much stronger driving force than digital service development because of lack of trust in the 
accuracy of data, the fact that governments are mal-functioning or even corrupt and the 
population does not have the means for utilizing digital services nor accessing and 
understanding the data services can be built upon (Gurstein 2012). This issue is also 
addressed by Jaeger and Bertot, who says that “transparency can only exist when things that are 
being sought can be located and retrieved” and that “transparency must encompass all aspects of 
information access. Users must have physical access (be able to reach the content), intellectual access 
(being able to understand the content), and social access (be able to share the content)” (Jaeger, 
Bertot 2010, p. 374).  
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3 Theoretic framework - Social shaping of 

Technology 
To be able to understand the open data phenomenon, an emerging phenomenon under 
constant change and reformation (Yoo 2010), as well as it’s permeated social and political 
perspectives, the Social Shaping of Technology (SST), was chosen because of its 
opportunities to see and understand the open data phenomenon and how it evolves on a 
broad societal level which also includes acknowledging the political aspects. Thus it is a 
lens for understanding how the technical phenomenon is shaped by social aspects; that is, 
the people.  

The Social Shaping of Technology field is a broad range of research that intertwines 
technological evolvement with societal issues aiming for a framework that makes us able to 
understand these different strands as a whole (MacKenzie, Wajcman 1999). It is portrayed 
as a useful approach for contextualizing how humans interact with technology in our 
analysis of current events in our society, in particular for “processes and context that frame 
technological innovation” (Howcroft, Mitev & Wilson 2004, p. 329). More recently, scholars 
within future studies claims that social shaping of technology “seems especially promising in 
areas of technology where visions are manifold, societal interests conflicting, and applications and 
markets are non-existing or still under construction” (Jørgensen, Jørgensen & Clausen 2009, p. 
80), drawing on contemporary need to see technological and social change as a ‘bricolage’ 
which is both a driver for change and something that is driven by change.  

As a theoretic field, SST was sprung out of a desire to bring together the reasoning from 
detailed studies of the development of science with studies of technology, thus aiming for 
a new research approach; a sociology of technology (Bijker, Hughes & Pinch 1987a). In 
doing so, the involved authors of the seminal book on the subject aimed at moving away 
from the existing paradigm around technological development, that is from the idea of the 
individual inventor as the central explanatory concept, from technological determinism, 
and from making distinctions among technical, social, economic, and political aspects of 
technological development” (Bijker, Hughes & Pinch 1987a). Also, they set out to 
broaden the technology policy agenda by offering a theoretic perspective for us to see “that 
technology does not develop according to an inner technical logic but is instead a social product, 
patterned by the conditions of its creation and use” (Williams, Edge 1996, p. 866).  

Additionally, SST also spans the boundaries for how we look at innovation by 
acknowledging the societal and political dimensions of technological advancements 
(Thomas 1999, Latour 1991) based on an agnostic approach that does not “privilege the 
survival of the information system” (Wilson, Howcroft 2005, p. 21). That is, the possibility 
that innovation might not be worth pursuing is not ruled out. Closely related and 
sometimes intertwined is also literature about the philosophy of technology (Winner 1977, 
Winner 1986b) that draws on the politics of constructed things (Winner 1999) and sheds 
light on the groups of people that maybe should be relevant for a certain technological 
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development but for various reasons are left outside the circle of inclusion and relevance 
(Winner 1993). Moreover, it is argues that IT artifacts are permeated by politics that makes 
the understanding of different technology based evolvements more difficult and not so 
straight forward as it might appear at a first glaze. 

Within social shaping of technology, several strands of research can be found, and among 
them is the social construction of technology theory.  

3.1 Social construction of technology 

Within SST, the theory of Social Construction of Technology (SCOT) (Pinch, Bijker 
1987) can be found which was based on an interest to form new types of technology 
studies. The initial work was influenced by three trends; the moving away from the 
individual inventor (or “genius”) as the central explanatory concept, from technological 
determinism, and from making distinctions among technical, social, economic and political 
aspects of technology development” (Bijker, Hughes & Pinch 1987a). SCOT is based on a 
number of key concepts.  

First, the SCOT approach opposes the traditional way of viewing the development process 
as a linear process, and choses to regard the process as multidirectional process instead. This 
means that the development process can be influenced from various directions and can also 
evolve in a multitude of directions which leads to a portfolio of different products (Pinch, 
Bijker 1987).  

Second, the way the development process is influenced is by the notion of different 
relevant social groups. These are the people involved and affected by a particular 
technological development who share the same meaning about a technological system or 
an IT artifact. Because people within a group perceive the IT artifact alike, they also share 
the view about which overall problems and solutions exist, see Figure 1. The question 
about which groups are actually considered ‘relevant’ is described as all groups for which 
the IT artifact proposes some kind of meaning. This is exemplified by a group of non-
users, for which the IT artifact in question affects their lives, drawing on the fact that less 
obvious groups of people in a wider context also should be included in the analysis of the 
development process. The relevant social groups are described not only by their 
perception of meaning, but also of their other characteristics such as degree of power, 
financial status and practical context. For the context of history and future, it is made clear 
that relevant social groups are not consistent over time, but are affected by changed 
perceptions and/or changed problems which make the group either grow or diminish, 
much like a living organism (Pinch, Bijker 1987). 

Third, these relevant social groups harbour different understandings and meanings of the 
product/service which is called interpretative flexibility. This concept shows us that the 
characteristics of an artifact or system are subject to social variables. Both when it comes to 
differentiated interpretation and thereby the creation of different meanings, but also when 
it comes to the flexibility that governs how the artifacts are designed. Pinch and Bijker 
emphasizes that there is not only one possible way to design an artifact, even though many 
people hold the belief of an inevitable progress in the aftermath of a development process. 
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The notion of interpretative flexibility therefore acts upon groups of people who merely 
interacts and interprets the IT artifact as well as groups of people involved with the 
creation of the very same IT artifact. Within this concept, the issue of whether the 
development process should actually lead to one or several IT artifacts to match different 
group’s interpretations can be discussed and argued. The interpretation itself, whether it is 
performed by users, non-user or designers, is governed both by the situated context in 
which the interpretation takes place as well as by the content of the artifact itself which 
draws on deeper social beliefs like the notion of what constitutes a fully working artifact 
(Pinch, Bijker 1987). 

Fourth, the concept of technological frames is closely connected to the concept of 
interpretative flexibility. This is what makes the relevant social group a group (Bijker 
1995) , the “shared assumptions, knowledge and expectations or underlying belief system in relation 
to the technology” (McLoughlin 1999, p. 92), that is the base for the agreed identification of 
problems and solutions. It can also be described as the space that they are free to navigate 
their thinking and stretch their actions. Lastly, there is the concept of stabilization and 
closure, which becomes a tool for measuring the progress of development. The 
development of the artifact stabilizes as the relevant social groups problems are being 
solved, a process of gaining consensus, before a final closure of the development activities. 
Apart from closure based on solved the relevant problems closure can also be gained either 
by using rhetorical means, e.g. advisements to change user’s perceptions, or by redefining 
the problems into something that can be solved (Pinch, Bijker 1987).  

 

Figure 1: The relations between artifacts and social groups as according to (Pinch & 
Bijker, 1987) 
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3.2 Arenas for development 

To be able to discuss unpredictable and heterogeneous “spaces of innovation” (Jorgensen, 
Sorensen 1999, p. 409) where new technology emerge, while acknowledging a number of 
social, technical and political processes that are inherently intertwined and interdependent, 
the notion of arenas for development has been proposed as a model for discussion and 
reflection. This models aims to support researchers in critical discussions about how 
technologies are managed and influenced from multiple centres of interest, and to form a 
metaphorical frame and mental space from where the broad context and politics related to 
technology development can be addressed. In their attempt to bring together issues that 
often are handled as separate entities; e.g. actor groups, processes and activities, Jorgensen 
and Sorensen (1999) argue that not only technology is constructed, but also its 
accompanying market and users, and that this can be surfaced when using the notion of 
arenas for development.   

An arena is not a physical location, rather it is pictured as metaphorical space and situations 
that regulate what entities can influence the emergence of a technology; meaning that it 
can include physical nearness, relational closeness, the economic market and the sphere of 
invited actors, be it on internet or in physical life. An arena for development has been 
defined as: “A cognitive space that holds together the settings and relations that comprise the context 
for a product or process development that includes; a number of elements such as actors, artefacts, and 
standards that populate the arena; a variety of locations for action, knowledge and visions that define 
the changes of this space, and; a set of translations that has shaped and played out the stabilization 
and destabilization of relations and artefacts.” (Jorgensen, Sorensen 1999, p. 410).  The 
translation process refers to “the effective persuasion of actors that it is in their interest to use the 
technology in the prescribed manner and that the technology is the answer to their ‘problems’” 
(Howcroft, Mitev & Wilson 2004, p. 342), thus including a process of enrolment and 
mobilization of actors into the metaphorical arena. Also, the translation process goes 
beyond mere actions, to also include how those actions defines humans and technologies 
and thereby affects the change of events in a manner resembling the hermeneutic circle 
(Hartman 2004) .  

3.3 Philosophy of technology – the political stance of SST 

While the philosophy of technology forms a part of the broad SST field, the philosophy of 
technology takes on a more political perspective than mainstream SST and promotes that 
viewpoint that technologies are equipped with political characteristics in that “the things we 
call technologies are ways of building order to our world” (Winner 1999, p. 32). These politic 
characteristics are comes in two forms. First, technologies that are brought forward to 
settle a political issue, e.g. to replace critical workers with robots in order to silence an on-
going debate, are seen as political in its structure. Secondly, technologies that require a 
certain political system, e.g. nuclear power, are seen as inherently political.  

The concept of relevant social groups has also been critiqued for being too descriptive and 
neglecting to take a stand and that the concept of relevant social groups does not account 
for the groups of people which are left outside the development process and for those 
people without a voice [not literally speaking] (Winner 1993). The political aspects of 
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relevant social groups has further been explored in a study concerning IS evaluations, 
revealing that many evaluations are framed to support an already determined opinion 
about the IS artefact (Wilson, Howcroft 2005).  

The emergence of new technology has been recognized to harbour the belief of 
technologies as being autonomous, thus leading to a failure to deal with unwanted 
consequences of technology implementation (Winner 1977). Especially the emergence of 
new IS phenomenon are identified as being wrongfully portrayed as a revolution that 
smoothly will eliminate many societal ills by its sheer momentum, and being more 
concerned about the potential for technical innovation of any kind than an interest in what 
kind of societal structures are being created in the process (Winner 1986a). Also, it has 
been noted that when consequences and impacts from a broader societal perspective is 
neglected in favour of focusing on technology development, the involved people tend to 
contend themselves with including user groups that are currently active rather than those 
who really are relevant groups for the transformation but for some reasons are left outside 
the action without being recognized (Winner 1993). The philosophy of technology allows 
us to ponder about the evolving contemporary phenomenon in a broader and more 
holistic way than what mainstream SST does.  
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4 Research Approach 
The process towards the research questions have evolved alongside my own increasing 
knowledge about the area and have also been influenced by the chosen fields of theory. 
Performing research this way has been described by Hartman (2004) as interactive induction; 
where the research process starts off with a research questions that are allowed to be 
modified during the process depending on the findings. This is believed to give the 
researcher theoretical ideas, thus making theory and practice intertwine in the forming of 
the research questions, enabling the world view to be influenced by current events (Myers 
2004). Using theory and empirical data by systematic combing them during the research 
process is also called an abductive approach and is found especially suitable for situations 
when there is a need to “discover new things” (Dubois, Gadde 2002, p. 559); thus presenting 
a suitable approach for the new emerging open data phenomenon.  

Following an abductive approach, the research aim for this thesis is the following: 

 To explore how public sector open data phenomenon is being shaped to address societal 
opportunities and challenges 

 

To be able to obtain an overview of how the research approach evolved, the major studies 
conducted are summarized in Table 1, and are hereafter described in depth; that is, 
accounting for why these studies were conducted and how data collection and data analysis 
was carried out.  

Table 1: Conducted studies 

Study Used method and 
theory 

Time 
Frame 

Resulting papers 

Pre-study for 
contextualizing 
the open data 
phenomenon 

Literature review on open 
data and e-government 

Desktop/web study and 
case mapping the 
phenomenon, public 
seminars 

2011 – 
2012 

Research proposal: 
Leveraging regional growth 
with public sector open data 
(Lassinantti 2012) 

Case study at 
regional level; 
Stockholm and 
Skellefteå 

(On-going) 

Stockholm: 4 interviews, 3 
group interviews, 1 mail 
interview, 1 meet-up’s, 2 
web seminars, document 
analysis 

Skellefteå: 

4 interviews, 1 group 
interview,  and 1 
workshop (40 persons), 

March 
2012 – 
May 
2013 

Journal: Shaping local open 
data initiatives: Politics and 
implications (Lassinantti, 
Bergvall-Kåreborn & 
Ståhlbröst 2014) 

Conference: Open 
innovation going societal: 
Open data as boundary 
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document analysis 

Theories: Social shaping of 
technology, Open 
innovation and User 
innovation 

breaker (Lassinantti 2013) 

Policy study at 
European level 

Documents analysis using 
NVivio Software (38 pcs) 

Theories: Social shaping of 
technology, User 
innovation  

Dec 
2013 – 
April 
2014 

Conference: Open data in 
Europe – mapping user 
groups to innovation impacts 
(Lassinantti, Bergvall-
Kåreborn 2014) 

Journal submission: The 
multidirectional evolvement 
of open data – Relevant social 
groups in Europe (Lassinantti 
2014) 

 

Throughout the research process I have engaged in an interpretative approach because it 
was identified as suitable approach given the circumstances for the open data phenomenon. 
This is based on the stance that interpretive research allows for exploring a phenomenon in 
real life and being flexible in the very making of events about what data that needs to be 
collected (Denzin, Lincoln 2000, Walsham 2006). Also, I fully agree with Walsham (2006) 
when he argues that we should see knowledge as a “social construction by human actors” 
(Walsham 2006p. 320); thus acknowledging my personal interest and belief in 
interpretative methods.  

Along this line I have used several methods for excelling my understanding of the open 
data phenomenon from the viewpoint of my research question. First, I have conducted 
literature reviews on open data as an applications area for the general reason of 
understanding the area and its key issues (Hart 1998). Also, this situated my findings 
among contemporary research and helped me find journals and conferences suitable for 
submitting my findings. As a complement to this, I have added literature reviews on 
theories which I have used as a theoretic lens to further understand the open data 
phenomenon, which are clarified in Table 1. For this, I have used several search methods; 
spanning specific journals, finding references articles in papers I liked, using multiple 
keywords, and following interesting authors. 

In addition to this, I have engaged in interviews and focus groups to collect the 
experiences, attitudes and knowledge of people working with the open data phenomenon 
or by other means being affected by it. Myers (2007) has rightfully described interviewing 
as similar to putting on “night googles” (p. 3), which allows you to discover otherwise 
hidden things and circumstances. Closely related to this is document analysis that reveals 
not only human beings interpretations, but also gives an understanding of historical events 
and legitimized structures. In my studies, the policy documents additionally provided me 
with a source of knowledge of what is being communicated about open data to a larger 
audience; thus forming the broad context for events that happens on a regional level. And 
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lastly, a method for concept verification (Stolterman, Wiberg 2010) has proven useful for 
performing research on open data concepts not yet fully stable, remaining on prototype 
stage, but which were identified as important for understanding future potential of open 
data and thereby also finding interesting areas for future research. 

4.1 The pre-study for contextualizing the open data phenomenon 

Being a social informatics researcher means that we do research on contemporary 
digitalization phenomenon in the middle-zone between technology, humans and society, 
with an overall aim to treat “technology as an evolving assemblage of interests, activities and 
artefacts that is shaped over time in local conditions” (Davenport 2008, p. 519). Understanding 
the context of the actual phenomenon thus becomes an important matter for determining 
the boundaries and practical possibilities for conducting research (Miles, Huberman 1994, 
Pan, Tan 2011).  

Therefore, before the research approach was fully formulated, two investigations based on 
literature review and desk research4 was performed during the autumn of 2011 until 
Febuary 2012 in order to understand both the open data characteristics and its current 
status in Sweden, which at the time was highly unclear. The choice of Sweden as area for 
investigation was based on the current project financing situation, which required regional 
focus. A number of conceptual frameworks was used as a method for understanding the 
“main things to be studied” and their interrelations (Miles, Huberman 1994, p. 18). These 
were created based on the appearance of one of the first open data initiatives in Sweden 
(www.trafiklab.se5) which was inspired by the phenomenon of developers scraping data 
from web pages6. This first conceptual framework laid out the new possibilities based on 
open data with an API7, its relations for open data as fuel for new innovations and value 
creation within the private sector perspective; thus making the picture clearer about what 
actors were involved and by what relations (Miles, Huberman 1994). Adding to this, the 
second investigation for understanding open data in Sweden set out to see how much 
open data was available in Sweden and understanding how to explore open data initiatives 
in Sweden; setting the stage for determining the upcoming data collection. This 
investigation was done by searching the internet of open data examples in Sweden, based 

                                            
4 To search for openly available information on for example internet, see also 
http://dictionary.cambridge.org/dictionary/business-english/desk-research 
5 Trafiklab is an open data initiative based on collaboration between several traffic companies such as bus- 
and train operators and the Victoria research institute in Gothenburg.  It deals mainly with the developer’s 
perspective and app making, but also to encourage more companies in the traffic sector to release more open 
data with an application programmable interface (API). 
6 This information was revealed in a telephone conversation (autumn 2011) with senior researcher Anders 
Hjalmarsson at the Victoria institute who was involved in the start-up of Trafiklab. In relation to this, 
researchers involved in Trafiklab published a conference article about the phenomenon of data scraping 
(Rudmark, Arnestrand & Avital 2012). 
7 API refers to application programming interface and enables developers to connect to the data in a 
structured manner, e.g. if the data set related to the API is updated, the application based on the API is also 
automatically updated. This removes the need to check for changes in the dataset. For more information, see 
http://sv.wikipedia.org/wiki/Application_Programming_Interface. 
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on blogs and communities that argued for more data in open formats8. For a summative 
list, see Appendix 1. 

Findings revealed that open data initiatives in Sweden were very few and none of them, 
apart from Trafiklab, did not seem to have an organised initiative going on; rather they 
was seen to have one or a few datasets out on the web, and very few had an attached API. 
A survey performed in 2009 by the Stockholm Chamber of Commerce revealed that 
awareness of open data in Sweden was very low; of 70 agencies only 36 % acknowledged 
that they had data that would fall under the PSI-directive as open data, and rating among 
municipalities were even lower since it was unclear how open data would apply to them 
(Sand 2010) . This conclusion was also supported by a literature review where the open 
data in Europe was seen depicted as being in the start-up phase (Janssen 2011) and where 
Sweden explicitly was stated to be far behind due to the failure to adhere to the European 
directive for open data resulting in a threat of an infringement process (Sand 2010).  

Altogether, the early investigations of the phenomenon and current literature revealed a 
highly immature field of practice, where objects suitable for studying in Sweden were 
scarce and where literature was emerging mostly within the public sector context as a 
result of the PSI directive (Lassinantti 2012). Hence, this study contextualized the open 
data phenomenon (Pan, Tan 2011) into a mental model and also created an understanding 
of current status of realisation. Based on this, it was deemed problematic to engage in 
quantitative research based on surveys since the highly immature open data phenomena 
presented great difficulties for finding enough broad bases of respondents, nor did 
experiments present a clear way forward since studying societal phenomenon needs to be 
done in real life which seldom lends itself to controllable and repeatable experiments 
(Hartman 2004). Hence, an exploratory and qualitative study was deemed appropriate 
since both practical and theoretic knowledge about the open data was low (Lassinantti 
2012). Miles and Huberman (1994) describes the exploratory mode in a way that 
resembles a how open data is approached: “it’s as if we are trying to solve an unstated or 
ambiguous problem, which has to be framed and reframed as we go” (p. 91).  

 

 

 

                                            
8 At that time, aggregated information about the status of open data in Sweden could not be obtained via 
public sector sources; instead, private persons acted as lobbyists forming their own lists with open data, e.g. 
http://www.opengov.se/data/open/, aiming to help others find data that was open and hoping to influence 
more release of open data (stated in an interview with me when he acted as an advisor for Stockholm City). 
In this case, the Opengov web owner also participated in the early drafts of forming the national guidelines 
for implementing open data in public sector, and initiated a Facebook group which has grown from less than 
300 persons in 2011 to more than 1800 persons today (https://www.facebook.com/groups/opengov/). This 
community was identified as the most engaging platform at the time (and has continued so), and attracts a 
broad range of people; developers looking for data, public sector employees trying to figure out how data 
should be released, companies trying to verify business ideas, and journalist using data for database digging. 
Apart from these mentioned sources, links published in the Facebook group about new open data and other 
kind of information e.g. news about new open data was followed and traced.  
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4.2 The case study of municipalities 

As a general guide for this case study, a case study approach framed from within IS 
research has been followed; the structured-pragmatic-situational approach for conducting 
case studies (SPS) by Pan & Tan (2011). A slightly modified version of this approach is 
presented in Figure 2. This approach is especially targeted researchers that either lacks the 
opportunities or credibility that comes from years of experience to be granted access to 
ideal objects to study or has a need for “flexibility-enabling techniques and practices” (Pan, Tan 
2011, p. 162). By acknowledging the less ideal circumstances for finding good cases and 
the sometimes challenging activities related to case study research, Pan & Tan takes a 
pragmatic grip on research and presents eight phases that structures and situates case study 
research. This method involves two iterating phases, the framing and the augmenting 
cycle. By framing means the process of achieving a theoretic confidence after letting the 
data and its context ground the choice of theoretic lens. In the augmenting phase, analysis 
continues until the theoretic model is extended to account for the case findings. The 
following subsections follow the model by its eight steps. 

4.2.1 Case narratives 

For the thesis to be more comprehensible before commencing the description of the actual 
case study, I include case narratives here of the progression of the two municipality’s open 
data initiatives. 

Figure 2: The SPS approach by Pan & Tan 2011 (slightly modified) 
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SKELLEFTEÅ 

Skellefteå municipally is a coastal municipally with approx. 71 000 habitants in Northern 
Sweden, also the second largest city in Västerbotten County in Sweden. This region can 
be characterized as an area with an active business life and positive spirit, but with the 
challenge of a constantly decreasing population that faces big demographic challenges 
ahead in the future. As a municipality, Skellefteå are surrounded by much smaller 
municipalities, and can be counted as one of the bigger cities on the North Eastern coast. 
The main aim for Skellefteå Municipality for starting to investigate the field of open data is 
that they see this as a potentially important factor that might help them deal with their 
demographic challenges, and that they need to be open for new solutions for making the 
region an attractive place to live and visit. 

Contemporary with their first initial discussions about the PSI-directive in Mars 2012, 
Skellefteå municipality was in the process of restructuring the strategic IT management 
into a new department called “Quality and Renewal” within the head management of the 
municipal as part of their future digital agenda. This change was brought about as a way to 
meet a number of various future challenges e.g.; an extended focus on qualitative e-
services, an upcoming generation change of the majority of staff, a continuous work with 
enhancing and rationalizing the IT-architecture to meet future needs and needs for new 
forms to engage citizens. Prior to the reorganisation, Skellefteå municipality had been 
engaged in implementing new forms of spreading information citizens both through 
utilizing social media but also by transforming their citizen service office into a more open 
and learning structure, focused on displaying information out in the open on the web and 
proving answer guarantees. This new open information policy and structure has also been 
put to the test during a period of unplanned problems water in the municipality starting in 
April 2011, when the entire water system was polluted by bacteria, which led to six 
months of informing citizens how to boil and handle the water via the new open 
information channels. It is commonly believed among the strategic management that this 
crisis had led to an increased awareness about the need to have proper and well-working 
systems for communicating and engaging with citizens.   

An example of this is a new web based mobile platform for apps that Skellefteå 
Municipality developed in 2012, which enabled both Skellefteå Municipality and local 
businesses to develop apps with a predetermined and easy-to-use structure and to market 
their services through this collective platform for cost-free apps.  At the start of the case 
study in early 2012, less than a handful of people at the strategic management level had 
been introduced or heard about the PSI-directive as the driver for opening up data within 
public sector.  

In 2013, Skellefteå engaged in collaboration with a larger neighbouring municipality, 
aiming to approach open data in a cohesive way and by supporting the smaller 
municipalities in the region which don’t have the resources or the knowledge to address 
open data. This co-operation eventually leads to the start-up of “Open North9” in 2014, 
 
                                            
9 http://www.opennorth.se/  
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an open data network initially managed by the Skellefteå and Umeå municipalities in 
collaboration with Luleå University of Technology and Umeå University. The aim is to 
be a node for knowledge and to launch an open data portal which is not only open to 
public sector bodies but also to a broader range of data owners such as companies and 
organisations. However, Open North goes beyond a traditional data portal to also include 
value adding tools like an application platform for apps that are deemed useful for the 
region. This application platform enables citizens with programming skills to create apps 
via a service developer’s kit and to launch the apps on the market place called “Mitt 
Skellefteå10”, a host application from where you can select various subservices that can be 
created by anybody. Part of the plans for Open North is also to start tests with another 
experimental tool that enables non-programmers to make apps by visual programming 
(Bergvall-Kåreborn et al. 2012) . Skellefteå municipality has not yet released more than a 
few data sets since they have been focusing their efforts on preparing the internal systems 
for a long-term openness, which includes e.g. changed agreements with sub suppliers of 
data and technically improving the system for data.    

STOCKHOLM 

Stockholm Stad is Sweden’s largest municipally with more than 860 000 habitants 
covering the capital city Stockholm. This region is characterized by a continuous growth 
in both population and business life, which has led to a number of future challenges in 
areas like public transport, city infrastructure and housing for the growing number of 
inhabitants. Around the turn of the century, Sweden was considered one of the world’s 
leading IT-nations and Stockholm as its natural centre. This ambition still lingers in 
Stockholm Stad even though international developments have levelled out the 
competition. Stockholm Stad’s main aim for opening up their data is to maintain and 
further promote the view of the Stockholm region as a forerunner in innovation and 
vision for a digital city. They also see open data as a practical mean to solve growth 
problems in e.g. traffic. 

Stockholm Stad has been developing strategies for “the digital city” for more than fifteen 
years, and open data within public sector has been a specific topic in that discussion since 
2009. Before that, actors such as Stockholm Chamber of Commerce had been promoting 
open data in public sector as a driver for growth since the European directive arrived in 
2003. For the initiative “Open Stockholm”, Stockholm City used two external advisors in 
their work to form strategies. The first person was from Stockholm Chamber of 
Commerce and had been promoting open data for many years, and had the responsibility 
to represent and deal with issues concerning business life in Stockholm. The second person 
was a former employee at the Swedish E-delegation, with a software developer 
background, who had been working on the first draft for national guidelines for 
implementing open data and also is a big promoter for open data through his own blog  
 
                                            
10 Mitt Skellefteå is a native app (https://itunes.apple.com/se/app/mitt-skelleftea/id551361701?mt=8 and 
https://play.google.com/store/apps/details?id=se.frostware.kommun.skelleftea&hl=sv) that serves as a portal 
for other services related to the Skellefteå region. This platform was awarded the E-delegation price 
“Guldlänken” in 2013 (http://www.guldlanken.se/web/t/Page____1963.aspx) and has since then been sold 
to a number of other municipalities.  
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and facebook group which at the time had more than 500 followers throughout Sweden. 

During the process of forming the strategies for Open Stockholm, Stockholm Stad also 
had good support by local Politian’s who promoted the development and worked for 
gaining a broader support for opening up the data. Within the organisation, data owners 
whose data was selected for open data, worked with the practicalities of publishing the 
data. Outside the municipal organisation, Stockholm City had also formed a regional 
network of actors in support of open data who participated in the Open Stockholm 
Awards by arranging a number of Meet-ups for the contestants which represented 
Swedens biggest science park, the regional marketing company for Stocholm as an IT 
region”, the local department for infrastructure development, the regional chamber of 
commerce and a student organisation who work with marketing and practicalities during 
the competitions.  

In Stockholm City, the process of starting up the implementation of open data went quite 
fast; in October 2011 a proposition for action plan was presented before the municipal 
committee and agreed upon, and by Mars 2012, the first open data including a platform 
for metadata was published during the launch of Stockholm Stad’s initiative for open data 
“Open Stockholm”, which started off with the competition “Open Stockholm Awards”. 
This competition was based on open data from Stockholm Stad and was divided into two 
parts; an idea contest and an app developers contest. In parallel with the app contest, the 
released open data from Stockholm Stad was also used as a base for a national journalist 
hackathon arranged by a Swedish journalist organisation.  After the competition, 
Stockholm Stad has published more open data on a continuous basis. The start of this 
study, early 2012, coincided with the launch of “Open Stockholm” and its open data 
portal with the Stockholm data11. Following the launch of Open Stockholm and its initial 
hackathon and idea competition12, the municipality continued with yet another hackathon 
in 201413 and with the release of more data in relation to this event. Also, between these 
two open hackathons, in 2013; Stockholm City also arranged an innovation contest that 
more explicitly targeted the need to solve traffic problems. This innovation contest were 
more targeted established companies than single developers in that it had a strong focus on 
a sustainable citizens service as an outcome. 

4.2.2 Access negotiation and conceptualizing the phenomenon 

For my research, the access negotiation phase came after the contextualization of the open 
data phenomenon because it was not possible to find a case to study without knowing the 
field. Also, since open data was such a new phenomenon at the time and not an established 
or well researched area, understanding this new phenomenon deemed crucial for preparing 
for interviews. The possibility to study municipalities emerged when Stockholm City was 
about to launch a broad and organised initiative and in parallel host a developers  
 

                                            
11 See http://open.stockholm.se/. On the data portal (http://dataportalen.stockholm.se/dataportalen/) there 
are today a number of open datasets that has ranges from maps, environmental data and traffic data to 
statistics about the Stockholm population and the result from census surveys.  
12 See http://open.stockholm.se/Open_Stockholm/ for a link to a summary of the 2012 contest that 
generated 336 ideas and 46 apps.  
13 See http://www.openstockholmaward.se/  



 
 

39 

hackathon. By participating in the Open Stockholm start-up event, I gained the necessary 
contacts and was granted access to study their open data initiative. However, to gain a 
more nuanced picture of how municipalities shaped their initiatives, Skellefteå 
municipality was also identified as a possible study object, due to their previous 
reputation14 for aiming at being more open and since they were about to start handling the 
issue of open data. When I enquired about access to their process, I was instantly granted 
access. A contributing reason for choosing municipalities as a case was also that I thought 
that it would be easier to make generalizable conclusions about since they all have the 
same mission; to develop and handle their region, although in different contexts. 
Compared to public authorities whom I argue is more difficult to compare since they, on 
the contrary, all deal with specific issues such as the tax, energy or general elections. 
Moreover, they also overlap in how many or which part of society they target, which the 
municipalities do not. In sum, the combination of Stockholm City and Skellefteå 
municipality thus included the possibility to study various contexts; big vs. small 
municipalities, increasing vs. decreasing populations and north of Sweden vs. South of 
Sweden, not saying that would render a full picture but at least provide the possibility to 
understand different contexts. 

In order to situate the municipality’s context, it was deemed important to get a grip of 
how the realization of open data was being conducted in Sweden since that was identified 
as a highly influencing factor for single open data initiatives. Concurrent with the data 
collection at the municipalities, national guidelines (E-delegationen 2013) were being 
developed in a co-creative manner; through open and web-casted seminars (Vinnova 
2012)  , where interested actors were invited to contribute. This debate was followed not 
in detail, but on an overall level in order to understand technical, political as well as social 
impacts of the open data phenomenon. Other sources of information was a Swedish 
Facebook group dedicated to open public sector data (Krantz 2011), open seminars about 
open data, and an open data based hackathon for journalists using Stockholm City open 
data (Föreningen Fajk 2012).  

4.2.3 Collecting and organizing the initial data 

The sampling strategies used for the two municipalities consisted of finding the people 
closest to the initiatives and to the data use that took place, but still maintaining a 
municipal perspective. In the two chosen cases, since open data remained in an very early 
phase, only a small amount of people were dedicated to the work, see Table 2. This largely 
limitied the number of potential informants, making the choice of informants not as much 
of a choice as of a necessity to interview those engagaed regardless of background or prior 
experience of open data. In general, the awareness of open data was tracked to about four 
to five months at the most. Also, only a very limited amout of documention was to be 
obtained for both municipalities; amounting to e.g. descision protocols for starting to 
investigate how they could open up their data and high-scale goals. An initial data 
collection process was conducted, aiming to gain a broader understanding of the open data 

                                            
14 Skellefteå municipality had both been involved in projects together with colleagues who witnessed on 
their aims related to openness , and also, they had recently launched a new citizen communication service 
platform where they worked extensively with social media; thus revealing not only intentions to be open but 
also practical examples. 
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initiative, see Table 2 and Table 3. All of the interviews regardless of situated format 
followed the same structure with four themes, based on insights from the pre-study in 
combination with the research aim, thus being structured for preparing for the on-
following data analysis and theory building. The themes also allowed for a flexibility in 
follow-up questions; an approach described as semi-structured interviews (Fontana, Frey 
2000, Myers, Newman 2007): 

A. About them: their organizations, their roles and the initiative 
B. Open data in general: their view of open data, its value and consequences and 

their related activities 
C. Data use: the view on e.g. servcies created (or created in the future) and their 

relationship with service developers and other data users 
D. Availability of data: their view on when open data is “available” to citizens 

(meaning both access and usability) 

To overcome the pitfalls of lack of trust and artificiality between the interviewer and the 
interviewees (Myers, Newman 2007), deliberate actions were taken at the start of the 
interviews. In Stockholm, I draw on the fact that I myself had been a resident in 
Stockholm for about seven years, living less than two blocks away from the city hall, 
thereby aiming to increase their trust in me to understand the Stockholm situation. For 
Skellefteå, I drew their attention to my prior knowledge of their earlier participation in 
research projects with collegues and also that I myself did not have any stake in the easy-
going and historical ‘rivalry’ between my municipality and theirs, since I am brought up in 
a more southern municipality. Also, in Skellefteå, without any deliberate intentions, I 
ended up to have an effect of their open data initiative, since they were in great lack of 
knowledge about open data in general. By their requests, I got the role of an non-neutral 
actor (Fontana, Frey 2000, Myers, Newman 2007) in that I provided knowledge to not 
only the strategic management, but also to the employees through an introductory 
presentation at a workshop and at a public seminar, see Table 3; thus becoming a part of 
the events in Skellefteå and a co-shaper of the evolvement of the Skellefteå initiative. In 
my study, I treat this as part of the data that reveala a need for knowledge and support. 

In Skellefteå, I arranged a workshop together with the strategic management a combined 
survey/data inventory among the employees working with the data. The workshop started 
with an introductory talk by the chief of IT strategic management and was followed-up 
with me holding a presentation about open data. Included in the workshop was smaller 
group discussions which were planned to be supported by me and recorded in full; 
however this activity ran into difficulties. For this reason, it was decided to make a re-
round of the group discussions, and a self-instructing material including survey was sent 
out to a selected group of employees; those working with the systems holding the data. 
The engagement was high and all employees answered the survey in full. Some of the 
employees answered the survey by first discussing the questions in a group from their 
department.  
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Table 2: Interviews and workshops 2012 - 2013 

Stockholm 
Stad15 

Interviews in person and by phone with:  

 1 head of the IT strategies department 
 1 data owner for released data 
 1 open data advisor from business sector 
 1 open data advisor from ICT sector (by phone) 

Groups interviews with: 

 1 project manager at department for IT strategies and 1 head of 
department/data owner for released data 

 1 project manager at department for IT strategies and 1 data owner 
 2 data owners with released data (from the same department) 

Interview by mail with: 

 Communication responsible for the open data initiative acting as part 
of the strategic group 

Skellefteå 
Municipality16 

Interviews in person and by phone with:  

 1 head of IT strategies department (by phone) 
 2 Project manager at IT strategies  
 Project manager at IT strategies (by phone) 

Groups interviews with: 

 1 head of IT strategies department  and 3 project manager at IT 
strategies (part of group interview) 

Workshop17: 

 1 workshop for 36 employees related to data sources affected by the 
open data directive and 4 member of the IT strategy department 
(working with open data). This included an introduction by the head 
of It strategies, a presention of open data by me, and 6 smaller group 
discussions structured by question in a work material18. After that, a 
survey was sent out also including a data inventory. 

                                            
15 Total amount of employees in Stockholm City is about 40 000 people, by 2014-10-22, 
http://www.stockholm.se/OmStockholm/Fakta-och-kartor/  
16 Total amount of people employed by Skellefteå municipality is about 8000 people. (A number gather from 
the municipality phone service, 2014-10-22, http://www.skelleftea.se/skriv )  
17 The data collection from the groups work in this workshop was not fully completed due to some 
unplanned difficulties.  On my way to the workshop in Skellefteå, I was involved in a car accident with a 
lorry on the E4 which resulted in my car being demolished to the extent that it could not be driven 
anymore. The accident resulted in the involvement of police, ambulance, fire department and a tow car, and 
I had to hitch-hike with the police to the workshop. For natural reasons, this caused both a time pressure 
and a huge stress on me. And for this reasons, I did not manage to keep all 6 groups working as planned, 
discussing and recording it, and some of them missed to record the discussion. Remarkable, the presentation 
went quite well (just 5 min late and covered up by chief of strategic management), but arranging for the 
groups to understand how to use the recording equipment turned out to be too difficult. Therefore, only 3 
out of 6 group discussions were recorded.  
18 See Appendix 2: Survey material in Skellefteå” for questions used during the group discussions. The 
material here is the slightly modified version used for the on-following survey after the workshop. 
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Table 3: Other forms of engagements and complementary data collections  2012-2013 

Stockholm 
City 

 Participation at the start-up event for Open Stockholm Awards (for 
contextualizing the case and for negotiating access (Pan & Tan 2011) 
to Stockholm City as a case) 

 Participation in one forum for participants in the app competition 
 Listening in on 2 web casted forums for participants in the Open 

Stockholm Award and 1 webcasted event about the Open 
Stockholm Award competition winners 

 Documentation from the Open Stockholm project and the Open 
Stockholm Awards competition, including more than 300 business 
ideas from people not participating in the app competition 

 1 webcasted journalist hackathon using Stockholm City open data 

Skellefteå 
Municipality 

Participation at 3 meetings with IT strategic management, were one also 
included a neighbour municipality 
Presentation of open data at open a forum hosted by local IT-
organisation 
Discussions on phone with IT strategic management regarding the 
finding from the survey/data inventory  

 

The material consisted of two parts; 1) an instruction to the survey and data inventory 
which included a specially recorded presentation of my introduction to open data, and 2) 
the questions in the survey/data inventory, which could be filled in either on paper 
(during group discussion) or/and by a web link. See Appendix 2 for a presentation of the 
material used. 

4.2.4 Constructing and extending the theoretic lens and confirming and validating data 

The Social Shaping of Technology (SST) was chosen as a theoretic lens through which I 
could analyse the current evolvement of open data on a broader and more societal level 
than what mere IS theories and open innovation theories could offer. Beyond this rational 
choice was also a more irrational reason which also seems to be valid for other researchers, 
and which was well described by one of the leading qualitative researchers within IS: 
“They chose a particular theory because it ‘spoke’ to them” (Walsham 2006, p. 325). SST as a 
scientific field rather immediately ‘spoke’ to me with its, in my opinion, holistic way of 
seeing technological evolvement as intertwined with societal and political issues that makes 
us able to understand these different strands as a whole (MacKenzie, Wajcman 1999). In 
particular, I was interested in the specific theory of social construction of technology that 
theorized the life world around innovation processes without making distinctions for 
organizational borders or direct involvement in the process (Pinch, Bijker 1987). SST has 
also recently been acknowledged in a book about social theory and philosophy (Mingers, 
Willcocks 2004)  as field that could be interesting to the IS field, by an introductory article 
of SST (Howcroft, Mitev & Wilson 2004).  

In contrast with the theoretic fields of E-government, SST sets out to question the 
prevailing paradigm of technology determinism. Even though open government (which is 
not really a theory, more an application area) is a response to previous non-digitalized 
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public organisations and open innovation sets out to disturb the practice of closed 
innovation, they are less reflective about the notion of technology. As an example, SST 
researchers have very recently starting questioning the worldview that has led us to think 
in terms of technological and sociological determinism. Instead, one of the SST frontier 
researchers elaborates on what would be the heuristic and methodological effects if we 
would start analysing the world based on the idea that water would be the denominating 
factor which life circles around, instead of technology or social relations (Bijker 2012). 
This way of questioning established ways of thinking is one of the reasons I chose to use 
SST as analytic lens; it both helps me with my research process of understanding open 
data, but also it inspires and intrigues me into changing my own way of seeing things. 

4.2.5 Selective coding and ensuing theory-data-model alignment 

All interviews was later transcribed by me, apart from two interviews transcribed by a 
colleague, allowing for a secondary and more in-depth understanding of the data (Bailey 
2008). Data was initially coded based on an elaborated version of the themes used in 
interviews. After that, all interviews were summarized in a document with main findings 
organized according to an elaborated structure based on the initial themes; thus allowing 
for comparative analysis between the two municipalities that increases understanding and 
enhances the potential for generalizability (Miles, Huberman 1994). Moreover, related and 
enlightening quotes were extracted in parallel to remain the feeling of originality of data 
and also to make future writings easier; drawing the analysis to understanding the “full 
story”(Miles, Huberman 1994, p.173). By letting the data ‘talk to me’, roughly the 
following headlines emerged as a sub-structure for each interviewee: 

 Chain of events, their activities related to the realisation of open data, and how 
things are done 

 Motivation for opening up data 
 Comments on the emerging national guidelines 
 Their view on open data and openness as portrayed by PSI directive and Swedish 

PSI law 
 Their support and co-operations 
 The view on value and consequences of open data (internal and external) 
 About grade of control on the release of data 
 Their relations with open data users 
 Use of data (citizens, companies and their own) 
 Their view of what constitutes an open data user 

The survey conducted in Skellefteå was analysed from a qualitative approach, that is, rather 
than doing statistical measurements, the content was analysed more in the form of mail 
interviews. This means that I aimed to get a broad understanding on how the employees 
looked upon open data and what future effects they identified. In addition to this, I 
compiled a report to the IT strategic management group with the total amount of answers 
together with a brief analysis of what this meant.  

Complementing the data transcription and theme-based analysis, for theory building and 
general understanding of the open data phenomena, a number of high-level conceptual 
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frameworks (Miles, Huberman 1994) were created. These frameworks have been used for 
clarifying important differences, dependencies and relations between actors and artifacts. 
An example on such a conceptual framework can be seen in Figure 3, which aims to 
portray the double roles of citizen’s engagement and its effects on service development and 
usage.  

4.2.6 Writing the case report 

The case study report as described by Pan & Tan (2011) consists of the sections normally 
used in an academic paper: 1) introduction, 2) literature review, 3) results, 4) discussion, 
and 5) conclusion. For this case study, two case reports based on different theoretical 
frameworks: Social Shaping of Technology (Lassinantti, Bergvall-Kåreborn & Ståhlbröst 
2014) and open innovation plus user innovation (Lassinantti 2013). However, this thesis 
should be regarded as the main case report for the case study of Stockholm City and 
Skellefteå municipality.  

4.3 The study of EU policies and supportive documents for open 

data realisation 

The two papers based on the municipal case study lay the foundation for the emergence of 
research questions related to the shaping of an arena for open data based innovation and 
value creation. These papers explored how the municipalities shaped their initiatives; the 
believed and sought effects of open data and what user groups in society were deemed 
interesting for value creation and innovation (Lassinantti, Bergvall-Kåreborn & Ståhlbröst 
2014), as well as an exploration of a possible explaining innovation framework for this 
innovation activity (Lassinantti 2013). The findings from the case study on the 
municipalities revealed that the overarching PSI-directive and the discourse surrounding it 
emerged as an important contextual factor that influenced the shaping of regional open 
data initiatives, see Figure 4. The Swedish context was also identified as important, 
however, since they were still immature and in an early stage, the European context was 

Figure 3: Example of conceptual framework for the change in service development 
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seen as the overall context shaping the open data initiatives. Also, the idea of seeing open 
data as an arena (Jorgensen, Sorensen 1999) brought up the need to approach the open 
data phenomenon as something that cuts across organisational borders and includes various 
groups of actors as creators of future effects. These dependencies are clarified in Figure 4. 
Yet another contributing factor was the theory about organizing visions (Swanson, Ramiller 
1997) that shows the strong power of early rhetoric from central actors related to an IS 
phenomenon and how they set the discourse that shapes the understanding of the 
phenomenon and mobilises actors that comply with the discourse contents. Given the 
findings from previous studies revealing the state of open data, as immature and under 
realisation, the organizing vision reinforced the need for a study on the EU policies for 
open data. This can also be seen as a general example of how empiric findings and theory 
has been intertwined in an abductive manner (Dubois, Gadde 2002) throughout the 
research process. Based on this, a study on European policies and other related documents 
was initiated.  

4.3.1 Data collection 

After an in-depth investigation of the European Commission’s dedicated website for 
supporting open data realisation, the ePSIplatform (2014), and its contents of e.g. reports, 
blogs, news and success cases, a specific line of EU-produced reports was found 
appropriate. The topic reports was released monthly and covered relevant and widely held 
topics from a group of authors with diverse backgrounds. More interestingly, they 
repeatedly included descriptions of how open data was being used throughout Europe and 
also relating usage to various impacts. Therefore, topic reports for a specific period of time 
was chosen, starting with the launch of topic reports in a specific and consistent layout for 
content and focus since earlier reports were inconsistent in their structure and appearance. 
From this date (2011), all reports until the end of the data collection period (beginning of 
2014) was included, see Table 5. It should be noted that the ePSI platform includes many 
other types of reports, than the topic reports. Many of these are not published by the 

Figure 4: How context influences open data initiatives 
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European Commission and were excluded because they represented national rather than a 
European perspective of open data. 

The four policy documents chosen are the current documents that influence the 
realization of open data initiatives, see a list in Table 4. However, it should be noted that 
the European Union also recently agreed to align with the G8 open data charter (G8 
2013) for the realization of open data, and that these strategies for natural reasons also 
could have been included as part of the European policies for open data. For this study 
though, the G8 strategies is not included since the actual writings in the document did not 
emerge solely as a result of the European Union culture or beliefs, rather it reflects a global 
approach to which the European Union adapts and aligns to through its agreements to 
comply (European Commission 2013).  

Together, these two sets of documents formed the data used for the third article; aiming to 
investigate how users and their relations to open data based impacts, that is new 
innovations and created value, were being portrayed in the policy documents, and to 
compare that vision to reported descriptions of user groups re-use and relation to 
innovation and value creation.  

Table 4: Policy document selected for study 

EU policy documents relating to public sector open data Year of release 

The PSI directive 2003

The EU open data strategy  2011

The Amendment of the PSI directive 2013

The European data value chain strategy 2013

 

Table 5: Open data topic reports selected for the study 

Topic reports supporting policy implementation of the PSI directive 
(http://www.epsiplatform.eu/list/report) 

Date of release  

Open Data in Natural Hazards Management 2014-01-22

A Year of Open Data in the EMEA Region 2014-01-08

Fiscal Transparency and Open Government Data 2013-11-26

The Influence of the Open Government Partnership (OGP) on the Open 
Data discussions 

2013-10-23

Impact of Standards in European Open Data Catalogues. A Multilingual 
perspective of DCAT 

2013-09-30

Understanding the impact of releasing and re-using Open government 
data 

2013-08-29

Data processing and visualization tools 2013-07-07

Open Data and EU Funding 2013-06-26
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Parliamentary informatics: what data should be open and how multi-
stakeholder efforts can help parliaments achieve it 

2013-05-29

Free Access, Public Fees and Prices 2013-04-29

Open Data in Developing Countries 2013-02-28

Europe's Data Catalogues 2013-01-30

Open Data and Liability 2012-12-30

Open Data Standardization before publication? 2012-12-30

Linked Data 2012-11-30

Local and Regional Data 2012-10-30

Charging Practices for PSI in the EU 2012-10-03

Re-use of Public Procurement Data 2012-09-25

Data Visualisation 2012-09-25

Data Wrangling 2012-09-25

Innovation Contests for Open Data Re-use 2012-08-20

Open Data in Cultural Heritage Institutions 2012-05-31

Open Aid Data 2012-05-31

The Amendments to the PSI Directive 2012-04-23

Re-use of Budget Data 2012-03-30

Re-use of Transport Data 2012-02-18

Re-use of Parliamentary Data 2011-12-01

PSI re-use in Portugal 2011-12-01

Comparing the 2008 and 2010 Public Consultations on the PSI Directive 2011-10-31

State of play, PSI re-use in Romania 2011-10-14

State of play: PSI re-use in Bulgaria 2011-10-14

PSI Re-use Rights and Privacy 2011-10-14

Data Journalism Fuelling PSI Re-use 2011-10-14

PSI in Belgium, a slow journey towards open data? 2011-10-14

 

4.3.2 Data analysis 

The data analysis was conducted in three rounds. First, all of the documents where read 
and summarized in excel according to a set of codes (Miles, Huberman 1994); objectives, 
document characteristics, drivers and examples of re-use, as well overall vision of impacts. 
Given the large amount of topic reports, the first analysis was found to be inadequate since 
coding emerged during the analysis, leaving the first analysed topic reports without the 
later derived coding. Therefore, as a second step, the broad range of topic reports where 
re-coded and analysed with the software NVivo, proven to support large scale qualitative 
data analysis (Leech, Onwuegbuzie 2011), according to a more detailed list of categories 
sprung from the initial analysis. This resulted in more detailed information about what user 
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groups were active and what specific impacts they contributed to. Lastly, the findings 
related to differences between the policy document and the topic reports were compared 
and cross checked, and final conclusions were made. Because of the large number of 
documents, the analysis has focused on writings that could represent a broader view 
identified in the reports. Also, given the amount of text, there is a substantial risk for the 
analysis to be coloured by the authors own and previous beliefs in the matter (Hartman 
2004, Myers 2004). However, efforts have been done to overcome biases through the 
identification of the authors own beliefs, discussions with peers and drawing knowledge 
from relevant literature.  

4.4 Critical reflections on research approach 

When having to choose between a stable research approach which would provide me with 
medium inspiring questions and a more unstable research approach but which in my 
viewpoint presents more thought-provoking questions, I usually go for the latter. For this 
I am relating to my decision to engage in a research on arenas and trying to mix different 
levels of public sector empirics when I could have settled with staying in the close 
proximity of municipalities to deepen my understanding of how things were done at a 
regional level. I am aware that this tendency of mine presents me with some difficulties 
regarding research execution and the possibilities to obtain generalizable findings. 
Therefore I will here reflect on them.  

Starting on an overall level, the combination of regional municipalities and studies of high 
level policy documents presents insecurities for how these two different strands of data can 
be combined into trustworthy findings. An apparent question here is how I could decide 
that the national and European policies could be seen as part of the context for the 
municipalities, since that was not explicitly investigated, or how I was to know where 
context really begins and ends. Hayes and Westrup (2012) argue that context can be 
constructed through a process “of development and interpretation” (p. 27). From this, one can 
question whether the acknowledgement of Swedish and European policies as important 
context originates from my correct interpretation of the case or emerged from me as a 
person. In the end, context relates to what can be said to be relevant data for the case in 
question, and thus also affects the boundaries for research. This is for the readers to decide.  

When it comes to the study of the two municipalities, there are some things that need 
some scrutiny. First, the choice of informants heavily affects the outcome of a study since 
the informants should be representative for their field (Pan, Tan 2011). Given the 
difficulties to find cases to study in the first place, it can’t be said that these municipalities 
necessarily are representative. Another important matter is how closely the case is 
followed, and for this, the study reveals some potential weaknesses. First, Skellefteå were 
including me in their process because of their lack of resources and knowledge of open 
data, while there were no corresponding inclusion in Stockholm, which could result in 
data that might not be the best to compare. Second, the second round of interviews could 
have been more extensive by taking on the form of the first round of interview instead of 
settling with fewer interviewees to confirm the findings on a strategic level. This could 
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inevitably have resulted in more in-depth data useful for identifying more details and 
aspects to the findings.  

Being critical and reflective on the choice of theory is yet another important aspect. In 
their book about critical thinking, Hultén et al (2007) brings forward three perspectives 
useful for reflecting on the used theory: First, reflecting on the basic assumptions for the 
theory gives us an understanding if the theory is valid or not. In the case of SST, the basic 
view on display is that of how the social and technical intertwines and I do believe that 
this is a extremely relevant worldview today when ICT becomes more and more 
ubiquitous in our lives (Yoo 2010). Secondly, we should ask ourselves if the theory still is 
relevant or if there is new research that is better suited. For this aspect, SST can actually be 
questioned for its high focus on hardware products which development and evolvement is 
rather different from everyday ICT. For me, this becomes a matter of being attentive 
when applying the theory, but also, it might present an opportunity for theory 
development. Recently, theories like stakeholder theory (Donaldson, Preston 1995) that 
originally took a firms perspective have started to include a broader societal perspective by 
including future generations as stakeholders in perspectives of corporate social 
responsibility (Parmar et al. 2010). However, early on I discarded this theory for lacking 
the societal and political perspective on technology development I was interested in, but 
this might be one theory that I have overlooked and which might prove to be useful. 
Moving on, the last aspect to reflect upon is whether the chosen theory actually is being 
used in the research or if it turned out more as a virtual cover story. Here I honestly can 
say that SST has not been used as a thin layer of paint, rather it has changed my way of 
thinking quite profoundly, and hopefully this is reflected in this thesis. 
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5 Summary of included papers 
To ground the discussion, the included articles are hereby briefly presented and 
summarized in Table 6.  

Table 6: Summary and overview of articles 

Article Main findings 

Shaping local open 
data initiatives: 
politics and 
implications 

By Josefin Lassinantti, 
Birgitta Bergvall-
Kåreborn and Anna 
Ståhlbröst 

The two municipality’s interpreted open data in two 
different ways based on their local context and their 
respective challenges which made them diverge towards 
two different ends. Stockholm moved towards open data 
release grounded in a techno-economic perspective. 
Skellefteå was seen to move towards the broader open 
government by seeing open data as a co-creative societal 
growth.  

Open innovation 
going societal? – 
Open data as 
boundary breaker 

By Josefin Lassinantti 

The public sector context to open innovation revealed a 
lack in private sector open innovation practice in that they 
did not acknowledge the dual value of the innovation; in 
this case, the data revealed one value within public sector 
and another for the citizen for the same innovation. Also, 
the municipalities were seen to adopt different approaches 
to engaging in inside-out open innovation, acting on an 
active to passive scale. Finally, the paper suggests that 
Chesbroughs original funnel metaphor should be reversed 
to suit the public sector context.  

Open data in Europe 
– mapping user 
groups to innovation 
impacts 

By Josefin 
Lassinantti, Birgitta 
Bergwall-Kåreborn 

There is no ’one user group – one impact’ relation, rather 
the different user groups were seen to contribute to various 
open data impacts. This contradicts the view of user groups 
in high level policy documents which adheres to a silo 
thinking when they adopt a rather linear approach; seeing 
the ICT sector as the main innovators and value creators of 
open data and the rest of the citizens as its beneficiaries.      

The multidirectional 
evolvement of open 
data – Relevant 
social groups in 
Europe 

By Josefin Lassinantti 

This paper reveals that all of the acknowledged user groups 
in EU open data topic reports adheres to various impacts of 
open data, thus forming four different relevant social groups 
based on how they choose to approach open data. These 
are: 1) creating business opportunities, 2) engaging in 
knowledge diffusion, 3) addressing complex societal 
challenges, and 4) supporting open data process and 
practice. These groups are thus representing a 
multidirectional evolvement of open data drawing on 
different values such as economic or societal. 

 



 
 

52 

5.1 Paper 1: Shaping local open data initiatives – politics and 

implications  

This journal article (Lassinantti, Bergvall-Kåreborn & Ståhlbröst 2014) is a qualitative case 
study of the Stockholm and Skellefteå municipalities. It aims to explore different municipal 
perspectives, or the interpretative flexibility as the social constructivist theory is called, of 
open data, and to see how different interpretations of open data are shaping the local 
initiatives. Findings revealed two ways of interpreting open data initiatives: 1) as a platform 
for techno-economic growth and 2) as a platform for co-created societal growth. These 
two approaches addressed the municipalities’ respective contextual challenges and interests 
alongside national recommendations. In doing so, the municipalities diverged into the 
evolvement toward two different ends: the realization of open data and the realization of 
open government.  

In addition to these findings, a number of differentiators between these municipalities 
interpretation of open data was identified: 1) the opening up process, 2) the relationship 
with open data users, 3) the view on the individual, 4) the value of openness, and 5) the 
need for external visibility. More in-depth information is found at p. 26-26 in the article. 
To better understand why the municipalities differed in their interpretation, a structured 
approach for understanding different levels of interpretations was applied; the flexibility of 
structure (Humphreys 2005). 

 

BASIC INTERPRETATION OF STRUCTURE 

Historical legacy from Freedom of information legislation 
Practical issues related to how data should be released and  
adherence to directives 

FLEXIBLE INTERPRETATION OF 

 

Different views on: 

The opening up process 
The relationship with data users 
The view on the individual 
The value of openness 
The need for external visibility 

 

 

 

Examples of socially  
shaped local data initiatives: 

Open data realisation based 
on a techno-economic 
growth perspective 
Open government realisation 
based on a co-creative 
societal growth perspective 

 Contextual challenges 

Figure 5: The flexible shaping of open data initiatives for the cases Stockholm and Skellefteå 
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This theory proposes to see interpretation as levelled agreement; that is, different people 
can agree on basic assumptions and facts, but disagree on a more in-depth level. When 
applied to the municipalities interpretation of open data, it was clear that they only agreed 
on historical legacy and practical realisation issues, but diverged in their opinion about 
how and what value could come out of open data, thus partly explaining the two 
directions toward a techno-economic growth or a co-creative societal growth. Their 
different contextual challenges; e.g. Stockholm dealing with a population growth while 
Skellefteå is challenged by a population reduction, was seen to be an important factor for 
their differing interpretations of open data. For a summative illustration, see Figure 5. 

5.2 Paper 2: Open innovation going societal – open data as 

boundary breaker 

This conference article (Lassinantti 2013) aims to create a better understanding of the on-
going open data realization process and in what ways it contributes to a future innovation 
scene. It does so by applying the viewpoint of a private sector model for open innovation, 
the inside-out open innovation process, on the data from the municipal case study. 

This innovation theory deals with situations where a resource is distributed to external 
actors to form the basis of collaborative innovations in the external actor context. For the 
resource owner, the company, this often leads to new business model innovations (Enkel, 
Gassmann & Chesbrough 2009). The similarities between companies making products or 
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Figure 6: The dual mode of inside-out innovation in the societal open data context 



 
 

54 

licenses freely available for innovative collaborative use (Chesbrough 2012) and 
municipality’s release of data as an open resource for citizens innovation was the driving 
motivation for this choice of research approach. Early on, the application of the open 
innovation theory revealed important differences between the governmental and the 
business context relating to what value was acknowledged. While the business context 
focused mainly on the value created in the resource providing company, the governmental 
context acknowledged both the value created within the public sector organization as well 
as the value created in society when data was put to use. Also, the municipalities as 
resource providers were seen to act in an inside-out innovation process but the users, 
citizens, of the very same resources acted as innovators in an outside-in innovation process. 
Together this formed a broad societal framework for a dual mode of innovation, as 
exemplified in Figure 6. For the co-creation of innovations, public sector participation was 
also found to vary on a passive-active scale, while the external data users as innovators 
were always actively involved. In this case, Stockholm City, which interpreted open data 
as a platform for techno-economic growth, seized a passive approach, that is, they did not 
engage in co-creating activities. Skellefteå Municipality on the other hand, who 
interpreted open data as a platform for co-created growth, actively sought engagement in 
the innovation activities. This is illustrated in Figure 6.  

In addition to the dual mode of innovation framework, the paper also elaborates on the 
effect of the digital characteristics of open data, and finds that open data as a global 
resource not limited to business networks, alters the balance between resource provider 
and resource user. The public sector context, with citizens as users, was seen to largely 
outnumber the provider side of the open innovation funnel. For this reason, I argue, that 
in the societal context, the open innovation funnel metaphor, should be reverses, thus 
displaying the open part of the funnel to the society and user side rather than towards the 
provider side as exemplified in Figure 7. 
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Figure 7: Reversing the open innovation metaphor in the open data context 
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5.3 Paper 3: Open data in Europe – mapping user groups to 

innovation impacts  

The third paper (Lassinantti, Bergvall-Kåreborn 2014) sprung out of a need to better 
understand the context in where Stockholm and Skellefteå were seen to take different 
directions in their open data realisation towards innovation and value creation. For this, 
the EU discourse posed as a crucial factor for influencing how open data is interpreted and 
for understanding how users are believed to innovate and create value.   

Therefore, this study sets out to examine how re-users are being portrayed in policy 
documents and in a set of topic reports. The following three research questions are used to 
guide the study.  

1. Which re-user groups are acknowledged in the selected policy documents and 
topic reports? 

2. Where in the data value chain is the different re-users placed and what value are 
they expected to generate? 

3. How might the current way of portraying re-users in policy documents and topic 
reports influence the shaping of the emerging open data innovation scene? 

As data, four high-level policy documents and thirty-four topic reports from EU related to 
public sector open data was investigated.  

Findings revealed an unjustified overemphasis on user groups from the ICT-sector, 
developers and companies, as believed source for innovation and value creation, while the 
reported usage was seen to be far more diverse and boundary crossing; journalists, non-
governmental organizations and researchers were also found to innovate and create value.  

5.4 Paper 4: The multidirectional evolvement of open data – 

Relevant social groups in Europe 

The fourth paper (Lassinantti 2014) builds on the third paper and draws on the findings 
about the user groups reported open data use and engagement. This paper sets out to 
examine how different user groups relate to open data based impacts and to discuss 
implications for the emergence of the future arena for innovation and value creations that 
open data is envisioned to emerge into.  For this, an additional theoretic framework was 
added, the sociotechnical perspective of relevant social groups. 

Findings reveal that when the user groups were merged into relevant social groups, a 
grouping based on a common aim with usage rather than role or sector, the user groups 
were found to be rather evenly spread out into four major areas; 1) creating business 
opportunities, 2) engaging in knowledge diffusion, 3) addressing complex societal 
problems, and 4) supporting open data practice and process, thus indicating a highly 
multidirectional evolvement of open data, see Figure 8. Not only did these relevant social 
groups present a different picture of open data usage and engagement, the user groups also 
went beyond usage to engage in supporting the open data realisation; thus transforming 
social structures and blurring the public task.  



 
 

56 

 



 
 

57 

6 Shaping an open arena for open data 

based innovation and value creation 
This section presents a discussion of the findings from the included articles seen through 
the lens of the theoretic framework of Social Shaping of Technology. The discussion takes 
its starting point in the initially stated research aim: To explore how the public sector open data 
phenomenon is being shaped to address societal opportunities and challenges, and is divided into 
four sections. The first describes open data as an arena for innovation and value creation. 
The section and third sections discuss two different concepts for how societal opportunities 
and challenges are addressed within this arena. The first concept, multidirectional 
evolvement is discussion in section three while the concept of multicentre evolvement is 
discussed in section three. The discussion ends with a more reflective section on the open 
data phenomenon as a transformative power in today’s society, aimed to inspire our 
thoughts on how we might choose to see the shaping of open data in the future.  

6.1 An open arena for innovation and value creation 

My interpretation of open data as an arena for innovation and value creation is strongly 
influenced by the sociotechnical theory of arenas for development (Jorgensen, Sorensen 1999) 
, which provides a metaphorical lens for understanding technology development at a meta-
level. According to Jorgensen and Sorensen, arenas for development is: “A cognitive space 
that holds together the settings and relations that comprise the context for a product or process 
development that includes; a number of elements such as actors, artefacts, and standards that populate 
the arena; a variety of locations for action, knowledge and visions that define the changes of this space, 
and; a set of translations that has shaped and played out the stabilization and destabilization of 
relations and artefacts.” (p. 410). 

First, open data is highly governed by standards because of its public sector context. Not 
only does the PSI directive (Cox, Alemanno 2003, Schultz, Shatter 2013)  as well as its 
accompanying legislations, related to for example copyright and handling of personal data, 
act for a legitimized openness, several non-governmental organisations also act as 
standardization agencies in their aim to speed up the release of data and enable inter-
compatibility between both data and systems handling data (Open Government 
Partnership 2013, Open Knowledge 2014, The Sunlight Foundation 2010, The World 
Bank 2012). This creates openness in use of data as well as openness in engaging in the 
evolvement of the arena, even though it builds on public sector legislation. In this, the 
different versions of Freedom of Information legislation throughout the globe can be seen 
as the core of open data.  

Second, the open data settings and context is highly borderless and innovative. The very 
characteristic of open data and its use is ubiquitous and permeates society through citizen 
empowerment, new apps, news articles, research (Lassinantti, Bergvall-Kåreborn 2014) and 
transformed public sector organisations (Jaeger, Bertot 2010). The use of data is by no 
means restricted to e.g. national membership or company employments, it is free to access 
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for everybody. This borderless context resulted in new forms of collaborations between 
e.g. new public-private partnerships and newspapers working together with citizens 
(Lassinantti, Bergvall-Kåreborn 2014). The use of data and other forms of engagement was 
also seen to be cross-sectorial and driven by different understanding of what open data 
could be used for rather than determined by the users sector adherence (Lassinantti 2014); 
thus indicating that ICT-capabilities can be found in many sectors beyond the ICT-sector 
and that there is no one-impact-one user group relationship. 

Lastly, open data is also governed by multiple perspectives on valuable outcomes, situated 
in a context with many different actors with various backgrounds and experiences. For 
example, open data brings together people with a historical legacy of engaging with the 
Freedom of information rights and people with an interest and knowledge of new ICT 
which provides for a highly dynamic context (Bates 2012, Janssen 2012, Yu, Robinson 
2012). On the higher meta-level, open data can lead to different kinds of innovations that 
have economic, societal and political values, such as travel-apps, historical research or 
corruption fighting information (Lassinantti, Bergvall-Kåreborn 2014). It was also seen that 
an open data based innovation emerging from a co-creation activity represents dual values, 
one value for each co-creating actor (Lassinantti 2013), see Figure 6. In the open data case, 
this can be exemplified with the emergence of a new open data based service, for which 
the citizen or company developed the service sees e.g. an economic value, while the other 
actor, the public sector data provider sees the service as valuable for regional growth. But 
open data also provides values that not necessarily derive from innovation being spread to a 
range of end-users or beneficiaries, people can also increase their personal knowledge and 
become empowered to participate in local governance or gain information deemed 
valuable for them.   

Hence, even though the arena as a metaphor for the open data phenomenon offers a 
potential to engage into a more extended and thorough discussion, the aim in this section 
is rather to give a notion of what perspectives might be seen when lending oneself to 
reflect on the characteristics of an open arena. I would argue that the concept of an open 
arena for innovation and value creation makes us able to address and acknowledge the 
highly heterogeneous character of open data (Lassinantti 2013, Lassinantti 2014), and also 
to gain a holistic understanding of the phenomenon, which is especially important since 
open data is still considered immature and under development. We know that once a 
technology becomes settled, changes are difficult to achieve (Tyre, Orlikowski 1994, 
Winner 1999), and therefore, it is arguably even more important to understand what open 
data is all about so that important perspectives are not forgotten or overlooked.    
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6.2 A multidirectional evolvement 

In the seminal writing on SCOT, multidirectional evolvement of technology is defined as 
when the technology becomes stabilized in several configurations which solves the 
problem for more than one relevant social group; resembling the creation of a product 
portfolio (Pinch, Bijker 1987). This evolvement is described by a closure process for the 
relevant social groups in where their problems receive a solution, and also by a stabilization 
process for the artifact, to which smaller and smaller changes are done. This section 
discusses the multidirectional evolvement of open data and how that can be a concept for 
understanding how societal opportunities and challenges are addressed. For this I will 
discuss municipalities in their role as regional actors and user groups formed into relevant 
social groups as the origin for a multidirectional evolvement. At the end I will also reflect 
on other indications for a multidirectional evolvement of open data and particularly discuss 
how the adding of the entity harmonisation to the notion of closure and stabilization can be 
a way forward to deal with the political aspects of open data.   

6.2.1 Municipalities as diverging regional groups 

A relevant social group is defined as a group of people which shares a view on the artifact 
(Pinch, Bijker 1987), in this case the open data phenomenon, and by this engages 
differently with the artifact. Even though Stockholm and Skellefteå should not be seen as 
relevant social groups to the full extent of its definition, they still reveal some interesting 
aspects of it; as loosely held groups that acts together under an organisational frame. 
Relevant social groups have previously been structured in line with organisational 
belonging (Howcroft, Light 2010, Mackay, Gillespie 1992). 

In this case, Stockholm was seen to diverge towards a techno-economic growth and 
Skellefteå towards a co-creative societal growth as a municipality initiative (Lassinantti, 
Bergvall-Kåreborn & Ståhlbröst 2014); thus differing both in values and strategies. This 
shaping process was seen to be strongly influenced by their respective contextual problems 
and physical location. In the Stockholm case, they needed to address the problems of a 
growing city and also they had the historical legacy of being one of the foremost 
international cities for IT innovation. With this as a backdrop, their solution was to engage 
the ICT-sector in hackathons and innovation competitions based on the data that was 
easiest to release at that time. Skellefteå on the other hand faced problems of a decreasing 
population and an upcoming need to recruit younger personnel because of large scale 
retirements. Their solution was to include open data in an already existing work of 
transforming their IT-infrastructure to lay the ground for a broad scale open data release. 
Also, they engaged in collaborations with both neighbouring municipalities and sub-
suppliers of data to form a feasible network, and included citizens from several branches 
and generations as future open data users.     

Moreover, an important contextual differentiator between the municipalities was the role 
of the physical location; for Stockholm it meant a nearness to knowledgeable people acting 
at a national level and the possibility to easily participate in national seminars, while 
Skellefteå had none of that; thus affecting their direction for open data realisation to a 
more regional collaborative approach. From this we learn that the role of physical location 
can be seen as a factor of power that determines the grade of influence on the technology 
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evolvement (Humphreys 2005) as well as political dimension of being included or 
excluded (Winner 1993). Also, it is likely to affect the amount of attention and support 
available for the open data initiative since a central location makes is much easier to meet 
knowledgeable people, media and also to attract participants to hackathons and other 
competitions.  

Hence, I would argue that the regional open data initiatives addresses the already identified 
societal challenges and opportunities that are deemed relevant for their situation and 
context rather than to only abide by the presented possible outcomes of open data. The 
physical location act as an important factor for how local open data initiatives are 
operationally shaped, but also it affects the power structures in an arena for innovation and 
value creation in that it sets the boundaries for nearness to knowledge resources and 
visibility on the arena.  

6.2.2 Open data user groups as diverging relevant social groups 

A user group is a group of people that are grouped together as users based on their 
professional roles or their adherence to a certain business sector or branch. Compared to 
the municipalities, they don’t usually act under some organized frame of reference; rather 
they are bound to each other by e.g. personal networks, working places, or not at all, that 
is, the grouping is purely descriptive. In high level discussion about emerging 
phenomenon, users are often grouped in this way because it is an easy way to deal with a 
broad range of people, and simplification is often a way forward (Corea 2004) when 
mobilizing people to new ICT (Swanson, Ramiller 1997). However, simplification also 
leads to blurred view of what is really going on and how citizens engage with open data to 
address societal challenges and opportunities.  

The study on European policies and related supportive documents for open data realisation 
(Lassinantti, Bergvall-Kåreborn 2014) captures the most portrayed user groups in a set of 
EU open data reports, and conveys a significant discrepancy to how user groups were 
envisioned in the policy documents. Findings revealed that when the ICT-sector 
(developers, IT-companies, data researchers and consultants) was seen as the main creators 
of economic value and the rest of the citizens as its beneficiaries in EU policies, the 
reported open data usage in the EU reports revealed a much more heterogeneous pattern 
of usage and identified values. Companies, developers, journalists, researchers and non-
governmental organisations were seen as engage in open data and by doing so, forming 
four different relevant social groups which set off towards different impacts (Lassinantti 
2014); 1) creating business opportunities, 2) engaging in knowledge diffusion, 3) 
addressing complex societal challenges, and 4) supporting open data process and practice, 
see Figure 8. Hence, the citizens did not act in silos determined by role or branch, which 
was more the envisioned case in the policy documents; rather they acted in a cross-
sectional manner showing that there is not a one-impact-one-user group relation. These 
findings support research that sees the use of ICT in general as a truly ubiquitous field 
(Walsham 2012, Yoo 2010), and also reveals that the engagement with open data is a good 
example of permeated ICT knowledge across sectors. 
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Interestingly, not only did the different user groups engage in re-use of open data in a 
mixed way, they also went beyond usage by e.g. taking part in the publication of data, co-
creation of open data strategies and were participating in monitoring activities [RSG: 
Supporting open data practice and process]; thus blurring the boundaries of what is 
believed to be the public task (Bannister, Connolly 2014, Harrison et al. 2012). A good 
example of that is the work developers are doing with cleaning and improving the data 
(Dawes, Helbig 2010, Janssen, Kronenburg 2012), a work previously done by public 
sector employees. Closely related to these user groups are the public sector employees who 
were identified as data users in the study, but not as strongly as the others19. Nonetheless, 
their presence as data users further fuels the notion of a multidirectional evolvement of the 
open data phenomenon where the borders are becoming all the more blurry and diffuse. 
Hence, the digitalization of the Freedom of Information rights seems to transform existing 
social structures, a matter known to be downplayed by ICT enthusiasts (Bellamy, Taylor 
1998, Winner 1986a). Also, these findings support research that states that the aspect of 
open when it comes to public sector information represents the “changing relation between 
citizens, public administration, and political authority” (Maier-Rabler, Huber 2011, p. 
182).    

However, this also presents some important implications for the identified directions of 
impacts. Since the policy documents were seen to envision a simplified view of how and 
what impacts might emerge, by mainly putting their trust in the ICT-sector and aiming 
for economic impacts, the emerging impacts except for creating business opportunities risk 

                                            
19 The public sector employees were visible in the topic reports as being data users related to public service 
development and efficiency gains. But since they were not as often portrayed as the other user groups and 
since articles are stipulated with maximum numbers of pages, the public sector employees had to be removed 
from the two articles written based on the EU policy study.  

Figure 8: The relation between user groups and relevant social groups in the open data case 
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being downplayed and falling outside the frameworks for evaluation of impacts, thus 
making this to an political issue. For the lines of impact not primarily targeting economic 
value, I would argue that the existing evaluation framework for open data use as laid out 
in EU policies, and which primarily sets out to measure economic values in form of 
number of new start-ups and number of new services (DG Connect 2013), pose a true 
challenge. In fact, evaluations of information systems has proven to be highly political in 
regard to relevant social groups; that the evaluation process can be used to merely verify 
views of the evaluated artifact that has already been determined by those in favour of the 
current artifact settings (Wilson, Howcroft 2005).  Also, if the solutions seen by relevant 
social groups are not acknowledged and acted upon, that particular direction of 
evolvement risk becoming unstable and wither away (Bijker, Law 1992) .  

The issue of what directions that will be acknowledged in future policies and seen as 
important also boils down to the politics of open data. Arguable, the vision portrayed in 
the policy documents and which is contextualized by a “goldmine” discourse (Lassinantti 
2014) bears a strong resemblance to the utopian thinking related to technological 
determinism (Winner 1986a, Winner 1999). For this, I must agree with Winner (1993) 
and argue that we need to take a stance about what relevant groups, and the direction for 
impact they represent, really are important for the future and for what reasons. However, 
downplaying knowledge creation and diffusion together with the addressing of complex 
societal challenges are also examples of societal values which are known to be less easily 
depicted and communicated (Janssen 2011). It is also stated that public values are 
transformed when new ICT arrive (Bannister, Connolly 2014), and in the open data case, 
it might be worth pondering about what actors are engaged in this redefinition of public 
value; the public sector organisations or the citizens acting in relevant social groups? 

6.2.3 Reflections on other signs for multidirectional evolvement 

When engaging in a discussion about the multidirectional evolvement of the open data 
phenomenon, as metaphorically seen as an arena for innovation and value creation, it is 
also important to reflect on what is not seen. Impacts that that did not receive the 
attention in the reported actions of the user groups that one might think they would have, 
is the notions of participation, citizens empowerment and transparency, all given vast 
attention in open data rhetoric’s (European Commission 2011, Kroes 2012, Lathrop, 
Ruma 2010).  

Starting with participation, one likely reason is arguable that this is hidden in service 
development that enables citizens to more easily participate in e.g. decision making. 
Closely correlated to this is the knowledge you need before you participate, which can be 
gained either from the use of an open data based service, from news articles or research 
based on open data, or by using the open data first hand. Similarly, citizens empowerment 
is often a wording used by high-level strategists to describe an effect, but not used by the 
very citizens that are being empower by e.g. participation in decision making processes or 
by gaining access to local culture data. Also, empowerment is likely to be a rather 
individual interpretation of a particular situation and probably does not lend itself easily to 
generalizations. And as for transparency, this is the fundament of which open data relies 
on, and has come to be related more to the public sectors release of data (Byrtus et al. 
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2012, McDermott 2010) than with the actions of citizens. For them it is about e.g. gaining 
new services that makes it easier to know when the bus is coming, accessing information 
about the elected whereabouts to fight corruption, or to spread information about the 
differing situations for elementary schools. By looking at participation, transparency and 
empowerment as manifested in other outcomes, this can be seen as support for Harrison et 
al (2012) that argues that we need to look upon processes like these “as means towards 
desirable ends, rather than administrative ends in themselves” (p. 83).  

Notably, it is also worth reflecting on participation in particular from the viewpoint of 
multidirectional evolvement, and the tendency to describe it as citizen’s engagement in 
public sector decision making processes (Davies 2013, Evans, Campos 2013, Meijer, 
Curtin & Hillebrandt 2012). Because I would argue that this is a constructed definition 
based on existing social structures from the time period before open data, and that this 
arrangement also could be questioned. The study on open innovation as a way to 
understand how innovations emerge on the open data arena shows that the perspectives 
can be turned when looking at open data as an open resource in an inside-out innovation 
process (Lassinantti 2013). From this innovation perspective it is possible to start looking at 
participation as public sector actors engaging in the citizens societal context; that is, to add 
an opposite direction of participation. Also, adding to a broader view on participation, the 
user groups were seen to participate in other governmental affairs than mere decision-
making; data release, open data strategies and monitoring open data initiatives (Lassinantti, 
Bergvall-Kåreborn 2014). Hence, a multidirectional evolvement of open data can also be 
found within particular processes affected by the opening up of public sector data.    

Lastly, when reflecting on the characters of the municipalities diverging evolvement and 
that of the relevant social groups, it is also clear that they are different and that the notion 
of direction is not enough as describing factor. Therefore, the next section will take a grip 
on the locations and situations from where this evolvement starts.   

6.3 A multicentre evolvement 

The previous section discussed how multidirectional evolvement can be a way to 
understand how that takes a grip on what directions open data is emerging towards, the 
discussion in this section will try to understand the base of these directions by elaborating 
on how we can choose to see the open data arena as having multiple centres that enables 
locations and situations (Jorgensen, Sorensen 1999) for open data based innovations and 
value creation. In this section, I will discuss how municipalities, social groups of data users 
as well as EU can be seen as centres for innovation and value creation by enabling different 
types of locations and situations. 
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6.3.1 Regional groups as centres – acting as open data intermediaries 

The municipalities’ efforts of shaping regional open data initiatives based on providing 
open data inevitable feeds into an arena for innovation and value creation. The released 
data is free for everyone to use, regardless of e.g. where this person comes from, what this 
person does for a living or what the intentions of using the data is; thus data providers 
becomes a natural centre of attention. However, the municipalities were seen to act not as 
developers of technology (Pinch, Bijker 1987) in that they did not alter the data itself, 
rather, they were seen to act as intermediaries of technology (Lassinantti, Bergvall-
Kåreborn 2014) since they were subject to demands of compliance to technology [open 
data] and legal standards (Montiel-Ponsoda, Villazón-Terrazas 2013) from EU and 
Sweden, drawing on their respective challenges as stipulated by problems as solutions, as 
clarified in Figure 9.  

By acting as open data intermediaries, the municipalities formed spaces for innovation and 
value creation that took the form of centres for the evolvement of the open data 
phenomenon. Stockholm City focused on developers and companies and excluded data 
journalists in their scope of action, while Skellefteå more or less included all citizens as 
relevant actors in an exploratory manner. By choosing what re-users to target, 
municipalities inevitable also makes the issue of open data a political issue, a matter of 
including and excluding people (Winner 1993). A mere focus on the ICT sector, as in the 
Stockholm case, has been criticized as a way of secretly handing out corporate subsidies 
(Bates 2012), and also letting tech people become the new interpreters of public 

Figure 9: A modified version of SCOT to fit the open data context 
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information (Margetts 2011). The cases revealed specific situations for innovation such as 
the hackathons arranged in Stockholm, or the open seminars hosted by Skellefteå 
municipality around the launch of the collaborative project OpenNorth; a regional portal 
for open data. Locations for innovation and value creation were seen to be both related to 
a geographical area as well emerging on the internet, e.g. the Skellefteå region or the 
Open Stockholm web, thus supporting the notion of heterogeneous “spaces for innovation” 
(Jorgensen, Sorensen 1999, p. 409). As described in the previous section, the notion of 
regional location is a factor that affects the possibilities for engaging with knowledgeable 
people, attract users and networking with peers.  

Moreover, by their different realisation approaches towards open government [Skellefteå] 
or open data release [Stockholm] (Lassinantti, Bergvall-Kåreborn 2014), the municipalities 
were setting the frame for what innovations are most likely to happen. Embarking towards 
open government arguably opens more possibilities for e.g. re-innovating public sector 
processes or enabling increased participation in decision processes than does a mere release 
of open data, a previously verified cause and effect relationship (Evans, Campos 2013). In 
the same way, taking an active or passive approach in co-creating innovations (Lassinantti 
2013) will enable different situations for co-creation. Co-creation as an approach has 
previously been acknowledged for its ability to bring in different sectors to the use of open 
data, e.g. the culture sector (Conradie, Mulder & Choenni 2012). Notably, the difference 
between Stockholm and Skellefteå in size becomes a practical matter; it is most likely 
easier to engage in co-creation in a little municipality then in a very large since it becomes 
a matter of resources even though the ambition to do so should not be neglected.  

Hence, the regional open data initiatives takes on the role of artifact intermediary and in 
this role they can be seen as a centre for evolvement of open data based impacts. They do 
so by enabling different situations and locations for innovation and value creation 
(Jorgensen, Sorensen 1999), acting on contextual problems and solutions in combination 
with their interpretation of the artifact.   

6.3.2 Social groups as centres – networking and getting organized  

In addition to municipalities acting as centres for innovation and creation, the findings 
revealed that also social groups could act as centres for data use by enabling situations and 
locations for innovation and value creation. In parallel with the Open Stockholm Award, 
which was a typical hackathon aimed at developers and companies (Poikola, Kresin 2012), 
there was a journalist hackathon20 going on based on the exact same data sets from 
Stockholm City and where they were creating web services that e.g. enables citizens to 
explore ratings and facts on schools and geographic data on environmental hazards21. 

                                            
20 The journalist organisation FAJK (Föreningen för Anordnandet av Journalistiska Knytkonferenser) 
together with a data journalism project at the Södertörn University has up until now arranged three data 
hacks (2012, 2013, and 2014), see https://fajk.wordpress.com/fajkhack/. In 2012, the theme was the Open 
Stockholm data, and 30 journalists in five teams participated in a 24 hour hack with three categories (also 
used in the 2013 and 2014 hacks): 1) best visualisation, 2) best service, and 3) best news.   
21 These services have been created by a national Television company in Sweden which today has a number 
of services on their web (http://www.svt.se/pejl/) together with graphical visualisations and explanations of 
how to interpret the statistics in the services. In May 2014 they also released their first dataset on the web, 
free to use for everyone (http://blogg.svt.se/pejl/pejl/idag-slapper-vi-datan-for-eu-valkompassen-fri-for-
nedladdning/).     
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Nonetheless, even if they were just a few kilometres away in the same city, the mental 
distance from the open data initiative were much larger in that they were not interpreted 
as a relevant user group to be included in the open data initiative activities in Stockholm 
(Lassinantti, Bergvall-Kåreborn & Ståhlbröst 2014, Lassinantti 2013). Hence, in this case, 
journalists was seen to populate the open data arena but in a setting that were outside the 
direct relations to the open data providers, thus forming a centre of their own within their 
own networks and organisations.    

Interestingly, in relation to this network of database journalists, the television company 
developing one of the web services on the Open Stockholm data has also started to 
become engaged in releasing their collected data as open data, thus becoming an open data 
provider. This tendency to engage in the release of data was also supported by the study 
on EU documents and topic reports (Lassinantti, Bergvall-Kåreborn 2014), which revealed 
that developers, journalists and non-governmental organisations freely made their data 
open to the public. However, the findings on social groups acting as centres for innovation 
and value creation are not as strong as the corresponding data for municipalities acting as 
centres. Notwithstanding this lack of firm evidence, I argue that this still presents an 
interesting and important part of understanding the emergence of open data as an arena for 
innovation and value creation that could be further investigated in the future.  

6.3.3 EU as centre for standardization and harmonization 

Lastly, EU was also seen to form a natural centre for evolvement of the open data 
phenomenon. The web portal called the ePSI Platform is dedicated to support open data 
initiatives and open data user, and does so by providing information related to the release 
of open data, emerging standards, real life success stories as well as provides space for blogs 
(ePSIplatform 2014) . Apart from this, the EU commission is responsible for directives 
(Cox, Alemanno 2003, Schultz, Shatter 2013) and strategies (DG Connect 2013, European 
Commission 2011), thus acting both as a source for inspiration and legislative actor, see 
Figure 9. Compared to seeing a hackathon as a physical location and also a situation for 
engaging with open data, for most citizens, EU rather provides digital locations and 
situations.  

As a centre, EU can be seen as acting in the middle of hopes and reality, vision and 
evaluations, and also between those who govern and those that are being governed. With 
their visions and strategies, they aim to mobilize citizens (Swanson, Ramiller 1997) to 
engage with open data, and in this, they also becomes interpreters of open data value. 
Findings reveal that high level policy documents puts forward a vision of open data which 
mainly sees actors within the ICT-sector as innovator and creators of economic value even 
though other values were brought forward (Lassinantti, Bergvall-Kåreborn 2014). In 
comparison, other values were heavily downplayed.  The difference between the 
economically focused EU vision, and citizens engagement in impacts which did not see 
economic value as the foremost attribute, poses an important implication to an arena for 
open data based innovations and created value. Because even if these citizens, portrayed by 
their roles or sector adherence, obviously did not follow the EU vision in their 
engagement with open data for non-economic reasons, they still risk being left outside the 
monitoring eye that searches for economic value (DG Connect 2013). Without proper 
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acknowledgement from EU as centre for overall strategies and also funding, these 
emerging directions which represent future opportunities risk becoming overlooked and 
disregarded. In the end, this is a matter of defining values (Bannister, Connolly 2014) and 
avoiding a utopian view on new ICT (Bellamy, Taylor 1998, Heeks 2002, Winner 
1986a).  

Moreover, this discrepancy between EU vision and reported open data use (Lassinantti, 
Bergvall-Kåreborn 2014, Lassinantti 2014) can also be seen as one part of the continuous 
shaping of the still immature open data arena. And as such, this controversy reveals not 
only its political aspects but also puts EU as a centre for development towards the other 
centres for developments. This brings us to the closure and stabilisation processes played 
out in this arena, and the role of EU as centre for development. Relevant social groups are 
governed by a closure process wherein they see their problems as being solved by the 
emerging technology, at the same time as the emerging technology is being stabilized with 
smaller and smaller adjustments (Pinch, Bijker 1987), even though it is argued that full 
closure and stabilization cannot occur because technologies are always open for new 
interpretations (Khoo 2005). However, how the stabilization of the technology in 
common is related to the simultaneous closure processes in a multitude of relevant social 
groups is still an issue without definite answers. Here, within the frame of EU as a centre 
for open data development, I would argue for an additional factor to bring closure and 
stabilization closer to each other, and that is the notion of harmonisation. Harmonisation 
could be seen as the continuous efforts made by an actor [EU] that possesses the ability to 
handle standards, legislations and forming an overall vision for an emerging technology, to 
work towards an intertwinement of closure for a broad variety of relevant social groups 
and the stabilisation of the technology in common.  

6.3.4 Reflections on a multicentre development 

This section presented a suggested extension of the SCOT theory, to try to understand 
how a technology was shaped, not only from the emerging directions of relevant social 
groups, but from the notion of centres as the base for enabling locations and situations for 
innovation and value creation within the frame of an arena. Compared to the view of 
multidirectional evolvement, a multicentre evolvement approach tells us more about what 
opportunities for innovation and value creation are shaped and thus also makes it possible 
to discuss for which people these situations and locations are being formed. These 
situations and locations then becomes a fuel for the relevant social groups to act on their 
perceived problems. Multicentre development can also be a potential tool for addressing 
political issues concerning which people are addressed and which are not (Winner 1993). 
However, it should be noted that this is a mere first attempt to elaborate on multicentre 
development, and that further studies needs to be done to fully grasp the usefulness of the 
concept, and including the sub concept of harmonisation to opt between closure and 
stabilization.   
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6.4 From freedom of information to freedom of innovation? 

As a last point of reflection I will return to the concept from where open data started; the 
freedom of information (FOI) legislation. For open data as an arena for innovation and 
value creation, FOI puts forward an important question of democracy and thereby adds a 
level of complexity to the understanding of this phenomenon. Because it is clear that the 
realisation of open data and its envisioned outcomes poses a range of challenges when 
merging the historical and political perspective of public data (Bates 2012, Janssen 2012, 
Yu, Robinson 2012). But it also poses as an intriguing lens for understanding potential 
opportunities as well as reflecting on what it actually means when open data is based on a 
democratic fundament alongside the possibilities of digitalization. 

To understand the possibilities, we can start by seeing what has changed. With FOI being 
the dominating legislation, active citizens got the role of receivers of information and the 
public sector the role of delivering the papers with the data or information. This is 
arguably a rather linear process, that aims at creating trust in government by allowing 
governments to be scrutinized (Yu, Robinson 2012) as well as fighting corruption and 
secrecy (Wedgwood Benn 1979). The focus was to read, understand and use for news or 
research. When public data was digitalized, this changed. Now the citizens are not 
necessarily only receivers of information, they might also be data providers (Lassinantti, 
Bergvall-Kåreborn 2014), data improvers (Dawes, Helbig 2010) and innovators (Lassinantti 
2013); thus changing inherent social structures (Winner 1999). Also, I would argue that 
open data holds a stronger focus on usage of the data and creating value with it than what 
FOI did.   

Earlier in the discussion, we saw that the introduction of open data has blurred the borders 
for what constitutes the public task and which actors that can be thought of as being the 
ones that delivers it. When other actors than the public sector bodies start to provide 
services based on public data, or support the realisation of open data, or become 
interpreters of public information, all with their legal rights to access and use the data, how 
far are we from altering the very notion of who is doing the governing and who is being 
governed? As we have seen, the open data phenomenon has proven to be a highly 
heterogeneous process (Lassinantti 2014) where power structures are being altered for 
better or for worse (Bannister, Connolly 2014, Maier-Rabler, Huber 2011, Margetts 
2011). Maybe it is time to start asking ourselves if today’s society where open data soon 
will be seen as ubiquitous and an everyday thing (Yoo 2010), really should be content 
with letting the democratic stance reach only as far as to the access of data, and not to also 
include the innovative use of the data? To leverage our thought to ponder about what 
would happen if Freedom of Information would become the Freedom of Innovation?  



 
 

69 

7 Conclusions and future research 
Findings reveal that the highly heterogeneous evolvement of open data can advantageously 
be seen as a metaphorical open arena for innovation and value creation, which allows us to 
“bring together processes or entities that that would otherwise seem to be dislocated” (Jorgensen, 
Sorensen 1999, p. 418). The arena concept enables us to gain a holistic view of the 
shaping processes at stake for this yet immature ICT-phenomenon, and to address the 
evolvement of open data in a way that intertwines with social, political and technical 
aspects. This is arguably important in the early phases of phenomenon, and before open 
data reaches the stages of maturation when shaping is more difficult to come by and 
opportunities are lost (Tyre, Orlikowski 1994, Winner 1999). As an open arena for open 
data based innovations and value creation, the arena holds not only open entities in the 
form of data; it is also open to high-level shaping in the form of openness towards actors 
that has the opportunities and possibilities to affect the standardization of processes and 
relations. Currently, foremost public sector bodies and a range of globally spread non-
governmental organisations, which are both technology driven and democracy driven, are 
co-shaping the open data phenomenon which is based on Freedom of information 
legislation; thus making open data to a joint process. Also, the arena has the character of 
being highly borderless; open data can be used by anybody regardless of geographical 
location, new types collaborations emerge (e.g. media companies and citizens) and 
problems that ranges from everyday practice to long-term societal are being addressed.  

Moreover, within the overall concept of an open arena for innovation and value creation, 
the findings revealed two concepts for understanding how societal challenges and 
opportunities were addressed with the help of open data; multidirectional and multicentre 
evolvement.  

The multidirectional evolvement is a way of seeing the heterogeneous evolvement 
towards different societal, social, economic and political impacts of open data use and 
engagement. Building on existing SST theories (Pinch, Bijker 1987), it focuses on the 
problems that different social groups identify and their emerging solutions. In the case of 
open data, two strands of multidirectional evolvement were identified. First, municipalities 
seen as regional actors were identified to shape open data differently. The two 
municipalities in the case study emerged towards different approaches; open data release 
approach and an open government approach. The approach chosen influenced which 
groups of people they included in their initiatives and what values they tried to preserve. 
For example, the notion of citizen participation did not render much attention in the open 
data release approach. Here they were governed by their geographically and contextually 
related problems, and the introductions of open data were used as a mean to address those 
problems. The physical location also acted as a factor for obtaining knowledge and 
networks as well as gaining visibility. Secondly, a different form of multidirectional 
evolvement was the user group’s cross-sectorial adherence to four different relevant 
groups. While the high-level policy documents envisioned the likely innovators and value 
creators as mainly actors within the ICT-sector manifesting economic value, the reported 
open data usage in EU reports were seen to be rather different. Companies, developers, 
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researcher, journalists and non-governmental organisations were seen to adhere to four 
relevant social groups; 1) creating business opportunities, 2) engaging in knowledge 
diffusion, 3) addressing complex societal problems, and 4) supporting open data process 
and practice. The fourth group can be seen as an example on how citizens and 
organizations not only engage in data usage but also in the process towards increased 
openness; thus transforming social structures related to the public task and relation 
between those who govern and those who are being governed.  

As a complement to the concept of multidirectional evolvement which focuses on where 
the technology and its related people are heading, this research suggests yet another 
concept for understanding the shaping processes for how societal challenges and 
opportunities are addressed; the multicentre evolvement approach which rather focuses on 
where this evolvement takes place. This is based on findings that show that the open 
character of the ICT-phenomenon open data leads to an overall evolvement from multiple 
centres rather than from one central place and that these centres do not necessarily rely on 
each other. These centres can be seen as spaces for innovation in the open data arena and 
spurs the evolvement of open data by enabling situations and locations for relevant actors. 
In this research, three different forms of centres are discussed and elaborated on: 1) 
regional open data intermediaries as centres, 2) social groups as centres, and 3) EU as 
centre. With the concept of multidirectional evolvement applied on the open data 
phenomenon, I argue that we are better equipped to understand how the concrete and 
practical shaping of possibilities to address various societal challenges and opportunities 
emerge.   

To sum up, based on the democratic stance of open data and the identified transformation 
in social structure, this thesis also put forward a food for thought. And that is if it isn’t time 
for the Freedom of information to be the Freedom of innovation? 

7.1 Future research 

For the remaining time of my research, my aim is to continue to explore the open data 
phenomenon from a social shaping of technology (SST) perspective, but to deepen the 
notion of innovation potential influenced by the idea of ‘freedom of innovation’. For this I 
plan to continue with merging the SST perspective with the field of user innovations; a 
work which I already have started to tap into (Lassinantti 2013, Lassinantti, Bergvall-
Kåreborn 2014, Lassinantti 2014). With this, I hope to find a feasible way of merging the 
techno-social-political dimensions in SST with a more concrete understanding of 
innovation capabilities and tools for innovations. For my future research, I tend to follow 
the advice from a seminal researcher for the SST approach, to be aware and acknowledge 
the future challenges for sociotechnical research; “the turn to normativity and politics, the turn 
to globalization, and the turn to societal challenges” (Bijker 2013).    
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Abstract 

This article explores different perspectives attributed to the open data initiatives and how these perspectives 
shape the opening-up process. A socio-technical lens, the social construction of technology, was used to 
analyse a qualitative cross-case study of two Swedish municipalities. Findings revealed two ways of interpreting 
open data initiatives: 1) as a platform for techno-economic growth and 2) as a platform for co-created societal 
growth. These two approaches addressed the municipalities respective contextual challenges and interests 
alongside national recommendations in their aims to realize the open data initiative. In doing so, they diverged 
into the evolvement toward two different ends: the realization of open data and the realization of open 
government. To excel the understanding of actions taken to meet these ends, an additional set of differences 
between these municipalities is provided within a sociotechnical framework that allows us to discuss diverging 
evolvements of open data initiatives based on agreed and non-agreed interpretations of what is believed to be 
constructed.  

Keywords: Public sector information, Open government, Open data, Social construction of 
technology, Interpretative flexibility 
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1 Introduction 
The contemporary framing of a society where governments made their data open in digital formats is closely aligned 
with visions of economic and societal values that emerge when data is put into new use, thus enabling new 
innovations by new creators [21], [42], [66]. Increased citizen participation [17], knowledge creating data journalism 
[16], more value adding research [2] and the development of mobile services [27], [50], [57] are possible innovative 
outcomes. For these assumed and desired social effects to occur, the open data phenomenon is fuelled by 
government initiatives [9], [18], [51], [61] as well as by non-governmental organisations acting as advocates and 
experts for the opening up of government data [49], [62], [64], making investments for future innovations.  
 
However, this initiative also triggers many challenges [31]. One challenge is to understand the complicated 
evolvement of desired societal impacts of opening data for re-use [32]. A thorough understanding is believed to be 
essential for successful policies and re-use efforts [22]; however current views of impacts are often scattered, niche 
or lack holistic considerations [23], [57]. Often, a too simplistic view of value added effects is adopted based on 
various myths of open data, which results in misinterpreting published data for being equal to benefits of use [32]. 
 
It is important to recognize that two movements with overlapping perspectives influence the current realisation of 
opening data [30], [66]. The Right to Information Movement (RTI) has a long history and is concerned with 
transparency as a civic right, which leads to decreased government secrecy [69] and reduced corruption [44]. 
Meanwhile, the Open Government Data Movement (OGD) draws on transparency as a means to create new 
services and innovations in combination with and based on technology enabled participation [5], [46], [53]. Both 
movements strive for access to government data and information in digital forms; however, the RTI movement 
mostly uses Freedom of Information Laws as the bases for argumentation while the OGD movement tends to rely on 
more recent open data directives [31]. Researchers also argue that the shaping of OGD is open to significant 
contestation and might hamper the on-going development if it does not adhere to the more social and political 
aspects promoted by the RTI movement [4]. p.1. In Europe, opening data is governed through the PSI-directive [9] 
and has been identified as being concerned with the information market perspective of the broader OGD movement 
[25].  
 
The choices of involved public sector data owners also strongly affect open data initiatives [75]. Research based on 
the U.S. open data initiative revealed that federal bureaucrats who attributed political power to owning information 
assets formed a passive-aggressive stance toward freeing data, claiming to cooperate by identifying minimal 
amounts of data able to open up but locking in the rest more decisively [53]. In addition to federal bureaucrats, a 
number of large stakeholder groups that represent transparency advocates, technology driven futurists, civic 
engagers for e-Democracy, and compliance driven bureaucrats, have been active in attributing their values and 
perspectives, thus contributing to shaping open data initiatives toward different outcomes [39]. Together, the 
realisation of open data initiatives becomes a very tricky business that risks getting stuck because of the variety of 
involved actors, the complexity of the task, and the vagueness of what to aim for, thus hampering the possibilities for 
new innovations to emerge. 
 
While the above examples reveal different interests, attitudes, and interpretations of open data, little information 
exists on how those involved shape local open data initiatives to reach desired goals [34]. Recent studies about 
municipalities show that they are not keeping the same pace of opening up as are larger open data initiatives (for 
example national platforms). Additionally, a lack of knowledge exists about their specific context and situation for 
contributing to open data based on value creation and innovation [56], which arguably can have a significant regional 
impact. Therefore, one could argue that research on how municipalities shape their initiatives, and thereby the 
potential outcomes, adds to the growing body of knowledge about how open government contributes to innovation. 
 
The purpose of this article is to investigate municipalities’ interpretations of opening data and to understand in what 
ways the perspectives of various actors contribute to shaping the realisation of local open data initiatives.  
 
Qualitative fieldwork, carried out in two disparate Swedish municipalities that are currently undergoing the process of 
opening their data, was used for an exploratory investigation. In addition, the study followed and used the on-going 
debate in open data forums at a national level because this highly influences the work of less resourceful 
municipalities. The first part of the paper introduces the theoretical field of open government and sets the stage for 
this article by providing insights into the contemporary evolvement toward the realisation of the open data initiative. 
The methodological approach which follows is based on qualitative research and a socio-technical theoretic lens, is 
presented alongside an in-depth description of the two cases and their current situation and status in the opening 
process. Next, findings are presented in a narrative form to increase understanding of how the different perspectives 
shape the way open data initiatives are carried out and identify outcomes that are prioritized and valued. The article 
concludes with an analysis and discussion that is framed in a socio-technical perspective and proposes some 
generalizable conclusions concerning the relationship between interpretation-based visions and its on-going impacts 
in the realisation of open data initiatives at the local level.  
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2 Open Government  
The notion of open government is increasingly popular and is often used as a buzzword for the on-going extension of 
e-government that enables new ends and new means to facilitate an open culture that leads to transparency, 
participation, and collaboration [36]. It is stated to be an ICT-driven openness that results in the publication of data in 
digital formats under the label ‘open data’ [36]. Practitioners suggest that open data have greatly influenced the way 
the public sector interacts with citizens, the way innovation is created, and by who citizen services are created [36]. 
Therefore, it bears strong influences from other crowd-based open movements such as open source and open 
access [75]. 
 
Despite the contemporary excitement and open data hype, open government is far from new. In its early days, in the 
mid-50s, open government started to appear in relation to requests for access to government information [52]. This 
access later evolved into freedom-of-information (FOI) policies [26] that enable increased transparency for citizens 
and government accountability. Based on FOI, it was believed that access to government information, which later 
was published in digital forms, was “essential to the realization of a civil society, democratization, and a rule of law” 
[54]. p. 397. From this democracy-driven perspective, the concept of open government took another direction when 
Barack Obama launched the Memorandum of Transparency and Open Government [51]. In doing so, Obama raised 
attention to new ICT’s and started including the notion of innovation into the concept of open government. In parallel, 
when a group of Silicon Valley open data advocates launched practical recommendations on open data using the 
concept of open government [47], the meaning of open government was gradually perceived as being based on 
technically enabled open data rather than being democratically-driven FOI [67]. This shift in view made the concept 
of open government even more ambiguous [75].  
 
Proponents for open data picture citizens and companies as the target groups for a new information market. 
Therefore, citizens are not the only consumers of public information but also future developers of new digital services 
and the public sector is viewed as a provider of raw material or as the ICT-advocate Don Tapscott explains: 
“…government becomes a platform for the creation of public value and social innovation. It provides resources, sets 
rules, and mediates disputes, but it allows citizens, non-profits, and the private sector to do most of the heavy lifting” 
[36]. p. xvii. Rhetorically, open data is often pictured as an untapped resource that contains immense possibilities for 
new digital services [66] and for targeting innovative developers to deliver the means for civic engagement and 
increased democracy [34]. On the other hand, critics claim that this new technology-enabled transparency might 
negatively affect trust in governance and may also be unfavourable for good governance because of, for example, 
anticipated costs to release data and risks for misinterpretation and misuse of data [3]. Recent cases in which less 
resourceful people have been out-manoeuvred by more economically and technically resourceful people have 
triggered a debate of whether open data is simply empowering the already empowered [24]. Policy researchers who 
set out to enlighten others of the evolving prominent position of technologically skilled people as the sole influencers 
and interpreters of open data have also noticed this technology enabled divide [41]. Recently, open data have been 
merged into a broader and more global perspective with the emergence of the Open Government Partnership were 
sixty-two countries, and rising, are working toward accountability, technology and innovation, citizen participation, 
and transparency [48]. 
 
In Europe, the release of government data in open formats is governed by a recent EU-directive concerning the 
public sector information, called the PSI-directive [9]. Together, the different perspectives on open data and open 
government and the large number of global actors striving for consensus makes opening government data a rather 
complex story.  

3 Analytical Framework – Social Shaping by Interpretative Flexibility 
To understand how attitudes and actions shape the process of open data initiatives, an analytic framework provides 
extended guidance for the analysis [68]. The Social Shaping of Technology (SST) has been selected since it 
consists of a broad range of research streams that intertwines technological evolvement with societal issues and 
aims to create a framework that enable us to understand these different strands as a whole [40]. In doing so, it sets 
out to broaden the technology policy agenda by offering a theoretic perspective for us to see “that technology does 
not develop according to an inner technical logic but is instead a social product, patterned by the conditions of its 
creation and use” [70]. p. 866. It is portrayed as a useful approach for contextualizing how humans interact with 
technology in analysis of current events in society, in particular, for processes and contexts that frame technological 
innovation [28]. Additionally, it spans the boundaries for how we look at innovation by acknowledging the societal 
and political dimensions of technological advancements [38], [63] based on an agnostic approach that does not 
“privilege the survival of the information system” [71]. p. 21. That is, the possibility that innovation might not be worth 
pursuing is not ruled out. 
 
The political aspects of SST are emphasized and it is stated that IT artefacts are permeated by politics that makes 
the understanding of different technology based evolvements more difficult and less straight forward [73]. Societal 
aspects are made possible by studying people’s interpretations of technologies and the on-following events that 
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shape use and outcomes leveraged from the notion of predefined roles [37], [55], company, region borders [1], or 
strictly in-house implementation processes [10]. 
 
Within SST, there are various theoretical strands with the Social Construction of Technology (SCOT) [55] being one 
of the most applied theories [70] as it studies “users as agents of technological change” [35]. p.113. SCOT 
challenges the practice of analysing and testing developed artefacts based on a predetermined and uncontested 
meaning of such artefacts [71]. This is accomplished by introducing the concept of interpretative flexibility, which 
states that not only is there “flexibility in how people think of and interpret artifacts but also that there is flexibility in 
how artifacts are designed” [55]. p. 40. However, in retrospection, many people are only capable of seeing the 
outcome as the only possible solution, which blurs other possible outcomes that do not occur [55]. The notion of 
interpretative flexibility is used to explain how groups of people that interact or are involved with the creation of IT 
artefacts come to form different interpretations based on different sets of perceived problems and solutions [55]. The 
interpretations themselves, whether performed by users, non-users, or designers, are governed both by the situated 
context in which the interpretation takes place and by the content of the artefact itself, which draws deeper social 
beliefs such as the notion of what constitutes a fully working artefact [55]. Broadening the ability to learn how 
different groups view artefact tells us how technology is embedded in human affairs [35]. 
 
To understand how technological artefacts are shaped, one need not only understand the people and their 
interpretations, but also the role they play in the development process. The SCOT approach opposes the traditional 
way of viewing this process as linear. Rather it regards the process as multidirectional. This means that the 
development process can be influenced from various directions by different social groups and can evolve in a 
multitude of directions, which leads to a portfolio of different outcomes [55]. The concept of stabilization and closure 
describes how the development process evolves and changes from multidirectional and diverging, with several 
opposing social groups, into a more streamlined process that converges a broader acceptance by the groups. A 
development process is said to stabilize when the problems perceived by its relevant social group start to be 
resolved (the process of gaining consensus) before final closure of the development activities. Apart from closure 
based on solving relevant problems, closure can also be gained using rhetorical means, (for example, 
advertisements or marketing) to change user’s perceptions, or by redefining problems into something that can be 
solved [55].  
 
For this study, interpretative flexibility for different social groups, in this case the two municipalities, was chosen as 
the basis for analysis, with the additional aim of searching for perceived problems and solutions to make the 
interpretation richer. However, the remaining parts of the analytic framework that constitute the basis of SCOT are 
used in the discussion of the analysis to further widen the reflectiveness of the paper.  

4 Methodology 
Based on the described complexity of the open data phenomenon, investigating this highly dynamic phenomenon in-
depth is important to gain insight into possible future evolvement. At the time of this study, the Swedish open data 
initiative was still in its infancy due to an elongated disagreement with EU over implementation legalities [59], and 
very few officially proclaimed initiatives were found. The chosen municipalities, Stockholm and Skellefteå, were 
among the first to start. The rationality for choosing to study municipalities instead of, for instance, national 
authorities, was that all municipalities are governed based on the same basic foundation, which is to foster for their 
citizens living in the municipal area. Therefore, they provide rich material for comparative purposes, and findings can 
be disseminated more easily because of these similarities than if public sector authorities with very specific and 
distinct purposes had been investigated.   
 
To understand the open data initiative, previous research has suggested qualitative methods as a suitable approach 
[11]. In general, qualitative research provides a suitable approach when the studied object cannot be isolated in time 
or place, rather needs to be studied in its own natural habitat of people, processes, and structures [45]. A qualitative 
researcher attempts to “make sense of, or interpret, phenomena in terms of the meaning people bring to them” [13]. 
p. 2. Therefore, case studies have been described as a suitable research strategy [74]. The chosen research 
approach was interpretive in its nature based on the assumption that social reality is subjective, socially constructed, 
and interpreted by humans [68]. To understand a social situation in which people try to make sense of their 
perceived world and to understand how perceptions among groups of people differ, a researcher needs to apply an 
organised research strategy. Hence, one approach is that the researcher deeply studies a situation, and follows it 
along whatever path it takes as it develops through time using case studies. 

4.1 Data Collection 

Given the exploratory nature of this research, the initial data collection aimed to gain an overarching understanding 
of how those engaged in the open data initiatives in the two municipalities perceived these initiatives, the new 
possibilities they offered for innovative service development, and to understand the effect on their organisations 
brought about by these initiatives. Based on these aims, two research questions were formed:  
 

1) What interpretations of the opening up of governmental data could be identified at the municipal level? 



 

 

21 

Josefin Lassinantti 
Birgitta Bergvall-Kåreborn 
Anna Ståhlbröst

Shaping Local Open Data Initiatives:  Politics and Implications 
 

Journal of Theoretical and Applied Electronic Commerce Research 
ISSN 0718–1876 Electronic Version 
VOL 9 / ISSUE 2 / MAY 2014 / 17-33 
© 2014 Universidad de Talca - Chile 

This paper is available online at 
www.jtaer.com 
DOI: 10.4067/S0718-18762014000200003 

2) How did these interpretations shape the local realisation of the open data initiative? 

In this study, a number of data collection methods were used including individual interviews, group interviews, and 
documentation gathering, see Table 1. However, the primary method was focused interviews [74] with predefined 
topics that included the following: 1) their organisation and open data project (aim, activities, resources, political 
support); 2) their view on open data (consequences, value of openness, control, existing knowledge, what data); 3) 
their view on open data based services (existing or wanted service creators and service users, citizens as new 
service developers, believed benefits for society); and 4) data availability (their definition of available for who and 
how). We used the same topics to guide the questions asked in the group interviews. Because the municipalities 
chose different strategies to implement their open data initiatives, it was not possible to have the same kind or 
amount of interviews in the two cases. However, the people most involved in the process of realising the open data 
initiative were interviewed.  
 
The first round of interviews included strategic IT-management and a chosen number of data owners. The second 
round was restricted to IT strategic management because they were identified as the main shapers of the initiatives 
at the time. Efforts to gain trust and situate the researcher were made through informal talks at the beginning at each 
interview. To contextualize the case study, events related to the national debate about open data realisation were 
studied through public seminars [19] and documentation related to the development of national guidelines [15]. More 
detail about the performed data collection can be found in a table below. It must also be noted that, because the two 
municipalities started the process at different times, they had access to different versions of elaborated national 
guidance at the time they started their journeys. Therefore, because Skellefteå started later, more national guidelines 
relating to the publication process were available than when Stockholm started; however, efforts were made to stay 
observant to the effects from this difference.   
 

Table 1: Summary of data collection 
 

Data 
Collection  

Description Time period 

Case: 
Stockholm 
City 

1 interview with IT strategic management 
2 group interviews with 2 IT strategy managers 
1 mail interview with one person from IT strategic management 
1 interview with data owners 
1 group interview with 2 data owners 
2 interviews with external advisors (one per person) 
Participation at the start-up event for Open Stockholm Awards 
Participation in one forum for participants in the app competition 
Listening in on 2 web casted forums for participants in the Open Stockholm 
Award and 1 webcasted event about the Open Stockholm Award competition 
winners 
Documentation from the Open Stockholm project and the Open Stockholm 
Awards competition, including more than 300 business ideas from people not 
participating in the app competition 
1 webcasted journalist hackathon using Stockholm City open data 

March 2012 – 
May 2013 

Case: 
Skellefteå 
Municipality 

4 interviews with IT strategic management 
1 group interview with 4 IT strategic managers 
Participation at 3 meetings with IT strategic management 
Presentation of open data at open a forum hosted by local IT-organisation 
Presentation of open data at a workshop with 40 municipal employees 
regarding the upcoming open data implementation. An on-going survey was 
conducted in all municipal departments as inquired by strategic management. 

March 2012 – 
October 2013 

4.2 Data Analysis 

In general, the data analysis process correlates well with Miles and Huberman’s description of exploratory studies: 
“it’s as if we are trying to solve an unstated and ambiguous problem, which has to be framed and reframed as we go” 
[45]. p. 91. In particular, the data analysis phase was characterized by an abductive approach, which is interplay 
between data-based and theory-based analysis [13]. 
 
Following data collection, interviews were transcribed and results from talks and workshops were documented. 
Thereafter, a first cut data analysis, based on the question topics from the interviews, was conducted. Guided by the 
results from this stage, the open government literature was revisited to find explanatory theories. This process 
rendered unsatisfactory results for broader holistic explanations for the different outcomes. After this, the need for a 
more extensive theoretic analytic framework that could guide the identification of different interpretations of the open 
data initiative and leverage findings emerged. Here, the social shaping of technology approach [40] was chosen 
because it holds a large degree of political awareness [72] that correlates well with the intrinsic political values that 
constitute open government evolvement [44]. More recently, scholars have claimed that social shaping of technology 
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“seems especially promising in areas of technology where visions are manifold, societal interests conflicting, and 
applications and markets are non-existing or still under construction” [33]. p. 80, thus was a good match to the 
dynamic phenomenon of government open data. The analytic framework and its use are described later in the article. 
 
The data material was revisited based on the analytic framework and findings were iteratively reworked three times 
within the framework. Additional discussions on the relevance of the findings were held with people involved in a 
contemporary study of IT-managers at Swedish municipals that also related to open data, but with a much more 
technical and legal focus on data release [20].  

5 Empirical Results: Case Narratives 
The two cases are presented in narrative form to preserve the rich experiences and variations between study 
participants [58]. This method can be argued to be especially important when the open data phenomenon is still in its 
infancy and established knowledge about smaller actors, such as municipalities is limited.  

5.1 Stockholm 

Stockholm City is the largest municipality in Sweden with more than 860,000 habitants covering the capital city of 
Sweden. It is characterized by a continuous growth in both population and business life, which has led to a growing 
need for public transport, enhanced city infrastructure, and housing. In the mid-90s, Stockholm was considered an 
international centre for ICT-innovation, a legacy that has influenced their current aim of making Stockholm a 
forerunner in IT-innovation and digital cities. The strategic IT-management group of five people and two external 
advisors, representing regional business life and developer community, started discussions about opening up data in 
2009. In early 2012, they launched their open data initiative Open Stockholm with a hackathon focused on mobile 
applications and business ideas. The initial drivers for opening data were as follows: 1) to regain the international 
position as an IT-innovation centre, 2) to enable a vision of a digital city, 3) to increase service and transparency for 
citizens, and 4) to deal with practical problems relating to their increasingly growing city. Hence, it is the vision of a 
modern and digital city, rather than the Swedish PSI-initiative, that is highlighted as the driving force for Open 
Stockholm. However, the arrival of the Swedish PSI-law [60] triggered the start of their process by addressing the 
challenges of their growing city: People are moving in, there are more constructions taking place, the traffic is getting 
increasingly tougher, and it’s all about availability and accessibility in the traffic space. And for that we need traffic 
data (Strategic IT-manager).  
 
The strategic management group also strongly emphasized and took action in bringing the developers and 
companies as creators of economic value and emphasizing the possibility of access to a new market with their 
innovations. Creating services was seen as something that could easily be done, if you have the knowledge to build 
an app, which you might have when you are sixteen, has a laptop and access to internet (External advisor), and as 
something that favours new business opportunities in general. In addition, open data was said to make public 
authorities loosen their monopoly on services to new business actors. In general, the release of open data was seen 
as a major shift in their organisation and as a next step after e-services:  

 
We have had several so called shifts of paradigm. The first was when we started to build e-services for self service; 
we outsourced a part of what the municipality traditionally would be doing for our citizens, for our users to do it 
themselves. Sort of like how the banks has launched their internet services. That was one shift. Now we are facing 
the next shift since we are making our information available. So this is a new era I think. If you think about it, this is a 
rather big thing if you understand the consequences. (Strategic IT-manager).   
 
Their initiative, Open Stockholm, was widely supported. Regional politicians, business representatives, and the 
developer community actively contributed to setting the first strategy and making the initiative possible. Rhetorically, 
open data was pictured as an untapped goldmine. Their app competition drew a number of developers and people 
with business ideas; however, legal uncertainties concerning the right to promote certain companies publicly made 
them keep the prize ceremony a strictly internal meeting. Altogether, it was a quick and proactive initiative that 
gained a large amount of interest both regionally and nationally. In parallel, the city archives made some effort to 
establish a think-tank with creative and influential people from Stockholm, and an innovation lab was planned. The 
aim was twofold: 1) to gain feedback from the public on for example interesting datasets for commercial purposes 
and 2) to increase public knowledge among private persons about Stockholm’s open data initiative. In parallel to the 
app competition, but not part of the Stockholm City action plan, was a 24-hour journalist hackathon organised by a 
national journalism organisation. Seizing the opportunity to try out new open data, the journalists used the same 
open data from Stockholm City as the developers in the on-going app competition hosted by Stockholm City to 
develop news articles and web services. A representative from Stockholm City participated partially, but the results 
from the journalists’ hack-a-thon rendered little attention and attributed no outspoken value to their organisation or 
actions among strategic management. 
 
For the process of releasing data, strategic management’s decision was based on two criteria: the selected data 
would be quick and easy to release and it should address the citizens; primarily developers and companies. By 
determining what data could and should be released initially, the relevant data owners were then contacted and 
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urged to open up their data. During this process, established companies also made requests for data; for example, 
information broker companies frequently tried to acquire public sector data in more traditional business related ways; 
some stated their willingness to pay the costs for the release of data without any demands for particular data portals. 
Strategic management deemed this approach as positive even though they did not act upon it. Additionally, 
companies wanted to show that they were using high quality data from Stockholm City in their services; however, 
strategic management was reluctant to share anything related to their brand. Even though strategic management in 
Stockholm had strongly emphasized the importance and transformative power of new external service providers, 
they also saw themselves as initiators in procuring especially interesting and valuable external services that had 
been proven successful. The issue of whether these open data based services were, in fact, for sale by their 
developers was not part of those discussions.  
 
It was not only technically skilled people and companies who revealed an interest in open data, citizens also made 
requests for the release of planning documentation for local building projects because they wanted to influence those 
projects that were close to their neighbourhoods. However, these data were not released because of indecisiveness 
from politicians referring to the paper based freedom of information rights; thus diminishing individuals’ possibilities to 
participate. Hence, this data were not considered as interesting and important to release in digital form as those 
requested by potential service developers. In the city archives, the individual’s right and interest in accessing historic 
data such as photos and registers in digital form were strongly emphasized, not only as data users but also as data 
contributors. These people were often seen to complement historic data with additional information, but were not 
seen as likely service developers with commercial interests. Internal data were also seen as a potential new 
resource for increased internal revenues: And then we are looking over the possibilities to charge for the data, in the 
long run that is (Strategic IT-manager). Therefore, a conflicting approach emerged in charging strategies and the 
recommended free-of-charge-approach by the PSI-directive [12]. This approach revealed major similarities to the 
charging culture within the geo-data section where their metadata solution for the open data originated.  
 
Transforming the selected data into formats that citizens could download and use easily, which, in this case, clearly 
related to developers, was considered a major challenges for the municipality. Once this challenge was solved, the 
data were published on a portal in different formats for different types of data. Of importance was publishing high 
quality data and retrieving corrections on data proposed by data users. However, this latter activity was not given 
explicit attention nor was any special communication channels established as complements to the already existing 
non-personal contact addresses to enable the in-flow of improved data. At the end of 2013, Stockholm City had 
released data, started a continuous work with open data, and formed plans for the future. However, they still 
encounter lack of control and knowledge over the process, for example over how to address the technical solution for 
metadata). The effects and consequences of open data are also still a matter of uncertainty. In 2013, Stockholm was 
involved in another innovation competition, this time targeting established companies that have the capacity to 
develop sustainable services for citizens, and the city is planning another app competition in 2014. 

5.2 Skellefteå  

Skellefteå is a coastal municipally with approximately 71,000 habitants in Northern Sweden and is the second largest 
city in Västerbotten County. It is characterized as an area with an active business life and positive spirit, but with the 
challenge of a constantly decreasing population that faces significant demographic challenges in the future. In early 
2012, the IT-strategic management group of five people started their first discussions about opening up their data. 
Compared to Stockholm, their start-up was more reactive and elongated without the involvement of external advisors 
or local politicians. The PSI directive played the part of a formal catalyst for the process to start. It was not that they 
had not seen the point of open data before, but constraints in time, resources, and knowledge made it difficult to 
prioritize this work. Strategic management saw several possibilities with open data: 1) something that is good for 
citizens, 2) something well in line with their current strategic work related to e-services and IT-infrastructure, and 3) a 
way to deal with their future demographic challenges. Early, they also declared their will to let open data create 
conditions for citizens to join in on dialogues before decisions were taken relating to their experiences from youth 
being politically interested in specific issues rather than in political parties. Within this aim, an expected 
transformation of power structures was expressed as follows: Data must not only be made available for a small 
group of people, because that would be like enabling power to some people but not to others. Who are we to judge 
who has a need for that [data]? (Strategic IT-manager).  
 
The demographic factor, as related to open data, was seen to affect the internal organisation and communications 
with citizens:  
 
We have a rather big organisation; this means that we need to position ourselves to this demographic change. Either 
we make sure our population grows, or we need to decrease our costume. But we can’t go on like before…We need 
to understand that the way people are working is changing. Outside, among citizens, they expect themselves to be 
able to communicate with the municipality in new ways, and that the services should be delivered in other ways than 
before. And then we have 70 % of our employees… retiring within a ten-year period... And this means a lot to think 
about, for example, this retiring generation has not done so much documenting, they keep a lot in their heads 
(Strategic IT-manager).  
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For this, open data brought hopes of being a successful course to break a decreasing population and start dealing 
with their inadequate IT-architecture. The following possible changes were strongly emphasized as drivers for 
positive societal development: 1) increasing citizen engagement in the region, 2) fuelling regional businesses, 3) 
innovating the administration with new ideas and engagement, 4) empowering citizens by improved transparency 
and access to public administration, and 5) meeting a younger generation of citizens on their terms by making their 
organisations and work more pedagogic and understandable. Hence, strategic management acknowledged that 
economic growth was likely to occur but saw this from the perspective of increased regional competiveness. The 
effect of new services was mostly related to increased visibility for tourists and the anticipation of increased citizen 
satisfaction. Open data was also perceived as a major shift in their organisations, which was the next step after e-
services that moved the analysis of citizens’ needs out to open data users:  
 
For me, this is a rather big change of attitude; from figuring out citizens needs all the time and ordering what is 
necessary, to release it for free for others to figure out what the citizens needs might be. This is a rather big change 
in our way of thinking. (Strategic IT-manager).  
 
In late 2012, their operative process started with a data inventory across the municipality and a workshop where 
information about the PSI-directive and open data were presented to all relevant employees. The aim was to inform 
and engage employees in the work. Quite early on, there were discussions about hosting a hackathon, but this was 
postponed. Instead, they focused on a regional cooperation network because the question of open data was 
perceived as too big to handle by one municipality. Discussions with regional municipality neighbours included, for 
example, the question of whether all municipalities (within the cooperation) could release the same data and create 
greater value in total. Spreading knowledge and good practices were also emphasized. Opening up the public sector 
data was also connected to the on-going work of developing an application platform for the municipality where 
mobile services for citizens could be launched. This platform was seen as a great opportunity for external service 
developers to spread their open data based services, which would help succeed and, thus, stay in Skellefteå. 
Another way of helping out was the possibility of procuring these services; however, if that were the case, the 
initiative should come from the service developers and the services would need to be of high quality and align with 
the municipal’s mission. By adopting a notion of co-creating of their society, strategic management expressed their 
ambitions as follows: We want to foster and support citizens and companies in developing Skellefteå [the city and 
region] together with us. We are a part of it, but we don’t own the question (Strategic IT-manager).  
 
IT-architecture, IT-control, and the relation with third-party system suppliers was a matter frequently mentioned and 
discussed in Skellefteå, but barely mentioned in Stockholm. A normal process for acquiring data was described as 
follows:  

 
You have a system; let’s say the ski track system for keeping track of when the tracks are being prepared and about 
the snow conditions and everything… Then we have an idea that we want to release that data to our citizens, 
because this is really good for them to know… And then you contact the supplier asking Can we release this? 
Because we know that via the organisation system I need to identify myself, login and run the client towards the 
system. And after that we always receive a job estimate for development, if they don’t say no in the first place. So, 
then it’s a job estimate, and then it becomes a matter for procurement, and then we need to pay for their 
development to get the hands on the data that is ours. This is really strange, but this is what happens (Strategic IT-
manager).  
 
However, not everything related to data publishing was deemed problematic in practice; it also brought hopes for an 
increased focus and visibility of the actual contents within IT-systems as a change to the universally prevailing focus 
on the systems, thus increasing the status of the data in relation to the systems. The data value was believed to 
become altogether more obvious the more it became transparent. Focusing on the data, instead of on the system, 
was seen as a way to finally gain a better position for negotiations with system suppliers and, thus, take back a bit of 
control over the process. As part of their open data project, they correlated the release of data with their on-going 
reformation of their IT-architecture to obtain a good foundation.  
 
The development of the Skellefteå region was also believed to benefit from increased dialogue on open data and 
what the data represented, as well as from collaborations between citizens and public sector employees in various 
forms. For example, a co-creation of data via services where citizens report complementary data (for example, by 
adding names or places to archived photos) or reporting faults in data was believed to make our data easier to 
understand for our citizens (Data owner). Regional research and development projects were yet another group that 
was pictured as likely to create societal benefits from open data (Data owner). Citizens were also believed to be 
empowered with new knowledge about the region, the municipality, and the people living there. Service developers 
were believed to be empowered not only from entrepreneurial processes or achievements of technical skills, but also 
to mature from a fun-to-do-stuff’ state, to a this-is-what-is-needed state (Strategic IT-manager). A related and much 
supported topic in Skellefteå was the possibility for locals to gain interest in the region and in the municipality’s work, 
partly because of major needs for future recruitments to the municipality. Students in schools and elderly were 
particularly emphasized as individuals who strategic management wanted to benefit and learn from using open data. 
In Skellefteå, the work with regional collaboration continues and sets the stage for how the open data initiative will be 
made real.   
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6 Analysis: Different Interpretations of the Local Open Data Initiative 
This section presents the identified interpretations found when the chosen analytic lens of interpretative flexibility in 
addition to perceived problems and solutions was applied. A deliberate limitation was made to exclude 
interpretations of activities that could be adhered to initial and occasional problems (such as choosing technical 
formats, deciding what meta-data structure to apply, or the design of the web interface). Because these choices, to a 
large extent, needed to follow given recommendations and standards, they did not contribute to the understanding of 
underlying values or rationalities within the two municipalities. In addition to the identified interpretations, a set of 
differentiating factors was found that illustrates how these two open data initiatives were shaped in a more practical 
sense.  

6.1 Open Data as a Platform for Techno-Economic Growth in Stockholm 

Quite early in the process, problems related to open data emphasized in Stockholm had the character of being 
technically focused and included infrastructural problems within a growing city and digitalization needs for achieving 
a digital city.  Additionally, strategic management worked to re-establish Stockholm as an ICT innovation hub that 
fostered national and international economically viable companies. For this, technically skilled developers and 
companies were viewed as the solution and targeted main users of open data. Therefore, they were supported to 
find ways into a new market using open data as fuel. The emergence of new digital services could not only serve as 
a solution for traffic and housing problems, but it was also suggested to spur local business life. A strong tendency 
existed to adhere to economic reasoning. Young developers faced the opportunity of becoming successful with their 
services, efforts were made in innovation contests to support economically sustainable services, data users were 
often pictured as clients or customers, and the strategic management saw open data as a possibility to create new 
revenue streams by investigating different charging alternatives. Their handling of data also resembled the way 
groceries are stacked in a store, unsupervised and without much possibility for personal communication about the 
contents. The prioritization of the economic perspective on digitalization could also be seen in terms of transparency 
related web services by journalists, which was downplayed in attention and actions. 
 
In summary, Stockholm attributed the core meaning of open data as a platform for techno-economic growth, which 
can be described as when public sector data is released in open formats, the digitalisation will spur new innovations 
and services that will lead to the creation of economic value and improved competiveness for the region. It should be 
noted that aspects other than the techno-economic perspectives were seen, such as the recognition of transparency 
and democracy, but they were marginalised when it came to making decisions and performing activities. 

6.2 Open Data as a Platform for Co-Created Societal Growth in Skellefteå 

In Skellefteå, open data focused on problems concerning the future development of the region. The future 
demographic challenges were all encompassing and included citizens and the municipality organization itself in 
terms of upcoming retirements. Without satisfied and knowledgeable citizens in organisational and business life, 
economic growth will not occur and regional challenges cannot be addressed properly. The strategic management 
places special hope in reaching the younger and more digitally experienced generation by using new digital channels 
and having them use the open data. They also addressed problems with an aging IT-infrastructure and an inefficient 
way of handling data in closed silos by rigid third-party agreements. Open data was pictured as a possible way for 
them to regain control over their data and the systems holding them, thus liberating time to deal with more important 
issues such as the growth of their region. Because IT strategic management in Skellefteå were short on resources 
(monetary, people, and appropriate knowledge) for the task, they explored the possibility of cooperating with fellow 
municipalities. At the same time, regional cooperation was believed to strengthen the county area and support 
smaller municipalities in the region. Evident in their argumentation was the notion of solving problems together to co-
create value. This was presented through cooperation with neighbouring municipalities by hosting an app platform 
for service developers, in dialogue with young people before decisions, and by making citizens generally more 
knowledgeable and empowered with open data.  
 
In summary, Skellefteå attributed the core meaning of open data as a platform for co-creating societal growth, which 
can be described as when public sector data is released in open formats, societal growth can be achieved by co-
creating value such as empowered citizens, innovation in public sector and a change in collaboration and power 
structures. It should be noted that economic growth via new digital services was recognised as a major effect, but 
was pictured as being one part of broader societal growth. 

6.3 Shaping the Open Data Initiatives 

After the identification of the different interpretations, a second-order analysis was conducted and the cases were 
revisited. This time, the identified interpretations were considered as analytic filters. The aim was to identify how the 
two open data initiatives were shaped (Research Question 2). Although not explicitly sought, the findings revealed 
some major differences by which the outcomes could be clustered. In sum, five differences were identified in how the 
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municipalities shaped their open data initiative: 1) the opening-up process, 2) the relation with data users, 3) the view 
on the individual, 4) the perceived value of openness, and 5) the need for external visibility. These differentiating 
factors are exemplified separately and presented in a matrix form to clarify how the two open data initiatives were 
shaped (Table 2). Matrices with the inclusion of relevant condensed data are stated to increase the descriptive 
power of the data within a rich data set [45]. In this case, the data reveals how open data initiatives were shaped by 
the people during development. A summative description of how the two open data initiatives were shaped is 
presented before presentation of identified differences.  
 

Table 2: Differentiators for the municipalities’ interpretations of open data 
 

 The Stockholm open data initiative: 
Techno-economic growth 

The Skellefteå open data initiative: 
Co-created societal growth 

The opening up 
process 

- The municipality’s responsibility end when data 
are released, then it’s up to the data users.  

- Developers and companies are the main target 
groups for which data are adjusted. 

- Opening up of data is often coordinated with 
particular events like hackathons.  

- Opening up is done through collaboration with 
technology driven regional promoters. 

- A top-down approach is applied internally, where 
strategic management chose what data to 
release. Big departments are considered 
autonomous in releasing data. 

- Opening up is just the start of a process that 
aims to empower the citizens and change their 
organisation.  

- Several data users are acknowledged but 
developers are the primary target group. 

- The release of data is a continuous process. 
- Opening up is done in cooperation with other 

municipalities in the county region. 
- An inclusive approach is applied internally that 

aims to engage all employees in the 
municipality that are affected by the up-coming 
open data initiative. 
 

The relationship 
with open data 
users 

- Business-like relations (suppliers and customers) 
with clear boundaries between data delivery and 
data use. 

- Communication and questions related to open 
data are often directed to non-personal mails and 
phone numbers. 

- Governed by legal restrictions such as Freedom 
of Information laws (FOI) that restrict 
municipalities in searching the identities of data 
requesters. 

- The municipalities see themselves as possible 
initiators of procuring externally created open 
data based services. 

- An on-going dialogue can be initiated from the 
municipality and from citizens and companies. 
This dialogue can also be broader than open 
data to include topics such as service needs, 
regional growth issues, and personnel 
recruitment. 

- No strict strategy for communicating with open 
data users exists, rather it is flexible. 

- Valuable outcomes are seen as co-created with 
data users in the region. 

- Any municipal procurement of externally 
created open data based services is preferably 
initiated by the service developer. 
 

The view on the 
individual 

- Technically skilled people or companies are the 
main creators of value by the creation of services.  

- Individual’s requests for transparency documents 
for active citizen participation are referred to FOI 
due to political unwillingness to include citizens in 
decision making regarding local building projects.  

- A broad range of citizens is pictured as being 
empowered by open data in different ways, via 
services, usage, insights, and participation. 
However, developers are pictured as the initial 
users. 

- Individuals are seen as co-creators of the 
development of the Skellefteå region. 

The value of 
openness 

- Revenue creating services are developed by 
programmers, entrepreneurs, and established 
companies.  

- New tools, as in open data based services, for 
handling problems with a growing region and 
increasing citizen satisfaction. 

- Increased innovativeness in the region, mainly 
outside the organisation. 

- An increased competitive edge related to IT-
innovation and digitalisation. 

-  An increased transparency for citizens and 
companies. 

- New means and creative tools to address a 
decreasing population. 

- Possibilities for regional growth based on 
economic growth, the empowerment of 
individuals, and the reformation and innovation 
of the municipality’s organisation.  

- An increased internal openness is believed to 
make the organisation more innovative and the 
IT-architecture more efficient. 

- A changed relation with citizens (for example, a 
chance to getting closer to the ICT-enabled 
younger generation). 

The need for 
external visibility 

- The epithet ‘capital city’ brought a strong need to 
be visible at the regional, national, and global 
scene for various audiences; citizens, and 
tourists. An open data community with the fellow 
capital cities in the EU and the global ICT-
innovation community. 

- The primary need was to be regionally visible to 
the municipality and county citizens, even 
though both a national and international 
visibility seemed possible and desired. 

 
In Stockholm, the techno-economic perspective led to a quick and top-down approach that primarily focused on 
believed revenue driven actors, established companies, developers, and information brokers, were data release, 
communication, and relations were most often fuelled by hackathons and innovation competitions. Once the data 
were released, it was up to the citizens to do something valuable with it, preferably developing digital services that 
both enhanced service quality to citizens and spurred regional business life. Service developers with more 
educational and informative stances from the journalist field and citizens wanting to participate in local decisions, 
were not targeted by any specific actions or acknowledgement. This is not to say that it will not happen in the future, 
only that these were the initial steps taken. 
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In Skellefteå, the co-created societal perspective rendered a slower, but broader and more reflective, data publishing 
process where the inclusion of all employees related to municipal data sets were prioritized to gain a common 
understanding. The new openness was also believed to have transformative power of their organizations because 
both employees and citizens could gain more insight into the work of the municipality. By aiming for a broad citizen 
inclusion in the long-run, a continuous dialogue and collaborative regional problem solving was pictured as the main 
way forward. Thus, they saw themselves as participating in the diffusion of new services by making an existing app-
platform available for external open data based services to maintain business life in the region. To make up for the 
lack of resources, collaboration with fellow municipalities was initiated. 
 
The analysis of the empirical data revealed that the interpretations of the open data initiative between the two 
municipalities was very different, pointing to two different drivers for opening up data; techno-economic growth and 
co-created societal growth. On a more detailed level, these interpretations also revealed substantial differences in 
how the local open data initiative was approached and what outcome could be seen. The differentiating factors tell 
us that it is more to the open data initiative than just publishing data in digital formats.  

7 The Politics and Implications of Shaping Local Open Data 
Initiatives 

Given that this study set out to investigate and understand how the open data initiative was shaped by different 
interpretations, the findings raise some questions for discussion. What do these interpretations and their outcomes 
reveal about the current evolvement of the open data initiatives on a national level? To what extent are these 
findings applicable in other cases? The core of social shaping of technology is the balance and interaction between 
technology and society, which goes beyond being deterministic for either technology or human beings to argue that 
technology is not a “neutral part but in fact a carrier of particular social interests” [28]. p. 334. These theories take a 
stance not only to make us understand the society in which all live in, but also to help us see the trade-offs that 
development decisions lead to when they have “embodied or mirrored a set of professional, economic, and political 
realities” [6]. p. 3. Additionally, such theories help us understand how these trade-offs might affect future 
consequences when various constructed artefacts are put in use. Using the two open data initiatives that were 
differently shaped, this discussion brings forward future implications, or trade-offs, that might occur. 

7.1 Local Context as Driver for Multidirectional Evolvement of Open Data Initiatives 

The two interpretations of the open data initiative made the realisation process in the two cases take different roads. 
To understand this, we need to leverage the outcome of the interpretations into the broader SCOT model, which 
involves the notion of multidirectional development driven by groups of people with different understandings of what 
should be developed [55]. In these two cases (two of nearly 300 municipalities in Sweden), the open data initiatives 
were seen to evolve into regional techno-economic growth and regional co-created societal growth. SCOT 
researcher have stated that technological innovation processes become multidirectional because of the dynamic of 
opposing meanings from groups of people and are subject to a process of closure and stabilization wherein the 
dynamic between opposed either diminishes or leads to a portfolio of developed items [55]. This socio-technical 
process is built on the dynamic between people using, designing, or being affected by the constructed artefact. The 
social aspect, the people, is governed by a closure process in that people’s perceived problems are solved as 
technology evolves. The technology aspect is governed by a stabilisation process wherein the demands for changes 
become fewer [55]. The problems and challenges stated in the two cases (for example, dealing with the technicalities 
of a growing digital city in Stockholm and trying to reverse the decreasing population growth in Skellefteå) are both 
seen to be larger than the open data context. This means that trying to make sense of the different interpretations; 
the open data initiative in itself needs to be observed in its broader worldly context. That is, open data is not seen as 
the solution to a purely open data related problem, rather it is seen as a co-driver to solve the larger context-related 
problems. 

7.2 Transforming Public Sector into Open Data Publishing or Open Government 

Given the global stance of open data [22], [64], its democratic aspects [41], multi aspect realisation [39], [43], and 
high level of connectedness [14], the social construction of open data initiatives can be described as highly complex. 
However, SCOT, in its initial arrangement, has been criticized for not being able to put technological innovation into a 
larger societal and political perspective.  Specifically, critics have stated that we need to understand hidden norms 
and politics as well as the transitions, transformations, and effects of complex objects to address more complex 
socially constructed technological systems [29]. p. 257. 
 
For these cases, this complexity not only adheres to the open data initiative itself, but also includes the opening up of 
an organization. In Stockholm, where a techno-economic perspective dominated, the organisation did not undergo 
any radical changes other than establishing new processes for publishing data in open formats and slightly altering 
their e-service strategies to include external service development. This only affected a small number of people in the 
organization. In Skellefteå, the organisation was affected more radically. The notion of increased openness was 
diffused throughout the entire organization and affected the internal IT-architecture. It also aimed to not only increase 
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openness externally but also internally to increase the possibility for innovativeness and efficiency. They also 
revealed more radical changes in relation to citizens; therefore, citizens became co-creators of regional growth and 
pushing power boundaries.  
 
In addition to these identified organizational transitions, hidden norms and politics of open data were stated to 
contribute to the complexity of open data initiatives and the organizations that drive them [29]. This contribution can 
be exemplified with the controversies between opposing movements of open government data (OGD) and the right 
to information and freedom of information (RTI/FOI) [4], [31] as described earlier in this article. Empirical findings 
revealed that Stockholm correlated well to the OGD movement, with its high focus on service development by 
technically skilled people and digitalization rather than democratization. Skellefteå, on the other hand, focused on 
citizen participation for co-creation, democratic value, and service development, which correlates with both the OGD 
AND RTI movements. Therefore, this multidirectional evolvement is not only driven by different visions, but also 
correlates differently with on-going discourses of open data.  
 
Researchers have also stated that major implications are likely to derive from these transformations rather than from 
the technology itself, and that we need to leverage to a higher meta-level of analysis to understand the broader 
picture [29]. One way of doing that is to view the multidirectional evolvement of open data initiatives from the global 
open government perspective [48]. As previously described, open data is seen as one component of open 
government [36] together with the democratic right to data and government accountability. From this stance, the 
broader and permeated organizational change in Skellefteå, which included both the priorities within OGD and RTI 
correlates to the ideas of open government. In the Stockholm case, the service niched evolvement corresponding to 
OGD, correlated more to merely opening up data. This tells us that, depending on how open data are interpreted and 
realized through active choices and prioritization, the opening up of organizations is transformed into either the 
realization of open data or the realization of open government. However, because of the early stage of opening up 
data in Sweden, the identification of these evolvements must be seen as indications for likely future developments 
rather than as a verified truth of history.  

7.3 Flexible Levels of Agreement on Open Data Initiative Structure 

Even though we formed an increased understanding about the contextual effect on a multidirectional evolvement that 
eventually might evolve into either the realisation of open data or open government, structural ambiguities still exist 
when it comes to open data initiatives.  
 
Early SCOT theories have been criticized for being too vague about larger societal processes by oversimplifying the 
development processes and the context wherein this construction takes place [29]. To deal with this vagueness, a 
more elaborate and in-depth comprehension of interpretations and their inherent structure, called flexibility of 
structure, has been proposed that separates how social groups look upon usage and value from how they perceive 
“an artifacts design and engineering” [29]. p. 244. Thus, we are better equipped to understand how complex socially 
constructed systems come to stabilize and mature from a state of diversity. This flexibility of structure theory conveys 
two interpretation levels; a basic level upon which all social groups share the same interpretation, and a subordinate 
level where different interpretations exist while still agreeing on the basic level of meaning. This has been 
exemplified with the evolvement of the mountain bike; when mountain bikes started to emerge, the interpretation of 
their design and construction caused a temporary instability at the subordinate level. Meanwhile, the basic level, the 
understanding of what defined a bike, remained unchanged [29]. Applying this way of thinking to the findings, it can 
be seen that the two municipalities do agree on some basic features for the design and engineering of open data 
initiatives and disagree on others at the subordinate level, see Figure 1. 
 
Both municipalities agreed that the design for openness is something they have been working with for a long time by 
actions that correlate to the freedom of information act. Additionally, strategic management agreed on the basics of 
open data initiatives in that data should be released on the internet in digital and open formats as described by 
directives and recommendations [9], [15]. They were governed by directives that set the boundaries for how data can 
be made digitally available. Many recommendations also address this basic view [12], [14], [23], [56], [62]. They also 
agreed that new digital services are positive outcomes. All in all, these examples adhere to agreements on the 
historical legacy of openness and what should be done in practice rather than what this new openness should 
amount to in the future.  
 
However, on a subordinate level, they reveal some major differences concerning what open data might lead to and 
how to design and prioritize to get there. First, the differing interpretations of open data (the techno-economic growth 
in Stockholm and the co-creative societal growth in Skellefteå) clearly reveal disagreement on what sort of systems 
are actually designed and constructed for the future. Stockholm created a system with high focus on publication of 
data primarily for a technically skilled audience while Skellefteå formed a system for publication of data and 
participation on both an organisational level with other municipalities and with citizens and companies to create value. 
Secondly, major disagreements on realising the future vision were identified and described by five differentiators 
described earlier in the paper. These differences were shown to shape both the open data initiatives into a 
realisation of open data in Stockholm or into a more transformational realisation of open government in Skellefteå. 
Also, the two municipalities were seen to address different contextual challenges in their regions.  
 



 

 

29 

Josefin Lassinantti 
Birgitta Bergvall-Kåreborn 
Anna Ståhlbröst

Shaping Local Open Data Initiatives:  Politics and Implications 
 

Journal of Theoretical and Applied Electronic Commerce Research 
ISSN 0718–1876 Electronic Version 
VOL 9 / ISSUE 2 / MAY 2014 / 17-33 
© 2014 Universidad de Talca - Chile 

This paper is available online at 
www.jtaer.com 
DOI: 10.4067/S0718-18762014000200003 

From a SCOT perspective, this indicates that open data initiatives are likely to obtain stability on a basic level that is 
related to the process of making data accessible; however, it also reveals a major instability at the subordinate level 
concerning its organisational scope and boundaries for diffusion of open data based openness. Thus, the notion of 
flexibility of structure [29], which involves how social groups view the actual design and engineering of what is being 
constructed, deepens the possibilities of understanding the current diverging evolvement, see Figure 1 for illustrative 
purposes. By adding a two-level structure for the interpretations of the design and construction, we can discuss the 
evolvement of open data initiatives in more detail.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
Figure 1: The flexible shaping of open data initiatives for the two cases, based on [29] 

 
To deal with this multidirectional evolvement of open data initiatives, we must address the need for local data 
providers to make it possible to include contextual challenges for their realisation of open data initiative while 
providing support for how to set up strategies that, in the end, lead to open government rather than just the release 
of data in open formats. This is not to say that the realisation of open data might not be a first good step. 

8 Conclusions 
This study set out to identify existing interpretations of local open data initiatives and to understand how these 
interpretations shaped actions toward the realization of the open data initiative. By applying a socio-technical lens, 
the findings were framed using the social shaping of the technology approach to bring insights to the field of open 
government.  
 
In retrospect, identifying the interpretations of open data initiatives displayed a world that was much less 
straightforward and more complex than the more traditional way of aiming for and arguing that data should be 
released in open formats and then desired affects will occur [32], [42]. The cases revealed two different 
interpretations that evolved toward diverging outcomes; a techno-economic growth that rendered a fast process 
aiming initially for revenue-driven developers and companies, and a co-created societal growth that led to a more 
elongated and reactive process targeting various citizens in the long run, but focusing primarily on IT-skilled people. 
The shaping of these two outcomes were influenced by differences in five different areas: 1) the opening up process, 
2) relationships with the data users, 3) the view of the individual, 4) the value of openness, and 5) the need for 
external visibility. Altogether, the realisation of the open data initiatives was identified as a multidirectional process. 
That is, the open data initiatives that were socially constructed by the municipalities did not transcend along a 
common path; rather, they took two different directions. The municipality’s also converged pure open data aims 
together with aims related to contextual challenges in their own region; therefore, they put their own local touch on 
the open data realisation. With the possibility of addressing already existing challenges with open data, the local 
initiatives gained momentum and, in doing so, they contributed to the on-going discourse of open data initiatives.  
 
From a higher societal and political level, these cases also addressed a global agenda with their multidirectional 
evolvement. Findings revealed that the techno-economic growth in Stockholm adhered to an open data realisation 
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that did not render any major changes to the organisation. Skellefteå, on the other hand, were seen to work their way 
toward an open government realisation and thus transforming their organisation more radically. Hence, we will either 
have open data initiatives that enable government data to be open or that will enable government organisations to be 
open. Previous research has highlighted this finding as the new ambiguity of open government [75], in that a 
government can be open in terms of enabling the citizens’ right to information without using new technology and 
being opaque and unaccountable even though data are open in digital formats. To further understand these 
differences in approach and outcome, the notion of flexibility of structure from the SCOT theoretic field was added to 
dig further into the structure of open data initiatives.  This approach revealed a two-level structure were municipalities 
agreed on basic structural matters but disagreed on others as clarified in a previous picture. 
 
Recapitulating that the extensive artefact under construction here was thought to bring new ideas, new knowledge, 
and new innovation to our society, we can see that this is depends on how the open data initiatives were shaped. In 
the techno-economic growth case, innovation capacity was targeted and restricted to developers and companies, 
while in the co-created societal growth case, a much broader scale of people were acknowledged for their 
contributions, including the municipality employees.  This approach of not downplaying potential innovators, that in 
fact holds knowledge and understanding of various societal needs, correlates much more to the theories of open 
innovation [8] compared to only applying targeted innovation activities although they initially render quicker results.  
 
Given these differences, we should remember that there “exist a relatively brief window of opportunity” [65].  p. 98, 
before an increased sense of routine and perception of stability makes us lose our abilities to be creative about what 
we construct [73]. Therefore, we end up in technological constructions that are difficult to reverse and change once 
given a settled structure [7]. Hopefully this article will shed some light on how local open data initiatives can come to 
evolve into a socio-technical construction that leverages innovation capacity at regional levels, both within 
government organisations and within the society. Given the identified political dimension of open data, it is worth a 
reconsidering our sociotechnical standpoint [72]; what we really want the open data initiative to be and by what 
means we can be involved in shaping it. 

8.1 Implications 

On a more practical level, the identified interpretations in the two municipalities also render different implications for 
the realisation of the open data initiatives. Even though the interpretations found in Stockholm and Skellefteå could 
not be seen as generalizable, nevertheless, it is likely that many other municipalities will share parts of the contextual 
challenges and chosen approaches; they may not be pure open data realisations or open government realisation, 
but will probably lie somewhere within that range.  
 
For municipal management, these cases show that there is a difference in whether open data is approached as a 
short-term or long-term strategy. Taking a broad and holistic perspective on open government, as in the Skellefteå 
case, might slow down the process, but is likely to enable a comprehensive long-term strategy that actually aims for 
an open government rather than just open data. From a technological view, it is also likely to be beneficial since the 
technological solution probably will have to deal with all aspects of open government in the long run, thus avoiding 
sub-optimizations. The relationship with open data users and the view on citizens as value creators are issues that 
are already addressed by other public sector in for example working with citizen’s dialogue and democracy issues, 
and are issues that could be handled by others than IT-related employees. Also, differences in the perceived value of 
openness puts the spotlight on the importance of identifying values that motivates and creates engagement for an 
increased openness; which should be seen as an essential ingredient in innovation process that situates open data 
initiatives given its paradigm stance.  
 
For policymakers, a clearer and more diversified picture of desired values and impacts is likely to make it easier to 
create policies and well working guidelines that goes beyond technical and legal recommendations for opening up 
data and embraces visions about the future. Also, when choosing open data initiatives for examples of best practice, 
it is important to remember the identified accelerating factor that the notion of capitol city brought to the opening up 
process, and to put forward examples that match different levels of resourceful municipalities. Altogether, these 
cases can be used as tools for discussion to further the discourse of open data initiatives, but also to add some fuel 
to the discussion about what measures we are using to evaluate initiatives, people and outcome.  

8.2 Future Research 

Future research could look further into how local context can be integrated into the evolvement of open data 
initiatives, and investigate in what ways the local presence can be an enabler for open government rather than yet 
another data provider with various resource challenges. Also, an interesting path would be to investigate how 
impacts could be deconstructed into smaller parts, to fit open data initiatives on different levels; global, national or 
regional, as a complement to more broad categorisations such as social, political and economic impacts [22]. Finally, 
the political aspects of the social shaping of technology approach might offer valuable insights into how both the 
social and the technological aspects can be addressed in this highly complex and politically permeated area that 
open data and open government provides us with. 
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Abstract: The concept of open innovation as a new paradigm for amplifying 
innovation capacity has rendered a lot of attention in recent years. However, 
compared to the business sector, research on open innovation within public 
sector organizations still lag behind. The aim of this paper is therefore to 
explore how open innovation, specifically the inside-out process, can be used 
as an explanatory model for the open data initiative. The initiative follows the 
philosophy of open innovation and is believed to generate a new innovation 
scene. In the paper we analyse the open data initiative from the perspective of 
two Swedish municipalities in order to develop a better understanding of this 
on-going process. Findings reveal that the governmental context leads to a dual 
mode of innovation; where the providers of resources for innovation act in an 
inside-out innovation process but the users of the very same resources act as 
innovators in an outside-in innovation process. Together this formed a broad 
societal framework for innovation. For the co-creation of innovations, public 
sector participation was also found to vary on a passive-active scale, while the 
external data users as innovators were always actively involved. 

Keywords: open data; open government; open innovation; inside-out process 

 

1 Introduction
The on-going digitalization of our society, with not only increased internet access but 
also the rise of collaborative information technologies has not only made it possible to 
reach more people with fewer efforts (Gobble 2012), innovation by collaboration has also 
gained momentum within the wider software developer community (Lathrop, Ruma 
2010). In his editorial for retrospection on a decade of Open Innovation, Euchner also 
emphasized that one of the drivers for adopting open innovation is the emergence of new 
ICT:  

“The internet didn’t just make it easier to find, connect to, and collaborate with parties 
outside the corporate walls; it also disrupted everything, including corporate innovation. 
The adoption of open innovation is a response to this fundamental disruption.” (Euchner 
2012, p. 11). 
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The concept of open innovation as a new paradigm for amplifying innovation capacity 
has rendered a lot of attention in recent years. By reaching out to external actors to 
harness their creativity and ideas, new innovations in different forms has emerged from 
collaborative efforts (Chesbrough, Vanhaverbeke & West 2006). Open innovation 
strategies and practice has been comprehensively researched within private sector, in 
particular the outside-in perspective, and its future progress is believed to further include 
the managing of larger innovation communities (Chesbrough 2012). However, within 
public sector, research on open innovation has not rendered as much attention but is 
beginning to be seen as a way forward for addressing ICT related challenges (Bekkers 
2012). Research reveal that innovation within public sector differs compared to private 
sector innovation in products and services by being motivated more by social concerns, 
democracy issues and resource efficiency (Moore, Hartley 2008). Innovations that are co-
shaped within public sector are also often inherently political in their nature and some 
evolve within informal grey zones (Bekkers 2011). Service delivery (Feller, Finnegan & 
Nilsson 2011) and citizen participation (Bevir, Bowman 2011) are areas where open 
innovation has started to appear in the form of an outside-in or coupled innovation 
processes.  

Recently, government organisations around the world have started to open up their data 
in digital formats for free re-use in accordance to various open initiatives (Cox, 
Alemanno 2003, McMillan 2011, Orszag 2009). This is believed to foster various kinds 
of new innovations by re-using data in new contexts and by new actors including citizens, 
companies and public sector organizations themself (Janssen 2011a). The evolving open 
data phenomenon has recently been described as an open innovation practice (Chan 2013, 
Mergel, Desouza 2013), where the exploitation of government data in particular has been 
related to the inside-out process (Lee, Hwang & Choi 2012).  

However, both practice and theory about managing this innovation potential remains 
scarce and current discourse is mainly targeting the challenges concerning publication of 
data rather than the challenges of obtaining value from innovative use of the data 
(Bekkers, Homburg 2007, Janssen, Charalabidis & Zuiderwijk 2012). Finding ways of 
obtaining value from published data is of central importance for the future realization of 
open data as a new innovation scene.  

In this paper we present two open data initiatives carried out within the public sector in 
Sweden. The aim of this paper is to explore how open innovation, specifically the inside-
out process, can be used as an explanatory model for the open data initiative in order to 
develop a better understanding of this on-going process that is believed to generate 
innovations. By this we strive to contribute to existing literature both within the open 
innovation and e-government field. 

2 Theoretical framework: Inside out open innovation process for the
open data context

To analyse how the inside-out open innovation process can be applied as an explanatory 
model within the public sector, a theoretical framework is created based on both open 
innovation and open data. 
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Open innovation as an inside-out method 

Within the open innovation literature (Chesbrough 2003), the innovation process is said 
to move from a closed innovation paradigm, where internal knowledge is regarded the 
main innovation currency, to an open innovation paradigm where external knowledge is 
equally acknowledged and integrated into the innovation process (Chesbrough, 
Vanhaverbeke & West 2006). This external knowledge can be integrated into the 
innovation process and thereby leverage a company’s competitive edge through three 
different processes: 1) an outside-in process where the company brings in new ideas from 
external sources, 2) an inside-out process where the company diffuse internal resources to 
external actors, and 3) a coupled process where the company engages in cooperation’s 
and joint ventures (Enkel, Gassmann & Chesbrough 2009). 

The inside-out innovation process is described as a process where internal assets, often 
referred to as ‘spillovers’ of existing research or development, are not seen as a cost but 
rather “as an opportunity to expand the business model or spin off a technology outside 
the firm to a different business model” (Chesbrough 2012, p. 24). When these assets, in 
the form of a patent, a technology or knowledge, are transferred to an external context 
and found valuable for new businesses, this creates new ways to market for the 
previously unutilized asset for the company. By this, external knowledge and internal 
assets formed a new innovation, e.g. a new business model leading to an increased 
competitive edge (Chesbrough, Vanhaverbeke & West 2006).  

With the rise of web 2.0 technologies, many new forms of collaborations and free sharing 
practices has emerged, muddying the waters for what open innovation is and causing a 
“confusion between innovation and the source materials for innovation” (Gobble 2012, p. 
58). Hence, the open innovation field is today undergoing a transformation where it is 
still unclear how new web 2.0 technologies fit into open innovation practices. 

 

Open data as resource in a new innovation scenario  

The notion of “open government” is increasingly popular today, often used as a buzzword 
for the on-going extension of e-government that enables “new ends and new means” for 
facilitating an open culture based on transparency, participation and collaboration 
(Lathrop, Ruma 2010). It is stated to be an ICT-driven openness; resulting in the 
publication of data in digital forms under the label ‘open data,’ building on Web 2.0 
technologies (Nam 2012) and communities guided by open and sharing cultures and 
values (Francoli 2011). In the name of open government, data about various topics such  
as maps, weather, crime rates, traffic, and infrastructure, budgets, environmental ratings, 
and census studies are being released. It is suggested that open government, in particular 
‘open data’ has greatly influenced the way the public sector interacts with citizens, the 
way innovation is created and by whom services is created (Lathrop, Ruma 2010). In this 
sense, open data as a concept contains strong influences from other crowd-based open 
movements such as open source and open access (Yu, Robinson 2012).  

Proponents for open data view citizens and companies as the main target group for a new 
information market making citizens not only consumers of public information but also 
future developers of new digital services (O'Reilly 2010, Kroes 2011, Cabinet Office. 
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2012). In this, the public sector is pictured as the provider of raw material or as the ICT-
advocate Don Tapscott describes the transformation: “…government becomes a platform 
for the creation of public value and social innovation. It provides resources, sets rules, 
and mediates disputes, but it allows citizens, non-profits, and the private sector to do 
most of the heavy lifting” (Lathrop, Ruma 2010, p. xvii). Rhetorically, open data is often 
pictured as an untapped resource or goldmine containing immense possibilities for new 
digital services created  by innovative developers (Ubaldi 2013) and delivering  means 
for civic engagement and increased democracy (Kassen 2013). 

An open data perspective on open innovation  

Merging open data and open innovation into one theoretical framework makes it 
important to find structural similarities and differences between these different 
phenomena that go beyond their different company and governmental contexts. Aiming 
to find the core of the innovation process allows us to investigate how open data can be 
viewed through the lens of open innovation. Specifically, the inside-out innovation 
process will be in focus since this article focuses on the opening up process of 
governmental data from the perspective of two municipalities. The inside-out process has 
also been related to the diffusion process of open data for innovative purposes (Lee, 
Hwang & Choi 2012).   

Analysing the details of the outbound open innovation process, it can be noted that open 
innovation and open data is separated in the perspectives they take on innovation;  public 
sector are characterised by a stronger motivation and focus on social concerns, 
democracy issues, and resource efficiency (Moore, Hartley 2008).  

Traditional literature on open innovation focused on the perspective of a single 
company’s innovation process focusing on the innovation as it is of interest for the 
opening up company (Chesbrough, Vanhaverbeke & West 2006).  

However, research state that this open innovation model fails to include the downstream 
side on innovation as “non-firm actors such as communities are rarely to be found in the 
recent writings in open innovation” (West, Lakhani 2008, p. 223). Instead of 
acknowledging the fact those external users of the opened-up resource, e.g. a patent or a 
technology “may not only be able to develop innovations that can be integrated to the 
firm, but also may come up with new perspectives and ways of framing problems” 
(Dahlander, Frederiksen & Rullani 2008, p. 116), open innovation literature rather puts 
the light on values within company boundaries of setting the internal asset into new 
context (Dahlander, Gann 2010, West, Lakhani 2008).  

The governmental open data context on the other hand acts more the other way around. 
Current practice is primarily concerned about what innovations emerge in society when 
government data is re-used in new settings (Janssen 2011b, Granickas 2013, Poikola, 
Kresin 2012), framing their role mainly as data providers (Janssen, Charalabidis & 
Zuiderwijk 2012, Ubaldi 2013) and downplaying their own innovation potential in favour 
of citizens and companies innovations. The governmental context of open data also draws 
on a high-level societal perspective for innovation, with a tendency to bunch innovations 
based on open data, as the emergence of new apps or new business models for companies 
on a rather general terms (Cabinet Office. 2012). Also, within open data societal context, 
both private persons and companies are considered potential innovators.  
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One way to merge these two different perspectives is to include the open innovation 
research by von Hippel since he links user-driven innovation to democratisation 
processes in society (Von Hippel 1988, von Hippel 2005); which also identifies under 
what conditions citizens are able to develop their own products and services. This was 
also stated to be one research stream upon which open innovation is built and which 
handles the “downstream-side of innovation” (Gassmann, Enkel & Chesbrough 2010). 
User innovation is also found to have impacts on society (Henkel, von Hippel 2005) 
which makes it even more suitable for using as input to an open innovation framework 
for open data. Also, the non-monetary alternative of the inside-out process, revealing, 
compared to selling licences (Dahlander, Gann 2010), has also been studied from the 
users perspective (Schweisfurth, Raasch & Herstatt 2011, von Hippel 2001). This 
correlates well with the open data context where the aim is to publish data free of costs 
and with non-commercial licenses (de Vries 2012, Halonen 2012). Taking these 
innovation perspectives, firm and user, into account makes us able to leverage and start 
viewing the inside-out open innovation that occurs in a broader societal sense, as a three 
parts system that keeps the data resource in the centre; 1) an upstream actor releasing the 
resources for innovation, 2) a downstream actor (private person or company) utilizing the 
very same resources for innovation and, 3) the actual innovation activity where the actors 
in some sense meet via the opened up resource.  

3 Methodology
This study is based on a case studies of two Swedish municipalities undergoing the first 
steps of the realisation of open data initiatives. To understand the open data initiatives, 
qualitative studies has been suggested as a suitable approach in previous open data 
research, ((Davies, Perini & Alonso 2013), and that is also the chosen path for this study. 
Case studies are also said to be suitable for exploring new phenomenon (Yin 1994, 
Denzin, Lincoln 2000). Due to the exploratory nature of this research, the aim of the data-
collection was initially to gain an overarching understanding of how people engaged in 
open data initiatives in two municipalities perceived the initiative, the new possibilities 
they thought open data could offer for innovative service development, and to understand 
the effect on their organisations brought about by this initiative. From this, the aim of this 
article is to explore how open innovation, specifically the inside-out process, can be used 
as an explanatory model for the open data initiative in order to develop a better 
understanding of this on-going process that is believed to generate innovations.  

In this study, a number of different data collection methods were used; individual 
interviews, group interviews and documentation gathering. In total, six persons in 
Stockholm and five persons in Skellefteå participated in the study. However, the primary 
method was semi-structured interviews (Myers, Newman 2007) with predefined topics 
centered on 1) their organisation and open data projects, 2) their view on open data, 3) 
their view on open data based services and, 4) their view on data availability.  

In parallel to studying the municipals, the researcher has conducted a study of 
documentation and events related to primarily the national but also the international 
debate about the open data realisation throughout public seminars like (Vinnova 2012) 
and in particular the development of national guidelines (E-delegationen 2013). This was 
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done in order to contextualize the work in the municipals and to gain a deeper 
understanding of arguments, decisions and attitudes in relations to open data realisation. 

Data analysis has been governed by an iterative process were findings has evolved and 
improved in several rounds together with colleagues within social informatics. For this 
study, a theoretic framework based on open innovation has been applied to the results 
from the initial data analysis in a second level analysis. The results from that analysis are 
presented in this paper. 

 Brief description of the two cases 

Stockholm City is the largest municipality in Sweden with more than 860000 habitants 
covering the capital city of Sweden. This region is characterized by a continuous growth 
in both population and business life, which has led to a number of future challenges as in 
a growing need for public transports, enhanced city infrastructure and lack of housing for 
the growing number of inhabitants. Stockholm also harbours a vision to enable the digital 
city and to regain its former reputation as international centre for ICT innovation. 

Skellefteå municipal is a coastal municipally with approx. 71000 habitants in Northern 
Sweden and the second largest city in Västerbotten County in Sweden. This region can be 
characterized as an area with an active business life and positive spirit, but with the 
challenge of a constantly decreasing population that faces big demographic challenges in 
the future. Locally, they also have a reputation for striving for increased openness by e.g. 
social media. 

These two cases have been more elaborately described in previous work by the author 
(Lassinantti, Bergwall-Kåreborn & Ståhlbröst 2014).  

4 Results from Cases
Since the aim of this paper was to explore how open innovation, specifically the inside-
out process, can be used as an explanatory model for the open data initiative, the 
empirical findings are here presented according to the theoretical framework.  

Municipalities as upstream providers of resources for innovation 

The two municipalities applied two different strategies for providing open data. These 
strategies differed in the activities carried out and the priority given to different activities. 
In Stockholm, the strategic IT-management group of five people, together with two 
external advisors representing the regional business life and the developer community, 
started the discussions about opening up data in 2009. In early 2012 they launched their 
open data initiative “Open Stockholm” with both a hackathon focused on mobile 
applications and a track for business ideas. This initiative was massively supported by 
regional politicians and other large business and public actors. 

In early 2012, the IT-strategic management group of five people in Skellefteå started their 
first discussions about opening up their data. Compared to Stockholm, their start-up could 
be described as a more reactive and elongated approach by the strategic IT-management 
without the involvement of external advisors or local politicians. The rate of data 
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publishing has been rather low because of lack of resources and initial work has also 
included finding fellow municipalities to cooperate with and making major changes to 
their internal IT-architecture that holds the data.  

Stockholm also applied a more top-down approach to opening up data and did only 
include a few relevant people internally in the process while Skellefteå rather early 
decided to include all employees in a wider discussion about openness although the 
operative work was done by a small group of people. Stockholm also pictured the 
opening up process as being rather restricted to data release when Skellefteå described it 
as the beginning of a prolonged dialogue with their citizens.  

However, both municipalities regarded openness by data as something natural due to the 
long freedom of information tradition in Sweden (going back to 1766), and that the on-
going digitalization of data in open formats could be considered a major paradigm shift 
after the emergence of e-services. 

“We have had several so called shifts of paradigm. The first was when we started to build 
e-services for self service; we outsourced a part of what the municipality traditionally 
would be doing for our citizens, for our users to do it themselves. Sort of like how the 
banks has launched their internet services. That was one shift. Now we are facing the 
next shift since we are making our information available. So this is a new era I think. If 
you think about it, this is a rather big thing if you understand the consequences” 
(Strategic IT-manager, Stockholm 2012).   

Both municipalities showed big interest in what data citizens and companies would like 
and used that as inspiration when choosing what data to release.  But in practice, 
Stockholm turned out to be more restrictive than Skellefteå towards data that could be 
used for keeping them accountable to their citizens. In general, Skellefteå displayed a 
more comprehensive ambition and mind-set about being open through their chosen 
strategies for openness internally and externally, than what was identified in Stockholm.  

Citizens and companies as downstream users of resources for innovation 

During the study, a number of different data users in the form of innovators emerged with 
different societal contexts. Not surprisingly, the most targeted group of people were 
developers with programming skills and other IT-skilled companies. In Stockholm, two 
events were hosted towards this group; first an app competition with an additional 
business idea track, and later on a more advanced innovation competition aiming for 
more robust and sustainable traffic solutions. Both events rendered the birth of a range of 
new digital services.  

Skellefteå also saw the often young developers as initial users and thus innovators of 
services, but at the same time deemed them as sometimes being too focused on proving 
easy and fun services and not as good at addressing the other more advanced societal 
challenges. This was based on their previous experiences in similar situations.  

“From the beginning I do think it might be these ‘hack-guys’ that makes something out of 
this [their data] but that it later on turns into something more serious… and then maybe 
companies sees that they can develop a service and that citizens that are more interested 
in the content [of the data] than the technology …can do something together” (Strategic 
management, Skellefteå 2012.). 
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In addition to developers, Skellefteå also wanted to actively include a broader range of 
citizens, e.g. young people in schools and the regular citizens in a dialogue around open 
data to fuel more need based innovations. In Skellefteå, the employees also saw 
themselves as very likely users of their colleague’s data, which for a long time had been 
locked in behind organisational bureaucracy, on which they could come up with more 
innovative solutions internally and more innovative services for their citizens.  

In Stockholm, journalists were also using the Stockholm open data for creating web 
services in self-arranged hackathon. And even though this hackathon brought forward 
services, focused on educating citizens in various topics, from media companies with a 
very strong existing consumer base the outcome did not render any major interest among 
Stockholm strategic management.     

The co-creation of innovation 

Innovation processes related to the open data initiative has many similarities with 
innovations described in the open innovation literature on a generic level. On a more 
detailed level, however, they differ in many aspects as presented in the previous sections.  
For example, open data is not primarily driven by economic reasons which is the case in 
most businesses, and also, it does not require any agreements between the data owner and 
the data user. One additional difference that can be noted is the possibility for co-creation 
between municipalities and other actors. While co-creation is a widely adopted strategy 
within the business sector, this is not the case when it comes to the public context and the 
municipalities in this study. One main reason for this is that public sector bodies are not 
legally allowed to request that data users reveal their name or their purpose for using the 
data; hence, in this case openness don’t go both ways. This makes co-creation between a 
public sector body and a citizen or company dependent on a voluntary visibility and 
engagement of the data user.  

Apart from their active engagement in hackathons and competitions, Stockholm 
deliberately avoided any contact with the data users that could be considered 
inappropriate, e.g. actions that could be perceived as conflicting with legislation about 
illegal competitive support. Instead communication with data users where usually 
managed via official and non-personal mail addresses or phone numbers. Skellefteå, on 
the other hand, displayed none of these worries, they were instead aiming to actively 
form channels for participation, dialogue and support with the data users.  

Due to a more IT-driven management in Stockholm this municipality did not seek to 
engage in any co-creative activities but rather provided information about data and 
organized innovative environments for innovative activities such as hackathons and 
competitions (Lassinantti, Bergwall-Kåreborn & Ståhlbröst 2014). Skellefteå on the other 
hand aimed at forming a more long-term and continuous co-creation with citizens and 
companies that aimed at solving more societal problems in various forms that extended 
the notion of mere digital services (ibid).   

 “We want to foster and support citizens and companies in developing Skellefteå [the city 
and region] together with us. We are a part of it, but we don’t own the question” 
(Strategic IT-manager, Skellefteå 2012) 
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This lack of communication and co-creation between a municipality and their data users 
resulted in insecurity related to how general citizens would regard the ownership of the 
services. Services based on open data aiming to provide the municipalities with 
information from the region, e.g. citizen initiated fault reports (e.g. broken park benches) 
or data corrections for maps (e.g. non-existing parking lots) was perceived by the 
Stockholm strategic management as an attempt by the service developers to make the 
service look like it was hosted by the municipality. The strategy adopted by the central 
IT-management in Stockholm was to acknowledge their existence but not to go into any 
discussions or collaborations with the service developers. They saw themselves mainly as 
providers of data, not as receivers. As a result the value chain was broken and 
information reported by citizens was stranded in a non-personal mail account, and it is 
unclear if the information reached the appropriate officer at the municipality. However, 
the opposite approach was taken at the department of Stockholm city archives, which 
deliberately made it possible for citizens to complement old photos and documents with 
more information and by this engaging in a co-creation of their resources. 

In comparison to the above example, other situations indicated that new service 
innovations were likely to flow back into the municipalities in the form of procured open 
data based services. Also in this stance Stockholm and Skellefteå revealed different 
strategies. Stockholm saw them as being the initiator of procuring successful services, 
while Skellefteå wanted the service developer to take the initiative.  

5 Analysis and discussion
When the open data phenomenon is wrapped in open innovation clothing, as exemplified 
by the framing of the empirical findings, we are able to increase our understanding of 
how innovation happens in the governmental open data context. 

Open data as a diverse open innovation scene with passive and active actors 

Even though the cases could be considered small in the global open data context 
(Manolea, Cretu 2013), they did reveal that the opening up of data in both Stockholm and 
Skellefteå resulted in new possibilities for externally driven innovations. In Stockholm 
we witnessed the rise of revenue driven services, educational services, co-creation of data 
and information, and citizen’s data driven engagement in their city. In Skellefteå, the 
increased openness had initiated a transformation of the organisation into a co-creative 
platform for future services and societal innovations. Similar innovations as those seen in 
both municipalities have also been identified in several parts of the world (Halonen 2012, 
Hogge 2011, Granickas 2013, Schwegmann 2013). Also, external innovators were seen 
to be difficult to foresee, and therefore also the innovation itself, especially since 
government organisations are not allowed to request information about users and their 
data usage. Data users on the other hand have full insights into who has released the open 
data. Hence, this unbalanced openness made it difficult to ‘track’ the data users and this 
is a circumstance that cannot be found in the business context for open innovation as 
described by Chesbrough (Chesbrough, Vanhaverbeke & West 2006).  

But, the governmental context offers a different approach to this; their mission as a local 
public authority is to contribute to regional growth and based of this they do not only 



 

 

This paper was presented at The 6th ISPIM Innovation Symposium – Innovation in the 
Asian Century, in Melbourne, Australia on 8-11 December 2013. The publication is 
available to ISPIM members at www.ispim.org.  

Note. This version is slightly modified from the presented version. 

 

10 
 
 

value innovations for their own organisation but also the growth of companies and the 
empowerment of citizens. Skellefteå was seen to use open data as a mean to address a 
decreasing population and Stockholm to tackle practical problems with a growing city. In 
this stance, compared to the business sector, the governmental context extends the 
perceived value of the innovation to also include the value for external actors. In this case 
based on municipalities, this equals the region, but for national authorities that might 
include a whole country. 

However, identifying innovations are one thing; understanding how innovations emerge 
is another thing. The cases revealed that Stockholm and Skellefteå adopted different 
approaches for how much they wanted to be involved in the co-creation of the 
innovation; Stockholm was content with mostly providing the resources for innovation 
and Skellefteå wanted to be actively supportive and involved. This behaviour can be 
argued to vary along a passive – active scale. Even though this case does not give us a 
full and elaborated understanding of how the actual innovation happens and by what 
means it is governed, some variations can be put forward as examples. It can be argued 
that participating in the creation of innovation can be seen as an active approach (which 
were the intentions in Skellefteå), facilitating innovations by creating environments and 
support can be seen as an semi-active approach (Stockholm during their competitions) 
and releasing data ‘as is’ can be regarded as a passive stance (Stockholm during periods 
of no events).  

Also taking the perspective from the data users makes us see other things. Innovation 
literature states that when the locus of innovation is found at an outer site compared to the 
asset or problem to be solved, innovation draws on the knowledge and problem solving 
skills in that context (von Hippel 1994, von Hippel 1998). It can therefore be argued that 
all external innovators seen in these cases, as being the ones doing the actual inventing 
(Raasch, Herstatt & Lock 2008, Luthje, Herstatt & von Hippel 2005), therefore qualify as 
active innovators. That is, as exemplified by both the services developed by app 
hackathon participants, companies or journalists, the municipals role in the co-creation of 
the service could be seen to be mostly passive while all of the developers took an active 
role. 

As stated earlier, open data brings a dual value to the actual innovation; one value for the 
provider of resources and another value for the external actor. This is also true for inside-
out innovation in businesses, where firms are stated to receive indirect value from 
external innovation (Inauen, Schenker-Wicki 2012). To take the example of the extended 
innovation contest in Stockholm that targeted more mature companies; for the innovating 
company the innovative outcome was a new service, but for the municipality, it was a 
new way to tackle the problems with providing traffic services for their citizens. Thus, 
leveraging this dual perspective into a societal perspective makes us able to see the 
external actors not only as external but part of a larger innovation eco-system in that they 
enable value for themselves just like the providers of the resources for innovation, in this 
case the municipal and their open data. In fact, the external developer’s innovation 
process resembles that of outside-in open innovation (Chesbrough, Vanhaverbeke & 
West 2006). From their perspective, they get hold of an external resource (the open data) 
and bring that into their own context (which might be an IT-company, a television 
company or the home office of a sixteen year old programmer still in school), and 
innovates something with value for themselves. When the developers create value for 
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themselves in the form of new revenue streams (companies), free services for their local 
community (developers) or educational web services (journalists), values on a higher 
societal level are also created for municipalities; regional growth, new business 
opportunities for the citizens and empowered citizens are simultaneously created.  

So, from an elevated societal perspective significant for the open data context (Bevir, 
Bowman 2011); what started out as an inside-out innovation process in an business 
context (Chesbrough, Vanhaverbeke & West 2006) turns out to be a dual innovation 
process in governmental context with both inside-out and outside-in innovation. This has 
been illustrated below for clarification where the resource equals open data.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 1 The dual mode of inside-out innovation in the societal open data context 

 

Digitalization as an innovation accelerator and game changer  

Yet another factor that is seen to make the open data context diverge from the more 
traditional business context of inside-out open innovation, patents and technologies for 
licensing (Chesbrough, Vanhaverbeke & West 2006), is the high degree of digitalization 
within open data in combination with free licenses and the lack of control on usage. It 
must be noted, that for this paper, the example of open source software as inside-out open 
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innovation practice has not yet been compared in full, but is acknowledged for its high 
degree of digitalization. The new possibilities with information and communication 
technologies make diffusion of information and data become easier than ever before 
(Gobble 2012, Jespersen 2011, Nam 2012). When data is released in open formats, not 
only citizens in the region or in the country can access the data but everybody with access 
to internet, a computer and the skills to handle the open data formats and are thereby 
considered possible innovators (Hogge 2011). It can be argued that since this amount of 
possible receivers of the internal resources greatly outnumbers those people in the 
company, the ratio is far higher that had the receivers been downstream licencing 
companies or technological integrators as in the business context. Adding the global 
stand of the open data phenomenon, it is clear that the world outside the open data 
provider’s organisation is both essentially larger, more diverse and contains more 
knowledge that might be impossible to oversee for future innovation. For these reasons, 
we argue for a change of metaphor for describing how the open data presents itself in the 
open innovation context; by changing the direction on the funnel to more literally include 
the outer world than as depicted in the business context; as a narrow funnel to the outer 
innovative capabilities.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 2 Reversing the open innovation metaphor in the open data context 

 

By using this metaphor, the open innovation process for the open data phenomenon 
would arguable gain a better explanatory power since it better correlates to the broad 
societal openness in the open data context.   

6 Conclusions
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can be used as an explanatory model for the open data initiative in order to develop a 
better understanding of this on-going process that is believed to generate innovations. 
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Findings reveal that when the inside-out open innovation process is applied to the open 
data context, enhanced focus needs to be made for including the downstream actors as 
innovators that are downplayed (West, Lakhani 2008) in business innovation literature 
(Chesbrough, Vanhaverbeke & West 2006) on behalf of the upstream company. This was 
found to lead to a dual mode of innovation; where the providers of resources for 
innovation act in an inside-out innovation process but the users of the very same 
resources acted as innovators in an outside-in innovation process. In addition to this, 
municipal procurement of services indicates that the inside-out innovation process could 
lead to an outside-in innovation process for the municipalities. Also, the legally infused 
governmental context was seen to hamper the possibilities for public actors to connect 
with the data users by stipulating voluntary engagement for the citizens.  

Due to the municipalities and citizens/companies different types of participation in the 
co-creation of innovation, this was acknowledged as ranging from passive to active co-
creation. The data users as the innovators were categorized as active co-creators of 
innovation and the public actors to be ranging from passive to active co-creators of 
innovation, depending on their engagement. For this, an illustrated conceptual framework 
has been put forward for clarifying purposes (Miles, Huberman 1994).  

The excessive grade of digitalization within the open data context together with its focus 
on innovations on a more leveraged societal level brought forward a re-thinking about the 
funnel metaphor used for open innovation in the original business context. To borrow a 
few words from the open innovation author Joel West:  

“Just what does ‘open innovation’ mean in this hyperconnected, always on world?” 
(Gobble 2012, p. 58).  

Thereby, taking in the global openness in internet communication technologies, we 
hereby argue that for the open data context, the open innovation funnel as depicted in 
original business innovation literature (Chesbrough, Vanhaverbeke & West 2006), should 
be reversed to offer a more representative metaphor for the act of including a global 
knowledge as future innovation capabilities for existing public actors.  

To conclude, what the governmental context might bring to the business side of open 
innovation is that this data driven openness makes it possible for us to identify and 
acknowledge the innovations that happen from a societal perspective rather than from an 
inbound company perspective. By taking this stance, to see the open innovation activity 
as a duality that goes beyond revenue driven values, businesses can widen their mental 
scope to start thinking about the value of the innovation in the new context, and thus also 
be more aware of how an innovation actually can change not only your own product, 
service or business model, but actually the society wherein all this happens and where we 
all live our lives. And that just might be the start of a true openness enabled paradigm 
shift.   
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Abstract. This study sets out to advance our understanding of how re-users are being 
portrayed in policy documents and in a set of topic reports. Drawing on user innovation 
theories, implications are discussed for the future innovation scene and its main identified 
user groups: companies and developers, researchers, journalists and non-governmental 
organisations. Findings reveal differences between the two types of documents, both in 
relation to the user groups presented and their role in the value chain. While the policy 
documents mainly acknowledged user groups belonging to the ICT sector and emphasised 
economic values, the topic reports presented a much more diverse and heterogeneous view of 
open data users; revealing that there is no ‘one’ user group and impact’, rather, outcomes such 
as service innovation were related to all user groups. In particular, possible implications for 
innovation were related to three areas: 1) which re-user groups are acknowledged in the
selected policy documents and topic reports?, 2) where in the data value chain are the 
different re-users placed and what value are they expected to generate?, 3) how might the 
current way of portraying re-users in policy documents and topic reports influence the 
shaping of  the emerging open data innovation scene? For conclusion, this paper points to the 
identified simplistic view of user group’s relation to innovation in the policy documents as a 
possible hindrance for obtaining a broad innovation scene where heterogeneous innovations 
can emerge.  

 
Keywords: open government, open data, PSI-directive, user innovation 
 
 
 

1 Introduction 
Open data is perceived as a new wave of transformative ICT currently emerging to bring new 
innovations and new values to individuals, companies and society at large. This 
transformation means that public sector data is now being made accessible on internet in 
digital and machine readable formats (Janssen 2011). This is a huge step forward compared to 
when citizens had to request the information and then get it delivered on paper (Hazell, 
Worthy 2010). Putting the public data to use in new contexts and by other people than the 
original public sector employees performing the public task defines the re-use of public data 
(de Vries 2012). The opening up of data from public sector is fuelled by realisation of the 
European directive for Public Sector Information (PSI) which legislate the issues related to 
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the opening up of data for public sector bodies (Cox, Alemanno 2003). Aiming for a new 
information market and addressing the knowledge society, new ICT enabled products and 
services, and increased circulation of information, as well as social engagement is believed to 
happen (Schultz, Shatter 2013).  
 
Since the open data phenomena still lingers in its early phases, verified knowledge about 
impacts and transformations are in critical shortage (Hujiboom, Van den Broek 2011). At the 
same time, member states are under the strain to open up their data (Kroes 2013); despite the 
lack of knowledge of what it can actually lead to. However, critical voices claims that 
realisation of open data is problematic beyond mere technical implementation challenges; that 
false myths makes data owners believe that the release of data will lead to instant benefits of 
re-use (Janssen, Charalabidis & Zuiderwijk 2012) and that policymakers reliance on mainly 
macro-economic studies causes a lack of insights into more practical social and democratic 
effects and experiences (Hujiboom, Van den Broek 2011). Subsequently, the groups of people 
that are the presumed intermediaries between the open data and the use-based impacts are also 
under-researched within the literature on open government and open data (Jaeger, Bertot 
2010, Dawes, Helbig 2010). Hence, a deepened understanding of how impacts emerge and by 
who, is arguably an important matter for the contemporary evolvement and future success of 
public sector open data. To have an informed view of the open data user groups is not only of 
importance based on the democratic stance of public sector data (Maier-Rabler, Huber 2011), 
but also of great significance from an innovation perspective.  
 
Innovation research tell us that people are equipped with innovation capabilities (Chesbrough 
2003, von Hippel 2005) and therefore possible future value creators based on their contextual 
problem-solving insights (von Hippel 1994). Also, we know that the view of actor groups and 
their role for value creation are spread by the community discourse about the actual ICT 
phenomenon, in this case public sector data, affecting how adopting organisations mobilize 
towards these groups of people (Swanson, Ramiller 1997). Specifically, the on-going 
discourse is of importance since the realisation of new ICT phenomena previously has been 
acknowledged for its tendency to adhere to myths (Winner 1986, Bekkers, Homburg 2007), 
thus strongly indicating that rhetoric’s play an important role in early phases of digitalization 
if we are to understand how innovation and value is created. 
 
Therefore, this study sets out to examine how re-users are being portrayed in policy 
documents and in a set of topic reports. The following three research questions are used to 
guide the study.  
 
1) Which re-user groups are acknowledged in the selected policy documents and topic 

reports? 
2) Where in the data value chain is the different re-users placed and what value are they

expected to generate? 
3) How might the current way of portraying re-users in policy documents and topic reports 

influence the shaping of the emerging open data innovation scene? 
 
The rest of this paper is structured as followed. First a brief background is presented to situate 
how open data is presented at in EU before the theoretic frame of user innovation is described. 
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The method explains the document study undertaken and thereafter the findings are accounted 
for. The paper ends with a discussion about the implications for the future innovation scene 
for open data. 

2 Background – The opening up of data in Europe  
As an ICT phenomena sprung from public sector, the public sector open data targets 
businesses, citizens, organizations and the public sector bodies itself, but unlike many other 
ICT phenomenon it does not emerge solely from technological innovation but from the 
democratic reasoning found in freedom of information legislation (Yu, Robinson 2012, 
Janssen 2012). Inevitable, open data as a new transformative ICT phenomenon also utilizes 
and affects public sector values (Bannister, Connolly 2014). In the initial account of the PSI-
directive, the transformation was related to broad societal objectives: “The evolution towards 
an information and knowledge society influences the life of every citizen in the community, 
inter alia, by enabling them to gain new ways of accessing and acquiring knowledge“ (Cox, 
Alemanno 2003, p. 90). Later, it was slightly amended towards more economic reasoning: 
“Documents produced by the public sector bodies of the Member States constitute a vast, 
diverse and valuable pool of resources for the knowledge economy” (Schultz, Shatter 2013, p. 
1), thus revealing a change in public sector value.  
 
Organizationally, the PSI directive is part of the EU Digital Agenda (European Commission 
2014) and has also recently been merged together with other data related fields, such as big 
data, under a common data value chain strategy (DG Connect 2013). Rhetorically, the 
discourse surrounding this new ICT phenomenon is often pictured as having immense 
economic value with statements like “unlocking the goldmine” (Kroes 2011, p. 1), “data is the 
new oil for the digital age” (Kroes 2012a, p. 2) and “the data gold rush” (Kroes 2014), 
supported by various EU funded reports on economic potential, e.g. the Mepsir report 
presenting potential market value in Europe (Dekkers et al. 2006). Other values and impacts 
such as the empowerment of citizens, transparency, the right to self-expression and the 
changed relationship between government and citizens are also acknowledged (Kroes 2012b), 
however not further supported by any in-depth reports. Societal challenges are frequently 
addressed as possible results of open data re-use, such as effectiveness of international aid 
(Linders 2013), management of natural disasters (Vescoukis, Bratsas 2014) and fighting 
corruption in governance (Granickas 2014). Altogether, the opening up of public sector data 
in Europe forms an arena on where a multitude of innovations are believed to happen. 

3 Citizens and innovation 
This section endeavours to take a grip on citizens in their role as innovators and creators of 
value, and to highlight the processes and prerequisites for making innovations possible. 
Ordinary people do innovate and they do that based on their contextual experiences and 
problem solving capabilities. This is the essence of the theoretic field of users as innovators 
(Von Hippel 1988) which takes a grip on the innovative qualities of users and how they come 
to innovate. Given the opportunity, users of products and services have been seen to make 
their own innovations based on the addition of their contextual knowledge to the actual 
product or service (Luthje, Herstatt & von Hippel 2005, Thomke, von Hippel 2002, von 
Hippel 2005). Moreover, these users can be either private persons or more advanced 
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subcontractors (von Hippel 2005) acting outside the normal networks of internal innovation 
(Chesbrough, Vanhaverbeke & West 2006).  That is, there is a merge between the use of a 
product or service and a problem and solution knowledge related to a certain context that 
enables new innovations to emerge. When users are given “the invitation to innovate”, many 
of them engage in a “long-lasting, continuous, evolving, and intense” innovation activities 
(Prügl, Schreier 2006, p. 237), revealing their innovations to fellow users for free (Jeppesen 
2005, Prügl, Schreier 2006, Schweisfurth, Raasch & Herstatt 2011). Citizen-driven 
innovations can be found in many areas e.g. the creation of new banking services (Oliveira, 
von Hippel 2011), the design of semiconductors (von Hippel 2001) or in the solving of 
research problems (Lakhani, Panetta 2007); all drawing on peoples motivation to contribute 
with their knowledge and problem solving abilities. Also, external innovators have been seen 
to contribute not only to new products or services, but also to new processes or business 
model innovations (Chesbrough, Vanhaverbeke & West 2006). Successful innovation 
activities take place at locations where users are in the context of the problem that they want 
to solve, for example at their work or in their neighbourhood, and have access to resources 
needed to solve the problem.  

4 Research approach 
The research objectives was to examine how re-users are being portrayed in policy documents 
and in a set of topic reports focusing on which re-user groups that are acknowledged, where in 
the data value chain they are placed and what value are they expected to generate, and how 
this might influence the shaping of the emerging open data innovation scene? This is done 
within the boundaries of the European directive for the release of public sector data, the 
Public Sector Information (PSI) directive (Cox, Alemanno 2003). Compared to finding 
material for how users was portrayed in policies, finding a doable way of getting information 
about the actual user groups and their real life usage of open data was a challenge since I 
wanted a European, rather than a national, perspective The choice fell on topic reports about 
open data published by the EU initiated website and information portal (ePSIplatform 2013) 
about issues relating to public sector open data in Europe. These topic reports provide data 
over a number of years, across countries and they also cover the themes and topics that were 
deemed most interesting and valuable by various open data stakeholders, thus mirroring the 
current debate. Also, the content in the reports were not driven by the policy level, rather by 
the people engaged in real life implementation and realization of open data usage. Further 
strengthening the relevance for policy implementation is the idea that these reports will 
function as a support for member states realization of the PSI-directive.  

4.1 Data collection 

Thus, the empirical data consists of two types of EU documents; 1) the high-level policy 
documents that lay the foundation for the realization of public sector open data in Europe, and 
2) topic reports from the EU portal for supporting the realization of open public sector data.  
The four policy documents chosen are the current documents that influence the realization of 
open data initiatives. However, it should be noted that the European Union also recently 
agreed to align with the G8 open data charter (G8 2013) for the realization of open data, and 
that these strategies for natural reasons also could have been included as part of the European 
policies for open data. For this study though, the G8 strategies is not included since the actual 
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writings in the document did not emerge solely as a result of the European Union culture or 
beliefs, rather it reflects a global approach to which the European Union adapts and aligns to 
through its agreements to comply (European Commission 2013).  
 
The topic reports were chosen for a specific period of time, starting with the launch of topic 
reports in a specific and consistent layout for content and focus, earlier reports were 
inconsistent in their structure and appearance. From this date (2011), all reports until the end 
of the data collection period (beginning of 2014) was included. It should be noted that the 
ePSI platform includes many other types of reports, than the topic reports. Many of these are 
not published by the European Commission and were were excluded because they represented 
national rather than a European perspective of open data. See table 1 and 2 for a complete list 
of the documents used in this study. Information about visits per report was included, when 
possible, to increase the contextual understanding of these reports. 
 
Id. EU policy documents relating to public 

sector open data  
Coverage Year of 

release 
Visits per 
2014-10-24 

P1 The PSI directive Open data 2003 

Information 
not available

P2 The EU open data strategy  Open data 2011 
P3 The amended 2003 PSI directive Open data 2013 
P4 The European data value chain strategy Open data and 

Big data
2013 

Table 1:  Policy documents used as empirical data 
 
Id. Topic reports supporting policy implementation of the 

PSI directive (http://www.epsiplatform.eu/list/report) 
Date of 
release  

Visits per 
2014-10-24 

TR34 Open Data in Natural Hazards Management 2014-01-22 1150
TR33 A Year of Open Data in the EMEA Region 2014-01-08 2078
TR32 Fiscal Transparency and Open Government Data 2013-11-26 4089
TR31 The Influence of the Open Government Partnership 

(OGP) on the Open Data discussions 
2013-10-23 50389

TR30 Impact of Standards in European Open Data 
Catalogues. A Multilingual perspective of DCAT 

2013-09-30 1131

TR29 Understanding the impact of releasing and re-using 
Open government data 

2013-08-29 1842

TR28 Data processing and visualization tools 2013-07-07 2589
TR27 Open Data and EU Funding 2013-06-26 1348
TR26 Parliamentary informatics: what data should be open 

and how multi-stakeholder efforts can help parliaments 
achieve it 

2013-05-29 1207

TR25 Free Access, Public Fees and Prices 2013-04-29 804
TR24 Open Data in Developing Countries 2013-02-28 960
TR23 Europe's Data Catalogues 2013-01-30 835
TR22 Open Data and Liability 2012-12-30 722
TR21 Open Data Standardization before publication? 2012-12-30 638
TR20 Linked Data 2012-11-30 582
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TR19 Local and Regional Data 2012-10-30 571
TR18 Charging Practices for PSI in the EU 2012-10-03 624
TR17 Re-use of Public Procurement Data 2012-09-25 880
TR16 Data Visualisation 2012-09-25 1036
TR15 Data Wrangling 2012-09-25 1781
TR14 Innovation Contests for Open Data Re-use 2012-08-20 575
TR13 Open Data in Cultural Heritage Institutions 2012-05-31 3194
TR12 Open Aid Data 2012-05-31 6745
TR11 The Amendments to the PSI Directive 2012-04-23 389
TR10 Re-use of Budget Data 2012-03-30 1163
TR9 Re-use of Transport Data 2012-02-18 5031
TR8 Re-use of Parliamentary Data 2011-12-01 684
TR7 PSI re-use in Portugal 2011-12-01 780
TR6 Comparing the 2008 and 2010 Public Consultations on 

the PSI Directive 
2011-10-31 473

TR5 State of play, PSI re-use in Romania 2011-10-14 634
TR4 State of play: PSI re-use in Bulgaria 2011-10-14 552
TR3 PSI Re-use Rights and Privacy 2011-10-14  556
TR2 Data Journalism Fuelling PSI Re-use 2011-10-14 556
TR1 PSI in Belgium, a slow journey towards open data? 2011-10-14 629

Table 2:  EU topic reports used as empirical data 

4.2 Data analysis 

Analysis by deconstructing a text into its parts and pieces has been known “to open debate to 
complexities and issues that has been ignored or suppressed” (Kildruff 1993, p. 13) and that 
contradictions found in the text are representations of how the world around us is viewed and 
perceived (Beath, Orlikowski 1994). Recent research also claims that text analysis has the 
ability to bring about both new perspectives and insights relating to the history of IS practice, 
as well as to inspire to new creative and innovative thinking about the nature of future IS 
(Chiasson, Davidson 2012).  
 
The data analysis was conducted in three phases. First, all of the documents where read and 
summarized in Excel according to a set of codes; e.g. report objectives, user groups and their 
drivers, examples of use, as well as overall vision of impacts. Second, the documents where 
re-coded and analysed with the software NVivo according to a more detailed list of categories 
sprung from the initial analysis. Lastly, the findings related to differences between the policy 
document and the topic reports were compared and cross-checked, and final conclusions were 
made. Because of the large number of documents, the analysis has focused on writings that 
could represent a broader view identified in the reports. Also, given the amount of text, there 
is a substantial risk for the analysis to be coloured by the authors own and previous beliefs in 
the matter. However, efforts have been done to overcome biases through the identification of 
the authors own beliefs, discussions with peers and drawing knowledge from relevant 
literature.  
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5 The envisioned and reported role for user groups 
relation to innovation and future value 

This section presents the findings related to the most significant user groups identified in the 
data, which are: 1) company and developers, 2) researchers, 3) journalists, and 4) non-
governmental organisations. Findings from policy documents and topic reports are presented 
separately to enable a fuller and more context based narrative of the identified differences 
between these two levels of EU documentation in the upcoming discussion. A summary of the 
main findings can be found in table 3. 

5.1 Companies and developers 

5.1.1 Policy documents 

In general, the companies are the most explicitly mentioned group of re-users and pictured as 
the creators of products and services in all policy documents (P1,P2,P3,P4). This includes 
developers that are closely grouped to companies in that they are pictured as future start-ups 
or as being involved in small and medium sized enterprises, SME's (P4). Together, they are 
pictured to "exploit it's [data] potential and contribute to economic growth and job creation" 
(P3, p. 2) and envisioned to create services that overcomes organizational, thematic and 
member state borders. The strong rhetoric’s on the creation of an internal market and open 
data’s contribution to the knowledge economy further strengthen the legitimation of 
commercial users, that is, primarily companies. In the most recent policy document, focusing 
on the European data value chain strategy, companies particularly within the ICT-sector 
where seen as core actors in defining the data ecosystem: "nurturing a coherent European 
data ecosystem that will bring together large software firms, SME’s, data-intensive sectors 
(private and public), researchers, academics institutions and capital providers" (P4, p. 12), 
thus limiting the spectrum of companies likely to be value creators rather than broaden it. 
Apart from being pictured as service providers, companies and developers were also pictured 
as enablers of infrastructure and providers of knowledge about the data and its usage.  

5.1.2 Topic reports 

Compared to the policy documents, the topic reports reveals a broader picture where 
companies and developers are not as tightly related to each other but still regarded as the 
prime innovators: “Innovation is close to the market, it is focused on the generation of new 
products and services and Europe[‘s] needs of innovation to grow and increase the value 
generated by the industrial sector, especially Small and Medium Enterprises” (TR27, p.4). 
Notwithstanding this trust as value creators, the difficulty of keeping apps developed at 
hackathons alive over a longer period of time are also presented as a significant problem 
(TR14). Developers were also seen to engage in more transparency related services with 
minor commercial interest, often acting on voluntary basis and rather being motivated by 
“identifying a need not yet covered [and] by the desire to make a difference” (TR8, p. 9), thus 
rather adhering to societal interests than mere economic. In addition, they were exemplified as 
scraping non-open data, cleaning the data and then releasing the data to others (TR21,TR31), 
thus fuelling the opening up process without commercial preferences. Companies on the other 
hand were seen to further strengthen their economic standpoint by engaging in various public 
private partnerships (PPP); Microsoft (TR5) and Google (TR13) partnered with data providers 
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in a technology-data exchange. Moreover, they supported the realisation process in various 
ways; by e.g. participating in the development of national action plans and to monitor the 
implementation (TR31). However not frequent, but some companies were also reported to 
seek PPP’s to favour their position relative other user groups by seeking premium access to 
data or access to open data websites for marketing their services (TR25).  

5.2 Researchers 

5.2.1 Policy documents 

Researchers are not explicitly mentioned in the PSI-directive, but the release of research data 
and research results is (P1, P2, P3). Data driven research is seen to “increase research 
productivity and prompt new and unexpected solutions to societal problems” (P2, p.4) and 
make research more efficient (P2). Notably, this is only explicitly related to the use of open 
scientific data, not to the use of other open public sector data as exemplified from e-science 
report (The High level Expert Group on Scientific Data in EU 2010):  “Wide access to 
scientific data will for example help researchers in different domains to collaborate on the 
same data set, to engage in entirely new forms of scientific research and to explore 
correlations between research results” (P2, p. 4). Moreover, researchers are specifically seen 
as relevant players in an European data ecosystem, however pictured mainly with a 
technological perspective on data aiming to “address data in different formats, various 
languages, arising from different sources and representing different content and media types” 
and to emerge from “data-dependent sectors, from research community on data and from the 
software industry” (P4, p. 15); thus acting in support of open data realisation.  

5.2.2 Topic reports 

Compared to the policy documents, the topic reports presents researchers mainly in two 
different types of fields. First, they perform research on the open data realisation process 
(TR29,TR32,TR33); hence not using open data, rather acting as advisors. Second, they 
conduct research based on open data but not from the academic domain, e.g. researching on; 
government workings (TR5,TR8), levels of civil society engagement (TR4), innovations for 
sustainable public travel (TR9), aid development (TR12) culture data (TR13). In particular, 
involving researchers not only from within the ICT-sector is emphasized as being of 
importance for understanding the effects of open public data (TR29). For example, macro 
economics and political science was seen as important research fields for budget data (TR10). 
Researchers were also deemed relevant for data visualisations (TR16) and for managing and 
analysing data (TR15). Interestingly, another example of researchers contribution recently 
appeared; as providers of knowledge around societal challenges. In the role as authors of a 
topic report, the researchers Vescoukis and Bratsas emphasize the need of contextual 
understanding for developing successful ICT solutions (TR34). Not only do they provide an 
extensive process based background to the management of natural hazards, they also 
contribute with specifications on likely functional and non-functional requirements on ICT 
solutions, as well as elaborates on relevant open data, thus making it possible for more people 
to address this challenge professionally.  
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5.3 Journalists 

5.3.1 Policy documents 

In general, journalists and other people within the media sector receive no explicit attention in 
the policy documents. Even though media could be thought of as companies, the business 
context, the competitive importance and the focus on products and services rather than 
knowledge creation and diffusion makes the specific case for journalists and media rather 
undistinguishable. 

5.3.2 Topic reports 

Compared to the non-visibility in the high-level policy documents, journalists and media 
representatives receive significant attention in the topic reports. Data journalism was 
presented as an area where journalists where using data to “explain and report on 
government” workings (TR2, p. 5), thus engaging in widespread knowledge diffusion by 
reporting on public sector organisations (TR8,TR10,TR17,TR26) and frequently report on 
things happening in society, about e.g.; the Iraq and Afghanistan wars, environmental quality, 
crime rates as well as changes in driving behaviour (TR2). They were also reported to be 
highly skilled in understanding and analysing a dataset, (TR2), for creating data visualisations 
revealing “complex causal relationships” in the data (TR16), for gather data and then making 
it open to citizens for their own exploration (TR4), as well as encouraging citizens to co-
creating news (TR2). Not only do journalists or media companies produce articles and news 
that hits the spotlights for a shorter period of time, they were also exemplified as service 
developers for both commercial and non-commercial services (TR8).   

5.4 Non-governmental organisations 

5.4.1 Policy documents 

The non-governmental organisations receives no specific attention in none of the high policy 
document, other than implicitly being citizens and by that having the opportunities to re-use 
open public sector data. 

5.4.2 Topic reports 

Despite the lack of acknowledgement in the high policy documents, non-governmental 
organisations (NGO’s), also including civil society organisations (CSO’s), receive a lot of 
attention in the topic reports. They are strongly acknowledged for their ability to fuel the 
process of opening up data; providing support for public sector organisations and other actors 
during the data release process (TR10,TR12,TR32) e.g. the World Bank released a tool for 
governments to collect and standardize budget data (TR10), thus facilitating interoperability 
between data. The global Open Government Partnership, with more than sixty member states, 
also emphasized the NGO’s and CSO’s important role as engaged in development plans and 
monitoring the realisation of national action (TR31). In line with other user groups, NGO’s 
and CSO’s were also active in creating various web solutions or services for citizens to 
monitor their governments (TR8,TR10,TR17), performing research around the open data 
phenomenon and the public administration (TR4,TR5)  and gathering public data and release 
it to the citizens (TR5). Moreover, NGO’s and CSO’s are acknowledged for their interest in 
addressing societal challenges such as international aid (TR12).  
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User group Envisioned role in the policy 

documents 
Reported role in the Topic Reports 

Companies 
and 
developers 

 Product and service providers 
 Job creators 
 Infrastructure enablers 
 Data knowledge producers  
 Actors in the data eco system 

(from ICT sector) 

 Product and service creators (developers 
also non-commercial) 

 Voluntary open data provider based on 
e.g. scraping data (developers) 

 Public private partnerships (companies) 
 Supporting and co-creating member states 

opening up process (companies) 
 Skilled in data visualisations (developers) 

Strong economic reasoning (backed 
up by economic estimates) 

Economic and societal reasoning 
(Companies and developers were not as 
jointly described as in the policies) 

Researchers  Providers of open scientific data 
 Users of open scientific data 
 Actors in ICT enabled 

collaborative research 
 Addressing societal challenges 
 Knowledge (technical) providers 

about open data  
 Actors in the data eco system 

(data researchers) 

 Knowledge providers about open data 
 Knowledge providers about findings 

based on open data (non-scientific data) 
 Relevant actors for thematic data (e.g. 

budget data) 
 Providers of contextual knowledge on 

societal challenges into service 
development  

 Skilled in data visualisations and analysis 
Technical and societal reasoning 
(however without examples) 

Strong societal reasoning 

Journalists Not explicitly mentioned.  Knowledge providers on government 
workings and societal issues 

 Service creators (commercial & non-
commercial) 

 Voluntary open data providers 
 Co-creation of open data based news 

together with citizens  
 Skilled in data visualisations and analysis 

N/A Economic and societal reasoning 
Non-
governmental 
organisations 

Not explicitly mentioned.  Supporting and monitoring member states 
open data initiatives 

 Providing free tools for member states 
and organisations data release process 

 Service creators 
 Performing research about open data 
 Voluntary open data providers 

N/A Societal and political reasoning 
Table 3:  Summary of differences between policy documents and topic reports 

6 Discussion 
As could be seen by the findings, the two sets of documents reveal different views of the 
groups of re-users and their relation to innovation and value creation. The following 
discussion elaborates on implications thereof and bases the discussion on the stated research 
questions: 1) which re-user groups are acknowledged in the selected policy documents and 
topic reports?, 2) where in the data value chain are the different re-users placed and what 
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value are they expected to generate?, 3) how might the current way of portraying re-users in 
policy documents and topic reports influence the shaping of the emerging open data 
innovation scene?  
 
Firstly, in the policy documents there were an explicit focus on companies, developers and 
data researchers from the ICT-sector. All three can be seen as re-user groups that represent an 
economic and a technical perspective. This is well in alignment with the current rhetoric 
where open data is seen as “the new oil for the digital age” (Kroes 2012a, p. 2), and where 
documents produced by public sector bodies within EU are seen as a vast, diverse and 
valuable pool of resources for the knowledge economy” (Schultz, Shatter 2013, p. 1). The 
topic reports, in the other hand, acknowledge a wider range of re-users, including journalists, 
non-data researchers and non-governmental organizations, as well as companies, developers 
and data researchers. These additional re-user groups also have an important role to play in 
the knowledge economy (Schultz, Shatter 2013) and its future open data based innovations. 
They also possess knowledge and experience that are of importance for securing a knowledge 
society, as well as a knowledge economy, based on values such as democracy, emancipation, 
and transparency.  
 
Secondly, the policy documents presented a rather straightforward image of the value creation 
process. Official bodies were described as data providers, ICT-actors as main value creators, 
and citizens and public sector as beneficiaries of the created value. The topic reports on the 
other hand reported of a more complex process. In these reports different user groups were 
engaged not only in data usage but also in opening up previously closed data, improving 
already released data, and supporting the opening up process. Thus, altering the relations 
between public sector and the citizens.  
 
Thirdly, reflecting on how the portraying re-users shape the open data innovation scene 
highlight two important findings, starting with the re-user groups acknowledged in the 
documents and reports. We know from user innovation theories that context and practical 
experiences is important drivers for developing interesting innovations (Von Hippel 1988). A 
key factor in this is problem solving capabilities; that is, people with specific contextual 
knowledge are more likely to identify problems and develop solutions within these contexts 
(von Hippel 1994). Based on these findings, the strong focus on the ICT sector as the main 
innovators and value creators becomes problematic since it indicates that open data is most 
likely to solve problems found within the ICT-sector or problems general to all citizens. 
Further, it can be argued that problems within other sectors such as healthcare, schools, 
finance, or industry is not as likely to be addressed by open data based innovations since 
people and groups representing these contexts are not seen as important re-user groups. In the 
end, the acknowledgement of different user groups becomes an indication of the type of 
innovations that will emerge, and thereby the type of problems that will be solved. Hence, we 
repeatedly need to reflect on what kind of opportunities and challenges we want to address, 
and the competence need to do so. 
 
This brings us to the question of how the positioning of re-users in the value chain shape the 
open data innovation scene. Arguably, the insights about where in the realisation process of 
open data different user groups create value opens up potentially interesting areas for future 
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innovations, however not always in the form of digital services as was pictured by the policy 
documents. New types of collaborations or processes also form an area for innovations, 
previously identified as particularly valuable for infusing new thinking and fresh ideas to 
existing process (Chesbrough, Vanhaverbeke & West 2006). This is particularly interesting 
for the pursued improvements within public sector body organisations (Schultz, Shatter 
2013). Co-creation has also proven to be a promising approach for reaping value of open data 
(Conradie, Mulder & Choenni 2012, Stephenson, Di Lorenzo & Aonghusa 2012). It can be 
argued that going beyond focusing primarily on innovations that are the outcome of re-use of 
data to also include other forms of innovations broadens our view of what value can emerge 
and also makes it easier to support and acknowledge these types of innovations. Further, 
omitting certain groups of re-users from the “data value chain” (DG Connect 2013, p. 1) also 
means that these groups are more likely to be overseen in support programs and funding as 
well.  
 
Lastly, the policy documents presented a strong tendency to adhere to economic reasoning 
while the topic reports revealed that a much broader array of values were seen to engage 
various user groups, for example societal and political values. Also, the diversity in values as 
drivers was not correlated to single user groups, rather all user groups were seen to abide by 
multiple values. This draws the attention to the power of rhetoric’s for mobilizing people to 
adopt a new ICT phenomena (Swanson, Ramiller 1997), in this case open data which today is 
strongly being portrayed in economic terms (DG Connect 2013, Kroes 2014). Arguably, the 
policy documents strong economic focus poses a risk for not attracting citizens with another 
agenda. Supporting the drivers for solving problems is also seen as important ingredients for 
obtaining innovation (von Hippel 2001). It can be argued that one way of supporting various 
drivers for innovation is to enable them to be seen and acknowledged equally in policies and 
also to make efforts to monitor them so they are visible in current evaluation frameworks that 
form a base for future open data financing (DG Connect 2013). In line with this stance are the 
perspectives offered by international strategies taking a broader acknowledgement of 
economic, societal and political values (G8 2013, Open Government Partnership 2013).  

7 Conclusions 
Based on the lack of research related to the groups of people that are the presumed 
intermediaries between open data and the use-based impacts this study sets out to examine 
how re-users are being portrayed in policy documents and in topic reports. This is also 
important since research show that rhetoric’s play an important role in mobilizing actors to 
adopt new ICT (Swanson, Ramiller 1997). 
 
The main user groups identified were companies and developers, researchers, journalists and 
non-governmental organisations. Findings also revealed that the policy documents envisioned 
a more economic and technological view of the PSI initiative compared to the topic reports. 
The open data scene pictured by the policy documents focused on innovation and value 
generated by people and companies within the ICT sector and as the result of open data re-
use. The topic reports told a tale where open data use lead the engagement of multiple user 
groups supporting the realisation process and making data available outside the organisational 
boarders of public sector and opening doors towards collaboration related innovations.  
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Notwithstanding the above, we acknowledge that the rhetorical base on which an ICT 
phenomenon rests during the early phases of promoting implementation is often driven by the 
desire to “focalize and motivate” the realisation of the ICT phenomena by presenting a 
simplified image (Corea 2004, p. 37) and to mobilize perceived relevant actors (Swanson, 
Ramiller 1997). Nonetheless, a view focusing on technological and economic aspects alone as 
societal and economic drivers pose a possible hindrance for obtaining a broad innovation 
scene. An innovation scene where heterogeneous innovations emerge from experienced 
opportunities and challenges of many different groups of people and mainly based on people 
with technical skills. Where we can identify new types of innovations and broaden the current 
boundaries surrounding the re-use of data. In the end, this is about acknowledging the broad 
potential for innovation that exists in society.  
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Abstract.  

The vision of open data in Europe, as laid out in high-level policy documents, holds many hopes for 
the future as well as insights about what groups of people are believed to shape the future arena for 
open data based innovation and values.  At the same time, research tells us that we know too little 
about these user groups and how they innovate and create value based on open data. Therefore, this 
paper sets out to examine how different user groups relate to open data based impacts and to discuss 
implications for the emergence of the future arena for innovation and value creations that open data is 
envisioned to emerge into. For this, a theoretic lens based on a sociotechnical perspective of relevant 
social groups together with insights about user’s innovative capacity is used.  

When the user groups were merged into relevant social groups, a grouping based on a common aim 
with usage rather than role or sector, the user groups were found to be rather evenly spread out into 
four major areas; 1) creating business opportunities, 2) engaging in knowledge diffusion, 3) addressing 
complex societal problems, and 4) supporting open data practice and process, thus indicating a highly 
multidirectional evolvement of open data.  

Based on this, possible implications related to the shaping of open data as an arena for innovation and 
value creation are discussed.  
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1 Introduction 
The vision for public sector open data holds many promises for the future and is often portrayed as a 
cure for many social challenges (Kroes, 2011). Open data is  seen as the enabler of a new information 
market that will lead us to a more comprehensive knowledge society as well as new service 
innovations, increased participation in government and increased government efficiency (Cox & 
Alemanno, 2003; Schultz & Shatter, 2013). However, transforming a vision into strategy 
implementation, service adoption and real-life benefits is a challenging and winding road where 
contemporary discourse fuels the development (Swanson & Ramiller, 1997). 

The realization of new ICT phenomena has previously been acknowledged for its tendency to adhere 
to myths (Bekkers & Homburg, 2007; Winner, 1986); and the open data initiative is no exception and 
has been accused to confuse the release of data with instant benefits of use (Janssen, Charalabidis, & 
Zuiderwijk, 2012) as well as neglecting the importance of user aspects (Dawes & Helbig, 2010; Jaeger 
& Bertot, 2010; Zuiderwijk, Janssen, Choenni, Meijer, & Alibaks, 2012). Also, research reveals that 
the EU vision of open data does not manage to reflect how different user groups actually use data, and 
leans on the idea of commercially driven actors within the ICT sectors as main innovators and value 
creators while downplaying open data usage of by other groups such as journalists and non-
governmental organizations as well as non-commercial usage (Lassinantti & Bergwall-Kåreborn, 
2014). At the same time, national and local policies are emerging too slowly, and more verified 
knowledge about impacts and transformations are identified as a driver for rationalizing the policy 
process (Hujiboom & Van den Broek, 2011). Arguably, more knowledge about how the societal 
effects actually appear and by what user groups is an important factor for advancing the realization of 
open data. It has also been argued that it is important for policy making to invest in understanding the 
complex relationships between technology and society (Sørensen & Williams, 2002), thus further 
stressing the understanding of user groups as innovators and value creators as a key for progressing the 
open data scene.    

Therefore, this paper sets out to examine how different user groups relate to open data based impacts 
and to discuss implications for the emergence of the future arena for innovation and value creations 
that open data is envisioned to emerge into.  

The study is set within the boundaries of the European directive for the release of public sector data 
(Cox & Alemanno, 2003) and utilizes EU documents that reports on open data usage as data. As 
theoretic lens, this paper leans on social constructivism and especially the theory about relevant social 
groups in combination with user innovation theories. We conclude by making recommendations for 
future evolvement of open data initiatives based on our findings. 

2 The vision of open data 
In the initial account of the PSI-directive, the up-coming transformation was related to broad societal 
objectives: “The evolution towards an information and knowledge society influences the life of every 
citizen in the community, inter alia, by enabling them to gain new ways of accessing and acquiring 
knowledge“ (Cox & Alemanno, 2003, p. 90). A decade later, it was slightly amended towards more 
economic reasoning: “Documents produced by the public sector bodies of the Member States 
constitute a vast, diverse and valuable pool of resources for the knowledge economy” (Schultz & 
Shatter, 2013, p. 1), thus revealing a change in public sector value from societal to economic.   
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Rhetorically, open data is often pictured as having immense economic value with statements like 
“unlocking the goldmine” (Kroes, 2011, p. 1), “data is the new oil for the digital age” (Kroes, 2012, p. 
2) and “the data gold rush” (Kroes, 2014, p. 1). This is supported by various EU funded reports on 
economic potential, e.g. the Mepsir report presenting potential market value in Europe (Dekkers, 
Polman, Te Velde, & De Vries, 2006). Research also reveals that actors within the ICT-sector, that is 
ICT-companies, developers and data researchers, are the actors that are explicitly portrayed as the 
innovators and creators of this economic value in high level EU policy documents while actors in 
other branches are downplayed (Lassinantti & Bergwall-Kåreborn, 2014). Also, this research shows 
that the EU vision tend to portray people in silos, e.g. researchers as re-users of open scientific data 
rather than users of other open data, or equaling developers with commercial interest. 

Societal challenges are frequently addressed as possible results of open data use like in this speech: 
“Transforming healthcare, using data to develop new drugs, and save lives. Greener cities with fewer 
traffic jams, and smarter use of public money.” (Kroes, 2014, p. 1). Additionally, also other values and 
impacts such as the empowerment of citizens, transparency, the right to self-expression and the 
changed relationship between government and citizens are also acknowledged (Kroes, 2012). 
However, these impacts are not further supported by any in-depth reports.  

Organizationally, the PSI directive is part of the EU Digital Agenda (European Commission, 2014) 
and has also recently been merged together with other data related fields, such as big data, under a 
common data value chain strategy (DG Connect, 2013).  Recently, the European commission also 
committed themselves (European Commission, 2013) to the open data strategies proposed by the G8 
members (G8, 2013), which to a larger extent acknowledges and promotes non-economic values such 
as societal, social and political perspectives. Altogether, the opening up of public sector data in Europe 
forms an arena where a multitude of innovations are believed to happen. 

3 Social groups as sources for innovative value 
When innovations occur, there are multiple actors at play which all influence the success and diffusion 
of what is being created (Benbasat & Barki, 2007; Swanson & Ramiller, 1997). This section endeavors 
to take a grip on citizens in their role as innovators and creators of value, and to highlight the 
processes and prerequisites for making innovations possible.  

3.1 Relevant social groups and multidirectional evolvement 
The field of social shaping of technology (Bijker, 1995; Bijker, Hughes, & Pinch, 1987; MacKenzie & 
Wajcman, 1999) has been known “to relate what happens at the micro-level to broader social 
structures and processes” (Russell, 1986). For this paper, particularly the theories about 
multidirectional development and relevant social groups (Pinch & Bijker, 1987) will be included. The 
field of social shaping of technology is a broad range of research that intertwines technological 
evolvement with societal issues aiming for a framework that sees these different strands as a whole 
(MacKenzie & Wajcman, 1999). It is portrayed as a useful approach for contextualizing how humans 
interact with technology in the analysis of current events in society, in particular for “processes and 
context that frame technological innovation” (Howcroft, Mitev, & Wilson, 2004). More recently, 
scholars within future studies claim that social shaping of technology proves to be a promising 
approach for addressing emerging multifaceted technologies characterized by wide-ranging visions 
and interests (Jørgensen, Jørgensen, & Clausen, 2009). The political aspects of SST is emphasized and 
it is stated that IT artifacts are permeated by politics (Winner, 1999), leading to misbeliefs about 
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technology being autonomous (Winner, 1977) and neglect for emerging social structures and values 
(Winner, 1986). 

One of the most influential theories within this field is the social construction of technology (SCOT) 
(Williams & Edge, 1996) which opposes the traditional way of viewing the development process as 
linear; rather it looks upon the development process as multidirectional (Pinch & Bijker, 1987). An 
emerging technology can evolve towards different outcomes under the influence and interaction of 
relevant social groups which perceives different meanings and values with the developed artifact. 
People related to a relevant social group see the same problems and also agree on its solution. All 
social groups for which the artifact proposes some kind of meaning are considered relevant, thus, also 
including e.g. non-users that are being affected by the technology by other means than direct usage 
(Pinch & Bijker, 1987).  

Later research has however criticized this simplified definition of relevant social groups (Humphreys, 
2005; Williams & Edge, 1996; Winner, 1993) pointing out that apart from the benefits of easy 
description, social groups are engaged in “very complex and fluid realities” (Hunsinger, 2005, p. 256). 
In a response to the seminal writings (Pinch & Bijker, 1987), Russell (1986) and Winner (1993)  
strongly argues that the aspect of power relations  and actual influence has been ignored, e.g. that the 
people driving the technology tended to contend themselves with including user groups that were 
currently active (Winner, 1993). Also, even though the initial idea with relevant social groups was to 
get away from role based discussions (Humphreys, 2005), these concepts has re-emerged in the 
discussions for understanding technological evolvement from a macro level and broader societal 
processes. Mackay and Gillespie (1992) argue that it is crucial to acknowledge the social groups of 
developers because of their high shaping influence. Also, to provide for a larger contextualization, four 
meta-categories are proposed: 1) producers who have a direct interest and stake in the technology, 2) 
advocates who engage in promoting the technology, 3) users who’s life the technology will improve, 
and 4) bystanders are those with an indirect link to the technology (Humphreys, 2005). Drawing on 
appropriation, Mackay and Gillespie (1992) argue that an artifacts grade of openness to the users 
affect what meanings about the artifact that the user can see (Mackay & Gillespie, 1992), that is, the 
more open an artifact is, the more potential and uses can be depicted by its users. 

However, these theories does not include a thorough explanatory base for how different relevant 
groups engage in innovative activities, therefore we turn to another literature that are focused on the 
innovative potential and capacity of citizens.  

3.2 Citizens and innovation 
Ordinary people do innovate and they do that based on their contextual experiences and problem 
solving capabilities. This is the essence of the theoretic field of users as innovators (Von Hippel, 
1988) which takes a grip on the innovative qualities of users and how they come to innovate. Given 
the opportunity, users of products and services have been seen to make their own innovations based on 
the addition of their contextual knowledge to the actual product or service (Chesbrough, 
Vanhaverbeke, & West, 2006; Franke & von Hippel, 2003; Luthje, Herstatt, & von Hippel, 2005; 
Thomke & von Hippel, 2002; von Hippel, 2005). That is, there is a merge between the use of a 
product or service and a problem and solution knowledge related to a certain context that enables new 
innovations to emerge. When users are given “the invitation to innovate”, many of them engage in a 
“long-lasting, continuous, evolving, and intense” innovation activities (Prügl & Schreier, 2006, p. 
237), revealing their innovations to fellow users for free (Schweisfurth, Raasch, & Herstatt, 2011; 
Prügl & Schreier, 2006; Jeppesen, 2005)  Citizens innovations has seen to be related to e.g. the 
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creation of new banking services (Oliveira & von Hippel, 2011), in the design of semiconductors (von 
Hippel, 2001) or in the solving of research problems (Lakhani & Panetta, 2007); all drawing on 
peoples motivation to contribute with their knowledge and problem solving abilities.  

Successful innovation activities takes place at locations where users are in the context of the problem 
that they want to solve, for example at their work or in their neighborhood, have access to problem 
related information that is difficult or costly to transfer to another people. This information 
characteristic, or context based knowledge, has been labeled “sticky information” (von Hippel, 1998). 
Recently, this process has been further supported by ICT-based toolkits, enabling user’s access to the 
development process and resources for innovation while remaining in their own context (von Hippel & 
Katz, 2002; Prügl & Schreier, 2006; Piller, Ihl, & Steiner, 2010). 

Similar ways to regard the innovative capacity of citizens, or customers, has been identified within the 
field of open innovation. By reaching out to external actors to harness their creativity and ideas, new 
processes for enabling innovations in different forms has emerged (Chesbrough, 2003; Chesbrough, 
2011). The most practiced approach is called the outside-in case; external parties are given access to 
company internal innovation activities, thus remaining within the walls of the company and 
resembling processes with sourcing and acquiring external knowledge (Dahlander & Gann, 2010). In 
the opposite direction, the less explored inside-out case is concerned with the revealing of internal 
resources, often referred to as ‘spillovers’ from existing development or research, to be put to use in 
new innovative contexts (Chesbrough, 2012). Open innovation strategies and practice has been 
comprehensively researched within private sector, and future progress is believed to include the 
managing of larger innovation communities (Chesbrough, 2012). However, within public sector, 
research on open innovation has not rendered as much attention but is beginning to be seen as a way 
forward for addressing ICT related challenges (Bekkers, 2012). Compared to private sector open 
innovation as being mainly concerned with the internal value created, the public sector context has 
been found to expand acknowledged values to also include innovations and values created in society 
(Lassinantti, 2013). Lately, engaging in open practices of innovation relates to power relations, and 
suggested as a future mean for responsible innovation (Stilgoe, Owen, & Macnaghten, 2013).   

3.3 Reflections on framework 
Before entering the methodology section, we provide a brief reflection on the theoretic framework. 
Since SST is not concerned with people’s innovative capacity as an explaining aspect, the theory of 
user innovation complements the theory of relevant social groups with the notion of individual 
characteristics. An important aspect here is the question of level of analysis since SST can be 
discussed at both macro and micro level. While the more political stance of relevant social groups, as 
pictured by Winner (1993; 1999) resides on a macro level, the in-depth analysis of relevant social 
groups (Bijker, 1995) rather takes the position of micro studies of users participation in technology 
development. It can also be argued that analyzing relevant social groups at the meta level, while being 
sensitive to roles and societal sectors as well as to interpreted problems is a prerequisites for a 
discussion about social groups which are yet unknown for their preferences and who are not yet 
involved. By merging these theoretic strands, the descriptive focus in relevant social groups theories 
are complemented with theories that makes us able to better discuss future implications for open data 
as a scene for innovation and value creation. 
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4 Research approach 
This paper sets out to examine how different user groups relate to open data based impacts and to 
discuss implications for the emergence of the future arena for innovation and value creations that open 
data is envisioned to emerge into. This is done within the boundaries of the European directive for the 
release of public sector data, that is, the Public Sector Information (PSI) directive (Cox & Alemanno, 
2003). Finding a doable way of getting information about the actual user groups and their real life 
usage of open data was a challenge. However, the choice fell on topic reports about open data 
published by the EU initiated website and information portal (ePSIplatform, 2013) about issues 
relating to public sector open data in Europe. These topic reports provide data over a number of years, 
across countries and also they cover the themes and topics that were deemed most interesting and 
valuable by various open data stakeholders, thus mirroring the current debate within EU member 
states. Also, the content in the reports were not driven by the policy level, rather by the people 
engaged in real life implementation and realization of open data usage. Further strengthening the 
relevance for policy implementation is the idea that these report will function as a support for member 
states realization of the PSI-directive.  

4.1 Data collection 
Thus, the empirical data consists of topic reports from the EU portal for supporting the realization of 
open public sector data. The topic reports were chosen for a specific period of time, starting with the 
launch of topic reports in a specific and consistent layout for content and focus, earlier reports were 
inconsistent in their structure and appearance. From this date, all reports until the end of the data 
collection period was included; that was in early 2014. It should be noted that the ePSI platform 
includes a lot more reports than the topic reports that has other publishers than the European 
Commission. However, these reports were excluded because of time restrains and since they did not 
have an explicit European focus, most often they took the perspective of one country. See table 1 for a 
complete list of the documents used as data. Information about visits per report was included to 
increase the contextual understanding of these reports. 

Id. Topic reports supporting policy implementation of the 
PSI directive (http://www.epsiplatform.eu/list/report) 

Date of 
release  

Visits per 
2014-10-24 

TR34 Open Data in Natural Hazards Management 2014-01-22 1150
TR33 A Year of Open Data in the EMEA Region 2014-01-08 2078
TR32 Fiscal Transparency and Open Government Data 2013-11-26 4089
TR31 The Influence of the Open Government Partnership 

(OGP) on the Open Data discussions 
2013-10-23 50389

TR30 Impact of Standards in European Open Data 
Catalogues. A Multilingual perspective of DCAT 

2013-09-30 1131

TR29 Understanding the impact of releasing and re-using 
Open government data 

2013-08-29 1842

TR28 Data processing and visualization tools 2013-07-07 2589
TR27 Open Data and EU Funding 2013-06-26 1348
TR26 Parliamentary informatics: what data should be open 

and how multi-stakeholder efforts can help parliaments 
achieve it 

2013-05-29 1207

TR25 Free Access, Public Fees and Prices 2013-04-29 804
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TR24 Open Data in Developing Countries 2013-02-28 960
TR23 Europe's Data Catalogues 2013-01-30 835
TR22 Open Data and Liability 2012-12-30 722
TR21 Open Data Standardization before publication? 2012-12-30 638
TR20 Linked Data 2012-11-30 582
TR19 Local and Regional Data 2012-10-30 571
TR18 Charging Practices for PSI in the EU 2012-10-03 624
TR17 Re-use of Public Procurement Data 2012-09-25 880
TR16 Data Visualisation 2012-09-25 1036
TR15 Data Wrangling 2012-09-25 1781
TR14 Innovation Contests for Open Data Re-use 2012-08-20 575
TR13 Open Data in Cultural Heritage Institutions 2012-05-31 3194
TR12 Open Aid Data 2012-05-31 6745
TR11 The Amendments to the PSI Directive 2012-04-23 389
TR10 Re-use of Budget Data 2012-03-30 1163
TR9 Re-use of Transport Data 2012-02-18 5031
TR8 Re-use of Parliamentary Data 2011-12-01 684
TR7 PSI re-use in Portugal 2011-12-01 780
TR6 Comparing the 2008 and 2010 Public Consultations on 

the PSI Directive 
2011-10-31 473

TR5 State of play, PSI re-use in Romania 2011-10-14 634
TR4 State of play: PSI re-use in Bulgaria 2011-10-14 552
TR3 PSI Re-use Rights and Privacy 2011-10-14  556
TR2 Data Journalism Fuelling PSI Re-use 2011-10-14 556
TR1 PSI in Belgium, a slow journey towards open data? 2011-10-14 629

 
Table 1. EU topic reports used as empirical data 

4.2 Data analysis 
Analysis by deconstructing a text into its parts and pieces has been known “to open debate to 
complexities and issues that has been ignored or suppressed” (Kildruff, 1993, p. 13) and that 
contradictions found in the text are representations of how the world around us is viewed and 
perceived (Beath & Orlikowski, 1994). Recent research also claims that text analysis has the ability to 
bring about both new perspectives and insights relating to the history of IS practice, as well as to 
inspire to new creative and innovative thinking about the nature of future IS (Chiasson & Davidson, 
2012). Also, “the potential value of using rhetorical formulations [ ] as a mean to engender useful 
understanding of the properties of IT use”, has put focus on the discourse as a vehicle for transferring 
beliefs and attitudes (Corea, 2006, p. 109). 

The data analysis was conducted in three rounds. First, all of the documents where read and 
summarized in excel according to a set of codes; objectives, report characteristics such as focus on 
data or ICT infrastructure, user groups and their drivers, drivers and examples of use, as well overall 
vision of impacts. Second, the documents where re-coded and analyzed with the software NVivo 
according to a more detailed list of categories sprung from the initial analysis. This resulted in detailed 
information about what user groups were active and what specific impacts they contributed to. Lastly, 
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the findings were compared and cross checked, and final conclusions were made. Because of the large 
number of documents, the analysis has focused on writings that could represent a broader view 
identified in the reports. Also, given the amount of text, there is a substantial risk for the analysis to be 
colored by the authors own and previous beliefs in the matter. However, efforts have been done to 
overcome biases through the identification of the authors own beliefs, discussions with peers and 
drawing knowledge from relevant literature.  

5 Reported user groups and their relation to open data 
based impacts 

This section presents the main user groups engaged in using open data to create value and innovations, 
as found in the topic reports, which are: 1) company and developers, 2) researchers, 3) journalists, and 
4) non-governmental organizations. To obtain an overview of their respective reported engagement, a 
summary is provided in table 2.  

5.1 Companies and developers 
The topic reports reveals a broad picture where companies and developers are not as tightly related to 
each other but still regarded as the prime innovators: “Innovation is close to the market, it is focused 
on the generation of new products and services and Europe[‘s] needs of innovation to grow and 
increase the value generated by the industrial sector, especially Small and Medium Enterprises” 
(TR27, p.4). Notwithstanding this trust as value creators, the difficulty of keeping apps developed at 
hackathons alive over a longer period of time are also presented as a significant problem (TR14). 
Developers were also seen to engage in more transparency related services with minor commercial 
interest, often acting on voluntary basis and rather being motivated by “identifying a need not yet 
covered [and] by the desire to make a difference” (TR8, p. 9), thus rather adhering to societal interests 
than mere economic. In addition, they were exemplified as scraping non-open data, cleaning the data 
and then releasing the data to others (TR21, TR31), thus fuelling the opening up process without 
commercial preferences. Companies on the other hand were seen to further strengthen their economic 
standpoint by engaging in various public private partnerships (PPP); Microsoft (TR5) and Google 
(TR13) partnered with data providers in a technology-data exchange. Moreover, they supported the 
realization process in various ways; by e.g. participating in the development of national action plans 
and to monitor the implementation (TR31). However not frequent, but some companies were also 
reported to seek PPP’s to favor their position relative other user groups by seeking premium access to 
data or access to open data websites for marketing their services (TR25).  

5.2 Researchers 
The topic reports presents researchers mainly in two different types of fields. First, they perform 
research on the open data realization process (TR29, TR32, TR33); hence not using open data, rather 
acting as advisors. Second, they conduct research based on open data but not from the academic 
domain, e.g. researching on; government workings (TR5, TR8), levels of civil society engagement 
(TR4), innovations for sustainable public travel (TR9), aid development (TR12) culture data (TR13). 
In particular, involving researchers not only from within the ICT-sector is emphasized as being of 
importance for understanding the effects of open public data (TR29). For example, macro economics 
and political science was seen as important research fields for budget data (TR10). Researchers were 
also deemed relevant for data visualizations (TR16) and for managing and analyzing data (TR15). 
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Interestingly, another example of researchers contribution recently appeared; as providers of 
knowledge around societal challenges. In the role as authors of a topic report, the researchers 
Vescoukis and Bratsas emphasize the need of contextual understanding for developing successful ICT 
solutions (TR34). Not only do they provide an extensive process based background to the management 
of natural hazards, they also contribute with specifications on likely functional and non-functional 
requirements on ICT solutions, as well as elaborates on relevant open data, thus making it possible for 
more people to address this challenge professionally.  

5.3 Journalists 
Journalists and media representatives receive significant attention in the topic reports. Data journalism 
was presented as an area where journalists where using data to “explain and report on government” 
workings (TR2, p. 5), thus engaging in widespread knowledge diffusion by reporting on public sector 
organizations (TR8, TR10, TR17, TR26) and frequently report on things happening in society, about 
e.g.; the Iraq and Afghanistan wars, environmental quality, crime rates as well as changes in driving 
behavior (TR2). They were also reported to be highly skilled in understanding and analyzing a dataset, 
(TR2), for creating data visualizations revealing “complex causal relationships” in the data (TR16), 
for gather data and then making it open to citizens for their own exploration (TR4), as well as 
encouraging citizens to co-creating news (TR2). Not only do journalists or media companies produce 
articles and news that hits the spotlights for a shorter period of time, they were also exemplified as 
service developers for both commercial and non-commercial services (TR8). Even though the topic 
reports mostly described services without a commercial perspective, the context of current challenges 
within the media branch due to decreasing sales of paper based newspapers strongly indicates that 
services are part of the business model renewal of media companies.  

5.4 Non-governmental organizations 
Non-governmental organizations (NGO’s), also including civil society organizations (CSO’s), receive 
a lot of attention in the topic reports. They are strongly acknowledged for their ability to fuel the 
process of opening up data; providing support for public sector organizations and other actors during 
the data release process (TR10, TR12, TR32) e.g. the World Bank released a tool for governments to 
collect and standardize budget data (TR10), thus facilitating interoperability between data. The global 
Open Government Partnership, with more than sixty member states, also emphasized the NGO’s and 
CSO’s important role as engaged in development plans and monitoring the realization of national 
action (TR31). In line with other user groups, NGO’s and CSO’s were also active in creating various 
web solutions or services for citizens to monitor their governments (TR8, TR10, TR17), performing 
research around the open data phenomenon and the public administration (TR4, TR5)  and gathering 
public data and release it to the citizens (TR5). Moreover, NGO’s and CSO’s are acknowledged for 
their interest in addressing societal challenges such as international aid (TR12).  

The above findings are summarized in table 2 to make an overview of the user group’s relation to 
innovation and value creation clearer. 

User groups Reported engagement in topic reports 
Companies 
and developers 

 Product and service creators (developers also non-commercial) 
 Voluntary open data provider based on scraping data (developers) 
 Engaging in public private partnerships (companies) 
 Supporting and co-creating member states opening up process 
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(companies) 
 Skilled in data visualisations (developers) 

Researchers  Performing researching about open data 
 Performing research based on open data (non-scientific data) 
 Providers of contextual knowledge on societal challenges  
 Skilled in data visualisations and data analysis 

Journalists  Reporting on government workings and societal issues 
 Service creators 
 Voluntary open data providers 
 Co-creation of open data based news together with citizens 
 Skilled in data visualisations and data analysis 

Non-
governmental 
organisations 

 Supporting and monitoring member states open data initiatives 
 Providing free tools for member states and organisations data release 

process 
 Service creators 
 Performing research about open data 
 Voluntary open data providers 

 
Table 2. Reported actions of user groups 

6 Discussion 
To leverage the understanding of how different user groups relate to open data impact, this discussion 
turns to the theoretic field of social shaping of technology and user innovation as a lens. First, the four 
relevant social groups identified among the user groups are discussed with an additional lens of user 
innovation theories. This makes us able not only to better understand how user groups divide 
themselves by agreeing on problems and solutions (Pinch & Bijker, 1987), but also to see likely 
implications for innovation and value creation from the perspective of the relevant social group’s 
potential for innovation. Second, the discussion takes a grip on the multidirectional evolvement of the 
open data scene that the emergence of these different relevant social groups’ leads to, and also 
attempts to put this is relation to the EU vision of open data. 

6.1 Relevant social groups – a mixed user group innovation approach 
As could be seen by the findings, the topic reports conveyed examples on multiple and diverse 
engagement of different user groups and their role in the innovation and value creation process. In 
order to bridge the use of roles or sector adherence as explanatory factors, we turn to social 
constructivist theory and relevant social groups which offers a way of grouping people based on their 
interpretation of problems and solutions (Pinch & Bijker, 1987). The data offers us material for taking 
the identified engagement of the user groups reported on in the topic reports and to form four different 
relevant social groups of people that interprets open data as a way of; 1) creating business 
opportunities, 2) engaging in spreading knowledge, 3) addressing complex societal problems, and 4) 
supporting open data practice and process, see Figure 1. These relevant social groups should not be 
seen as stand-alone islands; rather, they should be understood as groups that sometimes overlap in 
scope and interest. One members of a relevant social group can at the same time be part of another 
relevant social group depending on whether this particular person can interpret open data as different 
things (Pinch & Bijker, 1987).   
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6.1.1 Creating business opportunities 
Not surprisingly, the first relevant social group consists of user groups that see open data as a mean to 
create various business opportunities, a focus that falls well in line with the EU vision.  However, 
although developers and companies were the main envisioned creators of economic value in the EU 
vision (Lassinantti & Bergwall-Kåreborn, 2014); also journalists proved to be involved in service 
development related to an economic perspective. An example is a government monitoring service 
targeted people interested in tracking a certain bill or a certain politician (Dietrich, 2011). Nonetheless, 
the people adhering to this relevant social group did not amount to the proportion of economic 
outcome to match the hopes and attention portrayed in the ‘goldmine’ rhetoric’s. Also, a lot of 
business opportunities did not evolve from the proposed innovative use of data, rather by companies 
delivering IT-infrastructure or business support, as well as engaging in public- private-partnerships. 
Hence, business opportunities was seen to be one of the directions to where open data evolves, 
however, it did not pose as such a strong driver as portrayed in the EU vision.  

Given the intense expectations in the EU vision on especially developers and small and medium sized 
ICT-companies to realize a commercially driven information market, it is arguably worrying that the 
created services in hackathons too often were not seen to last for a sustainable period of time (Poikola 
& Kresin, 2012). Based on the importance of a problem solving ambition as a drive for innovation 
(Von Hippel, 1988), the competition aspect is arguably likely to bring the motivation closer to being a 
matter of winning or just participating in a fun event than a driver for solving a problem. Also, 
engaging into collaborative open innovation practices (Chesbrough, 2011) and engaging the 
downplayed non-ICT people with knowledge about important problems (von Hippel, 1994) as well as 
the already invited people with ICT-skills should arguably pose as an interesting path towards more 
sustainable services. While the developer’s engagement in businesses was hyped, the absence of 
acknowledgement for journalist’s commercial interest in services draws on power relations by 
resembling the tendency for technology advocates to merely include those initially part of the 
development process as relevant actors (Winner, 1993). The neglect to see this constructed societal 

Figure 1: User groups and their adherence to relevant social groups 
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structure (Winner, 1986) poses not only as an important implication for a future innovation scene, but 
also as threat to solutions that might empower media companies to deal with the downsizing of paper 
based news.  

6.1.2 Engaging in knowledge diffusion 
Different examples of knowledge diffusion rendered substantial attention across sectors; NGO’s, 
developers, and journalists engage in the monitoring of governments, while journalists and researchers 
were seen to reveal insights about the state of society, e.g. environment status, or historical knowledge. 
This relevant group reveals a stronger correlation to the initial vision in the PSI directive of a 
knowledge society (Cox & Alemanno, 2003) then with the later amended version that had moved 
towards a knowledge economy (Schultz & Shatter, 2013). Hence, the EU vision takes on a stronger 
economic perspective on knowledge which is not identified in this relevant social group. Also, the 
focus on knowledge diffusion is much stronger and more explicit in the reported examples from the 
topic report that what could be found in the EU vision.  

Arguably, this vision poses significant implications for the acknowledgement of how knowledge is 
created and spread among citizens. What the topic reports reveal is that journalist, researchers, 
developers and NGO’s act as intermediaries and interpreters of data in the act to diffuse knowledge 
and they do this through different ‘channels’; e.g. articles, visualizations, research, services and social 
media. As such, they are all interpretative actors (Walsham, 2006), hence displaying knowledge based 
on different worldviews and pre-understandings (Myers, 2004). This is also identified as a political 
issue: “If as citizens we can neither interpret nor use data, then we must trust those that can.” 
(Margetts, 2011, p. 519), indicating not only a shift in trust but also a shift in power of the truth. For 
these reasons, the strong focus on the ICT-sector and services becomes a hinder for seeing the broader 
and democracy infused aspects of diffused knowledge, e.g. blurring the discussion of how many 
citizens is reached by knowledge transferred via a service developed by a start-up company compared 
to knowledge diffused by an established news company or a researcher. The non-acknowledgement of 
knowledge diffusion as an intrinsic value from open data in especially the data value chain report (DG 
Connect, 2013), impose implications for the monitoring and financing of knowledge diffusion, which 
arguably also is strongly a strong driver for excelling problem based innovations (Lakhani & Panetta, 
2007; von Hippel, 2005).  

6.1.3 Addressing complex societal problems 
Like above, this relevant social group involves all user groups except companies; researchers, NGO’s, 
journalists and developers were all seen to engage in addressing complex societal problems such as 
corruption, development aid or environmental challenges. Also, the emergence of open data is 
envisioned to address societal challenges; however there are a number of findings that presents 
particular challenges for this area even though open data was seen to be promisingly incorporated in 
the specific area of development aid (Dietrich, 2012).  

Arguably, the rigid focus on economic prosperity and open data being a gold mine for its users, in 
addition with the focus on ICT-related user groups as main innovator and value creators, do not 
correlate very well with the ambitions to address complex societal challenges. From the topic reports, 
it was clear that economic growth or an increase in individual income was not seen as a driver for 
solving broader societal challenges; on the contrary, the drive was rather to actually solve the problem 
in question (Dietrich, 2012; Vescoukis & Bratsas, 2014). Also, we learn from user innovation theories 
that problem understanding is a driver for innovation (von Hippel, 1994; Von Hippel, 1988). Hence, it 
is likely that the economically focused rhetoric used in EU vision, and especially in the data value 
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strategy (DG Connect, 2013) will not mobilize national open data initiatives to include the addressing 
of societal challenges as a key component in their strategies. Also, given the high focus on economic 
prosperity and mere ICT-people, which excludes people with knowledge about these societal 
challenges, is arguable a utopian view of technology development (Bellamy & Taylor, 1998; Winner, 
1986). 

The way researchers were regarded in the EU vision also poses as a future problem for the likelihood 
of open data being used for addressing more complex societal challenges. Instead of seeing researchers 
as potential users of all types of open data, they were merely correlated to the use of open data from 
the scientific domain, that is, data from the same domain whereto they themselves were supposed to 
release their data. It was only in real cases from the topic reports that they were seen to use open data 
from other public sector bodies. This indicates that the way researchers are treated in the policies, they 
rather remain in their own data academic bubble without being seen as potential users of e.g. 
environmental or traffic data from various countries to address societal challenges. Other groups that 
were downplayed in relation to societal challenges were the journalists and the NGO’s. Yet, they were 
seen to spread information not only about governmental affairs but also about the state of society, thus 
increasing awareness of e.g. environmental issues and corruption. Lastly, a major possible implication 
for addressing societal challenges is the indefinite handling of these matters in the proposed evaluation 
tool for data value proposed by DG Connect, stating that “In addition to the economic dimension, the 
monitoring tool will also attempt to address societal and environmental aspects” (DG Connect, 2013, 
p. 14). Failing to include societal challenges in monitoring tools is arguable also a risk for being 
downplayed by other more easily measured indexes like number of open data apps or start-ups. 
Making an international comparison though, it is interesting to note other international strategies are 
taking a broader acknowledgement of values by including economic, societal and political values (G8, 
2013; Open Government Partnership, 2013). This also opens up implications for supporting 
international collaborative innovation, in line with open innovation practice (Chesbrough et al., 2006) 
which harbors multiple interests; such as mixing e.g. the economic interest of companies with the 
societal interest of researchers or organizations.  

Despite the possible implications, the topic reports also offered thoughtful inspiration for how to 
address complex societal challenges. In a topic report written by two researchers, presented as experts 
in ICT and in natural hazards management, shares their ideas and in-depth knowledge on how services 
could be developed to meet these particular challenges (Vescoukis & Bratsas, 2014). Going down on 
details on natural hazards management and requirements on new services operating in this context, 
they transfer their problem solving capabilities (von Hippel, 1994) to new service developers and thus 
increasing the potential for other people to address this societal challenge. Also, taking the standpoint 
of open innovation, we learn that it is not only important to release data, but also that providing 
knowledge about problems can enable co-creation (Conradie, Mulder, & Choenni, 2012), and that 
proves a positive direction if we want open data to solve complex problems. 

6.1.4 Supporting open data practice and process 
The last relevant social group did not engage in using open data, but need to be mentioned since they 
create another type of value and innovation, namely in supporting the open data practice and the 
realization process, especially since every user group was seen to adhere to this perspective. 
Supporting the open data practice and process was seen to be done by different means. Companies and 
NGO’s were both seen to engage and support the open data realization process, e.g. by monitoring the 
development of national plans and educating actors in open data practice. Going beyond supporting, 
large international companies co-created the opening up process by taking over parts of the data 
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release process deemed too demanding for the existing resources available within public sector bodies. 
Journalists, developers, NGO’s were seen to voluntarily release collected data in open formats, thus 
fuelling the process, and to some extent this is also true for researchers in that they are governed by 
double roles; as data providers and data users. Interestingly, it is fair to say that NGO’s were the far 
most mentioned group engaging in this aim, even though they were not mentioned in the high-level 
EU vision. Hence, this pose as a particular concern for a future innovation arena, since neglecting the 
possibilities to innovate and create new types of values relating to the process, fails to take account of 
the changes in public sector relations and organizations. Also, innovating organizational and business 
models are key features of open innovation practices (Chesbrough et al., 2006), broadening the 
collaborative efforts from design and development of products and services to strategic and business 
practice, thus investing in enhanced possibilities for responsible innovation (Stilgoe et al., 2013). 

6.2 A multidirectional open data scene for innovation and value creation  
Taking a meta-level perspective on these relevant social groups, it is clear that the open data as a 
phenomenon is evolving onto different directions infused by various perspectives of values; the 
economic perseverance in creating business opportunities, the societal aspects of knowledge diffusion 
and addressing societal challenges, as well as the more practical aspects of supporting the process of 
evolving the open data phenomenon. This multidirectional evolvement was seen to engage most user 
groups in all relevant social groups, in a way that does not correspond well with the vision conveyed 
in EU that more takes on a one-sector approach to innovation and value creation. This puts forward 
implications for the mobilizing power of a vision (Swanson & Ramiller, 1997), which relates to the 
issues of what we want open data to lead to in the long run.  

7 Conclusions 
This paper set out to examine how different user groups relate to open data based impacts and to 
discuss implications for the emergence of the future arena for innovation and value creations that open 
data is envisioned to emerge into. By applying the lens of relevant social groups (Pinch & Bijker, 
1987) which enables us to cluster user groups based on their aim with open data, as opposed to user 
groups which are clustered by role or sector, we identified four relevant social groups which involved 
people from almost all user groups; 1) creating business opportunities, 2) engaging in knowledge 
diffusion, 3) addressing complex societal problems, and 4) supporting open data process and practice. 
This was seen to form the base for a multidirectional evolvement of open data as an arena for 
innovation and value creation. Arguably, by reflecting on the existing user groups of open data and 
their multiple involvements in several relevant social groups, we can see beyond insufficient way of 
picturing open data actors in the EU vision and follow Winners (1993) advise to ponder about what 
groups of people really are relevant for making use of open data.  

Taking the case of open data, the multitude of values reported in the EU open data reports gives us a 
sense of what kind of arena for value creation and innovation this multidirectional evolvement really 
possesses; an arena where user groups are highly heterogeneous and cannot easily be grouped or 
correlated to one single impact, but rather to a multiple impacts going beyond mere usage. By using 
the concepts of relevant social groups, we can better understand how open data usage and open data 
engagement leads to impacts in the form of new innovations and created value.  

Adding to this, the insights from the user innovation field (Von Hippel, 1988) as well from open 
innovation (Chesbrough et al., 2006) telling us about the possibilities with users innovative 
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capabilities, clearly indicates that current policies are missing out on innovative people that holds 
knowledge about problems rather than knowledge about technology. Also, co-creation as promoted in 
open innovation, has already been proven to be a promising approach for reaping value of open data 
(Conradie et al., 2012; Stephenson, Di Lorenzo, & Aonghusa, 2012). Problem based innovation 
approaches are especially important for being able to use open data to solve more complex problems 
that requires knowledge about a certain context, e.g. schools, hospitals, banking sector or as shown in 
the topic reports, to address environmental and broader societal challenges. In a way, the failure to 
acknowledge and value problem knowledge also makes open data sensitive to gender knowledge 
issues since the ICT sector often consists of young men that “prefers working with facts and reason 
rather than with people” (Capretz, 2002), thus limiting the potential base of experiences needed for 
innovation. However, just to clarify, this statement is not to be taken politically, but pragmatically, as 
a notion for missed innovations based on knowledge from women to be set in correlation to today’s 
broader societal challenges, e.g. improving learning in schools with the use of open data or just 
addressing the interests of women.  

Particularly, the discourse pose possible implications for: 1) the underlying values in the EU vision as 
supporting or preventing innovation, 2) seeing an innovation scene where different relevant social 
groups cause a multidirectional evolvement of open data, 3) the poor support for addressing complex 
societal challenges, and 4) neglecting to see the spread of ICT-capabilities. Summing up, it can be 
argued that the discourse provided by the EU vision does not give an adequate picture of the kind of 
multidirectional and multi-actor innovation scene that open data currently is evolving into. This 
discrepancy is also hindering us from acknowledging and supporting the innovations and values 
created and understanding how this comes to be, leading to direct implications relating to how we 
chose to evaluate and monitor open data based innovations and created value.  

For this paper, examples of usage were brought from EU reports; however, had other forums or blogs 
been explored as data we realize that another patterns of usage could have emerged. Nonetheless, we 
argue that the topic reports give a good representation of what is happening in Europe, especially since 
they have engaged authors with diverse perspectives and professional backgrounds. For future 
research, more in-depth research based on other data sources and especially more qualitative studies is 
welcomed, e.g. based on interviews with representatives from these relevant social groups, to better 
understand this multidirectional and cross-sectorial evolvement of open data as an arena for innovation 
and value creation. 
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contribute to the field of public administration and e-government. In parallel with research, she teaches 
courses related to design of mobile and computer interactions, with a special interest in maintaining a 
good balance between acknowledging both the innovative possibilities of new ICT as well as its 
societal consequences. 
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Survey material in Skellefteå 
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Survey material in Skellefteå 

Material used on the workshop:  
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Revised material for the survey: 
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The working material/survey questios: 
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