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Abstract
As citizens around the world clamor for more transparency
and accountability from their national governments, we can
see a steady increase in published open data and freedom
of information laws being passed. The Philippines is spearheading this movement by encouraging more agencies to
publish open government data and more recently, responding to Freedom of Information (FOI) requests. However, it
is still far from achieving universal participation because
most of their implementations focus on use cases for data
workers and scientists. This leaves the data they host not
maximized to their potential and with no guarantee if available data can address people’s information needs. Here, I
argue that there is a need to improve the usability and inclusiveness of open government and freedom of information
data portals that will allow for more universal access, without explicit need for data literacy and experience.
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Introduction
The term "open government" was first used in the 1950s
and was generally used to refer to making previously confidential government information public with the goal of having a government be more politically transparent [16]. Under this umbrella movement, governments have employed
either one of two popular options to promote transparency
and accountability: voluntarily publish them as open data
and or provide citizens with a "right-to-know" process. Most
of these open government initiatives started with the United
States right after the World War [16]. But in 2011, countries from all over the world gathered together and formed
the Open Government Partnership (OGP) with the goal of
promoting "accountable, responsive and inclusive governance" [12]. Being a founding member of the OGP, the
Philippines launched Open Data Philippines (ODPH) in
2014 as one of its key commitments [1]. Unlike the open
data movement, lobbyists of freedom of information seeks
for governments to establish constitutional guarantees for
a "right-to-know" process. In the absence of publicly available government data, a passed FOI law ensures a data
requester that they will get a response within a specified
number of days. However, it is still the discretion of the government agency whether they will provide the data or not.
While we are still far from having truly open governments,
we are already witnessing small successes of open government and FOI data being used for policy, research and
civic innovations. For example, projects like Citygram1 in
the USA allows citizens to get updated with recent reports
in their area while GoodGuide2 in the EU lets users check
how healthy grocery items are. Several technology companies like Sakay.ph3 that provides commute routes in the
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Philippines and Rentlogic4 that grades apartment buildings in New York got started with open government data
as well. Aside from these, open government datasets are
mainly accessed by data workers who use them for research and data analysis. In countries with more advanced
open data catalogs, citizens are able to do statistical analyses [5] and build visual analytic tools to explore the given
open data [11, 14]. However, Choi and Tausczik (2017)
found that most data work are limited to shallow analyses
such as descriptive and exploratory analysis even though
there is potential for these data sets to be used for inferential or even predictive analysis. Governments have so far
focused on the needs of an expert subset of the population, with access to advanced tools and grand ideas that
can definitely drive economic development and promote
societal changes. However, these datasets also contain
valuable information for ordinary citizens that they cannot
readily access and use because of a need for high technical expertise. That said, open government data have yet
to achieve universal participation, especially among subnational governments and ordinary citizens where they can
have the most impact [4]. Thus, it is critical for the success
of these initiatives that they expand their reach and explore
other ways that citizens can make use of these rich data
sets without any barrier to entry and high learning curve.
Despite the extensive usage of civil society organizations
and the private sector, open government data still suffers
from low utilization which suggests a disconnect between
the published data and the information needs of the citizens [8]. With some data publishers merely "dumping"5
their data, they seem to be unaware of the potential and
relevance of their data to those can potentially benefit from
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them. On the other hand, citizens are unaware of the published open data [2]. The Freedom of Information initiative
could be a way for data publishers to understand demand
through its requests for data access but the current disconnect with the open data initiative does not allow publishers from either sources to get hold of this information.
Currently, datasets are spread across multiple sources with
inconsistent to non-existent links between them. For example, there is a National Crime Statistics dataset for 2013 in
the Open Data portal6 and there are several successful requests for the same data in the FOI portal7 . This makes it
relatively challenging for users seeking the right answer to
fulfill their information needs.

Philippine Open Data Systems
As one of the pioneering members of the Open Government Partnership in 2011, the Philippines has taken steps
to disclose data to the public through the Full Disclosure
Policy [3]. Since then, the Philippines has launched various
portals containing OGD [3, 6, 15]. In this study, we focus
on two specific portals: Open Data Philippines (ODPH) and
the Electronic Freedom of Information (eFOI). These portals cover the two ways citizens can gain access to OGD:
government-led publication of data and citizen-led request
of information. ODPH8 hosts data provided by different
agencies and allows users to search, preview, and download these without any restrictions. In the dataset preview,
users may also create exploratory graphs with the fields
available in the file. On the other hand, eFOI9 serves as an
online tracker of citizen requests for government information
that has not yet been published. eFOI requires citizens to
6
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register and to provide a valid proof of identity before making a request. Requests must be filed to the correct agency
otherwise it gets rejected. An email would be sent notifying
the requester of the status after submission. Other citizens
may also browse through existing requests. Each request
shows a conversational thread of the FOI officer and the
corresponding agency.

Initial Findings
We conducted a needfinding survey of 119 respondents
to understand the information needs and awareness of Filipinos regarding the open government data portals provided
by the Philippine government. We also investigated the information seeking behavior of 13 lay citizens and 8 data
workers to compare the behavior of both groups. In addition, we also conducted usability tests and semi-structured
interviews with these 21 participants to identify gaps in the
design of the two portals. In terms of the information seeking behavior of citizens, regardless of data experience and
level of personal involvement, participants from both studies
still relied heavily on Google to find needed data or information as seen in previous studies [10]. Although some
participants believed that some of the available data from
the portals are useful and relevant, most of the available
data were mostly incomplete and outdated. This could be
mainly attributed to the pace of digital transformation of the
Philippines and the capability of the government to adapt
to new technology to better manage and publish data. To
address this issue, strict policies on data management and
awareness campaigns are needed. We believe that design improvements could also be made to the current open
data portals as majority of our participants shared common
design and interactivity concerns with both portals. Both
our results and previous literature [9] suggest that existing search techniques from web searches do not apply to
data search. Although some of the participants were able to

adapt to the search engine, we believe that an improved
search engine would enable faster and more efficient
searches. As spatial and temporal keywords were common
in search queries, we recommend that the search engine
looks through the metadata of uploaded data. However,
this would require proper documentation of published data
which may only be controlled by the data provider. Our results also show that regardless of data experience, citizens
prefer a straightforward answer when seeking information.
To support this, we emphasize the need for descriptive visualizations to communicate the content of the data. The
majority of our lay participants expressed interest in visual
aids to help them understand what the values in the data
mean. Although storytelling and visualizations have been
determined effective in communicating data [7], further research is needed to understand how Filipinos perceive data
visualizations. Citizens need to be able to know how to read
graphs and visuals presented. As previous literature suggests, there are various factors that affect the attitude and
perception of individuals about visualizations [13].
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