A New Era of Transparency:
5 Best Practices for Sharing
Government Data
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On the upswing from budget deficits and layoffs of historical proportions, government
agencies on every level are working to reinvent and reform long-standing business practices,
all in light of potentially the single-most powerful game changer yet—open data.

With volumes of untapped data sitting in public-sector databases, coupled with the
President’s recent signature endowing the Digital Accountability and Transparency Act,
the door is now swinging wide open for a new era of data-driven innovation. Government
knowledge, content and deep data insights are rightly at the very center of one of the most
relevant political, social and economic conversations of the century.

As the feds, states and local agencies scramble toward visibility with new open government
data policies emerging every day, citizens wait with baited breath for critically needed
improvements to efficiency and transparency in government divisions. Not mentioning the
sheer size of raw government data, substantial pressure from increased citizen participation
continues to feed a hunger for fast, actionable information. Citizens not only want to know
and influence where their tax dollars are going, they want to see and measure actual
performance outcomes, and often, in real time.

While the promise of open data is monetarily valuable, drastically improved government
transparency is becoming more than just an expectation, but rather a mandate. What
essential questions is your governmental organization answering with open data for
citizens, constituents and even watchdog organizations today?

As the demand on federal, state and local governments to become data-driven continues to
intensify, most still struggle with best practices for utilizing, understanding and sharing open
data insights with the public. New legislation and policy changes are certainly imperative to
the process, but the real commitment to open data comes with the establishment of functional
web-based data portals for publishing both the raw information and comprehensive data
analysis, that even the average citizen will understand.
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Like most organizations, government agencies have traditionally accessed data via static
reports from enterprise applications and business intelligence platforms that are generally
heavy, complex, inflexible, and must be managed by IT departments. As a result, many
knowledge workers today rely on spreadsheets as their primary analytical tool, and the
open data made available in this format does not necessarily lend itself well to public
consumption or understanding, let alone offer meaningful or actionable insight to voters
and leaders.

In order for government agencies to effectively publish open government data to the public
and further increase transparency and accountability, a change is needed—the enabler
is a new generation of technology. New products exist that are not only easy to use, fast,
powerful and visual, but also allow for interactivity with data in ways that were unimaginable
just years ago.

Government agencies should focus on these 5 best practices to quickly scale raw open
data into powerful public insights.

1.

Empower Your People.

2.

Showcase Meaningful & Actionable Metrics.

3.

Use Dashboards in your Data Portal to tell Visual Stories.

4.

Utilize Interactivity for Collaboration.

5.

Invite & Inform with Easy Accessibility.
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1.

Empower Your People

According to a recent McKinsey

Yes, with new technologies, anyone can see and understand data. Designed

study, open data has the

to complement and leverage existing data sources, these new products are

potential to recover more than
$3 trillion a year in a combination
of various sectors including
healthcare, energy, education
and transportation.

completely self-reliant—that means a Director of Sustainability doesn’t need an IT
manager’s assistance to interact with and answer questions with a data set from
city recycling centers. Why not put real-time information directly into the hands
of internal knowledge workers who know exactly what questions to ask, how to
interpret the results, and even what follow-up questions to explore?
As the country recovers from a crippled economy, internal resources (aka:
people and their time) are more valuable than ever, especially in the public
sector. Liberating staff from a dated analysis system not only instantly improves
an agency’s efficiency, but also empowers different departments to have complete
ownership to learn from and create meaningful, shareable data visualizations.
The Minnesota Pollution Control Agency (MPCA), a state-level government
agency, protects Minnesota’s natural environment through monitoring, clean up,
regulation enforcement, policy development and education. The MPCA’s data
analysis supervisor, Leslie Goldsmith saw an immense amount of time and
money wasted as employees struggled to understand their data.
“Many people don’t like spreadsheets—they get lost in all the numbers. We wanted
to take all of these different kinds of data and make some decent pictures from
them. And if you tried to do that in Excel, you had to get out the big hammer
and your format blew up, and then seven people wanted it 18 different ways!”
Goldsmith laughed. “That makes it really hard to be productive.”
In order to meet the highest levels of transparency and accountability, the
agency implemented new data technologies and gave direct access to all
900 of its employees.
Time really is money. Open data can be a powerful tool for viable change, but it
also serves as a fast financial check to the agency itself. Government employees
can promptly correlate budgets with programs and outcomes; something that
used to take weeks and months is now made readily available and shareable in
just minutes and seconds with just a few clicks.
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place, the person who makes sense of the data
first is going to win.
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Speed: Get results
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Leslie Goldsmith, Data Analysis Supervisor
Minnesota Pollution Control Agency
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2.

Showcase Meaningful & Actionable Metrics
Government agencies risk burying value if published open data resources
are large and unorganized; the point of open government data is significantly
diminished, and thus so is public opinion.
The MPCA also faced this risk at their agency. “Typically when a concerned
citizen asks a question, they just want an answer. But our policymakers not only
want an answer, they want to see the data so they can have their staff verify
it,” Goldsmith explained. “If you can’t provide an answer, people may become
concerned that you’re hiding something. Or they worry that your agency isn’t
competent. That creates a lot of unnecessary noise in the discussion.”
Selecting and highlighting relevant data sets and metrics to share with the public is
critical. When publishing data insights for the public, format with an emphasis on
the most meaningful metrics for timely issues and relevant projects at hand. Data
should represent outcomes (the good, the bad and the ugly) that are important to
everyone involved—citizens, leaders, journalists, constituents and consumers.
One way to discover and showcase very relevant insight is to bring together data
sets from multiple data sources, also known as data mashups. This can be done
with simple drag and drop tools that don’t require coding and offer meaningful
visual analysis. For example, bring together separate data reports on poverty and
transportation to answer specific questions with more depth, or find a completely
new awareness on the issues at hand.

In order to find the right set of metrics to use for published
data insights, consider the following:
• Can you build a systematic and on-going means of measurement?
• What are the most relevant metrics users will be reviewing over time?
• Can you design a meaningful metric that measures program
performance outcomes?
• How about metrics against the cost to execute programs and the
budgets that support them?
• Is this metric truly necessary to contribute to the agencies objectives?
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3.

Use Dashboards in your Data Portal to tell Visual Stories
Government agencies don’t suffer from too little data, but if they’re not displaying
key metrics well, or the information isn’t easily understood, the data isn’t really
doing anything or working for anyone. Bringing data together effectively requires
publishing data and visual dashboards on one accessible web portal to bring
multiple resources and relevant data from various agencies to one place.
Dashboards help show rather than tell—a very important feature for allowing
the general population to see and understand data sets. Robust visualizations
can reveal current and pertinent information with regard to performance in any
program, or with respect to various goals and objectives in various sectors.
Saving both the public and private users a great deal of time, readily available
dashboards allow instant engagement, learning and true aggregated analysis;
this is a fundamental shift from the government’s prior service-in-silos
work methodology.
Recently, the U.S. Army has turned to visualizations and dashboards to aid in
the management of the military supply chain. According to Chuck Driessnack,
vice president at SAIC, a principle Department of Defense contractor, “information
used to be power,” he said.
“The way things worked at the Pentagon, you would brief information up to the
Chief of Staff of the Army, and that was a month-long process to get through all
the gate-keepers. Then the Chief of Staff would ask a question. And how long
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Watch the video created by the
U.S. Army and Army Materiel

would it take us to get the Chief an answer? Forever,” he said.

Command to explain the

Now with visual data stories, many questions are being answered in real-time

significant transition the Army

with a few clicks of a mouse. Driessnack often hears the same comment from

is undergoing as it returns from

many analysts about the speed of visualizing data with new technology: “You just

two major conflicts regarding

showed me my entire analysis and created the view that would have taken me an

its equipment maintenance,
logistics and overall readiness.

entire week to do with PowerPoint.”
“I’m talking about from the four-star general all the way down to the analyst, and
they’re seeing it all at the same time,” he said. “Transparency: that is a beautiful
thing,” Driessnack reveled.
Seeing data as key metrics on a visual dashboard will help agencies and citizens
work together as trusted partners to march towards unlocking tax dollars and
meeting goals.

8

4.

Utilize Interactivity for Collaboration
Dashboards are important because they get everyone looking at the same page.

“Reports that previously
took days or weeks
to create are now
completed within minutes
or hours”
—Jim Raper, manager of data
administration for the City of Charlotte

Once different users are interacting with the same data sets, viewers will have
unique questions about what they see. Government workers and citizens may both
interact with the same data to get the answers to the different questions they have.
Interactive dashboards enable your audience to perform basic analytical tasks, such
as filtering views, adjusting parameters, quick calculations, and drilling down to
examine underlying data – all with intuitive selections on the dashboard. Providing
this interactivity transforms stockpiles of data into actionable insight. Stakeholders
throughout an agency and the public alike become engaged in problem solving
instead of struggling to understand data sets.
Dashboard interactivity added incredible value for the U.S. Army.
“Now you have all the information you can use to collaborate. So, you have this
discussion and it goes beyond the current situation to what’s going to happen
and what are the alternatives. Those things just happen naturally as you are
interacting with the data,” Driessnack said.
Side note: Crafting an interactive dashboard doesn’t have to be time consuming
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Watch Jim Raper describe how

or difficult at all. And it doesn’t require someone with highly specialized skills.

data dashboards help them

With new, easy-to-use technology, anyone, internal and external, can engage

work faster and smarter.

in interactive cycles of question-and-answer with open government data.
The City of Charlotte in North Carolina also found that dashboard interactivity
extracted immensely more value from their data, and in turn, the agency is more
efficiently able to serve their constituents.
Since deploying new interactive technology, the City of Charlotte also engages
is far more ad-hoc analysis.
“The solution enables us to start with the end result instead of spending hours
querying databases and writing code. Now, we can spend more time digging into
the data and identifying outliers, trends and exceptions to the norm,” Raper explained.
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place, the person who makes sense of the data
first is going to win.

Speed: Get results
10 to 100 times faster
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5.

Invite & Inform with Easy Accessibility
Now here is what open government data is all about—sharing information for
the greater good. It doesn’t matter if you’ve mastered the list above, no one will
interact with a dashboard if they can’t get to it.
Use simple browser-based distribution to publish your dashboards, especially
if dashboards can pull current or live data, and adhere to security. Make it easy
for people to select a link and go right to the dashboard, whether they’re at their
desk or on a mobile device. Your agency may also want to embed dashboards
in existing reporting tools, intranets and other internal web-based resources.
Also consider posting links to dashboards on other websites, blogs and even
social media. This will truly generate an inviting feeling for community participation,
and inform citizens about current trends and insights.
As you get your dashboards off the ground, test your distribution plan and get
feedback. Like any successful project, the key is good testing. As you gain
experience and learn what people are using, you can enhance the actual
dashboard as well as your distribution approach.
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An excellent and recent example of open data published as an interactive dashboard is from
the State of Maine’s labor division. Utilizing a public .gov domain, the agency shares multiple
economic data sets for public consumption of current unemployment rates, income, and
demographics.
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The visualizations allow for users to easily follow a link, click and interact with
maps and plot points to see dollars awarded, jobs created and specific details
in every geographic region in the country, and can be easily narrowed to states
and counties. Anyone can take a deep dive, play and explore this information
very quickly.

Another timely example is that of National Stimulus Spending from April 2010 to December 2012.

Visualizations like these can be freely shared and easily consumed and understood
by the masses on any device with connectivity—and that, is what 21st century
transparency looks like.

The Fast Track to Transparency
Commit to the open data movement and generate the transparency of today within
your own governmental agency. Tableau Software is on a mission to help people
see and understand data. This new technology empowers people to create fast,
interactive, impactful visual dashboards, and makes it easy to share dashboards
quickly and effectively. In a matter of minutes you can connect to nearly any data
source, use an intuitive interface to analyze your data visually, then drag-anddrop to create dashboards. No programming expertise is required. Watch our
14-minute “Getting Started” video, download our full-featured free trial, and start
making your own dashboards. You can share your dashboard with a link to make
it easy for your audience to view from their computer or a mobile device.
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About Tableau
Tableau Software helps people see and understand data. Providing rapid-fire business intelligence
with a consistent experience from the PC to the iPad, Tableau solutions focus on outstanding
usability, enterprise-level security, and deploy-anywhere capability. See how Tableau can help your
government agency by downloading the free trial at www.tableausoftware.com/trial.

Additional Resources
Download Free Trial

Related Resources
Webinar: Big Data Analytics in Government
Whitepaper: The Power of “Where”: Add Maps to Your Agency’s Reports
Mission Accomplished with Army National Guard Data

Explore Other Resources
· Product Demo
· Training & Tutorials
· Community & Support
· Customer Stories

Tableau and Tableau Software are trademarks of Tableau Software, Inc. All other company and product
names may be trademarks of the respective companies with which they are associated.

