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Abstract 
During the last five years governments around the world, both national and local, have been 

improving access to their information, opening up their datasets and engaging with social media. 

This move to transparency may well be a response to concerns about the low level of trust in 

government, but must nevertheless be welcomed by the information profession.  

The UK has been one of the leading pioneers of the open government revolution, but has it gone far 

enough in helping citizens to access information they need to run their daily lives?  The presentation 

will put the recent developments in the context of overall government information policy, drawing 

on findings from PhD research at Loughborough University. 

The research found: 

• a lack of co-ordination of information policy across government 

• a need for new skills within government to provide information in the Web 2.0 environment 

• uneven progress in the development of citizen-centric services 

• lack of information literacy policy at national level 

• and low involvement of the information profession in driving forward the developments in 

the provision of public information. 

Whilst the influence of the information profession was disappointing, what was surprising was the 

extent to which other individuals pushed forward open government, including Sir Tim Berners-Lee, 

founder of the World Wide Web.  This paper will tell their story. 

Trust in government 
Trust has frequently been an issue in government information policy around the world – this is not a 

new phenomenon.  In the 1997 UK general election campaign the winning Labour Party had two 

(small) pledges in its manifesto which related to information policy, and these were in the context of 

improving trust in government: the Freedom of Information Act and making government statistics 

more independent.  Well, ex-Prime Minister Tony Blair famously said in his autobiography after 

leaving office that he was stupid to have brought in Freedom of Information legislation and wished 

he hadn’t done it.  A lot of people asked a lot of awkward questions about what was going on behind 



closed doors.  There have been attempts to water down the legislation but fortunately for those of 

us in the information profession, these have been resisted.  And reinforcement from the European 

Union has helped. The genie was out of the bottle and there was no going back. 

And what of statistics?  A more independent statistical service was set up, but even after that, 

research I was involved in showed that, in 2004, 68% of the public believed that the government 

fiddled the figures. More legislation followed and an even more independent service was put in 

place, which does not hesitate to openly criticise the government if it thinks that ministers have 

been misbehaving.  The impression is that ministers’ misuse of figures has decreased, but the UK 

government and Parliament have got themselves mired in even more scandals so trust continues to 

plummet.  A recent survey from the polling organisation YouGov showed that the British public 

would be just as happy to be run by a Cabinet of technocrats as it would by elected politicians.   

Before the 2010 general election in the UK there was a huge scandal about the amount of expenses 

that Members of Parliament were claiming – information that had been kept secret but had been 

leaked to the press. Perhaps if the information had always been available then there would not have 

been the fuss.  But despite the UK having one of the least corrupt governments in the world, the 

impression was that MPs were all on the take. So trust in politicians fell even further.  What to do 

about it? 

One answer that the then government came up with was to be more open with its data to show that 

it had nothing to hide.  Let’s be clear here, it was not talking about making any personal data 

available – that would contravene strict data protection legislation – and it was not about to make 

policy discussion, correspondence and research documents accessible.  These still have to be 

requested, and sometimes dragged out of government, through invoking the Freedom of 

Information Act.  No, we are talking about the thousands of datasets that the government collects in 

the course of its work: public sector information (PSI). 

This idea did not spring from nowhere.  President Obama on his first day in office ordered the US 

government to make its datasets available through what became the data.gov portal – though 

funding for this initiative has since been reduced.  But he set the bar high and the UK has since set it 

even higher.  The European Union published a directive in 2003 on how governments should provide 

access to public sector information (PSI) and the UK has been one of the leaders in implementing the 

regulations. But it didn’t happen all at once; many influences were to come into play, including the 

growth of social networking, people’s growing expectations that they would have access to 

information, and of course the need for governments to show that they were worthy of trust.  My 

research into this opening up of data to the public showed that various individuals were key to 

making it happen.  I would like to tell you their story. 

Government information policy 
But first let’s take a step back and look at government information policy more generally.  There is 

no overall government information policy, at least not in the UK.  There were attempts at 

international and national level up until the turn of the 21st century to develop co-ordinated sets of 

policies, known as ‘national information policies’ (NIPs).  Unesco still works internationally to 

encourage NIPs, most particularly in the less-developed countries.  Various attempts to bring 

cohesion to information policies in the UK failed, for example that by the Library and Information 



Commission, which no longer exists. The range of policies and departments delivering existing 

policies is considerable.  The table below gives a flavour of the complexity in the UK.  Other countries 

will have similar distributions of responsibility. 

Table 1: Departmental breakdown of UK government policies with an information policy 

component 2012  

 BIS CO DCLG DCMS DfE DEFRA DH HMT MoJ 

Digital engagement,           

Government 
websites, including 
quality & standards  

         

eGovernment          

PSI re-use: EU PSI 
directive 

         

Trading PSI          

Open data          

Official statistics 
policy 

         

Geographic 
Information: EU 
Inspire directive 

         

Environmental 
information: EU 
directive 

         

Health information          

Freedom of 
Information 

         

Data Protection          

Intellectual 
property 

         

Knowledge 
economy  

         

Digital broadcasting          

Digital inclusion          

Public libraries          

School libraries          

Key:  
BIS  Department for Business, Innovation and Skills 
CO  Cabinet Office 
DCLG  Department of Communities and Local Government 
DCMS  Department for Culture, Media and Sport 
DfE  Department for Education 
DEFRA  Department for Environment, Food and Rural Affairs 
DH  Department of Health 
HMT  Her Majesty’s Treasury 
MoJ  Ministry of Justice 

 

As you can see from this table, the departments with the most responsibility are the Cabinet Office 

and the Ministry of Justice.  The Cabinet Office supports the Prime Minister and senior ministers, 

helping to ensure effective development, coordination and implementation of policy and operations 

across all government departments. The Ministry of Justice has responsibility for the courts, prisons 



and probation services, but also information access and rights.  Figure 1 shows in more detail what 

their current responsibilities are regarding information policy.   

FIGURE 1: MAIN UK GOVERNMENT DEPARTMENTS WITH AN INFORMATION POLICY BRIEF
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Whilst there is some co-ordination within these departments, PhD research that I recently carried 

out showed that there is no overall co-ordination of information policies across government, nor any 

central recognition of what policies ought to be co-ordinated.  Now is not the time to recommend 

setting up any new mechanism as the government is trying to slim down, not build itself up.  

However it is worth considering what policies ought to be co-ordinated, and by whom – possibly a 

Minister within the Cabinet Office in the case of the UK.  Freedom of information/openness of public 

data and basic literacy/information literacy are two areas that could particularly benefit.   Table 2 

may give you some ideas for areas of policy that could be co-ordinated and developed within your 

own countries. 

Table 2: Elements of a 21st century Framework of information policies 

Co-ordination 
 
Make it all 
happen 

 Co-ordinate development of information policies across government: 
leadership at the highest level, mechanisms to ensure co-ordination; 
access to appropriate advice 

 Co-ordinate roll out of government information policies across the 
public sector 

 Evaluate implementation of information policy and co-ordinate action 
resulting from the evaluation 

Skills 
 
Boost training 
for citizens and 
enhance the 

 Improve information literacy of citizens: through education in schools, 
through UK Online centres and public libraries and the workplace 

 Develop the cadre of information specialists within government and 
throughout the country who can gather and organise public information 



information 
profession 

to maximise its usability and use 

Content 
 
Optimise 
content and 
quality of 
information 
made available 

 Find out and provide what users need: work with user groups, business, 
social networking groups; focus groups; surveys 

 Improve the quality of information: standards for quality of statistical 
data in place; standards for quality of other information; standardised 
coding (eg RDF) to enable re-use and linking of data 

Accessibility 

Minimise 
barriers to 
access and 
maximise use 

 Right to data 

 Core information free at the point of use 

 Trading funds: Government commissioned review of economics of 
trading funds: it may be better for the country’s economy to make all 
their information free for re-use rather than charge for key data 

 Remove barriers for re-use of public sector information 

 Organise government’s preservation of its own documents in both print 
and electronic form to ensure long-term availability 

 Maximise channels of access: Directgov and other government 
websites; use of mobile technology and digital TV; telephone helplines; 
face-to-face; print; social networks 

 Enhance social and digital inclusion, including through spread of 
broadband access 

 Adhere to interoperability guidelines for digital media to ensure 
consistency of approach and access, and optimise for search engines 

 Investigate and trial data sharing between government departments, 
mindful of implications for public trust/privacy 

Regulation 

Target 
government’s 
legislative 
impact 

 Privacy and data protection: role of Information Commissioner, how 
government regulates itself with recent lapses in security 

 Intellectual property: crown copyright and other copyright legislation; 
open government licence 

 Legal deposit, especially of electronic documents 

 

Opening up UK government data: Heroes and the occasional heroine 
Focussing now on public sector information (PSI), the open data revolution in the UK can be traced 

back to a large extent to a report commissioned in by the Cabinet Office in 2007 called The Power of 

Information Review. A new pressure on the government was how it should be responding to 

demands to make use of social networking for communicating with the public – community 

engagement.  Here we meet the first of our open data heroes: William Perrin, a civil servant in the 

Cabinet Office.  He it was who persuaded the government of the potential of social networking for 

community engagement which led to the Power of Information Review, and he went on to become a 

community information activist who also still advises the government.   

The Power of Information Review itself made lots of recommendations about the use of social media 

and about how the government should make available information that it collected that would be 

useful to others.  Hero number two, Tom Steinberg, was one of the authors of that review.  He used 

to be a policy adviser within government who was also good at IT and left to set up MySociety, a 



small organisation that pioneered data mashing to provide the public with new, useful – and free – 

information services.  Two of the most well known are TheyWorkForYou, which tells you what your 

own Member of Parliament (MP) has been doing, and FixMyStreet, which allows you to report 

problems with the road you live in to your local council.  MySociety continued to expand its range of 

services and influence and Tom Steinberg was asked to advise the UK Conservative Party before the 

last election about how to open up government data.  He continues to act as one of the key advisers 

about transparency for what is now the elected Conservative/Liberal Democrat Coalition 

government.  

The Power of Information Review was well-received within the Cabinet Office and a further 

Taskforce was set up to develop practical applications and recommendations for making 

government data more available and usable by others.  This brings us to heroes number three and 

four.  Hero number three is MP Tom Watson, who at this time was Minister for Digital Engagement 

in the Labour administration.  He did much to promote the use of new media in government (he was 

the first Member of Parliament to have his own blog) and the opening up of data, including 

implementation of the Power of Information recommendations. (He has since become a public hero 

in a different context as he has been the MP who has done most to uncover wrongdoings by Rupert 

Murdoch’s News International.)   

Hero number four is the chairman of the Power of Information Taskforce Richard Allan (now Lord 

Richard Allan), who had been a member of Parliament and at the time worked for Cisco Systems, 

although he now works for Facebook Europe.  Richard therefore brought both a high-profile political 

and a technical perspective to the taskforce. Structures for data sets using semantic web technology 

were recommended, that would encourage third-party use of government data, but the Taskforce 

also addressed policy and economic issues related to the provision of government information.  A 

particular problem was the number of datasets that required some element of geographic 

information to maximise their use but these geographic datasets were being sold by government 

through one of its trading funds, the Ordnance Survey (OS).  OS was required to make money to 

cover its costs and so would not release this geographic data free of charge.  We will return to this 

later. 

Another part of government was also grappling with open data issues at the same time and here we 

meet our first heroine: Carol Tullo, Director of the Office of Public Sector Information (OPSI).   

Originally a lawyer,  she ran Her Majesty’s Stationery Office (HMSO) , which was and is responsible 

for publishing official UK government documents, including legislation.  When the European Union 

invoked its Directive on the Re-use of Public Sector Information, Tullo’s responsibilities were 

expanded to include implementation of the EU directive in the UK, setting up and managing the 

mechanisms for regulating how the UK government makes its information available to third parties, 

either for free or for a charge.  She did such a good job of this that the UK has become the EU 

country that has most fully implemented the EU’s requirements. She has also led the way in 

simplifying the licensing arrangements for anyone who wants to re-use UK government information 

for their own purposes. 

Tullo did not do this alone of course.  One of here strengths has been to pick and nurture a good 

team of colleagues.  Of particular relevance to this story is our next hero, John Sheridan.  John has an 

IT background and is responsible for publishing UK legislation.  Over the last few years he has 



pioneered the use of semantic web technology for the electronic publication of UK laws – 

legislation.gov.uk – so that you can chart how the laws have developed and changed over time and 

follow links to related legislation.  With his enthusiasm for the semantic web, he was also co-

chairman of the eGovernment panel of the World Wide Web Consortium.  This brought him into 

contact with our next, and probably most famous hero, Professor Sir Tim Berners-Lee, inventor of 

the World Wide Web, leading light of the WWW Consortium, and supreme advocate of open data.  

His role would be crucial in the widespread openness of UK government data that we have today, 

but we need to take a step back to understand why. 

The EU Directive on the Re-use of Public Sector Information required the setting up of mechanisms 

to manage the dissemination of public sector information; it did not require that data should be 

published.  Governments make money out of providing data to third parties who then use the 

datasets to develop their own information services.  It is perhaps understandable that governments 

would not want to give this data away for free and, in the UK, trading funds were set up to manage 

the selling of this data.  As already mentioned, the most notable of these is the Ordnance Survey, 

which publishes UK mapping data.   

Of course the information industry wants to get hold of government data as cheaply as possible and 

geo-spatial data, such as geographic boundaries, underpins so much of other data.  When I worked 

at the Statistics Commission, a watchdog on UK statistics, we probably had more complaints about 

the prohibitive costs of Ordnance Survey datasets than any other issue and my interviews in 2009 

confirmed the importance of easy access to geo-spatial data for the development of new 

information services.  The Power of Information Review prompted the government to commission a 

report from Cambridge University into the potential revenue for the country if trading funds’ data 

was made freely available; this showed that this potential was huge.  The government was slow to 

accept the report’s recommendations – that is until Tim Berners-Lee stepped in. 

We started this paper looking at issues of trust in government.  In 2009 the UK government of Prime 

Minister Gordon Brown was beleaguered.  The scandal about MPs’ expenses had seriously 

undermined public trust.  Had the information been available and published automatically, it 

probably would not have caused such a fuss, but the data was kept private until it was leaked to a 

British newspaper.  There are still echoes of the problem today in 2012 with calls for senior 

politicians to release their tax returns.  Meanwhile in the USA President Barack Obama had issued a 

diktat on his first day in office that government departments should release their datasets free of 

charge and the data.gov web portal was developed. 

Gordon Brown called in Tim Berners-Lee for advice and his answer was: “Open up your data, and I’ll 

help you.”  So Berners-Lee was taken on as a government adviser and he also brought in our next 

hero, Professor Nigel Shadbolt from Southampton University, another expert in semantic web 

technology.  Work was done on the practicalities of opening up data and a portal was set up for third 

parties to access datasets: data.gov.uk.  At first Berners-Lee was wary of suggesting that geo-spatial 

data should be freely published as he knew that the government derived considerable income from 

it, however he eventually became convinced that it was essential to include geo-spatial datasets for 

free public use as the potential for exploitation of the other datasets would be severely limited 

without them.  And he convinced Gordon Brown of this too.  As a consequence, most Ordnance 



Survey datasets were published free of charge, with the cost of their compilation being taken over 

by the Treasury.   

This happened just before the May 2010 UK general election.  Unthinkable in the past, information 

policy was now a big issue in the election campaign.  While the current Labour government was 

being advised by Berners-Lee and Shadbolt, the Opposition Conservative Party took on Tom 

Steinberg, co-author of the Power of Information Review, to advise it on transparency of data.  The 

Conservatives made considerable commitments to opening up even more datasets, particularly 

those relating to spending, which they have made good on since coming to power.  Francis Maude, 

Minister for the Cabinet Office, is spearheading the initiative, and as he admits, government needs 

to know the information itself even if it may sometimes be embarrassing.  Within the Cabinet Office, 

there is a whole team dedicated to the transparency agenda, advised by a panel of our heroes – Tim 

Berners-Lee, Nigel Shadbolt (who is also chairing the Local Government Data Panel to encourage 

local authorities to open up their data), Tom Steinberg and Rufus Pollock.   

Rufus Pollock has already featured in the story as he was one of the authors of the Cambridge 

University report on the financial benefits of opening up data.  However he has another pivotal role 

as one of the founders of the Open Knowledge Foundation.  What started as a small group of 

enthusiasts for the sharing of knowledge, and open data generally, has now become an organisation 

with global reach.  The Foundation provides an online forum for activists and others to share their 

experience in developing open data information products and reporting on open data initiatives 

world-wide (see www.okfn.org).  At one of their recent international conferences I was struck by the 

wide range of people there, not just geographically spread, but from many walks of life: IT 

enthusiasts, community activists, human rights groups, intellectual property lawyers and legal 

academics.  But as far as I could tell, I was the only person from the library and information 

profession to attend.  Why was that? 

One of the issues I raised at the conference, because it is dear to my heart as a librarian, is whether 

the average person has the skills to make good use of all the information, to manage it, to evaluate it 

– in other words the necessary information literacy skills – and Tim Berners-Lee agreed that this was 

a big issue that needed to be better addressed.  As my research found, this was still a gap in 

government information policy.  Martha Lane Fox, founder of Lastminute.com, the travel and gifts 

website, was hired by the Labour government to get find ways of getting as many people as possible 

using online services.  Governments everywhere need to save money and getting the public to use 

digital services is much cheaper than providing face-to-face or telephone contact.  Getting people 

‘online’ is not just helpful for them, it’s good for government too.   

Lane Fox’s important Race 2012 initiative has been continued by the incoming Conservative/Liberal 

Democrat Coalition government and she is now the UK’s  ‘Digital Champion’, but there is still 

perhaps not enough recognition that just getting people ‘online’ is not sufficient in itself.  Experts, 

such as those at this Inforum conference, are needed to train everyone in the full range of 

information literacy skills – and to train the trainers.  One of the ideas of Race Online 2012 is to get 

members of the public to help others get online. Work is also starting on providing more support for 

those who will never get online: the ‘information have nots’ and ‘information cannots’.  Surely this is 

another area where the library and information profession has a lot to offer. 



Good design of web services helps as well of course.  Work continues on improving the central UK 

government portal Directgov, through which the public can get the information they need to help 

run their lives, and a single interface for all government websites, www.gov.uk is at the beta testing 

stage.  More is also being done to improve the quality of the data being provided and to provide it in 

better ways for the public to understand.   

The latest guru brought in by the UK government in March 2012 to improve interaction with the 

public is Wikipedia founder Jimmy Wales.  His role is not yet fully defined but he will be advising on 

how policy-making can be opened up to the public and how citizens can interact more fully with 

government.  There are many others who played a valuable role in developing the open government 

agenda, and the government now has an Executive Director for Transparency and Open Data, but 

they are standing on the shoulders of the pioneers.   

There is one more important heroine who potentially affects the lives of all of us at the conference, 

but she is Dutch, not British.  Neelie Kroes is the EU Vice-President with responsibility for the Digital 

Agenda for Europe and, as part of that role, she is pushing the open data initiative across Europe 

with a passion.  In March this year she was in Bratislava for the presentation of the Action Plan of the 

Slovak Republic in favour of Open Democracy.  It is clear from her speech that she values the 

importance of transparency and open data for democracy and economic growth: 

Today's economic crisis is a testing time for our democracies. … We need to bring back the 

trust in markets, in governments. … One way to create trust is by increasing transparency in 

government.  Citizens will be more confident if they can verify that the people they have 

elected inform them about what they do and how they do it. … 

In the digital age, data takes on a whole new value, and with new technology we can do 

great things with it.  Opening it up is not just good for transparency, it also stimulates great 

web content, and provides the fuel for a future economy. That's why I say that data is the 

new oil for the digital age. How many other ways could stimulate a market worth 70 billion 

euros a year, without spending big budgets? Not many, I'd say. 

 

Influence of the information profession 
None of these heroes and heroines are from the information profession.  As Richard Allan said when 

I interviewed him for this research, the work is being led by web activists. Why is this? Should it not 

be the information profession that is leading the way in showing government how it can best serve 

the information needs of its citizens?  Is it that we, as information professionals, are too ‘nice’, too 

concerned with looking inwards to help our users rather than looking outwards to identify and push 

for what is needed at national level?  Are we getting the right training and do we have the right skills 

in this new digital world, including policy skills? Some key opinion-formers that I interviewed 

suggested that there needed to be a new profession in government to take forward the open data 

work.  And as regards influencing government policy, are we too scattered to speak with a coherent 

voice to government and do we know how to make the arguments?  Are we identifying and training 

tomorrow’s leaders within the profession who can take the message to government?  Could we not 

ally ourselves with the policy champions such as the heroes and heroines identified here? 

http://www.gov.uk/


One of the big gaps I identified in my research was the provision of good training in schools and 

elsewhere in information literacy – as opposed to computer literacy.  The UK government is keen to 

push computer literacy but has not yet fully grasped the need for information literacy to make best 

use of the information services provided.  Again, this is a role for the information profession.   

With these issues in mind, I made a series of recommendations in my research which, though 

framed for the UK situation, you may also find relevant to your own countries: 

1. Research should be undertaken to identify what new professional information skills are needed 
within government and whether a new profession is needed or whether the information 
profession might have the appropriate skills to fill the gaps. 

 
2. University departments of information and relevant professional bodies should investigate what 

education and training is required to develop the appropriate skills for taking forward the open 
government agenda, either within the information profession or in a new profession.  

 
3. Information professionals should consider what wider skills they need to be able to take on less 

traditional roles in government where an information background would be advantageous, for 
example information policy-making and managing social networking within departments.  

 
4. A co-ordination mechanism should be set up within the library and information profession to 

campaign and advise government on specific policies as appropriate and CILIP should take the 
lead on setting up such a mechanism, although it would not necessarily lead on all issues.  

 
5. Information professional bodies should further encourage leadership within the profession, 

identifying and working with champions for specific areas of policy.  
 
6. They should also identify and work more with policy champions (whether individuals or 

organisations) from other disciplines where there is a common purpose.  
 
7. Professional bodies should take a wider approach to policy formulation, looking beyond the 

boundaries of institutions that provide and manage information. 
 
8. Research should be undertaken into the extent that courses of the schools of information within 

universities address how information policy is developed within government and also how 
students are helped to develop skills in influencing government on information policy issues, with 
a view to building on the courses already available.  

 
9. Finally, the professional bodies and the research community should work together to articulate 

the value of information to government and develop case studies to show how the profession can 
be of benefit to information policy-making.  

 

Conclusion 
To conclude, there are two messages that I would like you to take away from this presentation.  
Firstly, information has become important to government at all levels and the information 
profession therefore has a wonderful opportunity to raise its profile and expand its influence.  
Secondly, this can start with you.  We may not all be a Tim Berners-Lee or Jimmy Wales, but 
individuals can make a difference, however small.  For example many pioneers in local government 
have done magnificent work in addressing the local population’s needs for information through 
innovative websites.  So think what difference you can make when you go back to your places of 



work.  Look outwards at the bigger picture, not just inwards at your own service – it’s why you come 
to events like Inforum.  Many of the heroes of open data started very small but thought big.  So can 
you. 
 
This paper draws on PhD research at Loughborough University, UK, which was funded through a 

studentship from the Arts and Humanities research Council.  The full thesis is available at: 

http://hdl.handle.net/2134/8312. 

 

© Barbara Buckley Owen 2012 
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