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1. Introduction 

We are living through a period of unprecedented technological development. In 1926 Tesla 

remarked when, ‘wireless is perfectly applied the whole earth will be converted into a huge 

brain, which in fact it is,’ (Tesla, 1926: 178). On a conceptual level, he anticipated the 

hardware developments which would enable the digital transformation and data revolution. 

Tesla foresaw devices that which were, ‘amazingly simple compared with our present 

telephone’ (Tesla, 1926: 178). He further asserted that one day, ‘a man will be able to carry 

one in his vest pocket’ (Tesla, 1926: 178). The full realisation of a semantic web, increasingly 

more powerful computers, mobile devices, and the internet of things1 marks the realisation of 

Tesla’s aspirations. Tesla was, however, incorrect about the timespan of these developments. 

He thought that these developments would occur in just a few years. Yet these developments 

took place over a span of 50 to 100 years. The theme of expectations versus reality is a 

recurrent one in this project. The project considers the theoretical expectations of open data 

as compared with their real-world impact in accountability terms. Gaps between expected and 

actual impacts of transparency reform can be partially explained by ‘open washing.’ Indeed, 

open washing can be understood as the ‘mismatch between how the public expects 

information to be shared, and how an organization actually makes information available to 

the public’ (Heimstädt, 2017: 1).  

Now, the ‘digital realm is…redefining everything familiar…before we have had a chance to 

ponder and decide’ (Zuboff, 2019: 11). The rapid advancements and integration of wireless 

communications-information technology has shrunken the world. Indeed, ‘time and distance 

have become non-entities’ as digitization has enveloped every aspect of human existence and 

socio-political organisation (Chandran, 2014: 701). The digital revolution has seen a 

corresponding proliferation of data. The total volume of data stored today has exploded. In 

2015 it was estimated that by 2020 the total quantity of data stored in the world would reach 

35 zettabytes (Zikopoulos et al, 2011: 5). 

 
1 The interconnection of everyday computing devices via the internet and wireless communications 
technology. This often understood colloquially as the way computers and devices ‘talk’ and interact with one 
another.  
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To put this in perspective there are 8 bits in a byte, a kilobyte is 1024 bytes, a megabyte is 

1048567 bytes. A gigabyte is 1024 megabytes and there are 1024 gigabytes in a terabyte. 

There are 1024 terabytes in a petabyte and 1024 petabytes in an exabyte. Finally, there are 

1024 exabytes in a zettabyte. A is zettabyte is 1,180,591,620,717,411,303,424 (270) bytes. 

The estimation of 35zb is now already outdated. In fact, the estimations of the total data 

stored in the world are continually increasing. In 2018 it was estimated that by 2020, ‘that for 

every person on earth, 1.7 MB of data will be created every second’ (Domos, 2018: 1). 

This explosion in data applies to both publicly and privately held data. Public data is that data 

which is held by government and non-governmental public bodies. This data may or may not 

be personal in nature. Governments are the largest producers and collectors of data. Indeed, 

‘the state has long been the biggest generator, collector and user of data’ (Economist 2010: 

10). Indeed, the literature is in broad agreement, ‘Public bodies are among the largest creators 

and collectors of data in many different domains’ (Janssen et al, 2012: 259). Where 

governments can track and record some piece of data they typically do (Zikopoulos et al, 

2011: 6). The data held by governments may include but is not limited to data on health, 

education, taxation, geospatial data, crime data, transport data, spending or on citizens 

themselves. 

There has not only been mass proliferation of public data but also of privately held data, i.e. 

data which is held by non-state entities. These private bodies may be large to medium sized 

enterprises (LMEs), small to medium-sized enterprises (SMEs) or third sector organisations 

such as charities, interest groups or other non-profit organisations. Indeed, LMEs and SMEs 

often conduct their own independent research and maintain closed datasets. Third sector 

organisations similarly hold large quantities of data for private research. They often do so in 

the interest of lobbying government with reference to demonstratable evidence. This is done 

with the view to influencing policy, spending or legislation. 

Proponents of open data in government claim that it will increase transparency, participation, 

and accountability. The open data movement aims to democratise the ability to produce 

information and knowledge. Historically, skill and access barriers meant that data was 

produced and maintained in a way which confined its power ‘to its producers and those in a 
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position to pay for access' (Kitchin, 2014: 78). Open data advocates believe that the 

dissemination of open government data will make government more transparent and therefore 

more accountable. Consequently, making it more democratic. 

Open data has prima facie implications in terms of participation, transparency, and 

accountability. Proponents of open data assert that, ‘through transparency, sharing and 

working together the value of data for society can be realised’ (Kitchin, 2014: 78). Whilst 

open data only constitutes one element of open government reforms, it is an essential one. In 

the absence of open data, the claims of open government’s effectiveness are diminished. For 

instance, public service applications are typically built upon open datasets. This project 

examines these claims and asks the basic question: ‘Does open data increase government 

accountability?’ To answer this question, the study focuses specifically on the transparency 

and accountability implications of open government data.  

It has long been the accepted that openly available information, ‘about what governments are 

doing and why is…an important precondition to the meaningful exercise of democratic 

accountability and deliberation’ (Janssen et al, 2012: 10). Open data has consequently come 

to be viewed as representing a prospective tool and, ‘a powerful force for public 

accountability’ (Yu and Robinson, 2012: 182). Advocates point to open data’s potential to 

make, ‘existing information easier to analyse…than ever before, allowing a new level of 

public scrutiny’ (Yu and Robinson, 2012: 182).  

Open data has become something of a golden concept in the literature on open government. 

The literature was initially confident in its suggestion that open data would deliver substantial 

political, social, and economic dividends. It has begun to adopt a more critical perspective in 

recent years. This mirrors the trend seen in the literature on freedom of information 

legislation. The aims and outcomes of open data activists represent ‘unprecedented public 

expectations regarding organizational transparency’ (Heimstädt, 2017: 1). These expectations 

are analogous to those seen around FOI in the 20th Century. This project has the benefit of 

hindsight. There has been two decades of FOI research. The experience of FOI legislation can 

current inform open data research. The literature is in broad agreement that the expectations 

around FOI were not met as they were initially articulated by its proponents. This study 
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critically assesses the link between open data dissemination and enhanced public scrutiny. It 

questions the extent to which opening public sector data has delivered increased 

accountability of government. 

1.1 Defining Open government 

Open data is a constituent element of open government. It is but a single mechanism by 

which greater openness in government can be achieved. The Open Government Partnership 

defines open government as, ‘the promotion of transparency policies…as well as the 

participation of society in the public policy cycle’ (OGP, 2019). Open government is ‘closely 

associated with the issue of transparency…a focal interest of many scholars…for the past two 

decades’ (Jae Moon, 2019: 1). Open government’s significance in the contemporary era is 

analogous to that of new public management (NPM) in the 1980s and 90s. However, open 

government is premised on different administrative values. Indeed, ‘its scope is narrower than 

that of NPM’ (Jae Moon, 2019: 1).  Historically, the term ‘open government’ had a politically 

hard edge (Yu & Robinson, 2012: 178). It was typically used to refer to politically sensitive 

disclosures of government information. However, in both the literature and institutional 

practice, the concept has become blurred and ambiguous. Yu and Robinson contend that the, 

‘traditional meaning…has shifted towards open technology’ (Yu & Robinson, 2012: 178). 

This ambiguity is exacerbated by the fact that the literature remains, ‘rife with preliminary 

explorations and propositions’ (Linders 2012: 447). 

1.1.1 Open Government. A Renewed Concept 

It is important to appreciate that open government is not a new concept.  Rather, it is a 

longstanding approach to administrative disclosures which is experiencing a radical 

reinterpretation due to advances in digital technologies. Certain strands of the literature 

attribute this renewal to a desire to combat the low levels of public confidence and trust 

which took hold in developed western liberal democracies following the global economic 

crisis of 2008. The term to become popularized in mainstream political discourse and 

activism over the last decade. This process of revitalisation began with a memorandum issued 

by President Obama. This directed his administration to establish, ‘a system of transparency, 

public participation and collaboration’ (McDermott, 2010: 401). The memorandum marked 
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the beginning of a decade of reform, in which governments have sought to put transparency 

at the heart of their programmes for government. Following Obama’s endorsement, we have 

seen the subsequent development of numerous transparency initiatives, non-governmental 

organisations, and international organisations on a global scale. The activities of these 

organisations have attracted considerable interest from academics and activists alike.  The 

express mission statement of these initiatives and organisations is the promotion of the 

defining principles of open government. These principles are transparency, participation and 

collaboration in government and the legislation and policy process. 

1.1.2 Open data 

Open data can be understood as, ‘non-privacy-restricted and non-confidential data…made 

available without any restrictions on its usage or distribution’ (Janssen et al, 2012: 259). It is 

data which can be freely used, modified, and shared by anyone for any purpose. At most it is 

subject only to the requirements which preserve its provenance and openness (Open 

Knowledge Foundation, 2018). The proliferation of data - and specifically government held 

data – has increased pressure on governments to make this data openly available to the 

public. This has created a situation whereby governments, ‘are caught between growing 

demands…for transparency and…pressure to achieve tangible outcomes in complex and 

hostile political environments’ (Heide et al, 2019: 583). Proponents of open data seek to 

radically transform the situation. Those championing the cause of openness are particularly 

concerned with, ‘opening data that has been produced by state agencies or publicly funded 

research’ (Kitchin, 2014: 78). The rationale for opening this data is that much of its 

collection, compilation and aggregation are funded by the public purse via tax revenues. 

Furthermore, this data often concerns public services. It is of direct use to the public for 

conducting evidence-based scrutiny. It is particularly useful for making value for money 

assessments).  

Open data’s potential lies in its propensity to increase citizen’s knowledge and make more 

effective their scrutiny activities. This can happen on both an individual and aggregate level. 

This applies also to parliamentarians and interest groups. These groups will also have access 

to this data if it becomes open. Indeed, open data is particularly useful for interest groups that 
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do not suffer from the same problems of collective action as smaller groups and individuals 

often do. The democratic implications of these groups having access to this data for the 

purpose of evidence-based lobbying and scrutiny activities are obvious. However, this 

government data must be of high quality as well as freely accessible to allow ‘Parliament, the 

media and the public to understand government and hold it accountable for its actions’ 

(Freeguard, 2018: 2). Historically, where this has not been the case, radical transparency 

reform has been premised on leaks, whistle-blowing and other such aggressive disclosure 

practices. This was clearly seen in the implications of the members’ expenses scandals in the 

UK and Ireland, respectively.  

The pressure on public agencies to open more datasets has been further compounded by the 

pace of technological development. Traditionally, access to data was limited given its high 

value as a resource. In the 20th Century data was much more difficult to generate, store and 

meaningfully engage with. There was a much higher cost and skill barrier to working with 

data. Data analytics often required expensive specialist software and a scarcely possessed 

skill set. This further exacerbated the cost and value of data. These cost and skill barriers 

made it more attractive to keep data a closed resource. In the contemporary era these barriers 

have been greatly reduced. In theory, there now exists, ‘easy-to-use research tools.’ These 

should ‘negate the need for specialist analytic skills.’ These software packages have become 

increasingly available at a much lower cost to the public (Kitchin, 2014: 78).  

1.1.3 Gradation of Openness 

In the strictest definitional sense for data to be open it must be data, which is freely available 

for bulk download, as a whole and in a machine-readable format. There is an expectation that 

the datasets ought to be interoperable. Interoperability can be understood as the ability of 

diverse systems and organizations to work together. In this case of open data this is ‘the 

ability to interoperate -or intermix- different data-sets’ (Open Knowledge Foundation, 2018). 

In practice, however, there exist gradations of openness  



16 
 
 

 

 

The ‘Father of the World Wide Web2’, Sir Tim Berners-Lee, created a scale of openness. 

This details how openness can be scored on a level of 1-5 stars. The lower the rating the less 

interoperable (if at all) the data is. For instance, 1-star open data is data that is available 

online in any format with an open data license. 2-star open data is data which is not only 

available online under an open license, but which is also structured. In the case of 2-star open 

data the file format which this data is contained in is not a format such as .pdf or any 

similarly non-interoperable file format. PDFs represent one the least interoperable file 

formats as they are an image of text. 2-star data could be tabular data. It could, for example, 

be stored in a file format associated with a Microsoft excel file or some other proprietary 

format. This data is machine-readable.  

Some governments have endeavoured to mandate a 3-star level of openness as a minimal 

standard of data publishing for public bodies. 3-star open data is available online, published 

under an open license, structured and machine-readable. It is available in some non-

proprietary file format such as .csv. 4-star open data is data that conforms to the open 

standards of W3C. This is data that is well described. It makes use of RDF (Resource 

Description Framework). RDF is the standard used in a sematic graph database or an RDF 

triple-store. RDF triple-stores are used for storing, managing, and understanding 

interconnected and interlinked data. SPARQL is the W3C-standardised query language for 

this type of database. Triple-stores and linked data operate on the concept of a Uniform 

Resource Identifier. The use of URI and graph databases allows users to link to and reuse 

specific parts of the data with greater ease (Kitchin, 2014: 80-85).  

5-star open data is linked open data. This is data which conforms to all the previously 

aforementioned criteria. However, it is not simply data which is available on the web but also 

is linked to other people’s data to provide context. Linked open data creates a network of data 

with the view to benefitting both data consumers and publishers. The ease of use and 

capabilities of 4 and 5-star open data which are detailed here are premised on a considerable 

amount of assumed knowledge. 

 
2 Tim Berners-Lee invented the World Wide Web in 1989. This is an internet-based hypermedia initiative. 
Berners-Lee wrote the first web server and client in 1990.  
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Considering these gradations of open offers an insight in the expectation gap between open 

data dissemination and intended outcomes. Where data is not open it logically follows that it 

cannot be accessed for the purposes of holding the government to account. However, where 

open data is most interoperable deriving meaning from it difficult. There are considerable 

skill barriers to engagement. This data will look meaningless to the most members of the 

public. The interpretation and analysis of these types of data are complex. Indeed, the skill 

barriers required to engage meaningfully with maximally interoperable data are high. The 

average citizen is unlikely have the required technical proficiency. Knowledge of 

programming languages, query languages and APIS are not general skills of civic 

engagement. Data analytic packages which are intended to be ‘user friendly’ often require 

formal training. They are not really user friendly at all, they are simply easier to use than 

programming and query languages.  

1.1.4 The Semantic Web and Linked Open Data 

It was Berners-Lee’s aspiration to move towards a publishing standard of 5-star open data. 

Berners-Lee advocates for the creation of, ‘a fully operational semantic Web’ (Kitchin, 2014: 

83 The semantic web is, ‘the evolution of a Web that consisted largely of documents for 

humans to read to one that included data and information for computers to manipulate’ 

(Shadbolt et al, 2006: 96). The semantic web can be best understood in terms of the structure 

it would bring to webpages. On the semantic web, webpages are structured, described, and 

tagged so that they can be directly read by computers. The development of the semantic web 

is indicative of the explosive pace of technological advancement in the 21st Century. Fifty 

years ago, the ‘Semantic Web would have seemed as remote as general AI’ (Shadbolt et al, 

2006: 96) However, computers are now capable of directly interacting and communicating 

through sematic descriptions encoded into webpages metadata. This is now possible ‘without 

needing artificial intelligence on the scale of 2001's Hal or Star Wars' C-3PO’(Berners-Lee et 

al, 2001: 3). In the 20th century this typically would have been thought of as a necessary 

requirement in realising these developments.   

For the semantic web to work as linked data, ‘documents on the internet must conform to 

four expectations of behaviour’ (Kitchin, 2014: 83). Again, this is largely a question of 
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structuring. To fully realise the semantic web there is a need to unambiguously describe the 

type and structure of data. Indeed, the first expectation of behaviour which online content 

should conform to is that objects and resources must be clearly identified within each 

document. This should be done using a mark-up language, such as Extensible Mark-up 

Language (XML). Objects and resources should be unambiguously named. This should be 

done using URIs (Uniform Resource Identifiers).  

Secondly, the web should be structured to connect documents and information. This is done 

using Hypertext Transfer Protocol (HTTP) and URIs. This allows names to be found. 

Thirdly, there should be simplicity and ease in discovering information about named objects 

and resources. This should be ensured through use of The Resource Description Framework 

(RDF). This can be understood as a document which details and defines the character of URIs 

within a domain. Using this framework ensures a consistency in approach. RDF creates a 

shared and singular approach for harvesting data across the World Wide Web. In contrast to a 

multitude of incompatible approaches. Finally, online content should be structured in such a 

way in which links are provided to objects and resources which are related (where they are 

known). This will allow users to discover more things (Kitchin, 2014: 83).  

The importance of consistent and comprehensive indexing and description should not be 

underestimated. Indeed, ‘Local-scale changes in Web architectures and resources can lead to 

large-scale societal and technical effects’ (Shadbolt et al, 2006: 101). Yet, this kind of 

overhaul in data architecture is highly complex, technological, and remote from the politics 

of open government. It is questionable how this kind of high-end development could benefit 

average citizens in more effectively holding government to account. It is clear to see how the 

policy outcomes of open government could easily become obscured by the more technical 

aspects of open government data. This relates to the problem at the core of the transparency 

literature whereby there is an expectation-outcome in the impact of open government data. 

This can be partially explained by the blurring of distinction between the technical 

requirements of open data and the qualitative dimensions of actually achieving increased 

openness, transparency and accountability. 
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1.1.5 Arguments for Opening Datasets 

Proponents of open data have typically premised their calls for the greater openness based on 

five key arguments. Firstly, a large percentage of the data held by public bodies (both 

governmental and non-governmental) details the operations of these bodies. This data offers 

quantifiable metrics by which the public can assess the success of these bodies’ policies, 

programmes, and actions. Opening these datasets (to the public) increases the transparency of 

the internal decision-making processes of public entities. It improves the scrutiny of these 

organisations as the data can then be used to make social, economic, and political 

assessments of the performance of these bodies. It can be used to assess how accountable and 

inclusive their decision-making processes are. Open data is a potential tool for making value 

for money assessments of an organisation’s programs and spending. This culminates in 

making public bodies more accountable (Kitchin, 2012: 83-85).  

The second argument for opening public datasets is premised on the idea of making the 

public more informed on civic and political issues. This is particularly the case for those 

matters which are of pressing civic concern. It is argued that opening data will increase 

meaningful participation and engagement in civic life. It will make legislative and executive 

decision making more transparent, democratic, and inclusive. Allowing citizens to access a 

public body’s data serves to make the public not only more informed on an organisation’s 

operations but it also makes them more engaged in civic life. This produces a more politically 

active citizenry. This in turn increases choice and improves decision-making in public 

services. Opening data, is in this sense, mutually beneficial to both citizens and public bodies 

as opening data can potentially optimise public services by increasing the collective 

knowledge and input. Indeed, the benefit of ‘opening a system is the ability to tap into the 

collective intelligence of the public’ (Janssen, 2012: 10).  

Surowiecki contends that large groups often formulate better decisions than particularly 

intelligent individuals do on their own (Surowiecki, 2014: 5-10). Surowieck points to several 

studies where individual guesses which were aggregated and averaged outweighed expert 

knowledge (Surowiecki, 2015: 5). In these studies respondents could not interact and 

deliberate with one another. Citizens are capable of interaction and collaboration; this only 
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further strengthens the case for opening data. This point becomes even more salient when 

developments in wireless communications technology are considered. The world has become 

increasingly more interconnected (and figuratively smaller) as states are improving their 

wireless communication infrastructures. An ever-increasing amount of people across the 

global are going online each year. In the internet age, open data can create a more informed 

and increasingly interconnected collective which may produce better decisions than a 

narrowly skilled elite.  

Thirdly, opening data can create an environment where public bodies strive to make use of 

this data to optimise services internally. Opening data makes an organisation and its record of 

performance more transparent. Advocates of open data contend that this ‘encourages the 

body to utilise such data to improve operational efficiencies and productivity through 

evidence-informed monitoring and decision-making’ (Kitchin, 2014: 85). Opening data to the 

public provides the employees of public bodies with data that they may otherwise not have 

had access to. Improved data-sharing is usually an implicit requirement of overhauling a 

country’s data holdings for the purposes of more effectively disseminating public sector data. 

Public bodies have traditionally organised their data and information holdings in silos. 

Therefore, within an organisation or a specific department, individuals may only have access 

to a fraction of the total data which the organisation holds. Opening data allows units within 

the organisation to access data from across the entirety of the organisation. This promotes, 

‘efficiency and effectiveness in government’ (Huijboom & Broek 2011:2). Opening data 

allows public bodies to gain valuable feedback from other organisations and individuals 

which are external to them (Kitchin, 2014: 85). This argument for open data proposes that 

open data represents a means for potentially increasing both accountability and efficiency 

from both an internal and external perspective. Open data allows for active and ongoing 

assessment.  

The fourth and fifth arguments are economic in character. These primarily relate to private 

enterprise. The economic arguments for open data have been seminal in persuading civil 

servants, elected representatives, and government officials to make datasets open and 

available for public consumption. For instance, Deloitte has gone as far as describing data as, 
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‘the new capital of the global economy’ (Deloitte, 2012a: 3). The fourth argument for open 

data is that it creates brand enrichment. When an organisation makes its data freely available 

this raises its profile. Further to this, it establishes the organisation as innovative and 

entrepreneurial. This in turn has the welcomed benefit of increasing networks and relations 

with customers. This increases the traffic to the private entities’ services. This fosters greater 

trust and consequently improves the organisation’s reputation among customers and end 

users (Verwayen et al, 2011: 11).  

The fifth argument asserts that publicly generated data can add value to existing business and 

industry data. Private enterprises have been strong advocates for the release of data which has 

been publicly generated and held by government. These organisations have come to view 

data, ‘like any other raw material, it needs investment to locate, extract and refine it…before 

it yields value’ (Deloitte, 2012b: 1). It is argued that this data is generated in the public 

interest and restricting access to this data is a barrier to innovation and economic growth 

(Pollock, 2006: 9). Indeed, open data offers, ‘opportunities for organisations to make more 

robust decisions, uncover cost savings and get to know their customers better’ (Deloitte, 

2012b: 1). It is unsurprising that arguments for businesses to open their own internal data for 

external reuse have not been advanced and received so effectively. Interestingly, these five 

arguments for opening publicly held data have been successful as, ‘they dovetail with the 

general processes of neoliberalism that promote the marketisation of public services’ 

(Kitchin, 2014: 86).  

1.1.6 Data, Information, Knowledge and Power 

In 1597 Sir Francis Bacon asserted ‘Ipsa scientia potestas es’or ‘knowledge itself is power.’3 

(Bacon, 1597: 71). Opening access to data has necessary knowledge and power implications 

as ‘any shift in access to information resources not only empowers one party but takes power 

away from another at the same time’ (Heimstädt & Dobusch, 2018: 736). Historically, 

asymmetrical information has typically worked in the favour of governments and public 

bodies. The potential transparency and accountability dividends of data are apparent given it 

status as the building blocks of knowledge and wisdom. Open data only constitutes a single 

 
3 This is more often cited as the common maxim: ‘Scientia potentia es,’ or ‘Knowledge is power.’ 
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element in the open government project. It is important to discuss the other constituent parts 

of open government. This discussion provides an insight into open data’s potential for impact 

and use post dissemination. Data forms the base of a knowledge pyramid. In this pyramid 

‘data precedes information, which proceeds knowledge, which precedes understanding and 

wisdom’ (Kitchin, 2014: 38).  

Data is extracted from the physical (external) world through processes of reduction and 

abstraction. It is useful to consider the relationship between data and information as this helps 

to explain the gap between data and knowledge. Knowledge and the processes of human 

decision making operate based on information rather than raw data. Data must be processed, 

organised, and linked to created information. Knowledge can be understood as organised 

information which has been analysed and interpreted. Wisdom can be understood as the 

application of this knowledge. It is important to appreciate that whilst the order of these 

concepts is typically uncontested that ‘the nature and difference between concepts often 

varies between schools of thought’ (Kitchin, 2014: 38). This pyramid as presented by Kitchin 

can be seen below: 

Figure: 1.1 (Knowledge Pyramid, from Rob Kitchin’s ‘The Data Revolution: Big Data, 

Open Data, Data Infrastructures and their Consequence’) 
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1.1.7 The Fragile Chain Between Dissemination and Intended Outcomes 

The transparency literature is in broad agreement that there was a gap between the 

expectations of the FOI reforms in the 20th Century and the outcomes which they produced. It 

questions why transparency measures often the fail to produce the intended effect of 

increasing accountability and enhancing democracy. This gulf between information 

dissemination and anticipated outcomes can be explained by deficits in understanding, skills, 

and engagement.  

Historically, it was only through third party intermediaries that the public were able to engage 

in scrutiny activities premised upon information arising from successful FOI requests. 

Although obvious, it was often overlooked in mainstream discourse, freedom of information 

legislation could only have an impact where it was engaged with. The public often rely on 

third party intermediaries to assist them in their scrutiny activities. Indeed, their meaningful 

engagement and participation is often contingent on third parties. These intermediaries 

include media representatives who submit freedom of information requests on the publics 

behalf. This is done with the view to holding the government to account for some policy, 

legislation, or action. 

The process of contextualization which converts meaningless data to meaningful information 

is significant to understanding the contention between transparency expectation and outcome. 

In the case of FOI intermediaries organise the information into a knowledge source which is 

understandable to the public. This is consistent with the knowledge pyramid as detailed by 

Kitchin above. This pyramid contends that wisdom represents applied knowledge. The public 

are often only able to apply and put knowledge to use where it has been contextualized for 

them by third party intermediaries. As was the case with FOI. 

If open government data is to increase government accountability, this data must first be 

contextualized to produce information. The public will usually have to depend on a third-

party intermediary with the required technical skill set. This information must be organised to 

become a knowledge source. Again, the public are beholden to third party intermediaries as 

this is most typically done by journalists. This organised source of information (knowledge) 

must then be engaged with. Only then can it be applied as evidence-based scrutiny activities 
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(Wisdom). The transparency-accountability gap can be explained by deficits in the public’s 

skills and level of civic engagement. 

It is important to appreciate that there is a long and fragile chain of contextualization between 

data being disseminated and used effectively for the purposes of holding the government to 

account. The gulf between the intended and actual outcomes of open data dissemination can 

then also be explained by the extensive processes required to make data meaningful and to 

convey it to the public. This chain is further complicated by principle agent modelling and 

delegated responsibility in representative democracy. Once citizens have knowledge upon 

which they can scrutinise government on the basis of, they must still act through a system of 

elected intermediaries. This requirement to lobby government through third party 

representatives (in the context of what are usually executive dominated parliaments) 

represents a substantial barrier to effectively holding the government to account.  

Both knowledge and accountability chains are long, tenuous, and fragile. This explains why 

transparency measures and reforms often fail to enhance accountability and democracy as 

they are intended to in theory. Indeed, the literature now broadly questions why open data is 

not having the intended impact of increasing accountability and enhancing democracy. It is 

important to appreciate that data represents the base of the knowledge pyramid outlined 

above. The skill barriers to engaging with data are higher than that of information. Thus, if 

FOI has historical suffered from issues of participation, engagement, and collective action it 

naturally follows that open data will. Open data represents an even more exclusionary 

knowledge source. The public and advocacy groups often require third party intermediaries to 

analyse and interpret before they apply this data for the purposes of government 

accountability.  

1.1.8 Public Service Information 

It is impossible to ascertain if open government data is increasing the accountability of 

government if there remains ambiguity around the distinction between data and information. 

It is also important to discern their relationship as some PSI applications are built upon open 

data. These are examples of open data making government more accountable where these 

applications fulfil a scrutiny function. 
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It is ‘not uncommon to find…opening access to information…and opening data used 

interchangeably’ (Davies, 2010: 12). Yet, it is important to appreciate that these are separate 

terms. Data can be understood as, ‘a thing given or granted; something known or assumed as 

fact’ (Office for Economic Co-Operation and Development Online, 2000). Yet, data in its 

rawest form is potentially meaningless. This project does not simply count the existence of 

datasets available on open data portals. Rather, it appreciates that open data will only make 

government more accountable where it is meaningfully engaged with and of sufficient 

relevance and quality. Davies argues that, whilst ‘data underlies many acts of human 

decision-making we generally operate on the basis of information’ (Davies, 2010: 12). 

 Open government also involves the increased and more effective dissemination of public 

service information (PSI). Public service information can be understood as information 

generated, collected, and compiled by government that does not fall into the category of raw 

data. In contrast with raw data, this information is contextualised. The extent to which PSI is 

contextualized varies on a source by source basis. PSI could, for instance, include 

publications in .pdf format. It includes information which is disseminated by way of public 

service applications. Indeed, it is important to appreciate that some public service 

applications are built upon open data. They represent a contextualization or visualization of 

publicly held raw data. 

The processes of analysis, interpretation and contextualisation which convert meaningless 

raw data to meaningful information, offer to potentially bridge the gap between dissemination 

and accountability outcomes. It is meaningful information which creates the motivation and 

basis for action. Information is a multifaceted concept that has been defined in a multitude of 

different ways according to different scholars. It varies between different bodies of literature. 

For instance, information can be defined as the, ‘accumulation of associated data, for others it 

is data plus meaning’ (Kitchin, 2014: 38). The contested meaning of information is 

unsurprising, as data itself is a contestable concept. Its meaning can be context specific. 

Where the average citizen might think of data in terms of tables or spreadsheets, ‘to a 

physicist, data is simply zeros and ones, raw bits’ (Kitchin, 2014: 38). In this view 

information can be understood as ‘when these zeros and ones are organised into distinct 

patterns’ (Kitchin, 2014: 38). 
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Increased accountability can be delivered through a variety of information-orientated 

transparency reforms. Such as the dissemination of public service information, building the 

right kind of website or PSI based applications and tools. Dissemination only represents the 

first step towards accountability. Some degree of contextualization and action are always still 

required. This highlights the importance of participation, engagement, and wider inclusion in 

realising the accountability dividends of open data. 

Engagement and participation with transparency data is required to actualize an 

accountability dividend. Analysis and interpretation are required to make data meaningful. 

Further action (often aggregate or collective) is required to actively use this data as a tool for 

enhancing government accountability. This project concerns itself with the use of open 

datasets. It therefore identifies instances of open data use as: the use of any open dataset 

which has an openness rating of 2-stars or more. Where a public disclosure has a lower 

openness rating, or where it is too contextualised to constitute a flat-file dataset, this project 

considers it as being an instance of (open) information. This was done for the purposes of the 

project’s quantitative analysis. This project’s qualitative methods (grey literature review and 

semi-structured interviews) adopted a less exclusionary approach to mitigate against the risk 

of overlooking the impact of any PSI which is built on open datasets. 

1.2 Chapter Structure 

The dissertation proceeds as follows:  

1.2.1 Chapter Two: Literature Review  

This project positions itself across three bodies of literature. The first is the literature on 

democracy, transparency, and accountability. In the 20th century a large part of this literature 

emphasised the development of parliamentary mechanisms as spearheading accountability 

reforms. In the 21st century this literature has increasingly concerned itself with open data and 

open government. It views these as integral developments in delivering increased 

transparency and accountability of government. Secondly, this project locates itself within 

literature which is specifically concerned with open government. This body of literature has 

become increasingly technical relative to the more traditional literature on public 

administration and accountability. As such, open government and open data are emerging as 
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separate and distinct branches of literature. The open government and open data literature are 

inherently interdisciplinary. It represents an interface between public administration and 

information communications technology. The third body of literature considered is the 

literature on parliamentary systems and committees.  

This study reviews critical theories across the three bodies of literature. It considers critical 

theories on accountability, open government, and open data.  Just as accountability became a 

golden concept in the 20th century, so too has open data in the contemporary era. This project 

does not just question if open data increases government accountability. It considers whether 

open data is apt for purpose in delivering increased accountability of government. 

Furthermore, this project considers the desirability of open government, open data, and 

increased government accountability. The literature review considers barriers to open data, its 

benefits, and potential drawbacks. Further to this, it considers alleged myths and 

exaggerations of the touted impact of open government data.  

This project critically assesses the initial expectations of open data’s impact relative to the 

reality of the past decade of open government policy reform. This section of the literature 

review considers open government and open data’s ambiguity both in theory and practice. 

This project answers the research question posed through a comparative case study of the 

British and Irish parliaments. Therefore, this study also engages with the literature on 

parliamentary systems and committees. It considers both Westminster and consensus style 

parliamentary systems. This is imperative as this project’s empirical chapters investigate open 

data usage by parliamentary committees. In its consideration of parliamentary systems and 

committees, the literature review draws upon the works of Strøm (2000), MacCarthaigh 

(2005), Lijphart (2012), Martin (2018) and Cox and McCubbins (1984). 

1.2.2 Chapter Three: Methods and Sources  

This chapter details and explains the methodological choices that have been made in 

conducting this study. Philosophically, the project positions itself in the positivist school of 

thought and has adopted a deductive approach. It has not adopted a hard positivist approach. 

This would be exclusionary. It would have precluded the use of qualitative methods. The 
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project has adopted a more pragmatic approach. This was done with the view to mitigating 

against the weaknesses of the positivist approach as articulated by critical realists.  

The project is appropriately pragmatic while remaining faithful to its positivist 

epistemological and ontological foundations. In line with the deductive approach, this study’s 

research operated based upon hypothesis testing. It has offered three distinct hypotheses to 

test which cumulate to answer the overarching research question: ‘Does open data increase 

government accountability?’ The hypotheses are all intentionally and fundamentally 

optimistic. They are premised on what theory dictates should happen where transparency 

measures function as they are intended. The three hypotheses to be tested are as follows: 

1 Open datasets are being used. 

2 They are being used by those charged with holding government to account 

(opposition parties, interest groups and committees and members in parliament). 

3 This increases the transparency of government and therefore the accountability of 

government (as this project has adopted an approach which views transparency as an 

essential part of accountability).  

This study has adopted a mixed methods approach, making use of both qualitative and 

quantitative methods. The three methods selected are: a ‘grey’ literature review, semi-

structured interviews and quantitative analysis of committee reports and associated oral & 

written evidence. To address the first hypothesis, ‘open data is being used,’ the study made 

use of grey literature and interviews. In order to address the second hypothesis, ‘open data is 

being used by those charged with holding government to account,’ this project made use of a 

quantitative text analysis and interviews. To test the third hypothesis, ‘Open data increases 

the transparency of government and therefore its accountability,’ this project employed 

interviews and a review of the appropriate grey literature.  

This chapter also details this project’s chosen case studies: the UK and Ireland. The chapter 

illustrates the consistency of the project’s approach in its selection of case studies, explaining 

the relevant similarities between the two chosen cases. The chapter details that the two 

jurisdictions’ parliamentary systems are similar in their structure. It also explains how 
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Ireland, whilst operating on an electoral system of proportional representation, is dissimilar 

from other more consensus-styled parliaments. 

The chapter discusses the different categorisations of parliamentary committees in the British 

and Irish parliaments. It explains what types of committees have been selected to analyse. In 

the British case this is the departmental select committees. In the Irish case it is the joint 

committees. Furthermore, this chapter details each individual committee chosen for 

examination. The various types of international organisations and non-governmental 

organisations involved in open data are also considered here. As is their relevance in 

assessing the transparency, participation, and accountability impact of open government data. 

The chapter details the significance of the publications produced by international 

organisations and NGOS and how they influence government policy. It does so with 

reference to the international relations literature where appropriate. Finally, the chapter 

identifies the international organisations used for analysis: The Open Data Barometer, the 

Open Government Partnership, the Organisation for Economic Co-operation and 

Development, and the Institute for Government. This chapter highlights the relevance of 

these organisations to the overarching aims of this project.  

1.2.3 Chapter Four: The Use of Open Data 

This chapter addresses the study’s first hypothesis: Open data is being used. This section 

initially puts the project’s empirical findings in context. It identifies that there is both an 

increased (global) pressure on governments to become more transparent and a corresponding 

growth in open data initiatives. Thus, on a theoretical basis, this project anticipated evidence 

of open data increasingly being used. The project aimed to discern if this assumption holds 

true in practice. Theoretically, where open data functions as intended, there should be an 

increase in open data use both internally and externally to government and parliament. The 

chapter aims to ascertain whether open data is being disseminated and used globally. It 

illustrates that there is a distinction between how open data has been used internally and 

externally to government. Open data usage varies in frequency, volume and character 

depending on who it is being used by. Furthermore, it varies in these respects according to 

what purposes it is being used for. The chapter presents detailed evidence from grey literature 
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and interviews to illustrate to discern whether open datasets are being used. It refers to the 

project’s general literature review where appropriate.  

1.2.4 Chapter Five: Open Data and Parliaments  

This chapter addresses the second hypothesis: Open data is being used by those charged with 

holding government to account. It examines in detail the use of open data within the British 

and Irish parliaments. The key proposition in this chapter is that accountability is a central 

goal of open government. Parliament and its committees are charged with holding 

government to account. Therefore, in theory, parliament should make use of open data with 

the view to holding government to account. There should be evidence of open data being 

used in the scrutiny mechanisms of parliament, i.e. by select committees in Westminster and 

the joint committees of the Oireachtas. Indeed, post-election committees represent the 

foremost means of scrutiny in the British and Irish parliaments. Furthermore, this chapter 

argues that there should be evidence of open data being used by those charged with holding 

government to account more broadly. This is particularly true of those entities, individuals 

and groups motivated and capable of holding government to account which liaise with 

parliament. Therefore, this study anticipates that there will be evidence of open data being 

used by both opposition parties and interest groups.  

The chapter makes use of quantitative data (text) analysis and semi-structured interviews in 

order to test this hypothesis. It conducts an analysis of all the available committee reports and 

associated (written and oral) evidence between 2010 and 2019 for three British select 

committees and three Irish joint committees. In the case of Westminster these are: The 

Committee for Environment, Food and Rural Affairs, the Health and Social Care Committee 

and the Education Committee. In the case of the Oireachtas these are: The Joint Committee 

for Agriculture, Food and the Marine, the Joint Committee for Health and the Joint 

Committee for Education and Skills. This chapter then presents the findings from interviews 

which are relevant to addressing the hypothesis. In doing so it draws upon the interviews 

conducted with British and Irish civil and parliamentary servants.  
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1.2.5 Chapter Six: Open Data and Accountability  

This chapter addresses this project’s third hypothesis: Open data increases government 

accountability. It analyses the evidence from the grey literature and semi-structured 

interviews. As aforementioned, this study adopts a theoretical approach which views 

transparency as being an essential component of accountability. The chapter asserts that open 

data is designed to make government more transparent. If open data is being disseminated 

and used, then in practice it must be increasing the transparency of government. It therefore 

must also be making government more accountable. The chapter presents evidence which 

reveals whether the increased dissemination of open data leads to a corresponding increase in 

the accountability of government. This chapter also addresses several further relevant sub-

questions. For instance, it answers the question as to whether open data is increasing 

accountability of government but also considers how extensive this accountability impact is. 

It considers who is using open data and for what purposes (if at all). 

This chapter explains how the transparency which arises from simple dissemination can be 

potentially limited and even superficial. This is particularly true where dissemination is 

considered as the final rather than first step towards increased accountability. The chapter 

illustrates the importance of engagement and participation in bridging the gap between 

superficial dissemination and actionable accountability. The chapter also analyses the 

evidence from interviews and grey literature to determine the level of civic engagement with 

open datasets in the UK and Ireland. It also asserts that there must be engagement with open 

data (from actors properly incentivized and capable of holding government to account) if 

there is to be a corresponding increase in government accountability. Whilst this project 

views transparency as an essential element of accountability, it does not view increased 

transparency as always being a sufficient condition to achieving increased accountability of 

government. It does not capture the whole process. 

1.2.6 Chapter Seven: Conclusion and Analysis  

This chapter brings together the literature reviews, quantitative analysis, and interviews. The 

findings arising from the three methods are mixed and interrelations between them are 

explained. The chapter assesses whether the findings support the overarching research 



32 
 
 

 

 

question, sub-questions, and hypotheses. The chapter illustrates the importance of these 

findings to the wider context of data proliferation and exponential technological 

advancement. It summarizes the three hypothesis and the outcomes of the tests to prove them. 

The chapter explains the importance of the project’s findings to the relevant bodies of 

literature.  

Moreover, it illustrates how this study bridges important gaps in the literature. Furthermore, 

whilst the institutional dimensions of open data are experiencing an upsurge in research, this 

project focuses specifically on parliamentary committees. This is important as committees are 

the prime vehicle of parliamentary scrutiny. Open data has not been comprehensively 

researched in a parliamentary context. Moreover, a comparative case-study of this kind has 

not been conducted on the UK and Ireland.  This study targets gaps in the literature through 

its focus on the accountability impact of open data. Through its consideration of open data in 

the context of Westminster-styled parliamentary systems, the project investigates the long, 

fragile nature of the accountability chain between open data dissemination and actualized 

accountability. This chapter concludes with a summary of the further avenues of research 

which the findings point to.  
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2. Literature review 

2.1 Introduction 

This chapter reviews three inter-related bodies of literature. The first body of literature 

reviewed is the literature on democracy, transparency, and accountability. The second body 

of literature is that of open government, e-transparency, and open data. This body of literature 

has emerged from the literature on public administration. In recent years this has been 

established as an individual and specialized body of literature. The third body of literature 

concerns itself with parliamentary systems and committees.  

A consideration of these three bodies of literature is required for several reasons. Firstly, any 

study of open data will necessarily cleave the areas of accountability, transparency, and open 

government. This is because open data is a central and constituent element of open 

government. The terms accountability and transparency have featured heavily in the 

discourse around good governance for both corporations and governments (Hood, 2010: 

990). Secondly, advocates of open government data claim that increased accountability 

naturally follows from the increased dissemination of open data. Open data activists typically 

view open data, ‘as a tool that could help them increase the government’s accountability’ 

(Heimstädt & Dobusch, 2018: 732). Proponents of open data point to its inherent transparency 

value. They see open data as the purest expression of transparency data4. Many advocates 

contend that open data is free from any prior contextualization. They contend that data driven 

e-transparency facilitated by ICTs is ‘a primary, neutral, automated, systematic, efficient, 

lawful, and regulatory mode of disclosure’ (Birchall, 2014: 78). 

Thirdly, proponents of open data claim that open data will necessarily enhance democratic 

quality. Government advocates claim the democratic aims of open government data to be 

‘increased accountability, increased participation, and greater information transmission’ 

(Worthy, 2015: 2). Advocates claims are premised on the fact that transparency is an essential 

element of accountability and accountability is likewise an essential element of representative 

democracy.  Open government and open government data were initially only considered as 

 
4 In common parlance, transparency data is often used to refer to sources which are more accurately described 
as information rather than data. 
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sub-sections of the transparency and accountability literature. This body of literature was 

already bedevilled by issues of definitional clarity before open government data’s 

introduction. This has only served to create further ambiguity around the concepts of open 

government and open data. Openness, transparency, and accountability are often wrongly 

conflated with one another. This chapter adopts a critical perspective. It does so with the view 

to detailing and dispelling typical misunderstandings surrounding open government and open 

data. These misunderstanding persist both in the literature and practice. This is problematic 

as openness, transparency and accountability are three distinct concepts. None of which are 

not self- delivering. Increased transparency does not always guarantee increased openness in 

practice or vice-versa. Similarly, increased accountability does not always follow from 

increased transparency. 

The concepts of transparency and accountability were often thought of as closely linked, with 

transparency predicating accountability. They are often conflated with one another in 

mainstream political discourse and discussion. Indeed, in the 20th century (both in the 

literature and language of political discourse) accountability and transparency were viewed 

as synonymous. There was and has been a blurring of distinction between transparency and 

accountability. As with most golden concepts, transparency and accountability often mean 

all things to all people (Fox, 2007: 665). In the 21st century there is much more specialisation 

within this body of literature. As concepts, transparency, and accountability, have 

experienced increasingly separate treatments. The literature has aimed to reverse the 

unhelpful and habitual conflations of accountability, transparency, participation, and 

democracy. This conflation has been the cause of a great deal administrative dysfunction 

around transparency measures in practice (Roberts, 2015: 3).   

They must be treated as distinct concepts. The conventional wisdom that transparency 

generates accountability has been challenged. Fox asserts that ‘one does not necessarily lead 

to the other’ (Fox, 2007: 664). In practice, it does not necessarily follow that increased 

transparency produces a corresponding accountability dividend. Whilst the concepts have 

experienced a radical unpacking, this project contends that these concepts must be further 

reconsidered. They must be critically examined, in theory and practice, as they relate to the 

contemporary development of the international open government data policy agenda. Thus, 
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this chapter concerns itself with considering and re-examining these concepts with reference 

to the data revolution. The literature review engages with a range of critical perspectives on 

transparency and accountability. It appreciates that transparency is a broad term for a 

multitude of individual, collective, and institutional behaviours which concern themselves 

with ‘more visibility and more information’ (Strathern, 2000: 309).  

Within parliamentary democracies, the national parliament is mandated and charged with 

the task of holding the government to account. In modern parliaments committees represent 

the central accountability forum. Thus, the committee system is a central site of analysis for 

this project. This thesis concerns itself with open data use for the purposes of holding the 

government to account by Irish joint committees and British select committees. Therefore, 

a review of the literature on parliamentary systems and committees is necessary. The type 

of parliament which a committee system is embedded in will influence their effectiveness 

or otherwise in holding government to account. The appropriateness and effectiveness of 

transparency and accountability measures depends on the features of a country’s 

parliamentary and committee system.   

This research addresses gaps within and between the relevant bodies of literature. For 

instance, it explicitly addresses calls in literature for further studies which aim to ‘deepen our 

understanding of transparency as a contextualized process’ (Heimstädt & Dobusch, 2018: 

737).  Research into the use of open data by citizens, its enabling legislation and its 

institutional dimensions have received increased attention in recent years. Yet, open data has 

not been studied in a parliamentary context. Given the context-dependent nature of 

transparency (especially e-transparency) this presents a fundamental gap in the literature. The 

parliamentary arena should be a key site of analysis for open data research. This is the case 

as a central aim of open data is increased government accountability and enhanced 

democracy. This knowledge gap is problematic given the significance of national parliaments 

in holding governments to account for their decisions, legislation, spending and actions. 

Furthermore, open data’s use by parliamentary committees has not been examined. This 

project examines open data’s use both internally and externally to parliament. In so doing, 

this project not only considers whether members make use of open data. It also offers an 

insight into whether interest groups, SMEs, LMEs, third-sector organisations or any other 
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interested parties make use of open data in their engagements with Irish and British Joint and 

Select committees (for the purposes of holding government to account). This project targets 

a gap in the literature on internal open data use by the state’s administrative bodies by 

considering open data use by the Irish and British civil and parliamentary services. 

2.1.1 Transparency, Accountability and Democracy: Fundamental Considerations 

There are key questions as to what processes and mechanisms can deliver data-driven 

accountability of government. Answering these questions are is difficult by persistent 

misconceptions in the transparency literature. Misconceptions exist as to the definition of 

accountability and transparency, their meanings, intended purpose and relationship to one 

another. Transparency and accountability are umbrella concepts. These are concepts which 

‘arise…frequently in academic fields without a theoretical consensus’ (Hirsch & Levin, 1999: 

199). The absence of this theoretical consensus has resulted in these concepts having their 

meaning, validity and value seriously challenged. (Hirsch & Levin, 1999: 199). The nature of 

transparency and accountability as they relate to one another is much more nuanced than 

mainstream discourse suggests. To these ends, the literature has experienced a growth in 

critical and sceptical perspectives. These challenge more traditional assumptions of 

transparency’s desirability and moral quality. Most significantly they challenge its supposed 

link to accountability (Strathern 2000, Worthy 2010, Birchall 2012, Birchall 2014 and Fenster 

2017).  

The link between transparency and accountability is no longer accepted as guaranteed and 

given within the literature. One concept no longer necessarily predicates the existence of the 

other. The literature raises several fundamental questions for transparency and accountability. 

It considers what transparency and accountability mean. It examines who determines their 

meanings. The research questions what the necessary conditions are for transparency 

measures to successfully deliver accountability. Yet, there remains fundamental questions as 

to how transparency and accountability will operate in practice where they function as they 

are theoretically intend to. There are fundamental questions as to the potential drawbacks of 

increased transparency and accountability. Critical perspectives no longer only examine what 

transparency means. They consider who decides what transparency means and how flexible 
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it is as a concept. 

Critical theories contend that the nature of transparency and its relationship to accountability 

is context dependent. Transparency is a relational concept which necessarily presupposes both 

an observer and the observed (Heimstädt & Dobusch, 2018: 728). There are distinctions to be 

made between the different types of transparency and accountability and the complex 

interrelations which exist between them. The relationship between transparency and 

accountability and their impacts in practice are entirely context dependent. 

 

2.2 Democracy as Transparency and Accountability  

Before discussing transparency and accountability it is necessary to illustrate that they are 

essential tenets of democratic theory. The literature is broadly in agreement that ‘transparency 

is a core democratic value’ (Heide and Worthy, 2019: 582). The terms transparency has had, 

‘a long history as a central principle for…democratic and corporate accountability’ (Hood, 

2007: 192).  A consideration of democratic theory is merited as proponents of open data assert 

that it can enhance a government’s democratic quality. Indeed, ‘the origin of open government 

can be traced to the codification of Athenian law in ancient Greece’ (Jae Moon, 2019: 2). 

Openness is essential for democratic leadership as it ‘represents a moral commitment and an 

instrument for increasing trust and legitimacy’ (Heide and Worthy, 2019: 582).   

The literature on democracy is extensive. It outlines numerous democratic theories and details 

many different types of democratic systems of government. As this project concerns the UK 

and Irish parliaments it is important to consider the importance of transparency and 

accountability to liberal representative democracy. This can be understood as system of 

delegated authority where those who are elected are responsible to and can be removed by 

citizens at the ballot box. Moreover, they can pre-emptively be removed in the case of 

misconduct or failings. This system of government is established with the view to protecting, 

‘citizens from despotic use of political power’ (Held, 2007: 86). 

Bentham and Mill viewed liberal democracy as being characterized by, ‘a political apparatus 

that would ensure the accountability of governors to the governed’ (Held, 2007: 86). Bentham 



38 
 
 

 

 

viewed democracy as, ‘securing its members against oppression and depredation at the hands 

of those functionaries which it employs for its defence’ (Bentham, 1848: 47). Hollyer et al. 

note that, ‘transparency has become synonymous with democracy’ (Hollyer et al, 2011: 

1191). Further to this, they critically note that, ‘minimalist definitions treat democracy as 

reflecting electoral competition, which…imply government transparency’ (Hollyer et al, 

2011: 1191). 

Democracies are recognised as legitimating political decisions when they, ‘adhere to proper 

principles, rules and mechanisms of participation, representation and accountability’ (Held, 

2007: 272). In order adhere to the principle of accountability a democracy must first be 

transparent as transparency is a necessary element of accountability. In liberal representative 

democracies, ‘leaders can never be entirely free from a commitment to truth-telling’ (Shapiro, 

2003: 200). There is a clear relationship between representative democracy and transparency 

as, ‘electoral competition is associated with greater transparency’ (Hollyer et al, 2011: 1202).  

Open data’s relationship to democracy, transparency and accountability is, likewise, clear. In 

the literature it is generally accepted that, ‘One important underlying condition of a properly 

functioning democracy is access to information’ (Ruijer et al, 2017: 1). The literature suggests 

that policymakers who are more accountable to the electorates are more likely to be unfairly 

dismissed. Consequently, governments are ‘more likely to offer up, or provide access to, 

credible data’ (Rosendorff et al, 2003: 15). Yet, critical strands of the literature now contend 

that there is a pressing need to ‘dispel the simplistic notion that transparency in government 

is an unmitigated good’ (Grumet, 2014: 109).  

2.2.1 Transparency: Competing Perspectives  

The origin of the word transparency can be traced to at least the eighteenth 18th Century. In 

the 18th Century transparency was often invoked to refer to government according to stable 

and known rules or maximum social openness. Early definitions tended to stress an increased 

exposure to public scrutiny from all quarters. Open data’s conceptual origins lie in these 

early definitions of transparency which also often referred to ‘freedom of information in the 

sense of public access to government documents’ (Hood, 2007: 193). As such, transparency 

can be broadly understood as ‘the availability of information about an actor that allows other 
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actors to monitor the workings or performance of the first actor’ (Meijer, 2013: 430).  When 

applied to organisations transparency is typically taken to mean the ease with which external 

actors can analyse the internal workings of that organisation or public body. However, 

transparency did not become such an umbrella term until the end of the twentieth century. 

Since then it has become a ‘cure all’ prescription for better governance and increased 

accountability. Indeed, Hood contends that transparency is a banal ideal that is 

‘unexceptionable in discussions of governance and public management’ (Hood, 2007: 192). 

Indeed, discussions of good governance, it has become an idea which is often uncritically 

‘endorsed without much reflection’ (Hood, 2010: 990). The historical definitions of 

transparency have endured into the contemporary era. Hood defines transparency at its most 

general level as government according to fixed and published rules. These transparency rules 

operate based on ‘information and procedures that are accessible to the public…within 

clearly demarcated fields of activity’ (Hood 2001: 701). However, transparency as a concept, 

has experienced an increasingly critical treatment in the literature.  

Transparency is a multi-faceted concept and is expressed in practice in many different forms 

and variants. Hood article ‘What Happens When Transparency Meets Blame Avoidance?’ 

identifies four distinct types of transparency. These are open mutual scrutiny, general 

surveillance, public forms for officeholders and bureaucratic transparency. These can be 

further divided into two broader variants of transparency – these are ‘general’ and 

‘particular’ transparency. General transparency applies to individuals at large. Particular 

transparency relates to governments, organizations and officeholders. Types of transparency 

can be further distinguished between on the basis of whether they are direct and indirect. 

Direct transparency is observable by people at large and indirect transparency is only 

observable by experts or agents (Hood, 2007: 195). Indirect transparency is especially 

relevant to any discussion of the accountability impact of open data as it refers transparency 

measures which are dependent upon expert observation. There are technical, educational, 

and skill barriers to meaningfully engaging with open data. This will necessarily have an 

impact on the accountability impact of open data dissemination. This dictates who and what 

becomes transparent and to whom. The subject policy areas, issues, and actors which become 

more transparent will be determined by the interests of those with the skill to meaningfully 
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engage with the data. Hood creates a typology of transparency. Open mutual scrutiny is a 

general form of transparency which is directly observable. General surveillance is also a type 

of general transparency; however, it is indirect. Public forms for officeholders are a type of 

particular transparency which are directly observable. This type of transparency is 

particularly relevant to e-transparency. Indeed, examples of public forms for officeholders 

include ‘FOI laws and virtual or physical public forums’ (Hood, 2007: 195). Bureaucratic 

transparency is also a particular form of transparency. It is indirectly observable by experts 

or agents (Hood, 2007: 195).  

As such, this project similarly adopts a critical perspective on transparency. A critical and 

comprehensive understanding of transparency is vital given the parameters and remit of this 

project. This project seeks to determine whether open data has increased government 

accountability and the ‘multifaceted nature of transparency poses difficulties for 

measurement, theory, and theory testing’ (Hollyer et al, 2010: 3).  The term transparency has 

become increasingly ‘distinguished from accountability itself’ (Hood, 2007: 192).  

Transparency is an umbrella term, the variants of which can be understood in practice in a 

relational manner. Transparency relates to democracy insofar as it pertains to, ‘questions of 

who rules, how governments might be replaced, and…how elections are contested’ (Hollyer 

et al., 2011: 1192). Open data activists are of the position that information is a necessary 

precondition of political participation. They advocate for, ‘an open and flexible form of 

representative democracy by applying the open source model of participation to political 

participation’ (Baack, 2015: 4). In their view this is more inclusive as it represents a 

renegotiation of values between representative and more direct models of democracy. In 

theory this approach to representative democracy will ‘lead to more participation of citizens 

in political decision-making processes and more active and engaged local communities’ 

(Baack, 2015: 4). 

There is a plurality of competing definitions and perspectives on transparency. Cucciniello 

et al. conducted a study which analysed twenty-five years of transparency research. In this 

study they identified, ‘six interrelated types of transparency’ (Cucciniello et al., 2016: 1): 

Administrative, political, budgetary, policy, policy-outcome, and decision-making. They 
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suggest that these six types of transparency can be separated into two distinct definitional 

categories: information availability and the flow of information (Cucciniello et al., 2016: 5). 

Administrative transparency can be understood as the disclosure of data or information 

relating to the activities or conduct of public organizations by the bureaucratic administration 

of the state (Cucciniello & Nasi, 2014: 9-12). Political transparency refers to information 

about elected bodies and their representatives. It primarily concerns itself with the openness 

of elected bodies and representatives. Budgetary transparency refers to, ‘the disclosure of 

information about the financial situation of a government and outlines how public actors use 

the financial resources they are allocated’ (Cucciniello & Nasi., 2014: 3). Transparency in 

policy refers to transparency in policy content. It can be understood as, ‘the information 

disclosed by government about the policy itself’ (Grimmelikhuijsen et al., 2012: 4). Such 

information includes, but is not limited to, the measures adopted by government, their 

implementation, potential impacts, and which groups these measures may affect and how. 

Transparency of policy outcomes pertains to the information released by government on the 

delivery, timeliness, and the effects of policies. Finally, decision- making transparency refers 

to the openness or otherwise of the decision-making process. This includes the underlying 

rationale of and basis upon which decisions are made (Grimmelikhuijsen et al., 2012: 4-6). 

The concepts of transparency and accountability are often used interchangeably, and 

transparency is often ‘conflated with accountability’ (Grimes, 2012: 4). Indeed, ‘many 

countries refer to transparency not only as the right to access information, but also as a tool 

for enhancing government efficiency and accountability’ (Cucciniello & Nasi, 2014: 9). Yet, 

in theory and practice these concepts are separate and distinct. Transparency is a necessary 

condition of accountability. To be accountable or answerable to an individual (or group) there 

must be an awareness of behaviour, conduct or performance. It must then be transparent to 

the relevant party for scrutiny to even be possible. Transparency is a necessary condition of 

accountability, but it is not sufficient. Indeed, ‘accountability itself is complex and influenced 

by many factors’ (Hollyer et al., 2014: 5). In theory a government could be transparent. 

Citizens could have a comprehensive and accurate record of a government’s legislation, 

spending and actions. Yet, the government could remain unanswerable and free from 

sanctions regardless of its conduct. There is no question that transparency, ‘is a vital condition 
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of accountability, but it does not capture the whole process’ (Willems et al., 2011: 1). 

It is illuminating to return to Fox’s 2007 article, ‘The uncertain relationship between 

transparency and accountability. Development in practice.’ This article challenges the 

populist understanding that transparency generates accountability. It asserts that greater 

transparency does not necessarily lead to increased accountability. This article likewise 

stresses the point that ‘transparency is necessary but far from sufficient to produce 

accountability’ (Fox, 2007: 665). Fox asserts that the evidence of transparency’s impact on 

accountability is much weaker than one would expect. He draws a distinction between what 

he refers to as ‘clear & opaque transparency’ and ‘soft & hard accountability’. Opaque 

transparency refers to disclosures of information that do not reveal how institutions behave 

in practice. It refers to information which is only disclosed nominally and/or is later revealed 

to be inaccurate. In contrast, clear transparency refers to both information-access policies and 

programs which disclose reliable information about institutional performance. Such programs 

would for instance specify the responsibilities of officials and detail the allocation of public 

funds (Fox, 2007: 667). 

Soft accountability refers to answerability. For instance, officials formally being called to 

explain their conduct, resource allocation, decisions, and failings. Hard accountability entails 

both answerability and the possibility of sanctions. These concepts overlap. Opaque and clear 

transparency both entail dissemination of and access to information. Clear transparency and 

soft accountability both include an element of institutional answerability. Finally, hard 

accountability is separate and distinct from the other concepts as it includes sanctions, 

compensation and/or remediation (Fox, 2007: 667-9). 

These distinctions are not immediately obvious in the language and discourse that surrounds 

open government data. The word transparency ‘is more often invoked than defined’ (Hood, 

2007: 193). Indeed, demands for transparency are often invoked by proponents of open data 

on a purely descriptive basis. They are rarely meaningfully explained. In the article ‘What 

Happens When Transparency Meets Blame Avoidance? Hood critically challenges traditional 

assumptions that transparency the key to good governance and questions, ‘the value of 

transparency as an all-purpose recipe for improving organizational performance and the 
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quality of governance’ (Hood, 2007: 192).  

Indeed, this article details the potential for dysfunction where transparency initiatives meet 

competing administrative strategies of blame avoidance in practice. A consideration of this 

potential for dysfunction is important to this project’s research question. Indeed, open data 

dissemination may fail to increase accountability where it similarly becomes vulnerable to 

blame-avoidance strategies. To understand how transparency can facilitate increased 

accountability of government in it is important to first consider how it could potentially fail 

in achieving this end. As such, this project considers strategies which can be employed from 

which mitigate against transparency measures effectively increasing accountability. There are 

several institutional barriers to transparency measures effectively increasing accountability. 

One such strategy is blame-avoidance. This is a type of cost-benefit risk assessment 

behaviour. Politicians and bureaucrats tend to avoid assuming individual responsibility for 

policies even where this will preclude them receiving credit in the future. This is done to 

avoid the corresponding risk of incurring blame. In public administrative studies blame 

avoidance is accepted as underlying a great deal of political and institutional behaviour in 

practice. Hood considers whether transparency mitigates against some of the ways of 

avoiding blame, whether it assists in blame avoidance or if shifts ‘blame avoidance from one 

form to another’ (Hood, 2007: 192).  

Hood details the strategies (agency, policy, and presentation) which ‘lie precisely on this 

troubled frontier territory between the force of transparency and the apparent imperative of 

blame-avoidance’ (Hood, 2007: 207). Agency strategies for blame-avoidance work by 

finding a scapegoat. These strategies operate based upon an institution’s distribution of 

responsibility and the demarcation of jurisdiction among officeholders. These take 

advantage of the formal and institutional allocation of responsibility where these are capable 

of lasting through ‘blame firestorms.’ An example of an agency strategy is the formal 

delegation of those tasks which could potentially incur blame to ‘lightning rods’ (Hood, 

2007: 201). To return to Birchall’s contention, E-transparency measures can potentially 

operate as an agency strategy for blame-avoidance. They will do so where they are 

implemented with the view to renegotiating the contract of representational democracy. This 

can delegate responsibility to detect failings on to the citizen. In this way they can reduce 
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government liability in a very general sense (Birchall, 2014: 83).   

Presentational strategies are those where an individual or group try to ‘spin’ their way out of 

trouble or blame. These are methods which aim to shape public impressions. They include 

arguments which aim to limit blame (excuses) and those which aim to turn blame into credit 

(justifications). An example of presentational strategies would be attempting to shape public 

perceptions through news management. These presentational strategies are capable of 

limiting or deflecting blame (Hood, 2007: 201). A potentially analogous counter veiling 

strategy is where the dissemination open government data is utilized effectively for the 

purposes of data journalism. Data journalism is the use of datasets (open or otherwise) and 

the techniques of data analytics for the purposes of disclosing data driven discoveries of 

public interest to citizens. Data journalism represents an ‘intermediary position between the 

data-based businesses and socially explicit use of data’ (Radchenko & Sakoyan, 2014: 4). 

Data journalism is significant as it offers a means to circumnavigate the considerable skill 

barriers to meaningfully engaging with open datasets. Indeed, the open data lobby’s ‘vision 

of empowerment…can only be realized with intermediaries that make raw data accessible 

to the public’ (Baack, 2015: 6) Although the democratization of information is premised 

upon a desire to allow everybody to interpret raw data, many ‘activists are well aware that 

the average citizen does not have the…expert knowledge to do so’ (Baack, 2015: 6) 

Policy strategies are those which avoid making ‘contestable judgements that create losers’ 

(Hood, 2007: 201). An example of policy strategies for blame avoidance are the institutional 

protocolization and automaticity of procedures. Administrative procedures are put in place 

which remove or minimize individual discretion on the part of officeholders. This is intended 

to create a situation whereby there is a low or no blame option. This strategy removes any 

potential for errors of commission or omission. The choice here is between opting for 

automaticity over discretion (Hood, 2007: 201). In theory open data, where implemented 

correctly, offers an opportunity to mitigate against this kind of blame avoidance. Open data 

can potentially create a much longer run and detailed timeline of lability and responsibility. 

Where particularized variants of transparency meet these blame-avoidance strategies the 

result will be one of dysfunction. Hood illustrates this by employing the Hirschman-esque 
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outcomes of ‘futility,’ ‘jeopardy,’ and ‘perversity’ (Hood, 2007: 203).  Transparency 

measures such as FOI laws and virtual and physical forums will result in futility where they 

must contend with agency strategies of blame-avoidance. For instance, consider the 

vulnerability of these types of transparency measures to venue shifting or creating an 

institutional arrangement which avoids public disclosure. Where the dissemination of open 

government data functions as intended it represents the antithesis of an institutional 

arrangement which avoids public disclosure. However, in practice, this depends on what 

datasets a regime release. For instances, a government could openly disclosure datasets on 

regional rainfall while the register of special interests remains closed. Furthermore, a 

government can either pursue a policy of open by default or more selective disclosure. The 

latter is clearly more conducive in creating an institutional arrangement which avoids public 

disclosure. 

Where FOI laws and transparency forums meet presentational strategies of blame-avoidance 

their impact will be relegated to perversity or jeopardy. Effective presentational strategies 

include avoiding personal record keeping or ‘defensive snowing’ (Hood, 2007: 201). 

Likewise, where FOI laws and forums must contend with policy strategies of blame 

avoidance the result will likely be perversity. For instance, where these transparency 

measures are vulnerable where come into conflict with strategies involving defensive central 

management or withdrawal of services. Where bureaucratic strains of transparency meet 

agency strategies of blame avoidance the result is futility or worse. Effective agency 

strategies here include the ‘exploitation of ambiguity over lines of demarcation in managerial 

contracts’ (Hood, 2007: 201). Where this variant of transparency come into conflict with 

presentational strategies the result will be one of jeopardy. An effective presentational 

strategy is the ‘stage management of outcomes by gaming reported performance numbers’ 

(Hood, 2007: 201). Jeopardy is also likely to result where these bureaucratic variants of 

transparency must contend with policy or operation-based strategies of blame avoidance 

such as ‘context-insensitive, low intelligence, box-ticking routines’ (Hood, 2007: 201).  The 

bureaucratic strain of transparency is particularly vulnerable to dysfunction where it meets 

blame avoidance strategies. This presents a problem as the dividends arising from the 

increased dissemination of open government data are often intended to target the 



46 
 
 

 

 

administration and bureaucracy of government. Bureaucratic transparency is particularly 

vulnerable to the agency and presentational strategies of blame avoidance outlined above. 

For open data to then be implemented effectively bureaucratic measures must become part 

of a wider package of transparency measures. Open data reforms must be implemented in a 

manner which changes the powerful incentives for blame-avoidance and produce second-

order change. Where this is not the case ‘creative agency, policy and presentational blame 

avoidance strategies will continue to prevail. Indeed, without effective second order change 

it is inevitable that ‘funny things…happen when the bureaucratic strain of transparency 

meets blame avoidance’ (Hood, 2007: 208). The significance of this analysis to open data 

lies in the extensive bureaucratic procedures that necessarily underpin an overhaul of data 

architecture which is to the effective dissemination of open government data. 

The potential value and impact of transparency reform as delivered by governments is itself 

highly questionable. There are obvious questions concerning how motivated governments 

are to make open data an effective tool for the purpose of holding them to account. The more 

effective open data is the less flexibility governments will have to potentially escape liability 

for their failings. In theory where the dissemination of open data is implemented properly it 

will foster second order change which mitigates against blame avoidance strategies. There 

are key questions as to how incentivized governments are to do this. Moreover, there are 

questions as to the benefits of effective open data reform for governments. A key question 

is are there any benefits of this for government at all. Birchall challenges traditional 

assumptions of the desirability of e-transparency. Her article, ‘Radical Transparency,’ is 

illuminating. In it she questions ‘the cultural positioning of transparency as a superior form 

of disclosure through a comparative analysis with other forms’ (Birchall, 2014: 77). This 

critical approach explores the ‘possibility and implications of non-ascendant, radical forms 

of transparency’ (Birchall, 2007: 77). 

In this perspective the preference for e-transparency over narrative interpretative forms of 

disclosure is in part ideological. It is preferred as it promotes neoliberal ideals just as much 

as democratic values. The contention here is that given our reliance on data and informatics 

e-transparency is a model for our times. However, the validity of e-transparency in its current 

(neoliberal) incarnation is inescapably ‘predicated on questionable assumptions and 
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exclusions’ (Birchall, 2014: 84). E-transparency is uncritically accepted as desirable not only 

in virtue of the qualities it possesses but due to the qualities it is perceived as being free 

from. The complex cultural values which both sustain and legitimize the perceived 

transparency credentials of open data dissemination must be challenged. Typically, the 

inherent desirability of transparency is often defined relative to narrative interpretative forms 

of disclosure. These include gossip, speculation, conspiracy, and scandal. In mainstream 

political discourse the objectivity and accuracy of these is generally accepted to be dubious. 

Transparency is attractive as it is not perceived to suffer from the same issues of reliability, 

validity, and subjectivism. This is particularly true of data driven e-transparency (Birchall, 

2014: 81). This is often viewed as something given and inherently free from bias. One of the 

perceived strengths of data driven transparency is its ability to dispel conspiracy, unfounded 

rumour, and scandal. Yet, ‘people gossip about actual events; scandal is often scandalous 

because it is true; conspiracies do happen’ (Birchall, 2014: 81). 

 A sceptical perspective on dissemination would be that government are unlikely to 

disseminate a dataset which they are consciously aware will evidence their failings, 

misconduct, or incompetence. Moreover, if they did release such data it would be unlikely 

still that they would actively draw attention to this data. They certainly would not 

meaningfully publicize or editorialize such data. It would have to be detected by an ongoing 

process of monitoring by citizens, interest groups or journalists. A policy of ‘open by default’ 

would of course help this situation, however, there would likely still be procedural 

mechanisms in place to avoid dissemination. For instance, given national security and 

privacy concerns, ‘open by default’ is unlikely to be implemented on a board or completely 

unqualified basis. Furthermore, that it is well documented that procedural mechanisms and 

strategies exist which are actively employed to sidestep FOI requests. Moreover, even where 

governments unknowingly or inadvertently disseminate politically sensitive information, 

meaningful engagement with this data is still required to produce increased accountability. 

This again highlights the importance of engagement, participation, and third-party 

intermediaries to the open data project.  

There are lessons to be learnt from the implementation and impact of freedom of information 

legislation. The ministerial speeches and mythology on open data are analogous to those on 
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freedom of information. Indeed, this ministerial mythology suggest that ‘the public 

themselves make FOI requests and receive information direct from government’ (Hazell et 

al, 2010: 254). This patently untrue. Indeed, in reality ‘less than one person in a thousand 

makes an FOI request to central government in any given year’ (Hazell, 2010: 254). This 

means that ‘99.9 per cent of the public depend on the media to tell them about information 

released under FOI’ (Hazell, 2010: 254).  

Given that the barriers to engaging with open data are significantly higher than those 

pertaining to FOI requests, it seems unreasonable to expect that citizens will interact with 

open data without the help of intermediaries. Therefore, David Cameron’s speech which 

suggested the emergence of an army of armchair auditors is pure mythology. The open data 

projects emphasise on citizen access to open data is naïve. Rather, open data should more 

appropriately be aimed at journalists and/or parliamentarians (supported by extensive 

research staff). Mythos has played an important role in the open data project. Janssen et al 

found that open data, ‘myths are considered necessary for ensuring progress but have no 

scientific basis’ (Janssen et al, 2012: 259) The irony here is that myths have been operative 

in sustaining advocacy for reforms which are premised on promoting freedom from the 

inherent bias of narrative interpretative forms of communication. Myths being one of the 

most narrative dependent forms of communication.  

Freedom of information is a pre-cursor to open data. They operate on the similar logic albeit 

one pertains to data and the other to information. FOI has been in operation for two decades. 

It is useful to consider in respect to its parallels with open data. In many ways open data is 

prospective successor to FOI as it operates based on broad and proactive dissemination rather 

than on a purely reactive basis by request. Indeed, in MacCarthaigh’s study one respondent 

remarked that open data ‘properly implemented and rolled out…side lines FOI…data 

information as a rule is made available’ (MacCarthaigh, 2017: 248). The literature on 

Freedom of Information shows that FOI requests only represent the first step in achieving 

accountability rather than actual accountability. Indeed, it is only where FOI is ‘combined 

with an aggressive, independent and investigative press tradition’ that it can effectively be 

used to call governments to account for their actions’ (Cain et al. 2003: 117). Open data’s 

use and impact are similarly context dependent.  
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As is the case with most transparency measures, ‘reforms will not only be reliant on raw data 

from authorities’ (Worthy, 2015: 2) The dissemination of open datasets only represents the 

first step in holding the government to account. Meaningful engagement by the relevant 

party is required to actualize accountability. The success of the open data project is therefore 

dependent on ‘a mixture of private and voluntary data intermediaries’ (Worthy, 2015: 3). 

This is necessary specifically because the skill barrier to using open data is significantly 

higher than is the case with freedom of information requests. Advocates hope that these 

intermediaries will bring innovation and ease of access.  

If open data is to increase citizen engagement intermediaries must create easy to use portals 

or applications. These portals and applications will interoperability and allows ‘users to 

combine different data and tools in new ways’ (Worthy, 2015: 2). Open data can increase 

government accountability through journalistic and technological intermediaries. These both 

increase citizen engagement with the data albeit on a more indirect basis. This again 

highlights the benefits of contextualization and narrative interpretative discourses. In the 

case of applications and portals data becomes contextualized information. To return 

hermeneutics, this increase the potential for subjectivity in the data and information. Data 

collection models are already inherently subjective and graphical user interfaces only 

increase the potential for subjectivity.  

If open data is analogous to freedom of information, we may reason expect it to follow the 

pareto principle. This principle asserts that ‘most of the effects come from a small proportion 

of the causes’ (Hazell, 2010: 65). It may be the case that engagement with open datasets will 

only have small reaching consequences in a small number of cases. Limit cases can bring 

impressive accountability dividends where they receive the appropriate coverage. This was 

the case with the MPs expenses scandal. The implications of the expenses scandal showed 

FOI to be a powerful ‘force for accountability’ even though the general experience suggests 

that ‘it is not’ (Hazell et al, 2010: 124). The literature suggests that open data suffers from 

under engagement and deficits in impact. However, it only takes a single high-profile case 

to be paradigm shifting. It is typically the case with transparency that their impact is very 

context dependent and often turns on the requirement of ‘right place, right time, right 

subject’ (Hazell et al, 2010: 118). In line with the pareto principle, the literature shows that 
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in the UK and Ireland that the seemingly innocuous release of information can ‘bring 

culpable accountability to the highest levels of government’ (Hazell et al, 2010: 131).  

Whilst third party intermediaries and watchdogs have a crucial role to play. However, it is 

parliament and the committee system which are the central sites of government scrutiny post-

election. It is useful to consider then whether a proactive process of monitoring is feasible in 

a parliamentary setting. The work of Schwartz and McCubbins, although on US 

Congressional Committees, is illuminating. This details two models of executive 

accountability. The first model is described as a police-patrol model of accountability. This 

can be understood as, ‘analogues to real police patrols’ and ‘oversight is comparatively 

centralized, active and direct’ (McCubbins & Schwartz, 2008: 166). In this model the 

legislature, ‘examines a sample of executive agency activities, with the aim of detecting and 

remedying any violations…and, by its surveillance, discouraging such violations’ 

(McCubbins & Schwartz, 2008: 166).  

The second accountability model described is known as a fire alarm model. This can be 

understood as being, ‘Analogues to the use of real-life fire alarms, fire alarm oversight is less 

centralized and involves less active and direct intervention’ (McCubbins & Schwartz, 2008: 

166). In this model there is more onus on institutional design and citizen participation. The 

legislature establishes a system of rules and practices to, ‘enable individual citizens and 

organized interest groups to examine administrative decisions (sometimes in prospect) to 

charge executive agencies…and to seek remedies’ (McCubbins &Schwartz, 2008: 166). 

McCubbins and Schwartz conclude that committees operate on a fire-alarm basis. In their 

view this is desirable and bolsters efficiency. This is in line with the classic dilemma of 

public administration where more stringent accountability regimes run contrary to demands 

of legislative efficiency. There is simply a rational preference for the fire alarm model. They 

contend that this model has been found to be, ‘more effective, from its user’s point of view’ 

(McCubbins & Schwartz, 2008: 176). However, their work precedes the new wave of open 

government policies and open data technologies. It could be contended that these 

assumptions no longer hold true in the data era. The new wave of open government policies, 

supported by the technology of open data, may make the fire-alarm model of accountability 

more viable and attractive. Proactive scrutiny on the part of committees may be made more 
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efficient and feasible. The police patrol model is more consistent with the participatory ideals 

of the open government project. This model is more likely to foster wider participation in 

parliamentary process and increase citizen engagement. This is crucial as participation and 

engagement with open data are necessary to bridge the gap between superficial transparency 

and tangible accountability dividends. The effective functioning of open data for the purposes 

of accountability is, at the very least, reliant on a police patrol model for third party 

intermediaries. This is, however, open to Birchall’s criticism that open data dissemination of 

this type renegotiates the contract of representational democracy in a way that delegates 

responsibility away from elected officials and on to citizens. This makes governments less 

responsible and citizens more responsible for detecting failings, corruption, and dysfunction. 

Birchall contrasts the impact of more radical and subversive narrative-interpretive disclosures 

with the supposed objectivity of state mandated disclosures. It is important to acknowledge 

the benefits of where the success enactment of transparency comes from the ‘uncoordinated 

ejection of information’ from non-governmental sources (Heimstädt & Dobousch, 2018: 

737). E-transparency initiatives allow governments to set out the parameters of disclosure and 

discussion to curb more utopian impulses. However, it is importance to appreciate that, 

‘Transparency is not synonymous with truth’ (Lord, 2006: 5). Contrary to the more pejorative 

notions attributed to narrative-interpretive forms of disclosure, the practice of whistleblowing 

is often understood to be, ‘truth-telling in the workplace’ (Mansbach, 2009: 367). This 

perspective is at tension e-transparency advocates’, ‘vision of the pure medium delivering 

raw, self-evident, neutral data’ (Birchall, 2014: 81). Birchall contrasts state sanctioned 

disclosures with those of Wiki-leaks. Wikileaks represent an interface between e-

transparency and narrative-interpretative disclosure. It is important to consider hybrid 

methods of transparency and disclosure. This synthesis of data-drive e-transparency and 

narrative dependent forms of communication may be more challenging to governments. 

Indeed, Wiki-leaks employs e-transparency in a way that moves ‘beyond liberal celebration 

and neoliberal logic’ (Birchall, 2014: 84).  

The trade-off between data-driven E-transparency and narrative interpretative disclosure is 

a false dichotomy. Indeed ‘both forms are necessary to be able to do more than just fulfil a 

right to know’ (Birchall, 2014: 84). The dissemination of open government data alone is not 
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enough to increase the accountability of government. Transparency is much more complex 

than a simple distinction between objective e-transparency and subjective narrative-

interpretive disclosures. The potential weaknesses of e-transparency initiatives are 

compounded by the fact that open datasets can be goliath in scale. Again, there can be 

significant barriers to meaningful engagement. These include deficits in technological and 

statistical literacy. Moreover, narrative-interpretive forms of disclosure are not without their 

unique strengths. These are particularly relevant in terms of participation and engagement. 

Indeed, the strength of narrative interpretative forms of disclosure lie in their ability to 

‘address us more directly than the anonymous provision of data through e-transparency’ 

(Birchall, 2014: 83).  

2.2.2 Accountability: Competing Perspectives   

The common understanding and use of the term accountability in government has, ‘remained 

relatively constant over the past fifty years: limit bureaucratic discretion through compliance 

with tightly drawn rules and regulations’ (Light, 2001: 12). For much of the 20th century 

accountability was uncritically accepted as an example of a, ‘golden concepts that no one can 

be against’ (Bovens et al., 2008: 225). The term has received a much more nuanced and even 

critical analysis in the contemporary period. Behn asserts that the phrase to hold someone 

accountable has become, ‘a cliché and, like all clichés, is a substitute for thinking’ (Behn, 

2016: 6). Indeed, accountability is an ambiguous and unhelpfully broad concept. 

It can be understood as an, ‘evaluative concept that is used to positively qualify a state of 

affairs or the performance of an actor’ (Bovens et al., 2008: 227). This project seeks to assess 

the accountability impact of open data. To do so it is first necessary to be precise as to what 

accountability means. It is difficult to assess the accountability impact of open government 

reforms as there is a, ‘lack of a cogent yardstick’ (Bovens et al., 2008: 225). Indeed, the term 

has become something of a, ‘conceptual umbrella that covers various other, often highly 

contested, concepts’ (Bovens et el., 2008: 226). The concept has only become more complex 

following the new wave of open government policies and developments in the technologies 

of open data. The link between the concepts of transparency and accountability is often 

assumed as given. In both populist discourse and open data advocacy, this link is often 
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uncritically accepted as fact. However, the relationship between transparency and 

accountability is much more complex in practice. Before this project can assess the 

accountability impact of open data in the UK and Ireland, it is important to first consider the 

theoretical basis for the link between transparency and accountability. Indeed, it is difficult 

to define accountability without some reference on its link to transparency. 

In his 2010 article, ‘Accountability and Transparency: Siamese Twins, Matching Parts, 

Awkward Couple?’ Hood considers three ways in which the relationship between 

transparency and accountability can be framed and understood. These are: as Siamese twins, 

as matching parts and as an awkward couple. The Siamese twin perspective views 

transparency and accountability as not being meaningfully distinguishable from one another. 

In this perspective transparency and accountability are so inextricably intertwined to that they 

cannot meaningfully distinguished as different or separate things (Hood, 2010: 990). In the 

matching parts perspective transparency and accountability can be understood as being 

‘separable but complementary…they produce good governance only in combination’ (Hood, 

2010: 990). Although the transparency and accountability are complementary (especially in 

democratic institutions) they are not one in the same. However, ‘the former might be 

considered a necessary condition of the latter’ (Hood, 2010: 990). The awkward couple view 

of transparency and accountability asserts that ‘they involve elements that are not only 

separable but by no means always combine to produce good governance’ (Hood, 2010: 990). 

In this view the concepts of transparency and accountability can even be in tension with one 

another. 

 Indeed, although mainstream understandings of the link between transparency and 

accountability are typically premised upon the Siamese twin perspective, this interpretation 

does not hold true in practice. It is not difficult to conjure up hypothetical examples where 

there clearly exists ‘accountability of a certain sort without transparency in the sense of 

general disclosure to the world at large’ (Hood, 2010: 991). Furthermore, it is quite plain that 

‘there can in principle be transparency without accountability’ (Hood, 2010: 991). This is 

quite evident when critically examining open government data. Data may be disseminated on 

a mass scale to the world at large. This clearly increases transparency in principle, however, 

where this data is not engaged with there can be no corresponding increase in the 
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accountability of government in practice. In this example, contrary to Siamese twin theories, 

increased transparency does not result in increased accountability. It is the use of open 

government data and subsequent action based on this data which is key to its dissemination 

having an impact in accountability terms. Indeed, for the dissemination of open government 

data to have any political, social, or economic impact it needs to be engaged with. 

Dissemination alone will only increase transparency in the most superficial sense.  In 

illustrating the tenuous link between transparency and accountability Hood points to the 

bureaucratic totalitarian states of the twentieth century. These are illuminating has they had 

‘some elements of transparency in the sense of rule-governed operations, accessible statistics 

and various kinds of record, but were not democratically accountable’ (Hood, 2010: 991). 

Hood employs a neo-Durkheimian approach to ascertain which model best explains the 

relationship between transparency and accountability. This avoids ‘a limitless n-dimensional 

exercise’ as it allows for an examination from the perspective of a limited number of 

worldviews. Cultural theorists have identified four primary worldviews each with ‘a different 

view of social accountability’ (Hood, 2010: 998) These are: hierarchism, individualism, 

egalitarianism, and fatalism. To understand the relationship between transparency and 

accountability one must examine the problem from ‘the perspective of each of these four 

ways of life’ (Hood, 2010: 998). 

Hierarchism mostly closely fits with the matching parts perspective of transparency and 

accountability. In Hierarchism the individual is dominated by the group and social 

interactions are governed by strict rules. It holds ‘a vertical view of accountability…with a 

different access view of transparency’ (Hood, 2010: 1000). Indeed, accountability can be 

understood as a vertical (upwards) process whereby individuals are answerable to ‘higher 

parts of the social order – rulers, experts, courts, parliaments’ (Hood, 2010: 999). 

Hierarchism’s transparency with its differing levels of access has implications for both open 

government data and information. These are to be ‘governed by strict rules of 

appropriateness’ (Hood, 2010: 999). Data and information are only disseminated to the extent 

to which this is necessary to overcome principal-agent problems. There is no need for a 

general transparency owed to the citizenry at large. In this perspective access to information 

is varied. Indeed, all citizens do not have ‘an equal right to know the secrets of government 
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and public organizations’ (Hood, 2010: 999). General transparency is only viewed as having 

instrumental value as it can come into ‘conflict with the conditions for effective 

accountability’ (Hood, 2010: 99). However, transparency is still central Hierarchism’s 

conception of accountability. It is necessary to bring instances of corruption to the attention 

of the proper authorities. 

Egalitarianism is also characterized by the primacy of the group over the individual but social 

interaction is not as rule governed as is the case of Hierarchism. Moreover, unlike in 

hierarchism, in egalitarianism accountability is a downwards process. It ‘is owed to the 

people or the community’ (Hood, 2010: 1000). Furthermore, in contrast to hierarchism, the 

egalitarian believes that data and information should not be limited ‘by subtle rules regarding 

who should be allowed to know what, for what purposes’ (Hood, 2010: 1001). Egalitarianism 

does not hard boundaries between the private and public spheres This has implications for 

the dissemination of data and information as there is a rejection of  arguments premised on 

privacy or security for limiting transparency about personal conduct and the internal workings 

of public bodies (Hood, 2010: 1001). 

Indeed, ‘maximum answerability to popular forms will be the egalitarian watchword for 

accountability…full transparency is integral to achieving that populist version of 

accountability’ (Hood, 2010: 1001). The egalitarian perspective views transparency and 

access to information as a human right rather than instrumentally. It most closely fits with 

the Siamese twin approach to transparency and accountability. In the egalitarian worldview 

one is ‘not really separable from the other’ (Hood, 2010: 1001). 

In the individualist world view the individual is prioritised over the group. Individualism 

operates based on ‘competition, rivalry…private agreements and personal endeavour’ (Hood, 

2010: 1001). In this worldview public and collective responsibility is restricted and there is 

‘a minimalistic approach to accountability’ (Hood, 2010: 1002) Accountability does not 

operate in an upwards or downwards basis but ‘sideways…between different individual 

contracting parties’ (Hood, 2010: 1002) Individualism’s perspective on accountability is 

analogous to personal choice theories of economics. Indeed, it is premised on a similar 

rationale as fiscal federalism, where citizen’s vote with their feet. For the individualist 
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accountability operates most effectively where citizens (voters) have the freedom and 

opportunity of choice to switch from one service provider to another. Individualism implies 

‘a bottom up approach to accountability’ (Hood, 2010: 1002). 

In individualist view opening access to data and information is constrained by arguments 

premised on privacy and property rights. Individual rights to privacy and intellectual property 

rights take precedent over general transparency (Hood, 2010: 1002). The protection of 

personal data takes priority over the collective need. Indeed, transparency is constrained as 

way of ‘underpinning accountability…there can be too much transparency if it undermines 

personal privacy’ (Hood, 2010: 1003). The individualist worldview suggests that there is a 

matching parts relationship between transparency and accountability. For individualism 

limited transparency is matched to limited accountability. Contrary to populist notions of 

transparency as prescription for good governance, individualism ‘suggests that restricting 

transparency can be a way of promoting good governance generally’ (Hood, 2010: 1003). 

Fatalism offers a sceptical perspective on relationship between transparency and 

accountability. It can be understood as ‘a critical but existential reaction against the 

contradictory certitudes of hierarchism, egalitarianism and individualism, rather than 

a…positive doctrinal alternative’ (Hood, 2010: 1003). For the fatalist, the only thing which 

is certain that nothing is certain. Fatalism contends that neither hierarchism, individualism 

nor egalitarianism ‘can provide an all-purpose formula for good governance’ (Hood, 2010: 

1004). It critiques hierarchism on the basis that can be reduced to a process of blame 

dissolution whereby the ‘political and bureaucratic class from real popular scrutiny’ (Hood, 

2010: 1004). Fatalism is equally critical of egalitarian notions of accountability. For the 

fatalist egalitarian understandings of accountability ‘can easily degenerate…into a variant of 

the famous seventeenth-century Salem witch trials’ (Hood, 2014: 1004). Indeed, fatalism 

views egalitarian of being vulnerable to misguided populism which ‘can shape outcomes in 

ways that prove to be profoundly mistaken’ (Hood, 2010: 1004). 

Fatalisms critiques individualism as producing accountability deficits. Individualism 

produces ‘an accountability vacuum between individual transactions and collective affairs’ 

(Hood, 2010: 1004). Fatalism contends that the relationship between transparency and 
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accountability is an uncertain one as ‘unintended consequences are everywhere in social 

affairs’ (Hood, 2010: 1004). For the fatalist causality is complex. The causal chain between 

transparency measures and their intended effect is long, complex, and uncertain.  Measures 

intended to promote transparency and their link to actualised accountability in practice are 

tenuous as ‘there is no necessary or reliable connection between accountability and 

transparency’ (Hood, 2010: 1005) Indeed, fatalism takes a sceptical approach to the 

relationship between transparency and accountability as ‘established and powerful 

organizations can circumvent measures intended to promote transparency’ (Hood, 2010: 

1005). Given the certainty of uncertainty, the relationship between transparency and 

accountability is indeterminate. In practice it can sometimes be that of Siamese twins or 

matching parts or an awkward couple depending on specific context. Ultimately, it is 'hard to 

predict the conditions which produce each of those relationships’ (Hood, 2010: 1005).  

Accountability as a concept suffers from the same issues of definitional clarity. Indeed, its 

use as an analytical tool and the benchmark standards against which it is measured are varied. 

Bovens et al. asssert that there are ‘three different theoretical perspectives on public 

accountability: democratic, constitutional and learning’ (Bovens et al., 2008: 226). James 

Madison ruminated that, ‘If Men were angels, no government would be necessary. If angels 

were to govern men, neither external nor internal controls on government would be 

necessary’ (Madison et al, 1788: 273). Yet, governments are comprised of people and are 

therefore imperfect. Thus, government needs to be both theoretically accountable and 

practically answerable to the electorate. In the democratic perspective this is normally 

achieved through a system of delegated authority. This perspective of accountability is the 

most dominant in mainstream thought. In this perspective accountability is essentially 

constructed in terms of, ‘a concatenation of principal-agent relationships’ (Bovens et al., 

2008: 230). Simply put, citizens transfer their sovereignty to popular representatives. These 

representatives then delegate the drafting and enforcement of law to the executive. In the 

democratic perspective, accountability can be best understood as public accountability. 

In this perspective accountability provides, ‘a democratic means to monitor and control 

government conduct’ (Bovens et al., 2008: 230). Accountability mechanisms therefore allow 

for citizens (and their elected representatives) to hold government officials to account by 
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making them answerable for their conduct. In theory the institutional arrangement offers 

appropriate sanctions for their failings and/or misconduct. The citizen is the last link in this 

accountability chain and can therefore remove officials from office at the ballot box. Between 

elections, elected representatives (members of parliament) are tasked with holding the 

government to account. There are procedural mechanisms which ensure more immediate 

removability in the case of incompetence and misconduct. Furthermore, there are formal 

channels and processes which make the government answerable to parliament. For instance, 

these include questions, the committee system, and debates. 

Whether accountability is positive or negative in impact is use-dependent. Indeed, whilst 

accountability has been typically viewed as a golden concept its desirability is context 

specific in practice. The stringent demands of increased government accountability have 

led to what has been referred to in the literature as, ‘the classic dilemma of public 

administration’ (Self, 1977: 227). This dilemma is that the requirements of increased 

accountability result in an efficiency trade-off – the more time spent fulfilling 

accountability requirements means a reduction in productivity. This will be discussed in 

full in this chapter’s subsequent sections which present a critical perspective on 

transparency, accountability, and open government. 

The constitutional perspective of accountability concerns itself with constitutional framing 

of institutions. This perspective emphasizes the significance of drafting constitutional checks 

and balances with the express view to preventing ‘tyranny by absolute rulers, presumptuous 

elected leaders, or by an expansive, decentred…executive power’ (Bovens et al., 2008: 231). 

Indeed, democracies have historically sought to craft constitutions and/or institutional 

arrangements which, ‘enable the government to control the governed; and in the next place, 

oblige it to control itself’ (Madison et al, 1788: 273). Indeed, the constitutional perspective 

views accountability as being manifest in the, ‘organization of institutional countervailing 

powers’ (Bovens et al., 2008: 232). These institutional measures include the establishment of 

independent courts and committees which act as a check to executive and parliamentary 

power. These are supplemented by and can operate in tandem with the citizenry and third 

sector watchdogs. 
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The constitutional perspective is often obscured by the democratic perspective. Yet, it is 

important to appreciate that, historically; constitutional framing has not only been employed 

in a manner to prevent tyranny but also excessive democracy. This is tyranny by the majority 

and populism. This has already been introduced through the references to James Madison and 

the federalist papers. Yet, this is not the preserve of presidential systems. This kind of 

constitutional framing can be enacted by convention and statute. It can be most clearly seen 

in the Westminster styled parliamentary democracies. For instance, in the UK system the, 

‘convention of ministerial responsibility was intended not simply as a sword of accountability 

but also as a shield from accountability’ (Flinders, 2011: 600).  

Ministerial responsibility can be understood as the convention whereby individual ministers 

are accountable for their departments. They are accountable to parliament and the electorate. 

Another concept which is central to understanding the nature of accountability in 

parliamentary systems is collective responsibility. This is the convention whereby cabinet 

ministers are constitutionally bound to be collectively responsible for the decisions and 

actions of government. It is important to consider these concepts as they are foundational 

features in parliamentary systems. Moreover, they are central to understanding how members 

and ministers are held to account. Furthermore, the ways in which ministerial and collective 

responsibility are implemented in practice have implications for the accountability impact of 

transparency measures, including open data. In parliamentary systems, ‘bureaucratic 

accountability extends upwards to the interface between the administration and the people’s 

elected representatives’ (MacCarthaigh, 2005: 14).  

In Westminster styled Parliaments such as in the UK and Irish Oireachtas ‘this interface 

occurs at the point of ministerial responsibility’ (MacCarthaigh, 2005: 14). Yet, Flinders 

contends that there has never been agreement on what accountability terms of ministerial 

responsibility. Moreover, there is ambiguity and a lack of consensus on how this 

accountability should be consistently enforced (Flinders, 2001: 42). In the Westminster styled 

parliaments it is dubious how effective ministerial responsibility can be (in accountability 

terms) when there is a sufficiently dominant executive which, to an extent, can set the 

parameters of what it is and is not accountable for. Likewise, it is easy to question how 

effective collective responsibility can be for the purposes of holding the government to 
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account. In most circumstances this simply works in the interests of government cohesion 

opposed to parliamentary accountability (MacCarthaigh, 2005: 18). 

In theory ministerial responsibility represents ‘the most crucial link in the delegation and 

therefore accountability chain’ (MacCarthaigh, 2005: 21). Principle-agent modelling suggests 

that the state’s public administration is accountable to ministers. Ministers are in turn 

accountable to government, who are themselves accountable to parliament. Finally, the 

parliament is accountable to the electorate. However, in practice the accountability chains that 

exist between government, parliament and the electorate are not so simple. Causality and 

responsibility, even in the most general sense, is usual difficult to identify. This becomes even 

more difficult when applied to accountability chains in representative democracies. The 

accountability chains exist not only between ministers and parliament but between members 

and the electorate. In practice these are not a simple, single, and unbroken chain of 

answerability, responsibility, and accountability. These are much more complex in practice 

than theory suggests which makes holding parliamentary and governmental actors to account 

difficult. Indeed, accountability in Westminster systems rarely operates in the 

‘unidimensional manner with a clear chain of delegation’ as is frequently described in the 

literature (MacCarthaigh, 2005: 12).  

Negative understandings of accountability are not as prevalent in public consciousness 

precisely because accountability has become such a golden concept. Indeed, for much of the 

20th century to be critical of accountability meant, ‘being immediately labelled as 

managerially irrational, democratically suspicious, or personally corrupt’ (Flinders, 2011: 

600). Accountability is often only considered in terms of its democratic characteristics. 

Indeed, average citizens tend to understand accountability in terms of how it benefits them 

from the viewpoint of democratic perspective. They understand accountability as an 

executive or parliament that is accountable to them. Yet, just as the constitutional perspective 

offers safeguards to ministers and parliamentarians, it offers safeguards against their power. 

Constitutional framing has the potential to protect the electorate. 

The constitutional perspective is relevant to consider precisely because we are living in a 

data-information age. It is uniquely applicable to data when one considers the privacy 
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concerns and national security hysteria that have arisen in reaction to the increased 

dissemination of data. It is often advanced that open data initiatives must simultaneously 

provide greater transparency of government whilst preserving the opaqueness of the 

individual citizen. Again, (to take a critical perspective on accountability) such a view is not 

sensitive to the fact that public officials are potentially also vulnerable as private citizens 

where transparency and privacy are concerned. The constitutional perspective’s suitability 

to open government and open data is evident. It offers constitutional safeguards, checks and 

balance in the interest of government officials, parliamentarians and private citizens. 

The final accountability perspective advanced by Bovens is the learning perspective. In this 

perspective accountability can be understood as, ‘a tool to make and keep governments, 

agencies and individual officials effective in delivering on their promises’(Bovens et al., 

2008: 232). The effective advancement of open government and open government data 

necessitates a rebalance between the democratic, constitutional and learning perspectives. 

The aims and ideals of the open government partnership stress the importance of citizen 

participation and feedback. The learning perspective creates a framework for feedback 

mechanisms. One of the touted benefits of open government data is enhanced and efficient 

service provision. Enhanced service provision will require effective feedback mechanisms. 

The rebalancing of these three perspectives is illustrated in Willems and Van Doorens’ claim 

that, ‘democratic and constitutional accountability is de facto being sacrificed in the name of 

public sector efficiency’ (Willems et al., 2000: 9). 

Behn advances three other theoretical perspectives. Behn asserts that when we claim to be 

holding someone accountable, we are typically referring to, ‘accountability for finances, 

accountability for fairness or accountability for performance’ (Behn, 2001:6). The words, 

‘accountability,’ ‘account’ and ‘accountable,’ all share the same etymology. They all share 

the common root word computāre (latin). Com refers to together and putāre means to count, 

reckon or consider (Behn, 2001:7). Accountability for finances can therefore be understood 

as the question as to whether an, ‘organisation and its officials have been wise stewards of 

the resources with which they were entrusted’ (Behn, 2001: 7). For an entity (public or 

private) to be accountable for finances their financial conduct must first be made transparent. 

Indeed, ‘When budgets and other fiscal dealings are transparent and accessible, citizens and 
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legislators can better monitor how their government raises revenues, allocates scarce 

resources, and manages public finances’ (Chen et al, 2019: 1-2). Indeed, where there is a 

suboptimal level of transparency, ‘vertical accountability through retrospective voting 

cannot materialize,’ (Chen et al, 2019: 4). Accountability for finances applies in both the 

private and public sector but is different in each case. In the case of business accountability 

for finances and accountability for performance are merged. They are one in the same. In 

the case of the public sector these concepts are not directly connected as, ‘performance is 

not measured financially, nor does increased performance automatically generate increased 

funding’ (Behn, 2001: 226). 

This is a theoretical distinction. In practice governments and public bodies’ performance may 

well be assessed on the basis of how they’ve allocated and used resources. For instance, a 

government may even be sanctioned for poor financial performance. A government may be 

removed at the ballot box where it is held responsible for an economic downturn, fiscal 

irresponsibility and misconduct or on the basis of their allocation of budgetary resources. 

Accounting for finance is useful to consider in relation to open government and open 

government data. Open government and open government data make the processes, actions, 

spending and wider allocation of government resources more transparent. Indeed, much of 

the production, generation, collection and aggregation of data carried out by the government 

(and funded by the public purse in tax) concerns economic and financial data. 

This data has long been of interest to parliamentary committees, third sector organisations 

and citizens. This type of data is potentially politically sensitive. Indeed, accountability for 

finances creates a mechanism to account for money. In the public consciousness this is 

typically understood in terms of answerability and sanction. There is a mind-set that ‘someone 

ought to be held accountable, that someone may have to go to jail’ (Behn, 2001: 7). This was 

clearly illustrated in the UK’s 2009 Member’s expenses scandal. The members’ expenses 

scandal will be discussed in full in the latter sections of this chapter. Indeed, members’ 

expenses are one aspect of financial accountability that has been of particular interest to 

journalists, citizens and the third sector. The open data movement has increased the 

expectation on government to make more of this financial data open. There has been mounting 
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pressure to make more of this data not only free availably but in open and interoperable 

formats. This would allow for independent data analytics and interpretation by interested 

parties. 

Accountability for fairness can be understood as the means by which we ‘we create rules 

to codify exactly what we mean, operationally, by fairness and equity’ (Behn, 2001: 8). 

Accountability for fairness can be procedurally crafted and guaranteed in a similar manner 

to accountability for finances. Behn outlines four steps in creating a democratic regime 

characterised by accountability for fairness. Firstly, citizens decide what values they wish 

their government to uphold. Secondly, society creates rules, procedures and standards 

which outline the remit of the organisation and what constitutes proper and improper 

conduct on its part. Thirdly, it is a requirement for the organisation and its officials to keep 

a record of their business and conduct. Finally, these records are audited to determine 

whether officials have adhered to the aforementioned rules, procedures and standards. In 

theory, ‘if we discover that they did not…we hold them accountable by punishing them’ 

(Behn, 2001: 8). Taken together accountability for finances and fairness can be understood 

as accountability for use (or abuse) of power. Accountability for use or abuse of power can 

be defined as constraining the, ‘behaviour of public officials, to limit their discretion, to 

prevent them from abusing power’ (Behn, 2001: 8). 

Sanctions feature heavily in Behn’s theoretical construction of accountability. In practice, 

however, even where there is a clear allocation of responsibility and enforced answerability, 

sanctions do not always follow. Moreover, those sanctioned may not always be applied to the 

most blameworthy or responsible individual where there is abuse, misconduct or policy 

failings. The final perspective on accountability advanced by Behn is accountability for 

performance. The accountability for performance perspective operates on the assumption 

that, ‘government is not only supposed to use money prudently and to treat everyone fairly; 

it is also supposed to accomplish public purposes’ (Behn, 2001:9) Accountability for 

performance is qualitatively different than accountability for finances and fairness. 

Accountability for performance refers to our expectations for what a public body will 

accomplish. It creates the benchmark by which we hold this body to account for its 
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performance. In this perspective, ‘we citizens need to specify the results that we want it to 

produce’ (Behn, 2001:9). In the accountability for performance perspective the public body 

is, or rather ought to be, beholden and accountable to the entire citizenry. In this perspective 

expectations of performance, conduct and consequences for non-adhere are set out in, ‘rules, 

procedures and standards’ (Behn, 2001:10). 

The performance perspective on accountability is particularly relevant to open government 

and open government data. In theory open government policies and the further dissemination 

of open government data increases the transparency of government. Therefore, if the 

transparency of government has increased it then follows that the public should be able to 

assess the government’s performance with greater ease. In turn citizens should be able to hold 

the government to account more readily. In theory, open government policies and open 

government data should increase the accountability of government. This is a process of 

delegation and the underlying assumption here is that parliament is tasked with holding the 

government to account. Furthermore, there are procedural accountability mechanisms in place 

through which parliament can do so. These include committees, debates, motions, and 

questions. Whether this is true in practice, however, is dependent on the effectiveness of these 

accountability mechanisms and the interest of parliamentarians, citizens, and interest groups. 

There are many different forms of and perspectives on accountability. These competing 

perspectives on accountability can be summarised with reference to that which they have in 

common. These perspectives on accountability are all acceptant of the fact that, ‘Without good 

accountability there are risks that the extraordinary powers granted to…officials can be 

misused, or that resources can be wasted through inefficiency and poor management of public 

money’ (Institute for Government, 2019: 2). The relationship between accountability and 

transparency is central to any study of the impact of open data dissemination. Indeed, the 

distinction between transparency and accountability has become ever more crucial to public 

administrative studies on account of the data revolution and the open government project. 

Transparency is, 'a necessary, but not sufficient, condition for ensuring greater public 

accountability’ (Halachmi et al, 2015: 566). This project therefore views transparency as 
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an essential element of accountability but not one which captures the whole process. It is 

not only crucial to take a critical perspective on transparency and accountability 

conceptually. It is important to critically examine the transparency and accountability gains 

delivered by open government policy and open data dissemination in practice. Such 

examination is vital as institutional designers run the risk of imposing stifling reforms on 

an accountability arrangement which is already, ‘complex, political, uncertainty-ridden, 

and somewhat murky’ (Bovens et al., 2008, 227). Cucciniello et al suggest that, 

‘government transparency works under some conditions but not under others’ (Cucciniello 

et al., 2016: 1). They view transparency as a tool, the effects of which are dependent on its 

implementation and use. They assert that government transparency is not a ‘cure all’ 

remedy. Rather, they acknowledge that government transparency can be impotent or of 

adverse effect. They suggest that transparency can be effective at increasing participation, 

improving financial management and reducing corruption but is, ‘less effective at 

engendering trust in and legitimacy of government’ (Cucciniello et al., 2016: 1). 

Similarly, the requirements of accountability such as regular reporting, the use of audit 

mechanisms and the threat of sanctions, ‘may grate against the imperatives of effective 

service delivery’ (Flinders, 2011: 600). This is the classic dilemma of public administration. 

Indeed, whilst openness, transparency and accountability have typically been championed as 

pillars of democratic systems of governance, ‘Greater openness can make good democratic 

political leadership more difficult’ (Heide & Worthy, 2019: 283). Indeed, ‘The exposure of 

government affairs can demystify government, exposing the messiness of democratic 

processes while promoting cynicism or disillusionment’ (Heide et al, 2019: 283). The 

implication here is that, ‘more accountability does not necessarily produce better 

government’ (Bovens et al., 2008: 228). 

If this is true, it is then questionable whether the dissemination of open government data can 

simultaneously optimise public services and bring increased accountability of government. 

Indeed, this has been a particular point of contention for local government which has, ‘always 

had to balance its dual tasks of democracy and service provision, with the former often 

subservient to the latter’ (Worthy, 2015: 793). Bovens et al argue that there exists two, ‘typical 

accountability failures: deficits and overloads’(Bovens et al., 2008: 226). An accountability 
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overload can be understood as an accountability mechanism or set of mechanisms which are 

characterised by a dense web of administrative or procedural law. 

They are accountability mechanisms which are time consuming and paralytic in effect 

(Bovens et al., 2008: 227). By contrast an accountability deficit can be understood as a 

situation whereby, ‘those who govern us are not sufficiently hemmed in by requirements to 

explain their conduct publicly…to…forums who have some sort of power to sanction them’ 

(Bovens et al., 2008: 229). These two concepts represent two sides of a spectrum within 

which healthy democratic regimes occupy an Archimedean point Flinders offers a 

compelling critical perspective in his article, ‘Daring to be a Daniel: The Pathology of 

Politicized Accountability in a Monitoring Democracy.’ In this piece he highlights the 

potential ill effects of accountability overloads. Flinders points to the phenomenon whereby, 

‘individuals frequently make irrational decisions when they know they will have to justify 

their decisions in public’ (Flinders, 2011: 600). The article highlights the importance of 

context, the ill effects of imperfect information and the media’s role as a potentially 

decontextualizing force. Flinders draws attention to the 2009 UK member’s expense 

scandal. This concerned stolen data which was leaked to the media and subsequently the 

public. This was not a wilful or voluntary disclosure by government. 

Flinders highlights the contrast between the public perception and outcry and the facts of the 

matter. Flinders details that the 2010 general election saw the highest turnover of MPs in sixty 

years. He points to the fact that polling suggested that, ‘80% of the public were dissatisfied 

with… Parliament…68%...believed most MPs made a lot of money by using public office 

improperly, 76%...did not expect MPs to tell the truth’ (Flinders, 2011: 604). It could be 

countered that such a response is to be expected in the wake of scandal and that this is not an 

example of a harmful accountability dividend. It could be further contended that this is a 

positive instance of transparency and accountability mechanisms functioning correctly. It 

could be asserted that this is an example of transparency reducing political apathy and 

increasing participation. Flinders contends that the members’ expenses scandal was an 

instance of crisis inflation which was contingent on media hysteria, a misunderstanding on 

the part of the general public and disinformation. 
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He asserts that, ‘a detailed analysis of the facts reveals a far less dramatic account of the 

behaviour of MPs’ (Flinders, 2011: 604). Only a small number of MPs actually broke the law. 

A much larger group abused the spirit of the scheme. Yet, most MPs repayments were the 

result of administrative incompetence. In this case transparency and the media perpetuated 

hysteria. The MPs that the media and public were, ‘demonizing had also introduced the most 

far-reaching constitutional reforms for 300 years’ (Flinders, 2011: 605). With this said, the 

government now proactively publishes members’ expenses and there has not been an expense 

scandal of this magnitude in a decade. Flinders presents a compelling critical perspective on 

accountability and makes valid points regarding misinformation. Yet, in the long run it was 

this scandal led to this proactive publishing of members expenses. The publishing of this data 

is a transparency measure which automatically regulates members’ behaviour. As members 

know their expenses may be scrutinised, they do not abuse them. This is an example of a 

transparency reform that is self-fulling in accountability terms. This reform necessitates a 

certain level of accountability in virtue of its very nature. 

Yet, it could be contended that a participatory element is still required to convert transparency 

to accountability. Hypothetically, member’s expenses could be published and not viewed. In 

such a case even if members abused their expenses they would not be sanctioned as there 

would be no awareness of the abuse. In the 2009 expenses scandal it was engagement with 

the information on the part of the media that led to sanctions. Without engagement with the 

data from at least some interested party no one could be aware of their misconduct. Yet, given 

the fact that their expenses are transparent to the public, interest groups and other members, 

this is likely enough to cause members to regulate their own behaviour. In this sense increased 

transparency of member’s expenses leads to increased accountability of members. This is the 

case as members would in effect be increasingly holding themselves to account. Further to 

this, it is possible to critique Flinders from a political-psychological standpoint. Tetlock 

contends that it is, ‘impossible to curb these excesses via Flinders’ well-intentioned but 

inadequate pleas for proportionality’ (Tetlock, 2011: 694). He points to the fact that, 

‘accountability zealots do not see themselves as zealots. They see themselves as thoughtful 

rational actors’ (Tetlock, 2011: 701). 
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It is important to be wary of accountability overloads but they, ‘should not blind us to the 

other end of the imaginary scale’ (Bovens et al., 2008: 229). Open government data can 

deliver useful transparency and accountability dividends. It is an imperative to consider in 

what circumstances is open government data able to increase government accountability. 

Furthermore, there are questions concerning which aspects of government are increased 

transparency and accountability most appropriately suited. This is a cost-benefit question 

which centres on the type and form of open government policies and data dissemination. 

Some reforms can deliver increased efficiency in public administration. Other reforms, even 

where they increase accountability, may impede efficiency in public service delivery and 

parliamentary processes. 

2.2.3 Transparency, Democracy and Control 

Contrary to mainstream notions of the symbiosis between transparency, accountability, and 

democracy - Birchall contends that transparency can also be an instrument of control. She 

examines e-transparency within the framework of Deleuze’s ‘Societies of Control.’ Societies 

of control can be understood as a contemporary (but more extensive) incarnation of the 

‘Disciplinary Societies’ of the 18th and 19th centuries. These were described by Foucault. 

Disciplinary societies are ‘a series of discrete and autonomous units of confinement’ 

(Birchall, 2018: 83). Deleuze defines a society of control as where, ‘one is never finished 

with anything’ (Deleuze, 1992: 5). Societies of control represent a system of ‘continuous 

work.’ In this system corporations, the educational system, and the military are ‘metastable 

states coexisting in one and the same modulation, like a universal system of deformation’ 

(Deleuze, 1992: 5-6).  

 Unlike Foucault’s disciplinary societies – ‘societies of control are populated with dispersed 

mechanisms of power’ (Birchall, 2014: 83). In this perspective, E-transparency can be seen 

to be both a manifestation and mechanism of the control society. Increased openness in 

government ensures that the remit and business of governance exists without boundaries. E -

transparency is a means of delegating responsibility and retaining authority, rather than a 

means for enhancing democratic quality. In this view e-transparency effectively extends the 

apparatus of control. The citizen is locked into this paradigm. They become an integral 



69 
 
 

 

 

participant to this new variant of informational democracy.  

In this perspective, e-transparency as creates a situation whereby the ‘citizen-auditor is called 

on to be perpetually vigilant’ (Birchall, 2014: 83). This was explicitly illustrated in David 

Cameron’s seminal speech in which he touted the potential of open data to create ‘a whole 

army of effective armchair auditors’ (PASC, 2014: 7). This is consistent with the claims of 

open data advocates who have promoted open data on the basis that it will promote ongoing 

and independent social monitoring. E-transparency creates a situation whereby ‘the public is 

used to spot problems’ (Worthy, 2015: 2) 

 Birchall accepts that open government data represents a positive move from administrative 

accountability towards democratic accountability. Yet, she is critical of social monitoring. 

This requirement of citizen vigilance as essentially transferring the responsibility to catch 

failings, incompetence, and corruption onto the citizen (Birchall, 2014: 83). The implication 

of openness as articulated by Cameron is to alter the contract of representational democracy 

between the citizen and the state. This contract is ‘surreptitiously and significantly modified’ 

(Birchall, 2014: 83). Other critical perspectives have questioned transparency’s value for 

enhancing democracy on the basis that privacy has a role to play ‘in nurturing honesty, 

creativity, and collaboration’ (Grumet, 2014: 109). 

Advocates advance open government data for its supposed democratising and empowering 

qualities. Yet, open government data is a context dependant tool. It is neither inherently 

democratising nor empowering. Depending on how it is implemented and used, it can have 

radically different implications for how it redraws the power balance between the citizens and 

the state. Open data is only as effect as the environment it is disseminated in to. Thus, the 

brand of e-transparency pursued by governments presently may be the, ‘favoured mode of 

contemporary neoliberal democracy for ideological…reasons’ (Birchall, 2014: 83).  

Critical perspectives in the literature contend that transparency initiatives can be seen as to 

mirror, ‘a neoliberal ethos of governance that promotes individualism, entrepreneurship, 

voluntary forms of regulation and formalized types of accountability’ (Garsten & Lindh de 

Montoya, 2008: 3). In this view e-transparency represents a tool whereby governments can 
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effectively curb any utopian impulses as it allows them to ‘carefully circumscribing the 

parameters of change’ (Birchall, 2014: 83).  

Again, this highlights the importance of what assessments which are sensitive to the context 

in which open data reforms are embedded. Open data is a tool. It and transparency initiatives 

generally are implemented in the context of a market economy. Activists call for 

dissemination of open government data that increases the transparency of government but 

safeguards the opacity of the individual. However, these demands can come into conflict with 

the imperatives of the market economy. For instances, demands for privacy and 

anonymization may already be redundant. Personal user data from social media platforms and 

smart devices is already given freely. This is often done uncritically. There is little 

contemplation of the inherent privacy implications of these platforms. Note the tendency of 

the average user not to read licensing agreements, privacy notices or terms and conditions 

when downloading applications and software. 

 The dissemination of open public data comes into contention with the private capture of the 

data-informational digital economy. It must struggle to secure impact against other 

countervailing technocratic forces. On the part of the user it is assumed that personal data 

must be given or collected as an inevitable cost of using digital technologies. When a 

consumer purchases a product that collects data, this personal data then becomes a 

commodity. This data is often sold and used by third parties in the interests of profit and 

innovation. This has created a capitalist informational-market economy for personal data. 

This is the, ‘foundational framework of a surveillance economy’ (Zuboff, 2019: 8).  

 This is ‘Surveillance Capitalism’ and it can be understood as ‘a rogue mutation of capitalism 

marked by concentrations of wealth, knowledge, and power unprecedented in human history’ 

(Zuboff, 2019: 8). Surveillance capitalism is a new instrument of power which is asserting its 

dominance over society. It presents a considerable new challenge for ‘market democracy’ 

(Zuboff, 2019: 8). In the surveillance capitalist informational-market economy there is an 

absence of accountability. It represents a, ‘coup from above: an overthrow of the people’s 

sovereignty’ (Zuboff, 2019: 8). Surveillance capitalism represents the digital antithesis of 

disseminating open government data. The dissemination of open government data has 
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potential economic value. The dissemination of open government data takes place in an 

environment characterised by neo-libera economic logic and surveillance capitalism For 

governments, the accountability aims of the open data project could become side-lined in 

pursuit of these potential economic dividends. The economic aims of open data may in grate 

against the spirit of transparency reform. Thus, in conducting research, this project 

appreciates that open data dissemination exists in a digital age which has become increasingly 

characterised by ‘a new economic order that claims human experience as free raw material 

for hidden commercial practices of extraction, prediction, and sales’ (Zuboff, 2019: 8). 

When considering the transparency measures it is important to examine who has become 

more transparency, to whom and the practical effects of this. This has necessarily implications 

for democracy and accountability. Consider where transparency measures make the citizen 

responsible for the detecting the failings of governments. In such a case transparency and 

accountability measures, if not in outright opposition to democracy, create considerable 

dysfunction. Transparency measures have necessary power implications. They empower and 

disempower, depending upon whom they are imposed. One party may become transparent 

while the other remains opaque. In this case one party can avails of the protections and power 

implications of maintaining their privacy. There is the observer and the observed. The 

observer is empowered while the observed party loses the protections of privacy.  

2.3 Open Government and Open Data 

This section reviews the literature on open government and open data. Just as the 

accountability and transparency literature have become increasingly distinct relative to one 

another so too has the literature on open government and open data. The literature on open 

government was once a sub-section of the transparency and accountability literature. In 

recent years it has become a separate and distinct body of literature in its own right. The 

distinction between the concepts of transparency and openness have become more 

pronounced. Furthermore, the study of open data has likewise become more specialised. It 

is no longer treated as a facet of the e-transparency and e-governance literature. Indeed, it 

has become increasingly examined in isolation. This section defines openness, open 

government, and open data with reference to the literature. It explores the relationship 
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between open government, open data, transparency, and accountability. It offers a critical 

perspective in its advancement of participation and engagement as essential elements in 

the open government project. 

This project suggests that participation and engagement convert superficial transparency into 

meaningful accountability. In doing so this section draws attention to the fact that open 

government and open government data have also become ‘golden concepts.’ As is the case 

with transparency and accountability, they may mean all things to all people. This has created 

an ambiguity in the understanding and language around open government and open data. This 

ambiguity persists in both the literature and in practice. Open data’s treatment as a golden 

concept has resulted in its aims, expectations and touted possibilities becoming broad and 

unrealistic. There has been a blurring of distinction between the politics of open government 

and the technologies of open data (Yu and Robinson, 2012: 186). 

 

This study seeks to contribute to a pre-existing but small body of case-study led research. 

This research examines the impact open data is having in countries. Much of the research 

which has been conducted to date has primarily concerned itself with the institutional and 

legislative dimensions on the dissemination of open government data. It has focused on how 

this dissemination has been mandated and delivered rather than on its impact. This study seeks 

to target a gap in the literature. It does not simply survey open data’s broad impact but assesses 

this in accountability terms. Furthermore, this study bridges a gap in the research in its 

examination of open data’s impact through the lens of the committee system (parliament’s 

central scrutiny mechanism). 

2.3.1 The emergence of the open government movement 

The Open Definition defines openness as it relates to knowledge, building a robust commons, 

promoting participation and maximising interoperability. The Open Definition is set out in a 

document produced by the Open Knowledge Foundation. It outlines and defines openness 

and open licenses as they relate to data and content. The open definition is derivative of the 

open source definition. The Open Definition (version 2.1) holds that content is open where, 
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‘anyone is free to access, use, modify, and share it — subject, at most, to measures that 

preserve provenance and openness’ (Open Knowledge Foundation, 2018). Like transparency 

and accountability, openness is an umbrella term. The openness movement is not confined to 

open government data, however, governments around the world have become increasingly 

interested in the dissemination of open government data. This increased interest has led to an 

expansion in research into open government policies and data. A sizeable proportion of this 

research remains overwhelming theoretical. It remains characterised by, ‘preliminary 

explorations and propositions’ (Linders 2012: 447). 

Open government, ‘followed a process that started with the constitutional right to know’ 

(Luna-Reyes et al. 2014: 4). The term open government first appears in Wallace Park’s 

posthumous 1957 article, ‘The Open Government Principle: Applying the Right to Know 

Under the Constitution.’ The article only uses the phrase four times in twenty-two pages. 

Although the term has become popularized in mainstream political discourse over the last 

decade, open government is not a new concept. The concept of open government is often 

thought to have originated in the USA. The US enacted its first Freedom of Information 

legislation in 1966, with the UK’s Freedom of Information legislation being enacted in 2000. 

However, from a legislative standpoint, the historical origins of open data can be traced back 

to 18th Century Sweden. The Swedish Freedom of Information Act was constitutionalized in 

1766. At the time it was ‘the first of its kind in the world’ (Safarov, 2019: 7). It is generally 

accepted that, ‘the Kingdom of Sweden’s Visigothic Code is considered the beginning of 

modern open government initiatives that pay attention to citizens’ right to information’ (Jae 

Moon, 2019: 2)  

Ireland’s own record on freedom of information legislation has experienced historical 

difficulty related to the origins of the Irish Free State. Specifically, its ‘colonial heritage and 

violent birth’ (Felle & Adshead, 2009: 1). This contributed to a centralised bureaucracy and 

government which was highly secretive (Felle & Adshead, 2009: 1). Whilst, Ireland’s 

freedom of information act was first enacted by ‘Rainbow Coalition’ in 1997 it was not long 

before it was constrained. The act was substantially amended in 2003 by the Fiánna 

Fail/progress democrat government ‘in a manner which was generally perceived as restricting 

the original legislation’ (MacCarthaigh, 2017: 243).  
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Restrictions included various fees for non-personal information and a provision that cabinet 

papers could not be released until a period of 10 years had elapsed. These restrictions were 

not remedied until the reforms of 2011. Prior to these reforms there was an ‘ambiguous 

message about government support of FOI’ (Hazell et al, 2010: 199). Post-reform, the 

legislation was still criticised in the media as not going far enough (MacCarthaigh, 2017: 

244).  

The experience in Ireland provides evidence of some of the strategies by which government 

can abuse sidestep transparency measures. There is a record of instances whereby the Irish 

government has released information requested by opposition members simultaneously to 

supportive journalists. The government has encouraged journalists to submit duplicated 

requests, this is done with the view to capturing the narrative (Hazell, 2010: 228). Indeed, 

FOI as a tool cannot restore public confidence and trust in government alone. This is also true 

of open data. The literature is in broad agreement that the impact of transparency measures is 

largely context dependent.  

Whether FOI restores or damages public confidence in a parliament or government depends 

on the political landscape. FOI may actually be biased towards damaging trust in government. 

This is because what is often the most newsworthy (and commercially viable from a 

journalistic standpoint) are those pieces of data or information which are ‘scandalous.’ In 

Ireland public trust and confidence was undermined ‘in 2009 when FOI also revealed costs 

and expenses relating to ministerial offices’ (Hazell et al, 2010: 131). The accountability 

impact of FOI is illustrated in the UK and Ireland’s expenses controversy. In Ireland even the 

Speaker of the Dail, John O’Donoghue, was forced to ‘resign over expenses revealed by FOI 

requests’ (Hazell et al, 2010: 131). However, it is important to appreciate that far reaching 

disclosure scandals represent a minority of cases. 

On a conceptual level open government has received a much more thorough examination in 

the 21st century. Yet, it still often remains unhelpfully and uncritcally conflated with 

accountability. From its earliest inception open government has been conceptually bound to 

accountability. In the 1957 Wallace Park’s article it is explicitly stated that open government 

was, ‘a matter of accountability’ (Yu & Robinson, 2012: 186). The impact of open 
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government varies on a country by country basis. Where it has been implemented effectively, 

it has grown into, ‘a set of regulations to support a set of rights and obligations to promote 

transparency, accountability, participation and collaboration' (Luna-Reyes et al. 2014: 4) 

Increased transparency accountability and participation are the defining ideals of the open 

government movement. 

2.3.2 The emergence of Open data 

The open data movement has been developing for over a decade. The conceptual origins of 

the term open data are firmly rooted in the natural and life sciences. The term ‘open data’ 

first appeared in the 1970s. It featured in NASA’s agreements with international partners. 

Subsequently it appeared in, ‘a 1995 National Academy of Sciences report titled On the Full 

and Open Exchange of Scientific Data’ (Yu & Robinson, 2012: 189). The scientific and 

technological connotations of the word are further illustrated in the role that the exchange of 

open data played in ensuring the completion of the (publicly funded) human genome project 

before private competitors.  

The concept is both inherently technological and philosophical. It is not only characterized in 

terms of its technological features but also in terms of its civic potential. Indeed, there is a, 

‘focus on raw, unprocessed information that allows individuals to reach their own conclusion’ 

(Yu & Robinson 2012: 189). The open data movement developed in tandem with (but in 

separation to) several other openness movements. These include, ‘the right to information 

(RTI)...the open source...and open science movements’ (Kitchin, 2014: 78). The open source 

and open science movements advocate for, ‘reconfiguring software and publishing into open 

and transparent forms with respect to licensing, copyright and intellectual property rights’ 

(Kitchin, 2014: 78). 

Open data and the right to information represent constituent elements of open government. In 

analysing the impact of open data it is significant to appreciate that movement itself is made 

up of, ‘a range of constituencies with different agendas and aims and is not driven by any one 

party’ (Kitchin, 2014: 78). Open data can be (to apply the open definition) defined as data 

which anyone is free to access, use, modify and share. This is only subject to measures that 
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preserve the provenance and openness of the data. The right to information movement can be 

understood as being, ‘concerned with making transparent key decision and policymaking by 

agencies’ (Kitchen, 2014: 78). There are gradations of openness. For instance, a user may be 

able to, ‘freely use a dataset under license, but not to rework it for profit or resell it’ (Kitchin, 

2014: 50). In this instance the data set is open but what one can do with the data after is closed. 

The increased dissemination of open data is being advocated at the national and international 

level by domestic governments, non-governmental and international organisations alike. The 

Open Government Partnership is one such international body that has been a central advocate 

in encouraging governments to disseminate increasing volumes of open government data. 

The Open Government Partnerships’ origins can be found in a series of meetings subsequent 

to Obama’s 2010 address to the UN in which he remarked that, ‘In all parts of the world, we 

see the promise of innovation to make government more open and accountable…And now, 

we must build on that progress’ (Yu & Robinson, 2012: 200). The OGP was formally 

launched in 2011. It was launched with the intention of being an international initiative for 

domestic reformers to pursue commitments to making their national government more 

transparent, accountable, participatory, and collaborative. The OGP has been credited with 

having dramatically accelerated the spread of the open government agenda’ (Yu & Robinson 

2012: 200). Indeed, the OGP has been operative in advocating and exporting this agenda 

globally as blueprint of good governance. 

The Obama administration’s memorandum asserted an aim to, ‘establish a system of 

transparency, public participation, and collaboration’ (Huijboom & Broek 2011: 2). The aim 

of this reform was to, ‘strengthen…democracy and promote efficiency and effectiveness in 

Government’ (Huijboom & Broek 2011: 2). It is significant to appreciate that word 

accountability is absent here. Rather, there is an onus on efficiency and effectiveness of 

government opposed to scrutiny. This is important because in the contemporary era open 

government and open data projects across the globe find their origins in Obama’s 

memorandum. Indeed, the UK government adopted its open data project on account of open 

data developments which were already taking place in the USA. 

The UK government published its 2012 White Paper, ‘Open Data: Unleashing the 
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Potential,’ in response to President Obama’s memorandum. The conservative-liberal 

democrat coalition that was in government at the time claimed to be setting transparency 

and accountability at the heart of government. However, even in its origins, the UK open 

data project was already beginning to obscure accountability dividends with a focus on open 

data’s economic benefits. The white paper places a strong onus on open data’s potential to 

foster, ‘innovative enterprise that spurs…economic growth’ (UK Cabinet office, 2012: 5). 

In the white paper (52-page document) there are 13 uses of the word ‘economic’ but only a 

single instance of the word ‘accountability.’ There are, however, approximately 85 references 

to the word transparency in the document. Yet, as the literature review has illustrated there 

is a pronounced distinction between transparency and accountability. Enhanced 

transparency can be potentially pointless in effect without a corresponding accountability 

dividend. It is unsurprising that the UK open data project has become increasingly 

characterized by economic goals. The origins of the international open data project find 

themselves in the USA’s data project which is inherently economic. For instance, the US 

‘federal government spends about four times more on securing its data than opening it up’ 

(Huijboom & Broek, 2011: 2). Further to this, the Open Data Directive which was issued 

only 11 months after Obama’s memorandum, ‘was an open data requirement, not a political 

transparency requirement' (Yu & Robinson, 2012: 198). For increased accountability of 

government, open data policies must be implemented in a manner and form that takes, 

‘advantage of open data for an open government purpose’ (Yu & Robinson 2012: 192). 

The Open Government Partnership’s entry conditions for member states are fundamentally 

political. On the surface the OGP initially appears to be centred on public accountability. 

However, an examination of the declaration that members states are signatory to seems to 

suggest a much ‘broader approach toward openness’ (Yu & Robinson, 2012: 200). Openness 

should not be treated as an end in itself. It is encouraging that the declaration does suggest 

that openness should and is being treated as a means. Yet, the onus here is not on 

accountability of government. Rather, openness is being implemented as means to,’ improve 

services, manage public resources, promote innovation, and create safer communities’ (Yu 

& Robinson, 2012: 201). 

There are strong economic, developmental, and innovation incentives inherent to the open 
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government partnership. This obscures the accountability aims of the project. The global 

open data project can be criticised based on its preoccupation with effective service provision 

and economic development. This is over emphasised to the detriment of delivering increased 

accountability through transparency, participation, collaboration, and engagement. There is 

a blurring of distinctions between transparency and accountability. 

There is likewise a blurring of distinction between the politics of open government and the 

technologies of open data. There is a gap in the literature for a quantitative case study led 

assessment of open government data’s accountability impact. This would help further clarify 

the relationship between these concepts in practice. This is important as the literature 

suggests that ‘historical arguments that refer to open government may have lost some of their 

precision, becoming more ambiguous in retrospect than they were when first authored’ (Yu 

& Robinson, 2012: 202). This is unsurprising as the construction of open data’s meaning is 

an ongoing process. Governments are still in transition from an ‘industrial’ to ‘informational 

age.’ They are still coming to terms with the fact that open data now exists in an ecosystem 

and interdependent social system. This ecosystem is composed to autonomous and 

interdependent ‘actors, organizations, material infrastructures, and symbolic resources that 

can be created in technology-enabled, information-intensive social systems’ (Harrison et al, 

2012: 900). 

2.3.3 The Impact of Open Data: A Critical Perspective 

In the digital age ‘far reaching disclosure scandals and a growing distrust in institutions have 

fuelled the theoretical debate on the form and function of transparency’ (Heimstädt & 

Dobusch, 2018: 727).  Before turning to the third literature reviewed in this chapter 

(parliamentary systems and committees) - this section considers the relationships between 

open government, transparency, and accountability. Assessing open data impact on 

government accountability is difficult. There is disagreement in the transparency literature as 

to ‘whether openness policies have direct or indirect effects’ (Worthy, 2015: 2). Advocates 

of open government often advance it as delivering accountability through greater 

transparency. Yet, in practice open data has created further divergence between the two 

concepts. The preceding sections of the literature review illustrated that there remain enduring 
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questions as to why transparency measures have not always realised their intended effect. 

Their intended effect being increased accountability and improved democracy. In answering 

this question, this project seeks to determine who is not using open data and why, as much as 

it aims to answer who is using open data and for what purposes.  

Open data, like Freedom of Information legislation, is a transparency measure. In practice it 

is potentially vulnerable to the same kind of accountability failures as other transparency 

measures. In theory open data may even be more vulnerable to accountability dysfunctions 

than other measures. This is because open data has expanded the ways in which increased 

transparency can be enacted without a corresponding and proportionate increase in 

accountability.  

This section begins to survey the impact of open data through reference to the appropriate 

literature. It considers the position of open government data within the transparency 

framework of public bodies – this is organizational transparency. Organizational transparency 

can be understood as ‘systematic disclosure programs that meet the information needs of other 

actors’ (Heimstädt & Dobusch, 2018: 727). This is produced through negotiations between a 

central organization and their stakeholders (Heimstädt & Dobusch, 2018: 727).  The project 

contemplates under what conditions data driven e-transparency can ‘work.’ These are the 

conditions required for open data to deliver increased accountability of government. These 

are illustrated through reference to existing case studies in the literature. 

Heimstädt and Dobusch’s research on the ‘politics of disclosure’ is illuminating. This 

provides an insight into how the dissemination demands of open data activists can be 

successfully implemented by governments. Albu and Flyverbom described transparency 

most generally as ‘the sharing of information’ (Albu & Flyverbom, 2016: 5). Yet, it is more 

specific concepts of transparency which ‘allow for a deeper understanding… regarding 

how to manage transparency’ (Heimstädt & Dobusch, 2018: 727). Organisational 

transparency is a specific variant of transparency which can help us better understand how 

open data dissemination should be managed in the interest of increasing the accountability 

of government.  
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There is a distinction to be made between organized information disclosure and 

organizational transparency. Open data dissemination only increases transparency in a 

general sense where it meets the information needs of those within an organization or 

external actors. Again, transparency is a relational concept. It is subjective and ‘the 

attribution of transparency depends on the specific observer.’ (Heimstädt & Dobusch, 

2018: 728). The dissemination of open government data alone only represents an organized 

disclosure. Only where this data is specifically desired by an external observer does it 

increase organisational transparency. Where this happens transparency is still only 

achieved where there is ‘a reduction of case-by-case decision situations regarding 

information disclosure within an organization’ (Heimstädt & Dobusch, 2018: 736).   

Open government data will make government more transparent where there is a process of 

multi-actor negotiation within the framework of organizational transparency. This can be 

understood through a process framework – ‘the politics of disclosure.’ Research suggests 

that the politics of disclosure (a direct negotiation process with interested parties) led to 

the successful dissemination of open data in Berlin’s city administration. It was only after 

the direct engagement by government with open data activists that access to information 

was successfully renegotiated (Heimstädt & Dobusch’s, 2018: 728). This suggests that 

successful open data dissemination is contingent on government’s being sensitive to 

citizen’s demands and informational needs.  

For the dissemination of government data to be successful there must be ongoing 

consultation with the open data lobby. If open government data is to increase government 

accountability the demands of activists, interest groups and citizens should dictate the 

nature of government disclosure. Only where this takes place can open government data 

be said to have enhanced democracy. Open data enhances democracy through wider 

inclusion, participation, and engagement with third parties in the policy making process. 

An approach which operates on a predominantly intra-organisation basis runs the risk of 

relegating open data to a box ticking exercise for transparency data.  

It was the ongoing process of consultation which resulted in Berlin’s city agencies being 

accepted by activists as having become more transparent. The case of Berlin illustrates that 
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a multi-actor negotiation process (characterized by struggle and co-operation) must take 

place between administrative elites and various external groups if open data dissemination 

is to achieve the ‘eventual construction of transparency (Heimstädt & Dobusch, 2018: 

736). In this perspective transparency is under ‘an interorganizational negotiation process 

rather than a unilateral act’ of making the invisible visible (Heimstädt & Dobusch, 2018: 

737). 

 The Berlin case study is an example of successful open data dissemination. If the UK and 

Ireland’s open data projects are to be successful, the expressed data needs of actors external 

to government must be met. Strategies can be employed which wilfully make open 

government less effective in accountability terms. This approach is illustrated in the 

literature on FOI. This has highlighted how governments have pursued strategies to 

frustrate FOI requests. This causes considerable dysfunction and transparency does not 

translate to accountability. In theory, for the British and Irish open data projects to be 

successful, they should employ a negotiation process like the one adopted in Berlin.  

However, it is important to appreciate that Berlin is a city. The UK and Ireland represent 

case studies at the national level. At a national level, the demands for a successful open 

data project may be more onerous. Likewise, barriers in open data adoption and 

implementation may be more arduous at the national level. Berlin is distinct in its rich 

history of transparency activism. This project’s research question relates to the core 

problem in the transparency literature whereby transparency measure fail to meet 

accountability expectations. The literature details evidence of open washing by other city 

administrations. In a number of countries city administrations have effectively sidestepped 

the requirements of organizational transparency by adopting strategies whereby ‘only 

information on peripheral processes is published’ (Heimstädt, 2017: 5). Other open 

washing strategies include only publishing information ‘to people that are expected not to 

use it in a deviant way’ (Heimstädt, 2017: 5). The literature points to a gap in expectations 

between the intended outcomes of open data and their impact in the UK and Ireland. Public 

bodies may be pursing strategies of open washing and decoupling to circumvent the 

requirements of organisational transparency. 
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Berlin marks an example of good practice. It is useful to consider bad practice where the 

‘construction of transparency failed at least partly’ (Heimstädt & Dobusch, 2018: 737). An 

example of such a case would be the US where ‘President Donald Trump discontinued all 

data disclosure routines of the White House (Heimstädt & Dobusch, 2018: 737). This 

marks a radical shift from the disclosure policies pursued by the Obama administration. It 

represents a complete reversal of the government’s commitment to organisational 

transparency and open data dissemination.  

Despite criticism of this shift in commitment, some literature views the commitments to 

openness in the USA as leading to the classic dilemma of public administration. They are 

undermining the effective functioning of government. Grumet contends that the previous 

administrations commitment to openness meant that the federal government had become 

‘more transparent and less functional than ever before’ (Grumet, 2014: 2). The empirical 

chapters of this project consider whether the UK and Ireland’s commitment to open 

government data has remained steadfast or is now similarly waning.  

Open data projects exist in different contexts on a country by country basis. Jo Bates contends 

that, ‘that ‘open initiatives such as OGD [open government data] emerge into a historical 

process, not a neutral terrain’ (Bates, 2012). Kitchin is of the view the politics of open data is 

not value neutral. Rather, the dissemination of open government data is, ‘underpinned by 

political and economic ideology’ (Kitchin, 2014: 78). For instance, it has been argued that in 

the UK the open data movement attracted minimal interest until ‘big business started to 

actively campaign for open data, and open government initiatives started to fit into 

programmes of forced austerity and the marketisation of public services’ (Kitchin, 2014: 78). 

This is consistent with the findings of the UK Public Administration Select Committee which 

asserted that there was, ‘a shift in emphasis from the democratic aims of government 

transparency and accountability to the economic aims of encouraging growth’ (PASC, 2014: 

8). 

The criticism that open data only gained traction in the UK because of big business and 

austerity politics is substantiated by Francis Maude, the minister who was originally tasked 

UK’s digital transformation. Digital transformation was imperative as, ‘Britain faced a 
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growing fiscal crisis with a budget deficit of over 11% of GDP…The UK had become a 

byword round the world for costly government IT car crashes’ (Maude, 2018: vii). Indeed, 

Bates contends that political parties and big business have monopolised the open data 

movement on, ‘behalf of dominant capitalist interests under the guise of a transparency 

agenda’ (Bates, 2012). This again highlights that open data dissemination is context 

dependent and is dissemination into a neo-liberal economic environment. 

Just as there is a conflation of transparency with accountability so too is there a conflation of 

openness with transparency (and by natural extension accountability). Until recent years, in 

the literature, openness and transparency were often used interchangeably (Meijer et al, 2012: 

12). It is often assumed that, ‘governmental transparency equates to open government’ 

(Piotrowski, 2008: 10). However, the Cyberspace Policy Research Group, ‘defines 

government websites openness to be a function of transparency and interactivity’ (Wong & 

Welch, 2004: 279). In this view openness and transparency are not synonymous. 

Transparency allows the citizen to monitor the performance of public organizations more 

easily and accurately. Yet, it is interactivity that ‘enhances accountability by being more 

responsive to the preferences of the citizenry’ (Wong & Welch, 2004, 279). This illustrates 

the fact that disclosure only represents the first step in increasing government accountability. 

In this view openness is a multifaceted concept. It is characterised by transparency and 

interactivity. This perspective is useful in illustrating that openness alone does not equate to 

accountability. However, it is flawed in its assumption that transparency and interactivity 

equate to accountability. Securing accountability is much more complex. Accountability 

cannot be taken for granted. Transparency and interactivity only offer citizens the potential of 

participation and engagement. Yet, it is their actual participation and engagement that will 

bridge the gap between transparency and accountability. Interactivity in open data and public 

service information facilitates accountability but it does guarantee it.  

To this end it is important to acknowledge that open government does not just entail open data 

but includes public reports, forecasts, and information. Indeed, the dissemination of public 

service information (PSI) is a cornerstone of open government reform. The distinction between 

open data and PSI is persistently blurred both within the literature. This is even more 
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ambiguous in the reports produced by committee members tasked with assessing the open data 

project. The blurred distinction between data and information is enforced by statutory 

language. Data and information are used synonymously by the PASC in a report which is 

ironically concerned itself with highlighting their distinction. The PASC defines PSI as: 

‘Information and data subject to the Freedom of Information Act 2000 and the Reuse 
of Public Sector Information Regulations 2005; data and information produced, 
collected or held by public authorities; as part of their public task’ (PASC, 2014: 5). 

 

There is a clear conflation of data and information as anything which is regulated by the 

Freedom of Information Act 2000. The PASC’s understanding of data is similarly 

reductive. The PASC defines data as, ‘Qualitative or quantitative statements or numbers 

that are assumed to be factual, and not the product of analysis or interpretation’ (PASC, 

2015: 5). This project’s research challenges the assumption that open data is depoliticised, 

value-free and neutral. Indeed, the literature on information communications technology 

and hermeneutics generally accepts that there can be bias in data collection models. The 

PASC’s definition of open data is stated accurately but their general understanding of data 

itself is flawed (PASC, 2014: 5). Davies similarly observes that it is, ‘not uncommon to 

find…opening access to information…and opening data used interchangeably’ (Davies, 

2010: 12). 

Data is generally thought to be, ‘a thing given or granted; something known or assumed 

as fact’ (Office for Economic Co-Operation and Development Online 2000). However, 

given the potential for bias in data collection models this project contends that this 

definition should be rephrased (in a much more limited manner) as, ‘something assumed 

as fact.’ This removes ‘known as fact’ from the definition. Whilst data might not be free 

from collection bias it is free from the extensive type of analysis, interpretation, and 

contextualization that information is typically characterized by. This distinction between 

data and information is significant as although, ‘data underlies many acts of human 

decision-making we generally operate on the basis of information’ (Davies, 2010: 12). 

Yu and Robinson’s research offers a compelling account of the misunderstandings 
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between open government and open data. The article separates, ‘the politics of open 

government from the technologies of open data’ (Yu & Robinson, 2012: 178). They assert 

that, ‘separating the ideal of adaptable data from that of accountable politics—will make 

both ideals easier to achieve’ (Yu & Robinson, 2012: 208). They contend that this new 

wave of open government policies has, ‘blurred the distinction between the technologies 

of open data and the politics of open government’ (Yu & Robinson, 2012: 181). 

Yu and Robinson contend that transparency and openness reform do not necessarily 

guarantee accountability. Indeed, openness can be achieved through benign measures that 

are not intended to bolster accountability. This challenges many of the assumptions around 

open government and open data that persist both in the literature and in conventional 

thought. A government can become highly transparent without becoming any more 

accountable. For them, open government and open data are separate. A government can 

embrace open government without embracing the technologies of open data. Moreover, 

open data can be used to enhance and optimise the provision of public services in a regime 

that is otherwise deeply opaque (Yu & Robinson, 2012 179-90). 

Yu and Robinson assert that data exists on a spectrum between adaptable data and inert 

data. It can be characterised by how ‘how easy or hard it is for new actors to make 

innovative uses of the data’ (Yu & Robinson, 2012: 182). This is important as the 

accessibility and interoperability of data will have an impact on its potential to increase 

government accountability. Open data can be characterized in terms of its actual or 

anticipated benefits. There exists a spectrum ‘between service delivery and public 

accountability’ (Yu & Robinson, 2012: 182). 

Nathaniel Heller (a key participation in the creation of the Open Government Partnership) 

asserts that ‘Open data may provide an easy way out for some governments to avoid the 

much harder, and likely more transformative, open government reforms that should 

probably be higher up on their lists’ (Heller, 2011). The accountability impact or otherwise 

of open data will vary depending on how adaptable the data is and how politically sensitive 

it is. This is a qualitative assessment. These are necessary features if open data is to have 

an accountability dividend. There are also quantitative factors to consider. The size of 
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datasets and number of datasets disseminated can also be relevant to the accountability 

impact of open data. Datasets can potentially be too small in scale to be valuable in 

accountability terms. The volume of datasets disseminated is of less relevance to 

accountability, but it can have an impact. Many small (even seemingly unrelated) datasets 

can be aggregated, analysed, and interpreted to give valuable insights. The quantitative 

considerations are not sufficient or necessary conditions for increased accountability. 

However, they can influence the extent of an accountability dividend, but they are not 

sufficient criteria. In contrast to these quantitative considerations, qualitative dimensions 

of open data are necessary conditions as to whether open data will increase accountability 

of government. 

Yu and Robinson’s work clarifies many of the misunderstandings typical of open 

government and data. They suggest that there are pronounced distinctions between 

openness, transparency, and accountability. Their focus on the significance of the 

interoperability and subject matter of open data disclosure is invaluable. As is their 

assertion that increased transparency or openness does not guarantee a corresponding 

increase in accountability. Yet, the article is not without its critiques. It has been 

contended by Peixoto (2013) that Yu and Robinson do not focus thoroughly on the 

importance of participation and engagement as it relates to open government, open data, 

and accountability. 

Peixoto’s considers, ‘the uncertain relationship between open data and accountability.’ 

Peixoto stresses the importance of the participatory element of open government and open 

data. He is critical of Yu and Robinson for overlooking ‘the role of civic participation as 

an essential element in unlocking the potential for open data to produce better government 

decisions and policies’ (Peixoto, 2013: 200). For Peixoto, accountability is closely bound 

to participation. It ‘necessarily presupposes a degree of interaction, based on a principal-

agent relationship…the former holds the latter accountable for its actions in the public 

realm’ (Peixoto, 2013: 203). It will become clear in this project’s latter chapters how these 

principle-agent relationships are limiting and a potential barrier to increasing government 

accountability. 
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Participation can be the determining factor between open data which delivers actual 

accountability and data which creates a, ‘veneer of openness…that has little or nothing to 

do with accountability’ (Peixoto, 2013: 203). Peixoto asserts that Yu and Robinson ‘ignore 

the enabling conditions under which transparency may lead to accountability, notably the 

publicity and political agency conditions’ (Peixoto, 2013: 200). He is likewise critical of 

Yu and Robinson’s overreliance and focus on the United States. Peixoto is critical of their 

over emphasis of the significance of publishing adaptable and politically sensitive data to 

increased accountability. Indeed, it is possible ‘even when publishing adaptable data that… 

actual accountability still might be far from achieved’ (Peixoto, 2013: 203). If open data is 

to bring any quantifiably meaningful increase to accountability it must be disseminated in 

conjunction with open government policies which foster participation and engagement 

with that data. 

This is consistent with Worthy’s finding that open data has thus far only brought, ‘some 

accountability and information transmission with isolated examples of participation’ 

(Worthy, 2015: 12). Worthy contends that there must be a refocus on disclosing data 

which would allow the public to track spending from the responsible public body or 

official to the policy output. This type of disclosure would foster more engagement and 

participation on the part of the general public. For Worthy, open data has not been 

radically transformative. Rather, it is more of a punctuated disturbance. It has neither 

created an army of armchair auditors nor a continuously engaged public. Worthy finds 

that open data use has been, ‘low-level…spread…thinly, across businesses, a few 

members of the public, journalists, and NGOs’ (Worthy, 2015: 11).  

2.4 Parliamentary Systems and Committees  

This final section reviews the literature on parliamentary systems and committees. This 

important as ‘accountability is central to the relationship between government and 

Parliament’ (Geddes, 2019: 24) An exploration of parliamentary systems is merited as this 

study concerns the UK’s Westminster Parliament and the Irish Oireachtas. Although Ireland 

has a President the institutional arrangements and distribution of powers are as such that these 

can both be classified as parliamentary systems. Given the principle-agent construction of 
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accountability and nature of delegated authority in representative democracy, the literature 

on parliamentary committees must be considered. The committee system is a key 

intermediary in the accountability chain between the electorate and government. In theory 

parliamentary committees are the key organisational unit of parliament which are responsible 

for scrutinising the government on behalf of the electorate.  

The long and fragile nature of these accountability chains have implications for the potential 

of open government data to increase government accountability. The causality between the 

dissemination of open government data and accountability activities is similarly complex, 

long, and fragile. Popular discourse on the relationship between open data, transparency and 

accountability often fails to appreciate this. Consequently, there has been an overestimation 

in the prospective outcomes of transparency measures. This is especially true of open data. 

There has been little appreciation of the fact that transparency is a tool which serves many 

purposes. Several of these ‘have more to do with the extension of administrative capabilities, 

than with accountability or oversight’ (Roberts, 2015: 12). 

2.4.1 Parliamentary government 

Parliamentary government can be understood as one which is responsible to the parliament 

and can therefore, ‘be dismissed by, any majority of members of the national parliament (or 

in the case of bicameral parliaments, the lower house)’ (Strøm et al., 1999: 1). Theoretically 

a parliamentary democracy is one where, ‘government policy making is controlled by a 

legislative majority’ (Strøm et al., 1999: 1). This form of government first appeared in 19th 

century Britain and this, ‘coincided with the development of the classic British two-party 

system’ (Strøm et al., 1999: 1). 

The Oireachtas and Westminster are both parliaments which belong to the Westminster 

parliamentary tradition. They are associated with the majoritarian model detailed by Lijphart. 

A core feature of this model is ‘concentration of executive power in one-party and bare- 

majority cabinets’ (Lijphart, 2012: 27). Indeed, the Westminster model is based upon the 

institutional arrangements through which accountability has most traditionally been enacted 

(Stone, 1995: 505). It is based on delegated authority and principal-agent relationships. The 

distinction between majoritarian and consensus style parliament exists on a spectrum. Indeed, 
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‘pure or almost pure majoritarian democracies are actually quite rare—limited to the United 

Kingdom’ and a number of its former colonies (Lijphart, 2012: 7). Similarly, democracies are 

rarely consensual on an absolute basis but, ‘Most democracies have significant or even 

predominantly consensual traits…consensus democracy may be considered more democratic 

than majoritarian democracy in most respects’ (Lijphart, 2012: 7). 

Lijphart identified 10 features which typically characterise majoritarian parliaments. These 

are: 

1. Concentration of power in one-party and bare majority cabinets. 

2. Cabinet dominance 

3. Two-party system 

4. Majoritarian and disproportional system of elections 

5. Interest group pluralism 

6. Unitary and centralized government 

7. Concentration of legislative power in a unicameral legislature 

8. Constitutional flexibility 

9. Absence of judicial review 

10. A central bank controlled by the executive (Lijphart, 2012: 1-20) 

 

In literature there was initially a, ‘strong and persistent tendency in political science to equate 

democracy solely with majoritarian democracy and to fail to recognize consensus democracy 

as an alternative and equally legitimate type’ (Lijphart, 2012: 6). Unlike in the Westminster 

model, in consensus-style parliaments, ‘the agenda is agreed by negotiation and…are more 

conducive to strong oversight by committees’ (Lynch, 2017: 63). Lijphart’s consensual  

model, ‘emphasises the accountability of the executive to parliament’ (MacCarthaigh, 2005: 

56). Lijphart asserts that, ‘Instead of concentrating power in the hands of the majority, the 

consensus model tries to share, disperse, and restrain power in a variety of ways’ (Lijphart, 
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2012: 33) Indeed, consensus style parliaments operate on the principle of allowing all or at 

least the majority of the important parties to share executive power in a coalition (Lijphart, 

2012, 33). Like his majoritarian model, Lijphart has identified ten characteristics of consensus 

styled parliaments. These run as follows: 

1. Executive power-sharing in a broad coalition 

2. An executive-legislative balance of power 

3. A Multi-party system 

4. Proportional representation 

5. Interest group corporatism 

6. Federal and decentralized government 

7. Strong bi-cameralism 

8. Constitutional rigidity 

9. Judicial review 

10. Central bank independence (Lijphart, 2012: 33-40) 

 

Despite consensus-styled developments at Westminster and the Oireachtas the two 

parliaments are still firmly categorised as Westminster-style systems. The Westminster model 

has been critiqued on the basis that ‘it is untenable to maintain that accountability in 

contemporary public sectors can satisfactorily be reduced to simple relationships between 

pairs of individuals’ (Stone, 1995: 508). In this sense open government and open data 

orientated reform is significant. It offers an opportunity to offset these accountability deficits. 

This development has materialized in the Irish government where there is, ‘particular political 

interest within DPER (Department for Expenditure and Reform) around the potential of open 

data’ (MacCarthaigh, 2017: 247). Open data presents an opportunity to add more depth to the 

Westminster and the Oireachtas’ accountability regime. Open government policy and the 

dissemination of open government data can be viewed as a potential means of expanding 

participation in the parliamentary and legislative processes. 
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Indeed, advocates of open government and open data assert that it has the potential to increase 

the number of private actors and entities involved in the decision-making process. Its 

proponents claim that in theory open data government and data will lead to greater citizen 

participation and engagement with third sector organisations. The touted benefits of pursuing 

an open government data policy agenda offer a potential rebalancing of traditional 

majoritarian systems. In the Westminster model party loyalty and leadership are usually so 

strong and cohesive that naturally, ‘there are limitations on the capacity for committees to 

conduct independent legislative oversight’ (Lynch, 2017: 63). In Westminster-style 

parliaments committees are often assessed in terms of whether they can be thought to, ‘deliver 

for parliament rather than for parties’ (Lynch, 2017: 62). 

Longley and Davidson have observed that there has been, ‘a growth of the centrality of 

committees, not only in a few parliaments, but as a global phenomenon’ (Longley & 

Davidson, 1998: 1). The importance of a committee system is vested in the fact that 

committees are tasked with scrutinising the activities of government and its administrative 

bureaucracy. These activities include but are not limited to spending, resource allocation, 

decisions, conduct and legislation. Whilst the focus of this section is on parliamentary 

committees, there will be reference (where appropriate) to the literature on US congressional 

committees to frame the accountability work of committees. Reference to American 

congressional committees is apt for highlighting the accountability function of committees as, 

‘much of the observable work in congress is undertaken within and between committees’ 

(Martin, 2014: 357-8). A review of the literature on parliamentary committees is merited as, 

‘the development of a strong committee system is the hallmark of an effective legislature’ 

(MacCarthaigh, 2005: 153). 

Parliament is mandated with holding the government to account and the committee system is 

its prime scrutiny mechanism along with questions and debates. If open data is advanced as 

increasing the accountability of government, it is therefore reasonable to expect instances of 

its use (for the purposes of accountability) by parliament and its committees given their prime 

scrutiny role. Committees can be understood as ‘an internal subunit of the legislature 

comprised of legislators and enjoying certain delegated authority’ (Martin, 2014: 352). This 

section is concerned with the general literature on parliamentary systems and committees. 
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Chapter 3 presents the Irish and UK case studies and examines the committee systems of 

Westminster and the Oireachtas in more technical detail and in practice. It details the historical 

developments of the two respective parliamentary systems and examines their form and 

operation in practice in the contemporary era. 

The knowledge connotations of open data are important to consider. Open data represents 

an opportunity to increase evidenced-based scrutiny and policy making. This is in line with 

the informational theory of committees. This theory is most typically applied to American 

Congressional committees. It arises from the paradigm of rational choice institutionalism. 

Yet, unlike most rational choice models the theory is rooted in the concept of imperfect 

information. The informational theory of committees posits that the committee system 

allows members to, ‘accumulate informational advantages and tacit knowledge resulting in 

better legislative activities to the benefit of the entire chamber’ (Martin, 2014: 356). Open 

data offers potential resource for enhancing the knowledge basis of a committee. Indeed, 

advocates of open data assert it optimizes the process of data collection, aggregation, analysis 

and transmission. 

2.4.2 Committee systems 

Committees are a cornerstone of most European parliaments but, ‘they sit uneasily with the 

classical Westminster model’ (MacCarthaigh, 2005: 153). This is especially true of the 

British parliament. Indeed, the UK has witnessed an increase in executive dominance over 

the legislature in the past two decades. There has been an ever-increasing marginalisation of 

parliament contingent upon the expansion of power being concentrated in Downing Street. 

This idea of a weak and increasingly marginalised legislature resonates with the British 

public. The MORI state of the nation polls of the 90s and the year 2000 illustrated that an 

increasing number of people believed parliament did not have sufficient control over the 

actions of the executive. This perception has endured and, ‘by 2011 only 38 per cent of those 

questioned agreed or strongly agreed that Parliament holds the government to account’ (Jones 

& Norton, 2014: 331). This is in line with majoritarian theory, there is an assumption that, 

‘democracy entails a two-party system (or possibly two opposing blocs of parties) that 

alternate in government’ (Lijphart, 2012: 6). Yet, this evidence suggests a deviation from the 
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majoritarian assumption that a strong opposition is an essential condition to contemporary 

democracy (Lijphart, 2012: 6). The power of the opposition is effectively crippled in a 

disproportionately executive dominated legislature. 

It is instructive to consider the universalist and partisan models of committees. The 

universalist approach is of the view that committees serve parliament. In this approach 

committees are understood as, ‘forums for policy and legislative negotiation between 

parliamentarians with conflicting goals and interests or… which enhance the information and 

expertise available to parliament on particular policy areas’ (Lynch, 2017: 61). The partisan 

perspective views parties as the key organisational unit of the legislature capable of exerting 

control and influence over committee outcomes. This view has similarly been advanced in the 

literature on US congressional committees. Indeed, party cartel theory asserts that it is not 

committees which are the dominant source of parliamentary authority. It observes that the 

structuring of the committee system by political parties allows a party’s leadership to 

effectively pursue a strategy of, ‘cartelizing legislative power’ (Martin, 2014: 358). Party 

cartel theory asserts that, ‘it may not be a case of committees using parties, but parties using 

committees’ (Martin, 2014: 358). It can be contended that majoritarian systems are 

characterized by, ‘the predominance of the party and not committees as the central 

organizational structure’ (Martin, 2014: 358). This is applicable to the British system where, 

‘the bulk of the seats are captured by the two major parties, and they form the cabinets’ 

(Lijphart, 2012: 13). The majority of seats are usually captured by the Labour or 

Conservative parties which then form cabinets. There have only been a few instances of 

coalitions and minority governments in the UK and they have often materialized at times of 

constitutional and national crises. For example, the contention surrounding the parliament 

acts, the post-war period and Brexit. 

The importance of committees is illustrated in practice, ‘by the vigour with which committee 

reform’ was pursued in the 20th century (Shaw, 1998: 230). For instance, this was 

particularly true of Ireland where anti-corruption practices, transparency and accountability 

reforms were spearheaded through reforms of the committee system. The importance of the 

scrutiny function of committees is even more pressing in Westminster-styled parliaments as 

although, ‘the cabinet is dependent on the confidence of Parliament…because the House of 
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Commons can vote a cabinet out of office…In reality…the relationship is reversed’ (Lijphart, 

2012: 12). Although committees in Westminster-style parliaments can reproduce divisions in 

the house and often operate to further the government’s agenda, these committees can still 

exert influence over the legislature and hold the government to account. 

In determining the effectiveness of a parliament’s committee system, it is important to 

consider much more than the parliamentary system in which the committees operate in. 

Indeed, Lynch asserts that the effectiveness of committees is dependent on other criteria, such 

as the methods for appointing committee chairs and selecting committee members. 

Furthermore, the effectiveness of committees is in part determined by the point in the 

legislative process in which bills are assigned to committees. Moreover, the accountability 

impact of committees is influenced by the time constraints they operate under and committee 

availability. Further to this, a committee is much more likely to have an accountability impact 

where an executive or parliamentary response to committee reports produced is mandatory. 

The effectiveness of committees will turn on what form this response must take. The 

structure and form of committees, such as, the number of committees, their size and most 

importantly their powers and remit have an impact on their effectiveness (Lynch, 2017: 64). 

The influence of committees extends beyond acceptance of their recommendations by the 

executive, but this represents a useful proxy in determining their impact. Benton and Russell 

conducted an empirical analysis of the recommendations accepted by seven British 

departmental select committees. The committees that they examined produced 695 reports 

over a period of thirteen years. Most of these reports (505) could be categorised as inquiries. 

58% of reports produced by the Foreign Affairs Committee were inquiries. 95% of reports 

produced by the Health Committee were likewise inquires. Most of these inquiries were, 

‘reactive rather than proactive in policy terms’ (Benton & Russell, 2013: 778). This is 

consistent with McCubbins and Schwartz’s finding that committees typically operated on a 

fire-alarm model of accountability. They found that this was more efficient over proactive 

scrutiny models (police-patrol models). The desirability of reactive models of committee 

scrutiny needs to be reconsidered given the development of open government policies and 

open data technologies. 
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Benton and Russell found that only 8% of reports were judged to be agenda setting. They 

found that most reports could be classified in three broad categories. These were: reviewing 

the government’s progress (42%), examination of new government proposals (22%) or 

responding to perceived government failures (15%). The 505 reports examined contained a 

total of 13, 216 conclusions and recommendations. Of the recommendations made, 23% 

suggested that government should either review a policy or conduct new or further research. 

Only 14% simply called for disclosure of information. This alludes to the future potential and 

significant of open government data as a mechanism for optimising the work of 

parliamentary committees. Committees will not need to request future data or information of 

the government where it is published proactively. Benton and Russell conclude that in terms 

of influence these figures suggest that select committees, ‘are prolific’ (Benton & Russell, 

2013: 779). This is a subjective assessment. Indeed, their study showed that only 8% of 

recommendations called for legislative action or for new guidance from government 

departments. Furthermore, only around 20% of recommendations concerned manifesto or key 

polices. A sizeable proportion of recommendations (40%) only called for minor policy 

changes or continuation of existing policies (Benton & Russell, 2013: 781). 

Yet, their figures on recommendations made and accepted make a much more compelling 

argument that British departmental select committees are impactful. Indeed, ‘of the 940 

recommendations for medium change, 293 (31%) were accepted, as were 15 of 105 

recommendations for large change (14%)’ (Benton & Russell, 2013: 781). Although below 

50% in both instances, these are very impressive numbers when one considers that these are 

medium and large changes to government policy. Furthermore, these are medium and large 

changes of government policy in an overwhelming executive dominated system. The 

influence of departmental select committees is further emphasised in the success rate for 

minor recommendations, with 55% for no or small change accepted and with an overall of 

40% of total recommendations being accepted (Benton & Russell, 2013: 781). 

2.4.3 British Committee Reform 

UK select committees had a poor reputation during the first half of the twentieth century 

among members of parliament (Geddes, 2019: 39). Indeed, for the majority of the twentieth 
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century the use of committees in the UK was very limited, (Jones & Norton, 2014: 315). 

Historically, reforms which would have enhanced parliament’s capabilities to hold the 

executive to account were notorious unlikely to obtain majority backing in the executive 

dominated Westminster parliament.  It is unsurprising that the literature came to view the 

committee system as ineffectual. Westminster was often uncritically accepted to be a weak, 

executive-dominated legislature.  

Indeed, it only made effective use of the Public Accounts Committee and the Estimates 

committee for the first half of the twentieth century. This remained the case until the 1940s 

which saw the establishment of a Select Committee on Statutory Instruments. In the 1950s 

the Committee on Nationalised Industries was established. Yet, it was not until the 1960s and 

1970s that the position of select committees began to become more effectual. This change 

was attributable to a series of reforms which were introduced by the then Labour Leader of 

the House, Richard Crossman. These reforms saw the establishment of select committees 

which covered specific policy areas and government departments (Jones & Norton, 2014: 

315). 

Yet, the powers of these committees remained limited. Their operation and organisation were 

flawed. The reforms had produced little more than a ‘patchwork quilt of committees, with 

limited coverage of public policy’ (Jones & Norton, 2014: 316). This was remedied by the 

appointment of the Procedure Select Committee in 1976. In its 1976 report the committee 

made recommendations to establish committees that would cover all the main government 

departments. These committees were to have more expansive powers and terms of reference. 

The modern select committee system came into being under the Conservative leader of the 

House, Norman St John-Stevas in 1979. Further to this ‘in 2010 their membership was also 

democratised, so that chairs and members are now elected, having previously been chosen by 

party whips’ (Jones & Norton, 2014: 316). 

Indeed, the Wright reforms of 2010 radically addressed deficits in the committee system 

which had persisted into the 21st Century. These reforms were named as such as they were 

adopted in response to a report produced by the Select Committee on Reform of the House of 

Commons. This was chaired by Labour MP Tony Wright. The Wright Reforms changed the 
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procedures by which select committee members and chairs were selected.  Although 

‘Parliamentary reform is rarely the focus of public attention’ (Russell, 2011: 618) the Wright 

reforms were an exception as they took place in response to the highly publicised MPs 

expenses scandal of 2009-2010. Contrary to Flinders’ contention that the MPs expenses 

scandal was an example of hysteria, dysfunction, and transparency overload - parliamentary 

‘changes were made to deal with the immediate problem’ (Russell, 2011: 618). Indeed, their 

was a pressing need to address an ‘acute crisis of confidence following the parliamentary 

expenses scandal’ (Geddes, 2019: 32) The expenses scandal led to some of the most far 

reaching parliamentary reforms in the past thirty years.  

These reforms made the House of Commons and its committees more independent of 

government by removing the patronage powers of party whips. Patronage can be understood 

as an ‘incentive system denoting an exchange relationship in which a patron…forms a two-

way relationship with a client through the provision of resources’ (Flinders & Geddes, 2014: 

25). For centuries at Westminster patronage was viewed as little more than ‘the spoils of war 

in a highly majoritarian polity’ (Flinders & Geddes, 2014: 25). The reforms shifted the 

appointment of committee members and chairs to an electoral system. Furthermore, they 

created a specific day for ‘backbench business,’ the schedule of which was to be determined 

by a new Backbench Business Committee.  

The Wright significantly reduced ‘the government’s hold over the Common’s agenda’ 

(Russell, 2011: 612). This makes the UK committee system an apt site of analysis. The 

assumption here is that if open data is to increase government accountability it must be 

adopted by parliament’s central scrutiny vehicle: the committee system. Open data’s effective 

use in a parliamentary setting will depend on the strength and independence of committees in 

carrying out their scrutiny activities. In theory, open data is much more likely to be effective 

in a parliamentary system with strong independent committees. 

 The Wright reforms came into effect at the beginning of the new parliament and elections 

were held to appoint the Chairs of the 24 committees. Although 8 chairmanships were 

uncontested ‘16 competitive elections were held’ (Russell, 2011: 627). Six Labour candidates 

competed to become the chair of the Public Accounts Committee as the reforms promoted 
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intra-party competition for these positions. This is clearly more democratic. Competition 

bolstered the independence and effective functioning of departmental select committees. 

Indeed, ‘590 members voted in the secret ballot for these positions’ (Russell, 2011: 627) 

renewing the democratic credentials of the House of Commons. As this ballot was secret it 

ensured there was no opportunity (directly or indirectly) for party whips to ‘influence the 

appointment of Select Committee members or, more importantly, their chairs’ (Le Roux, 

2014: 1).  

Yet, Bates et al contend that the Wright Reforms failed in their stated aim to reduce the 

overall number of select committees. They have ‘had little, if any, impact on attendance and 

turnover rates of select committee membership’ (Bates et al, 2017: 24). Where there are too 

many committees ‘absenteeism tends to be more frequent’ (Lynch, 2017: 70). An overload of 

committees can result in the quality of scrutiny being compromised because resources are 

spread too thinly. A parliamentary system with too many committees is at risk as the time 

available to members ‘to develop expertise is limited’ (Lynch, 2017: 70). Bates et al criticise 

select committees as having yet to entrench their significance. They assert that committees 

must avoid ‘complacency in assuming that the Wright reforms are a sufficiently powerful 

mechanism to drive improvement on their own’ (Bates et al, 2017: 25).  Indeed, despite 

considerable parliamentary reform Geddes contends that British politics remains in a state of 

crisis as ‘trust in politicians and political institutions is in long-term decline’ (Geddes, 2019: 

18). The deteriorating physical state of the Palace of Westminster has come to symbolise a 

crumbling democracy and ‘a mythical and misplaced golden past’ (Geddes, 2019: 19). Given 

its democratic-accountability credentials, in theory, the wide dissemination of open 

government datasets should reinvigorate a democracy that remains ‘in need of restoration and 

renewal’ (Geddes, 2019: 19). If open government data is to make government more 

accountable it must restore voters’ faith in British parliamentary politics. It must be 

implemented in a way that will address the ‘instability in established institutions and 

conventions’ (Geddes, 2019: 19).  
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2.4.4 Irish Committees Reform 

This sense of democratic apathy, ‘malaise…and discontent…is far from unique’ (Geddes, 

2019: 19). In the European union 42% of Europeans trust the EU more than their own 

national parliament and government. The average national confidence in these two 

institutions was 34% (Eurobarometer, 2018: 12).  Irish parliamentary politics experienced a 

downturn in public confidence in the late 20th Century. Indeed, there was an extended period 

of time in which ‘the Oireachtas reached a low point in terms of public 

perception’(MacCarthaigh, 2005: 8).  Despite improvements and some reversal of this trend, 

a sense of disillusionment has persisted into the 21st Century. The Lower House of the 

Oireachtas remains particularly vulnerable to the criticism that it as one of ‘the weakest 

chambers in Europe in terms of executive scrutiny’ (Gallagher, 2005: 211).  

In the traditional Westminster model, which Ireland took over in 1922, committees had no 

great significance (Coakley & Gallagher, 2014: 218). The, ‘Dáil Éireann has traditionally 

been criticised for its weakness in holding government to account’ (MacCarthaigh, 2005: 7). 

Prior to the late 1980s the Irish committee system was ineffective, aside from some notable 

exceptions such as the Public Accounts Committee (a standing committee of the Dáil). 

Reform of the Irish committee system took place much later than in the UK. The Fine Gael-

Labour coalition of 1982-87 established a multitude of committees. Yet, initially too many 

committees were established. Their effectiveness was compromised by the ambiguity of their 

remits. More pressingly ‘some major areas of government escaped scrutiny’ (Coakley & 

Gallagher, 2014: 219).  

It was not until after the 1997 election that the contemporary committee system was 

effectively established. In this instance, the Irish parliament had escaped the recurring 

mistake of too much being tried too soon. Prior to this TD’s were overstretched. After the 

1997 election the committee system operated on the principle ‘that the structure of 

committees should closely match the structure of government departments’ (Coakley & 

Gallagher, 2014: 219).  

Shifts towards more consensus-style reforms in the Irish Parliament have bolstered the 

scrutiny power of its committee system. As was the case with UK’s MPs expense scandal, the 
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Irish banking crisis created pressure for reform. Subsequently, the years 2008-2016 were 

‘defined by an unprecedented series of…. reform measures within the Irish public service’ 

(MacCarthaigh, 2017: 2). The Department of Public Expenditure and Reform (DPER) have 

played a seminal role in these reforms. DEPR spawned the ‘Open Data Unit’ which is 

responsible for the promotion and dissemination of open government data. Members of 

DEPR’s Open Data Unit were interviewed in this project.  

The Oireachtas committee system was similarly overhauled by a serious of reforms 

‘introduced by the thirty-first and thirty-second Dáileanna’ (Lynch, 2017: 59). This was the 

result of mounting pressure. There was a ‘clamour for reform of all aspects of the Irish 

governing system that had defined the 2011 general election’ (MacCarthaigh, 2017: 233). It 

is important to appreciate that the Oireachtas’ committee system was established much later 

than that of the UK. Even the most fundamental features of the Irish committee were not 

established until ‘the twenty-seventh and twenty-eighth Dáileanna (1992 and 1997)’ (Lynch, 

2017: 60) Reforms enhancing its scrutiny activities similarly came later. 

 Comparatively, these reforms have been more conservative in empowering the joint and 

select committees of the Oireachtas. These reforms were not as far reaching those seen in the 

UK. In the Oireachtas it remains the case that ‘not all, of the procedural conditions for a 

strong committee system have been put in place’ (Lynch, 2017: 59). Of course, committees in 

the UK are similarly disempowered relative to the committees of other European and 

English-speaking countries such as Germany, the USA, New Zealand, and Australia. 

However, comparatively, UK committees are still more independent and democratised than 

those of the Oireachtas. In theory this makes UK committees stronger and more capable of 

holding government to account. The UK parliament should be more effective in holding the 

government to account as based on the premise that ‘strong parliaments require a strong 

committee system’ (Lynch, 2017: 60).  

The differing pace of reform and relative strength of committees between the two 

jurisdictions can in part be explained by the fact that Ireland has a codified constitution. The 

UK does not have a codified constitution. In the UK radical change can much more readily 

take place through renewed conventions and acts of parliament. Early attempts strengthen 
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Irish committee system were constitutionally constrained during the ‘Arms Crisis’ (1970-

1971) and ‘Abbeylara’ (2001-2002) inquiries, respectively. Here issues arose around granting 

parliamentary privilege to witness and the legal compulsion of witnesses. There were 

concerns that Oireachtas committees were acting beyond their constitutional remit in a quasi-

judicial manner (MacCarthaigh, 2005: 162-174).  

Lynch analyses the impact of the thirty-first and thirty-second Dáileanna reforms based on 

whether these have strengthened committees to ‘deliver for parliament rather than for parties’ 

(Lynch, 2017: 62). It has been established in the literature that the procedure by which 

committee chairs are allocated has an impact on their independence and their ability to hold 

the government to account. In 2016 the Fine Gael-Labour coalition made amendments to 

standing orders which to now allocate committee chairmanship based on the d’Hondt system 

(Lynch, 2017: 71). This is vital for effective scrutiny. It ensures that committees can operate 

on an independent basis by freeing them from the control of the majority party. Where 

committee chairs are simply allocated to the majority party (which is the government or at 

least the largest constituent element of government) it can more easily monitor committees. 

Therefore, ‘a minister’s control over the relevant committee is enhanced’ (Lynch, 2017: 65). 

This is particularly true where the parliamentary system tends to single party governments.  

When the procedures for appointing committee chairs were overhauled there were three 

available options for appointing committee chairs. These could be appointed by the party or 

parties could present a list of candidates for election. A third option would be that the 

chairperson could be elected by a secret ballot in the house. The use of the secret ballot has 

obvious positive implications in terms of independence and effective scrutiny. The use of a 

secret ballot was put in place in the UK parliament following the Wright reforms in 2010. In 

the Oireachtas a secret ballot procedure was not implemented as part of the package of 

reforms. Pursuant to Standing Order 93(2) once committee chairmanships have been 

allocated to the relevant parties, they will then appoint rather than elect a chair. This gives 

‘party/group leaders greater control’ (Lynch, 2017: 75). Yet, this is more effective than the 

procedure which proceeded it where although ‘chairs were elected by the committees 

themselves…this election tended to be a formality as the government usually controlled 

committee’ (Lynch, 2017: 75).  
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Although chairs are not elected by the committee or secret ballot in the house, the weaknesses 

associated with this are offset by the procedures for removing chairs. Post reform it is now 

difficult in the Oireachtas for a party to simply dismiss a chair for not conforming to the party 

line or losing the whip. Pursuant to Standing Orders 145(1) and 145(3) a committee can only 

be removed with approval of the Dáil. This is similar to the protections afforded to committee 

chairs in the UK’s parliamentary system. House of Commons Standing Orders 122(C) asserts 

that the chair of a select committee may only be removed when they cease to be a Member of 

the House, have given written notice to the speaker of their resignation or where the 

committee succeeds in  vote of no confidence in the chair. This is taken in the House. 

In the Oireachtas the ordinary members of committee are now allocated by the Business 

Committee. This now operates as a committee of selection. It allocated deputies to 

committees on a proportional basis in relation to party size. This has the welcomed benefit of 

introducing more transparency to the process. It ‘encourages consensus amongst all 

parties/groups as to the personnel allocated to different committees’ (Lynch, 2017: 76). 

Committees are more powerful where the government is compelled to reply to their reports. 

In the UK, the parliamentary convention known as the Osmotherly rules dictates that the 

‘government must respond to a select committee’s report’ (Lynch, 2017: 69). However, there 

is no requirement a select committee report be debated in parliament (Russell & Benton, 

2011: 11). There is no requirement in the Standing Orders of the Dáil dictating that the 

government must respond to a committee report. However, ‘a committee may request that the 

minister appear before it to discuss the government’s reaction to the contents of any report’ 

(Lynch: 2017: 81).  

2.4.5 Committee Research 

Although the committees of Westminster and Ireland suffer from some considerable 

weaknesses, they do remain the strongest internal mechanisms of accountability. In theory, 

given their remit for accountability these committees should be ideally placed to take 

advantage of the mass dissemination of open government datasets. This should particularly 

be the case given the information acquisition, retrieval, and research functions of 

parliamentary committees. In theory ‘through specialisation, committee members will gain 



103 
 
 

 

 

expertise…the legislature can trust the committee to perform better than the chamber as a 

whole’ (MacCarthaigh, 2005: 154) Yet, in practice, whether committees take advantage of 

this data for the purposes of research and scrutiny is an entirely different question. This is the 

question is central to the thesis’ overarching research question: Does open data increase 

government accountability?  

There are several potential explanations where committees do not utilize open datasets in 

their research and scrutiny activities. The incentives or lack thereof for politicians to engage 

with open datasets in their committee work is key. It is important to consider members 

willingness to engage with committee work and scrutiny activities generally (Lynch, 2017: 

59). Hypothetically, if open data is disseminated into a parliamentary environment where 

there is no appetite for committee work its impact will necessarily be constrained. This will 

remain the case regardless of how politically relevant, comprehensive, and effective its 

dissemination may have been.  

Furthermore, most open datasets in theory are free of any explanatory contextualisation. They 

are usually large-scale flat files containing fields and values. This makes them highly 

interoperable and more conducive to the processes of data analytics. However, this also 

means they are relatively meaningless until they are processed and interpreted. They often 

need to be aggregated, disaggregated, and compared to become useful. Datasets with lower 

openness ratings may need to be significantly ‘cleaned’ for the purpose of data analytics. 

Thus, both interoperable and non-interoperable datasets come with significant barriers to 

engagement and use.  There exists data analytic software which has been created with ease of 

access and user friendliness in mind. However, these packages still can require considerable 

training. These problems are compounded by the fact that comparing and analysing data often 

requires a mathematical based skill set.  

The skill barriers that are an impediment to citizens can also represent a barrier for committee 

members. Members also may not have the required technical skill set.  The average age of 

MPs elected in the 2017 UK general election was around 50 (Parliament UK, 2020). In the 

UK, a foundational knowledge of information computer technologies only became 

standardised at secondary level education at the beginning of the 21st Century. Even then this 
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only included some remedial database management through excel. Excel is an antiquated 

approach to database management. In the UK ICT skills are still not a broad requirement for 

employability in the way that English and mathematics is.  

In the 21st Century programming and computer science is being increasingly pursued at an 

undergraduate level. These skills are becoming much more fruitful because of the 

increasingly digitised world and economy which we now operate within. This is a recent 

development. Given the nature of parliamentary business it remains the case that humanities, 

business, and economic based degrees are much more typical of members. Nesta found that 

in the 2017 UK general election only 9% of candidates had STEM degrees (Nesta, 2017). 

The composition of parliaments suffers from an imbalance in skills. This is to be expected as 

those who wish to pursue politics will tend to study some highly normative subject areas 

relating to politics, ethics, economics, or social policy. There are also considerable economic 

inducements for those with STEM backgrounds to work in the private sector. It is not 

unrealistic to anticipation a mix-match of skills between members of parliament and the skill 

set required to meaningfully engage with open datasets. Furthermore, members time is 

monopolised by the more practical elements of constituency work and parliamentary 

business.  

Members are supported in their committee work by personal research staff and researchers in 

the house of commons library. Research staff will provide members with contextualized 

research briefings rather than pointing to the relevant raw datasets. This would be very 

unhelpful, even if it did promote a more technical skill set in parliament. Thus, it is possibly 

the case that members do not know where their information has been distilled from or by 

what techniques. This ironically introduces an element opaqueness in to determining when 

and where transparency data has been used. This issue is further compounded by the fact that 

committee reports and government publications do not follow the stringent and standardised 

rules of academic citation.  

 There are questions as to what sources members would use instead of open datasets. This 

question relates to parliamentary cultural and habits. Members typically rely on more 

traditional sources for their research and scrutiny. These sources may include print and 
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broadcast media, reports produced by NGOs or their own personal journalistic contacts. It 

would not be surprising if members forwent open data in favour or more traditional sources 

of information. This is to be expected as the public have continued to depend on the media, 

especially print media for information about politics. The public have done so despite the 

opportunities offered by FOI, open data, and narrative interpretative forms of e-transparency 

(Hazell, 2010: 254).  

In a recent report the House of Commons Liaison Committees acknowledges that the 

‘Government often assembles research evidence’ but ‘this research is not always publicly 

available and can be hard to find’ (House of Commons Liaison Committee, 2019: 10). This is 

significant as this committee is directing members to research that has been produced and 

contextualised by government. Moreover, the fact that committee recognises that this is a 

source of committee research and should be more easily discoverable. This suggests that 

committees rely on information sources from government in their research and scrutiny 

activities. The fact this research is always not publicly available or easy to find suggests that 

the UK government is failing in its commitments to openness.  

In this 138-page report into where committee’s source their research, there is not a single 

recommendation that committees should use open data for the purposes of holding 

government to account. There is not a single reference to the term open data despite the fact 

that the committee acknowledges that ‘committees should be able to accept evidence in a 

much wider range of formats, including, for example, video and audio clips and images’ 

(House of Commons Liaison, 2019: 7).  

 Committee members may prefer to look at sources which are not provided by government. 

Some members adopt a sceptical position. This is premised on the assumption that it is more 

logical that they should look to information which is external to government for the purposes 

of holding government to account. This is in line with Birchalls position that government 

sanctioned e-transparency narrows the parameters of debate and curbs utopianism. Some 

members will forgo open data in favour of narrative interpretative forms of transparency. 

These may be traditional, or data driven. This is premised on a scepticism that government 
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would freely offer the most effective data for the purpose of scrutinising their failings, poor 

performance or misconduct.  

Where committee members do not make use of open data this can be because it is poorly 

publicised. Some members simply have no incentive to use open data. The individual 

discretion of members to allocate time and resources is a key determinate in accountability 

impact of parliamentary committees. By natural extensions this is a key determinate in 

whether open data will be used in the committee system for the purposes of holding the 

government to account. Martin contends that this is the ‘greatest barrier to an enhanced 

committee system’ Martin, 2012: 164). Indeed, it is important to consider the potential 

‘inability of electorally conscious incumbents to dedicate appropriate time and resources to 

committee work’ (Martin, 2012: 164).  

The misconceptions outlined in this chapter have led to an exaggeration in the potential of 

open data to increase accountability. Proponents of open data believe that it will necessarily 

bolster government accountability and enhance democratic quality. They believe this to be 

the case on given its status as pure transparency data. In this perspective, it is free from any 

meditation. This literature review adopts a sceptical stance. It engages with critical material 

to challenge these assumptions. The thesis questions whether data can really be value free. It 

fundamentally challenges the perspective that data is necessarily apolitical and free from 

subjectivism. 

Birchall questions the assumption that data is necessarily ‘raw’ and ‘unmediated.’ For 

Birchall, ‘Data are always already social, subject to narrative and interpretation’ (Birchall, 

2014: 82). The transparency literature runs contrary to open data activists’ assertions that data 

(especially numerical data) is free from narrative, mediation, and interpretation. Even 

numbers are interpretive. The contention here is that numbers are inescapably value laden. 

They ‘embody theoretical assumptions about what should be counted’ (Poovey, 1998: xii). 

The perceived primacy of numerical data, which is typical of open data activism, has clear 

ontological and epistemological implications. Indeed, to privilege numerical data is to make 

assertations about material reality should be understood. It is to make implicit value 

judgements as to ‘how quantification contributes to systematic knowledge about the world’ 
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(Poovey, 1998: xii).    

Even where of openness policies and disclosure increase transparency, this can be 

superficial. It does not necessarily follow that they increase accountability. The touted 

reward of pursuing an open government data policy agenda is an increase in 

participation, engagement, collaboration, transparency, and accountability. This 

project contends that participation, engagement, and collaboration should more 

appropriately be viewed as the strategies by which increased transparency can be 

converted into accountability dividends. They should not be viewed as an end in 

themselves, they represent the processes by which increased accountability can be 

achieved. Open data advocates claim that open data will increase government 

accountability without little explanation as to how this will be integrated in the main 

accountability mechanisms of parliament. Their assertions are circular: open data will 

increase accountability because it is transparency data. The rhetoric of open data 

activism provides little detail as to the processes by which the dissemination of 

transparency data can be engaged with to increase the accountability of government. 

2.5 Conclusion 

In summary, there is an unhelpful and problematic conflation between transparency and 

accountability. This is further exacerbated by ambiguity in the distinction between the two 

concepts in the literature. For a time, this issue was compounded by accountability’s 

historical treatment as a golden concept. The literature now treats transparency and 

accountability as distinct. In recent years, the literature has adopted a more nuanced and 

critical perspective on the concepts. Yet, this ambiguity has been replicated in conventional 

understanding and in the academic literature on open government data. There is a conflation 

between openness and transparency. Moreover, open government and open data have 

similarly been treated as golden concepts. It is taken for granted that greater openness equates 

to increased accountability. 

Participation and engagement with open data are required for open data to increase the 

accountability of government. The subject matter, format and interoperability of data are also 

key in delivering increased accountability. Parliament is mandated with holding the 
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government to account. Its prime means of doing this is through parliamentary committees. A 

parliament and its committees’ ability to hold the government to account is influenced by the 

parliamentary systems in which they operate. The consensus model of parliaments is 

characterized by committees which are much more embedded in the work of parliament. 

Moreover, consensual style parliaments are less executive dominated. Yet, parliamentary 

committees are still influential in Westminster-style parliamentary systems. These systems 

are majoritarian and executive dominated. A committee system’s influence and impact are 

determined by much wider criteria than solely the parliamentary system in which they 

operate. Their influence will differ across time according to variances in context and 

circumstance. The Oireachtas and Westminster are examples of the Westminster model of 

parliaments. However, they are parliaments in which committees have become more effective 

in scrutinising the executive. This is happened through a series of reforms in the 21st Century. 

This project quantifies open data’s accountability impact through its use in the committee 

process as a proxy measure. The new wave of open government policies and the technologies 

of open data are redefining the relationship of citizens, members and third sector 

organisations to government. The concepts of transparency and accountability, and the role of 

parliamentary committees, therefore, must be reconsidered in light of these developments. 

3. Methods and Sources: Introduction 

For centuries, it has been accepted that some degree of access to government information is 

essential to the realization of a civil society, democratization, and a rule of law (Perritt Jr, 

1997: 397). In recent years, the accountability of government has, at least in theory, been 

bolstered by new methods and resources for inquiry. The digital-data age has offered new 

technological means of assessing the accountability of government. This comes in the form of 

software and hardware developments that have increased the ease with which both qualitative 

and quantitative research can be conducted. Consider software such as Skype, Tableau, 

Typeform, SPSS and an array of audio/visual recording software. Furthermore, there is now a 

multitude of computer programming languages which offer the user more freedom to 

manipulate, analyse, and visualize data with greater ease.    
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The growth in the amount of data produced and harvested by governments has spawned 

parallel demands for public access to this data. This has been primarily motivated by 

accountability concerns. The aim of this study is to examine the extent to which this has 

occurred. The project aims to ascertain whether open government increases government 

accountability. This chapter details the methodological approach adopted to address the 

question. It outlines the case-studies chosen and the rationale for choosing them. 

Furthermore, the chapter details why the project examines the British and Irish cases. It 

outlines the policy areas and corresponding committees that have been selected. It explains 

the reasons for examining the committee system, committee reports and associated oral and 

written evidence. The chapter details the philosophy underpinning the selected research 

methods. It provides an account of the methods employed and the reasons for their selection. 

It explains the significance of employing a deductive approach and presents the projects’ 

hypotheses.  

This project represents a comparative case study. The two systems to be compared are the 

UK and Ireland. They have been selected given their commonality as parliamentary systems. 

As aforementioned, this study specifically examines British and Irish committee systems, 

respectively. The policy area which was initially and solely to be considered was agriculture. 

Indeed, this research initially only focused on the British departmental select committee of 

Environment, Food and Rural Affairs and the Irish joint committee of Agriculture, Food and 

the Marine. After some preliminary and exploratory research, the search parameters were 

expanded to include the policy areas Education and Health. Further to this, early research 

similarly highlighted the importance of interviewing key internal/external stakeholders in the 

British and Irish parliaments and governments, respectively. This included members of 

parliament, civil servants, parliamentary servants, and representatives of non-governmental 

organisations (which concerned themselves with advancing the open government and data 

agenda). The quantitative dimension of this research is a systematic analysis of British and 

Irish committee reports and associated oral and written evidence using a piece of natural 

language processing software known as Atlas.ti. This project analyses the relevant committee 

reports and associated written and oral evidence from 2010-2019. This period starts at the 

establishment of the open government partnership. The qualitative methods employed will be 
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semi-structured interviews of members, parliamentary servants, civil servants, committee 

members, representatives of interest groups, stakeholders, and a survey of the appropriate 

grey literature. 

The project concerns itself with the impact of open data (an essential constituent element of 

open government) on government accountability. The central purpose of this project is to 

critically assess open data’s ability and suitability to increase the accountability of 

government in practice. The study also offers insight into the wider positive dividends and 

potentially negative consequences of open data. It considers the potential barriers to open 

data’s increased dissemination. The project questions the appropriateness of open data 

dissemination as a means of enhancing the transparency and accountability of government. 

The study positions 21st century open government data developments within the wider 

democracy, transparency, and accountability literature. It represents a cross-disciplinary 

perspective that marries social science insights with advances in technology as a means of 

advancing the field. This study presents an interface between legislative studies and 

computational social science. 

Open data has led to an expanse in the available resources upon which individuals can assess 

the performance of government. It offers an opportunity to more readily hold government to 

account (for their performance, spending, legislation, and decisions) on a demonstrable and 

evidential basis. This study bridges a gap in the literature in its specific assessment of open 

data in accountability terms. Most studies of open data to date have been mainly institutional, 

legalistic and citizen centric. The consideration of Ireland as a case study in open data 

similarly bridges a gap in the literature. There remains a ‘relative absence of data and 

academic work on the Irish administrative system itself’ (MacCarthaigh, 2017: 7). This is the 

result ‘of the limited number of scholars working in the field’ (MacCarthaigh, 2017: 7). 

Current case studies on open data have been narrowly quantitative or focused solely on the 

data architecture of states. This study takes a much more targeted approach. It assesses open 

data’s accountability impact on government. It focuses on this impact through a study of open 

data usage in parliament, the committee system, and the civil and parliamentary services. 
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The data boom has brought with it a corresponding growth in governmental and 

parliamentary transparency data. Moreover, this proliferation of both privately and publicly 

held data has cumulated in an international open government policy agenda. Given this policy 

agenda this data is becoming increasingly open and freely accessible in bulk machine-

readable format for public consumption. The data-boom is relevant to government 

accountability and is compounded by hardware and software advances. There is increased 

pressure for the dissemination of open government data which can now be more easily 

manipulated by the ever-proliferating choice of data-analytics software. This software has 

become increasingly user-friendly and the skill barrier to engaging meaningfully with data 

has fallen considerably.  

Government is not only a central data producer but a crucial data collector. Indeed, 

government stores massive quantities of data for very long periods of time. The nature of the 

data government collects, and stores is almost non-exhaustive. If government can collect and 

store some type of data it usually does no matter how seemingly mundane, trivial, or obscure 

this may seem. For instance, the average rainfall in England and Wales between the years of 

1854-2012 can be viewed in a downloadable digital and machine readable .csv format on the 

open data portal5. Government produces, collects and stores data on all aspects of the public 

sphere. Anything that can be recorded, collected and stored typically is. This, is in some 

instances, done automatically when citizens interact with public organisations, such as 

hospitals or tax authorities. In other contexts, it is done using various types of hardware and 

software such as sensors, mobile apps or even CCTV. This presents obvious logistical 

challenges. It raises new questions about democratic accountability and the social contract 

between citizens and the state. 

This project answers the research question posed with reference to grey literature and 

interviews of key agents and stakeholders (qualitative) in conjunction with an analysis of the 

volume of open datasets cited by the respective committees between the years 2010-2019 

(quantitative). Quantitative methods lend themselves most readily to the technological 

 
5 https://data.gov.uk/dataset/3f952707-b04e-4a32-a807-a53b6fa0ee58/average-temperature-

and-total-rainfall-in-england-and-wales  

https://data.gov.uk/dataset/3f952707-b04e-4a32-a807-a53b6fa0ee58/average-temperature-and-total-rainfall-in-england-and-wales
https://data.gov.uk/dataset/3f952707-b04e-4a32-a807-a53b6fa0ee58/average-temperature-and-total-rainfall-in-england-and-wales
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aspects of this research. A quantitative dimension is required to numerically calculate open 

data usage. Open data is clearly used where an open dataset is cited. Where open data is used 

it will be cited to data.gov.uk or a similar or related page. No further proxy metric is required 

for transparency or accountability as committees are the prime vehicle for executive scrutiny 

post-election. The majority of their reports are aimed at scrutinising government policies such 

as spending, allocation of resources and legislation. Where open data appears in scrutiny 

pieces of departmental committees, it is an instance of open data being used for the purposes 

of accountability. The project presents the frequency of these instances over time. Bar-charts 

are employed for the purposes of visualization and comparison.  

A qualitative approach is best suited to assessing the accountability impact of open data in a 

broader sense. Whilst open data is the prime focus of this project a mixed methods approach 

has the welcome benefit of also providing an insight into the accountability impact of open 

government rather than just one single element of open government: open data. Moreover, 

this qualitative approach when used in conjunction with the quantitative approach provides a 

more complete view of open data’s impact. This project’s central concern is the data-driven 

accountability of government. However, the qualitative dimension offers the welcome benefit 

of an exploratory component which could in turn yield a more comprehensive insight into 

open data’s impact. For instance, in the literature open data is often touted as also optimising 

service provision and increasing participation.  A mixed methods approach allows for a more 

complete study which includes these suggested dividends. These are relevant to 

accountability as both increased service provision and participation can provide direct and 

indirect accountability dividends. One method employed which is particularly apt for this 

purpose is semi-structured interviews. These allow for the study of both the accountability 

and wider impacts of open data. Moreover, they likewise allow for an examination of the 

impact of PSI and public service apps (these are often developed using open datasets). The 

project includes interviews of individuals and groups directly involved in and/or that typically 

liaise with departmental select committees. This includes members of parliament/opposition 

parties, external stakeholders (NGOs/openness-advocacy groups), parliamentary servants and 

civil servants.  
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The mixed methods approach used in the study utilises ‘an arsenal of methods that have non-

overlapping weakness in addition to their complementary strength’ (Brewer and Hunter 2006: 

4). Quantitative methods only allow the study to quantify the open data usage in committee 

reports in purely numerical and statistical terms.  Whilst the qualitative methods are more apt 

for assessing the accountability impact of open government with reference to relevant and 

specific actors. A mixed methods approach is further justified as this project is a comparative 

study. In the literature a mixed-methods approach is common within comparative studies. 

Whilst earlier comparative studies viewed qualitative methods as a set of last resort 

technique, the contemporary literature’s methodological approach emphasizes the distinctive 

advantages of qualitative research. Indeed, in the field of comparative studies quantitative 

work has become increasingly supplemented by the use of qualitative case studies as ‘a 

supplementary mode of causal inference’(Mahoney, 2007: 122-3).   

The quantitative analysis of committee reports offers not only a useful insight into the volume 

of open data usage within parliament. It also gives an indication of how open data is used in 

practice. It provides an insight into who it is submitted by and where it is sourced from. It is 

useful to consider not only how much open data is cited by the committee itself but the other 

categories of users that submit evidence to the committee. When assessing open data’s 

accountability impact, it is necessary to consider the influence of the open data user. There 

must be a consideration of whether they are charged with, capable of and motivated to 

effectively hold the government to account. The project assesses open data’s accountability 

impact by identifying how often it is used by those responsible for or interested in holding the 

government to account. It investigates the frequency of open data use (in the oral and written 

evidence provided by internal and external actors) for the purposes of informing committee 

reports or influencing government policy. Whilst the quantitative approach offers insight into 

this, it is limited without employing complimentary qualitative methods. The qualitative 

approach offers contextual information to inform this project’s findings which cannot be 

garnered from a narrowly numerical approach.  
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3.1 Research Philosophy: Positivism  

This project is situated in the positivist school of thought. However, this project does not 

operate based on a methodologically exclusionary interpretation of positivism. Such an 

interpretation would preclude the use of qualitative methods. It does not view positivist 

research as an undertaking which must be exclusively quantitative. Nor does it view 

interpretivism as being confined to purely qualitative methodologies. Rather, the project is 

much more pragmatic in the methods which it employs. Methods have been employed for 

their suitability to the research question. This does not present a problem for the project as it 

is of the epistemological and ontological position that ‘qualitative methods can be used by 

those with both a positivist and non-positivist epistemological position.’ This is supported in 

the literature on research design and methodology for political science (Vromen, 2010: 249).   

This study does not ignore ontological and epistemological issues as they relate to 

methodology. Such a position would be untenable (Read & Marsh, 2002: 240). When 

employing both qualitative and quantitative methods a researcher must take care not to 

compromise their ‘ontological and epistemological position’ (Read & Marsh, 2002: 241). As 

such, the project does not operate on a positivist understanding when analysing quantitative 

data and then on an interpretivist one when conducting its qualitative research. This type of 

approach would be logically inconsistent. This problem is not purely academic. An 

inconsistent approach could compromise the integrity of the research being conducted (Read 

& Marsh, 2002: 237-243).  

The project adopts a mixed methods approach to research as a wholly quantitative approach 

to the research question would be inappropriate and limiting. This type of approach runs the 

risk of ignoring the ‘social construction of…data’ (John, 2010: 269). Qualitative methods are 

employed in conjunction with quantitative methods to produce a methodological pluralism 

which allows the research to remain ‘relevant to the real world’ (Vromen, 2010: 254). Hopkin 

contends methodological triangulation and mixed-methods approaches are underused despite 

their ‘obvious potential’ (Hopkin, 2010: 307). 

Although the project is positivist, it remains sensitive to ‘the ways in which political 

experiences can be socially constructed’ (Hopkin, 2010: 302). The project accepts the 
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existence of an objective reality but appreciates that this objective reality is only imperfectly 

knowable. It is often obscured by socially constructed experience. Thu, political phenomena, 

especially in terms of institutional policies and experiences, cannot be studied by quantitative 

techniques alone (Hopkin, 2010: 302). 

The positivist tradition asserts that the researcher and their research are distinct. Whilst they 

are not always entirely inseparable, biases can be controlled for. Positivism is often conflated 

with the scientific method. The positivist holds that ‘whilst certainty is unobtainable, we can 

improve the reliability, validity… and honesty of our conclusions by paying attention to the 

rules of scientific inference’ (King et al, 1994: 7). The project adopts a positivist approach 

which is epistemologically softer. A mixed methods approach is employed to mitigate against 

the perceived weaknesses of an interpretation of positivism which is purely quantitative and 

methodologically exclusionary. A mixed methods approach is employed so as not to, ‘ignore 

the complexity of the world’ in a quest ‘to turn politics into a series of repeated and identical 

experiences or events’ (John, 2010: 269). Reducing the research to a process of simple 

quantification would serve to ‘strip out the context…and render it meaningless or sterile’ 

(John, 2010: 269). The study employs qualitative methods to compliment quantification as 

they offer a holistic approach and exploratory dimension which cannot be achieved through 

quantification alone (Hopkin, 2010: 301).   

This is not to say qualitative methods are superior. These critiques only pertain to a 

caricatured brand of positivism. Quantitative research, in the positivist tradition, when carried 

out correctly is sensitive to these potential shortcomings. The positivist should aim to remain, 

‘aware that complex social realities may not always be captured by repeated observations’ 

(John, 2010: 269). This project also acknowledges the weaknesses of qualitative methods and 

the complementary strengths of quantitative methods. This thesis employs descriptive 

statistics which have the welcomed benefit of standardizing common-sense ideals. Indeed, 

‘Much can be gained by representing descriptive data pictorially in the form of bar charts’ 

(John, 2010, 272).  

As the research question is ‘Does open data increase government accountability?’ there will 

be a quantitative focus on open data. To ensure that instances of open data use are indicative 
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of government accountability, the quantitative dimension of this research focuses on scanning 

committee reports and associated oral and written evidence for instances of open datasets 

being used/cited. This open data can be readily considered as instances of open data being 

used for the purpose of holding the government to account as the prime function of 

parliamentary committees is to scrutinise the work and conduct of government. The vast 

majority of reports produced by departmental select committees are scrutiny pieces. They 

may scrutinise government policies, spending, decisions, or appointments.  

3.2 Hermeneutics: Is Data Value Free? 

Data itself is often understood to be the purest expression of positivism, as ‘raw, unprocessed 

information’ (Yu & Robinson 2012:189). Those who position themselves epistemologically 

in a more exclusionary positivist paradigm often view data in its rawest form as the 

separation of fact and value.  Data is often uncritically accepted as knowledge free from any 

prior subjective manipulation or contextualization. This project does not take this for granted, 

instead it adopts a critical perspective. The project considers whether data can be free from 

subjective bias and therefore inherently apolitical. This has a direct bearing on the 

accountability value of data. If the government implement biased data collection models, 

accidentally or otherwise, this may hamper the accountability value of open government data.  

The project assesses the epistemological validity of the claim that data is value free and the 

implications of this. To this end, hermeneutics is illuminating.  

Hermeneutics can be understood as the branch of philosophy which deals with the theory and 

methodology of interpretation. Its consideration here is appropriate as hermeneutics has 

historically been applied to bodies of literature which were typically understood to be sources 

of ‘ancient wisdom.’ These sources include biblical scripture and the classical philosophical 

works of ‘sages.’ These were individuals who were widely accepted to have attained 

‘wisdom.’ As alluded to previously, knowledge and wisdom need to be reassessed 

considering the data revolution. The term hermeneutics comes from the name ‘Hermes’ the 

12th God of the Greek (Olympian) pantheon. The messenger of the gods. Hermes is often 

noted for his speed and signature footwear, the talaria. These were a pair of winged sandals 

which allowed Hermes to travel more swiftly between worlds. The Roman’s knew him as 
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Mercury. In the Roman Pantheon he was similarly associated with communication and 

quickness, being again depicted with his signature winged hat, winged boots, and a herald’s 

staff (Abulad, 2007: 12).  

 Hermes’ connection to hermeneutics is clear given his historical characterization as a 

‘trickster…and translator’ who was etymologically linked to both language and ‘the sacred 

practice of interpretation’ (Grau, 2014:79). Hermeneutics deals with 

‘ambivalence…mistranslation, shifts of meaning, and outright deception’ (Grau, 2014: 79). It 

is often applied to the study of language and grammar. The first reference to Hermes is made 

in the Platonic dialogue the ‘Cratylus’ which itself is a ‘discussion about language and 

speech’ (Abulad, 2007: 12). It explicitly considers the meanings and associations of the name 

Hermes. In the Cratylus Plato remarks that the name Hermes relates to, ‘speech…he is the 

interpreter, or messenger, or thief, or liar…all that sort of thing has a great deal to do with 

language’ (Abulad, 2007: 17).  

It is hermeneutics connection to language (especially the rules and formulation of language: 

grammar) and misinterpretation, which make it a useful lens to employ when examining the 

digital age. Meta-data, data-collection models and the syntax of computer languages are the 

digital equivalent to language and grammar for computers in the 21st Century. Moreover, the 

digitization of vast stores of data and information on freely accessible online repositories has 

profound implications for human knowledge in the 21st Century. The potential for open data, 

which supposedly free from prior contextualization, to premised upon subjective bias must be 

considered critically. When hermeneutics is employed to language it becomes clear that there 

is more to understanding texts and the spoken word than the meaning of individual sentences. 

In the same way we must pay attention to the formatting, structure, and presentation of data. 

Moreover, we must consider how it is collected, the criteria upon which it is collected and for 

what purposes it is collected. 

Hermeneutics applicability to data is clear when one considers that ‘Data science is the 

systematic process of creating, building, and organizing knowledge with data’ (Acker, 2015: 

70). It is relevant when considering the collection, organisation, and presentation of data as 

these have the potential to introduce subjective bias into a dataset. This is problematic as data 
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is so often uncritcally accepted to be purely quantitative and value free. Yet, the decision of 

what data to include and exclude and how that data will be presented is inescapably 

qualitative. Indeed, where the hard positivist views data as an attempt to separate fact and 

value, hermeneutics suggests a much more ambiguous and intertwined relationship.  

When considering the data which is presented in open government data sets, it is important to 

consider what data was collected and excluded. In a dataset what is not expressed and 

presented can be just as important as what is. There can be subjective bias in data collection 

models. This is true both where data collection is carried out on an automated bias or 

manually through human input. Where data collection is done automatically there is usually 

still some human input further back in the temporal chain of data collection A human has 

usually created some algorithm or program with set criteria for data collection.  

As soon as an individual begins to collect data, they make a value judgement about what 

should and what should not be collected and included. The same is true where data is 

aggregated, disaggregated, combined, and analysed. Hermeneutics has been employed with 

the view to presenting a critical perspective, rather than representing the epistemological 

basis of this project. As such, this dissertation remains positivist. Whilst it accepts that the 

objectivity of datasets might be skewed by bias in data collection models, this does not make 

reality itself subjective or invalidates the quest for objectivity. It is merely a testimony to 

human and mechanical imperfection. The consideration of hermeneutics mitigates against 

hubristic claims of perfectly knowable objectivity. This remains in line with the positivist 

epistemological position. Bias in data collection models is consistent with the positivist 

assertion that reality is objective but is imperfectly knowable. The project adopts a positivist 

position which is sensitive to the critiques of critical realism.   The demands of positivism 

dictate that the research should be philosophically and methodologically critical. 

Subjectivism in data collection models makes objective reality ever harder to know but it 

does not preclude its existence.  

Data and open data have become golden concepts. Typically, data is contrasted to 

information, which is more transparently value laden. Indeed, data underpins information. 

Information is contextualised data that has been interpreted and presented for the user. 
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Information often represents data being framed in a manner to influence or persuade the 

reader of some subjective point. Public service information is an important aspect of the open 

government project. Public service information, unlike data, is (wilfully) contextualised. This 

is usually done in the interests of making it more communicable and accessible. Public 

service information can represent a contextualisation of an open or even closed dataset. As is 

the case with open data, the increased dissemination of public service information has been 

touted for its potential to increase transparency, participation, collaboration, accountability 

and to optimise public services.  

The quantitative analysis does not scan for instances of PSI in committee reports and 

associated oral and written evidence. The Atlas.ti program (the chosen search programme for 

this project) is not employed to do this as committees have been citing PSI since before the 

establishment of the open government partnership. Committee reports have long been 

saturated with PSI usually in the form of references to pre-existing parliamentary and 

government publications.  PSI, however, remains an important constituent element in open 

government. What is particular to the 21st Century is the development of public service 

information apps. Such apps are often constructed using open data. They represent a 

contextualization of open data presented through an interface (usually an accessible and user-

friendly interface). Therefore, PSI plays an important role in the qualitative dimension of this 

research. It receives a full discussion in the survey of grey literature and the interviews. This 

provides a clear insight into the impact of PSI and public service apps after the establishment 

of the open government partnership. This controls for the pre-existing impact of PSI which 

predated the proliferation of the global open government policy agenda. 

The positivist underpinnings of this project have several implications in terms of 

implementing the chosen research methods. Meta-theoretically, in the positivist tradition 

research is to be carried out in a manner which adheres to a ‘separation of understanding and 

explanation’ (Finlayson et al., 2004: 130). The research question posed is not simply one of 

whether people feel open government makes government more accountable. The question is 

employed with the view to more closely realising what is objectively true free of various 

cognitive and personal biases. In line with the positivist tradition, this research presupposes 

some sort of knowable (albeit imperfectly knowable) and objective reality.  King et el note 
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that the personal reasons for choosing a particular research topic represent the ‘real reasons’ 

for research. Yet they also assert that ‘no one cares what we think—the scholarly community 

only cares what we can demonstrate’ (King et al, 1994: 15). 

In following this philosophical approach, the thesis will operate on a methodological basis 

whereby tests are employed that can produce generalizations. These tests are characterized by 

repeatability. This is most obviously seen in the quantitative aspects of the research. For 

instance, subsequent researchers can run the same committee reports through Atlas.ti (the 

chosen programme for this project). They can then compare results and determine the validity 

and reliability of this project’s empirical research, subsequent analysis, findings, and 

conclusion. 

Further to this, the Atlas.ti program conducts searches based on key-terms. The selected key-

term is ‘data’ and all related terms which contain the word data or a variation on the term. 

The appropriateness of this key-term will be explained subsequent sections. Researchers will 

be able to repeat the ‘test’ by using the same key terms, material, and program which this 

study has employed to locate the use of open datasets by parliamentary committees. This is in 

line with positivism as it views the discovery and production of knowledge as a constant 

process of revision, re-testing, and improvement. This understanding of positivism as an 

imperfect and constant process of improvement necessarily validates the inclusion of 

qualitative methods. Positivism can be philosophy and methodologically less exclusionary 

and much softer than many researchers present it as, whilst remaining consistent with its 

foundational values. 

The semi-structured interviews can similarly be repeated albeit only as far as is reasonably 

possibly (with anonymity and access being potentially limiting factors for other researchers). 

Other researchers can subsequently interview the same categories of interviewee. They can 

repeat this test by asking the same or similar questions that were posed to interviewees in this 

project. A sample of the questions put to interviewees (there will be some variation of the 

questions depending on the individual interviewed) is detailed within this chapter.  
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Furthermore, where anonymity has not been requested by an interviewee, subsequent 

researchers can endeavour to secure an interview with the same individual. They can then ask 

the same (or similar) questions of the exact interviewees to test the reliability and validity of 

the project’s findings. Moreover, they can ask the interviewee about the accuracy or 

otherwise of their responses as they have been detailed in this project.  

3.3 Deductive Inquiry  

This study employs a deductive approach. This approach involves testing hypothesis which 

have been formulated based on pre-existing theory. Indeed, the deductive model is theory led. 

It asserts that from, ‘a covering law, or theory, we deduce an observable consequence, which 

we can then set about to empirically test’ (Johnson, 1996: 289). It is consistent with this 

study’s positivist approach as, ‘If the predicted consequence occurs, the theory was verified 

according to logical positivism. The truth value of the covering law was determined through 

this empirical process’ (Johnson, 1996: 289).  The deductive approach is diametrically 

opposed to the inductive approach. Where the deductive approach advances from a general 

theory to the specific, inductive inquiry makes general assertions from specific observations. 

The approach is reversed, and the deductive approach is, ‘typically presented as that mode of 

inference that moves from general principle to particular instance’ (Mahootian et al, 2009: 

61-2) The inductive model was first advocated in empirical science approximately 400 years 

ago by Sir Francis Bacon. Rightly or wrongly the inductive model has long been thought of 

as, ‘a weaker, and less compelling mode of scientific inference, relative to the time honoured, 

iron-bound necessity of deductive reason’ (Mahootian et al, 2009: 61).   

As the deductive approach is more typical of scientific inference and given this study’s 

positivist underpinnings, it operates on a deductive basis. The problem that this project aims 

to address is that simply releasing datasets is little more than disclosure. This does not 

automatically equate to increased accountability of government. There is a distinction to be 

made between superficial transparency and that which translates into increased 

accountability. The key sub-questions of this project are threefold and run as follows: 

1. Is open data being used? 

2. If so, who is it being used by and for what purposes? 
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3. Does its use increase the accountability of government? 

In answering these questions, the research employs three hypotheses which run as follows: 

1.  As committees are important avenues for pursuing government accountability, 

British and Irish parliamentary committees will use open data. 

2. Open datasets are being used by those charged with and/or who have a vested interest 

in and are capable of holding the government to account (i.e. opposition parties, 

NGOs, interest groups and members, etc) 

3. This usage increases the transparency of government and therefore accountability (as 

I have adopted an approach that sees transparency as an essential part of 

accountability) of government.  

The literature review illustrated the potential for dysfunction which transparency measures 

and accountability mechanisms can often result in. Given the potential for dysfunction 

highlighted in the findings of the literature review an important caveat to note is that these 

hypotheses have been formulated as a test. These hypotheses are all build upon optimistic 

assumptions of how transparency measures should lead to increased accountability in theory. 

This may not be the case in practice. These hypotheses allow us to test this theory. They are 

not themselves a state of fact.   

The theory that open government data advocacy is premised upon is broadly optimistic and 

far-reaching. This is the theory that increased dissemination of open data sets necessarily 

increases transparency of government. This will in turn make the government more 

accountable as interested parties (citizens, advocacy groups and parliamentarians) use the 

data to scrutinise the spending, legislation, and actions of government. They can do so on a 

demonstratable and evidential basis with reference to open datasets which are freely 

accessible, interoperable, and available for bulk download.  

This is how open government data dissemination is supposed to work in the interests of 

increased transparency and accountability of government. However, this necessarily assumes 

effective dissemination and subsequent engagement and participation by the right parties. 
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These are quite far-reaching but typical assumptions in popular discourse on transparency, 

accountability, and open government data.  

The Open Data Barometer provides some insight into how open data should improve 

government transparency and accountability in practice. The barometer’s assessment criteria 

directs researchers to ascertain ‘whether open data is being used by civil society, individuals 

or non-government professionals to increase government transparency and accountability’ 

(Iglesias, 2016: 32-33). This illustrates the importance of open data being utilized by the 

appropriate parties if it is to increase government transparency and accountability in practice. 

 In its guidance for researchers the barometer suggests open data could do increase 

transparency and accountability of government by supporting journalism and data journalism. 

Open data offers a potential resource for journalists to uncovers wasteful spending. In theory 

it can make transparent corruption and wrongdoing by government. The barometer suggests 

that were open data dissemination functions correctly it may be used in the creation of 

applications. These are applications that allow citizens to offer feedback or report their 

experience of government services. The barometer offers the example of where a dataset of 

schools or hospitals is used by third parties to build a school or healthcare performance 

reporting application for citizens. It directs the researcher to assess the accountability impact 

of a country’s open data by searching for instances where this data has been utilized to 

produce ‘applications to leverage open data around budgets, expenditure tracking, 

procurement, taxation and policy making’ (Iglesias, 2016: 32).  

The barometer suggests that open data will increase government accountability where it is 

used in ‘accountability mechanisms such as financial disclosure, conflict-of-interest 

restrictions, audit systems and anti-corruption efforts’ (Iglesias, 2016: 32). It asserts that open 

data will also lead to improved accountability of government where it effectively supports 

‘scrutiny of government decision making’ and supports ‘citizen engagement in policy 

making’ (Iglesias, 2016: 32). This again highlights the importance of participation and 

engagement in delivering transparency and accountability dividends. It also illustrates how 

the hypotheses are necessarily optimistic in their assumptions. They are premised upon 

engagement and participation by the relevant actors. This is far from guaranteed.  
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There is a long and tenuous chain of processes between the dissemination of open data to 

actualised accountability. There must be successful progress from the dissemination of open 

data to engagement of individuals and groups. These parties must be sufficiency capable and 

motivated to hold government to account. They must then successfully lobby government 

through parliaments scrutiny mechanisms given the nature of delegated authority in 

parliamentary systems. This project employs the optimistic hypotheses outlined above with 

the view to critically testing the validity of the assumption upon which they are premised. It 

seeks to ascertain what is true in practice. This will allow it to more closely realise the 

imperfectly knowable but objective reality which positivist research aims to discover.  

3.4 Mixed Methods Approach 

This project adopts a mixed methods approach as the ‘traditional philosophical division 

between quantitative and qualitative methods is increasingly becoming viewed as a false 

dichotomy’ (Read & Marsh, 2002, 235). Mixed methods research’s strengths lie in the fact 

that ‘combining methods increases the validity of research’ (Read & Marsh, 2002: 237). 

Methodological triangulation is commonly employed where the exclusive use of one 

methodological approach cannot cover all aspects of the research question. Indeed, this 

project employs a mixed methodology as quantitative methods alone cannot ‘address all 

aspects of the research question’ (Read & Marsh, 2002: 237). This mixed methods approach 

has been employed with the view to adding ‘validity to results produced’ (Read & Marsh, 

2002: 238). 

Qualitative and quantitative methods can be combined in a variety of ways, there is no single 

approach to mixed-methods research. Creswell contends that methods can be combined in 

three distinct ways. These is a two-phase design, a dominant-less dominant design, and a 

mixed-methodology design (Creswell, 1994: 177). It is the mixed-methodology design to 

which Creswell was most committed6. This type of methodology offers flexibility as it can be 

 
6 Creswell’s ‘mixed-methodology’ design is a specific approach to research design as outlined by Creswell 
combining qualitative and quantitative research. This is not to be confused with more general uses of the term 
mixed methods or multi-methods research. Which are typically used to refer to any research combining 
qualitative and quantitative methodologies. In this context Creswell’s two-phase design, dominant-less 
dominant design and mixed methodology design all refer to mixed-methods research in so far as they all 
employ and/or combine qualitative and quantitative techniques.  
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used in any stage of the research process. Creswell contends that this approach allows the 

researcher to take advantage of both qualitative and quantitative research methods. He asserts 

that this approach offers a better reflection of research practice (Creswell, 1994: 177).  

Padgett, likewise, advocates for a mixed-methodological approach as ‘both possible and 

preferred’ (Read & Marsh, 2002: 241). Padgett contends that ‘when both models are given 

their due, a study can be enhanced greatly by their synergy’ (Padgett, 1998: 134).  However, 

Creswell’s methodology and two-phase approach to research design are ‘highly questionable’ 

in epistemological and ontological terms (Read and Marsh, 2002: 241). The two-phased 

research design implies that it is possible for a researcher to conduct their qualitative research 

as an interpretivist and their quantitative research as a positivist within the same project. This 

is epistemologically and ontologically inconsistent. Furthermore, the mixed-methodological 

approach as detailed by Creswell implies a researcher can simply choose to privilege neither 

qualitative nor quantitative methods but employ both co-equally. This is problematic as a 

researcher’s epistemological position will necessarily influence the extent to which research 

‘will lean more towards one tradition than another’ (Devine & Heath, 1999: 204  

Thus, this project epistemologically positions itself broadly in the dominant-less dominant 

mixed methods research design. In this design ‘a researcher adopts an approach with a single 

dominant paradigm with a small component of the overall study being drawn from an 

alternative paradigm’ (Read & Marsh, 2002: 240). The project characterises this as a ‘broad’ 

position as it appreciates realist critiques. It recognises the that the significance of the 

methods employed can at times only become clear retrospectively in virtue of the results 

which they yield.  

However, the project remains epistemologically faithful to the positivist philosophy and 

proceeds on a positivist basis in conducting its research. This is possible as it is established in 

the literature that positivism need not preclude or privilege quantitative methods over 

qualitative methods. Positivism is an approach to research design and methodology, not a 

methodology in itself. To conflate positivism as purely or exclusively quantitative is an 

oversimplification. Thus, this project embraces pragmatism but is still consistently positivist 
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in principle. It proceeds on a basis whereby it employs ‘qualitative methods as an ancillary to 

quantitative ones’ (Read & Marsh, 2002: 241).  

The study aims to free itself from typical ‘self-imposed limitations, as many scholars 

continue to favour methodological approaches borrowed from other disciplines’ (Hopkin, 

2010: 307). The research question posed necessarily demands a pragmatism of approach but 

‘it is a pragmatism which is systematic and vigorous’ (Devine & Heath, 1999: 18). A 

quantitative approach will reveal how often open data is cited by departmental select 

committees in their reports (and associated oral and written evidence) over time. As 

parliamentary committees are parliament’s central vehicle of scrutiny post-election and 

because committee reports are scrutiny pieces this will give an insight into whether open data 

is increasing government accountability.  

It would be naïve to think that this sole methodological approach addresses all aspects of the 

research question without any potential drawbacks. A narrowly quantitative methodological 

approach risks reducing the research to only considering open data-driven scrutiny by MPs 

who sit on committees. There could exist a variety of more informal, subtle, or opaque ways 

in which open government data could be being used to hold the government to account. It is 

now generally accepted that both qualitative and quantitative methods ‘each have a crucial 

role to play in extending our understanding of the topic under consideration’ (Read & Marsh, 

2002: 236). By combining and supplementing the quantitative method with the two different 

qualitative approaches (subsequently comparing the results of all three) allows each method 

to serve ‘as a check on another’ (Read & Marsh, 2002: 237).  

The findings of semi-structured interviews will either collaborate or contradict the findings of 

quantification. Likewise, the findings from the grey literature review will either agree with or 

contradict the results of quantification. Another possible outcome is that the two qualitative 

methodologies could yield different results. One could confirm and the other contradict the 

findings of quantification. This kind of comparison between findings can offer valuable 

insights but is also often thought of as one of the problems arising from a mixed methods 

approach. This is the problem of what should be done when ‘different methods produce 

different results’ (Read and Marsh, 2002: 242). In positivist mixed methods research ‘the 
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qualitative data will usually be ancillary to the quantitative data’ (Read & Marsh, 2002: 241). 

If this project where to adopt such an approach the quantitative data would take precedent 

over the qualitative data where the results were in contradiction.  

Whilst this project has adopted a ‘dominant-less dominant’ approach to its mixed 

methodology in practice pragmatism is vital to research. In terms of significance in findings, 

the project proceeded on a basis whereby the quantitative method was dominant. However, it 

did not operate on a prejudiced basis which precluded the findings of the qualitative research 

from being co-equal were more significant or more strongly evidenced upon the project’s 

conclusion. Such an approach is vital where unforeseen discoveries are made and well 

supported.  

Although this project employs two qualitative and one quantitative method, the quantitative 

method does not represent the secondary method. The quantitative analysis was extensive, 

and the resultant findings have far-reaching implications. In theory it is the semi-structured 

interviews and grey-literature review which functioned as supplementary methods. The 

quantitative method yields a closed answer to the question as to whether open data increases 

government accountability; this is invaluable. Based on the analysis of committee reports 

(including associated oral and written evidence) there is a short, closed ended, numerical 

answer. This, of course, is not the entirety of the answer. The qualitative findings supplement 

and contextualize this answer. However, it represents an important starting point for 

investigation. Quantitative analysis represented the project’s starting point and core 

methodology in beginning to answer the research question posed. This ensured that the 

project remained in line with the project’s dominant-less dominant approach to research 

design.  

The project did not only designate methodological priority along a quantitative-qualitative 

paradigm. The project also privileges its own first-hand data collection (results of quantitative 

analysis and semi-structured interviews) over the findings arising from its grey-literature 

review. Grey literature by its very nature is a second-hand data source. The project has 

adopted a critical perspective on the grey literature it reviews. The purpose of comparing the 

findings both between and within the qualitative and quantitative methods was done with the 
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view to exploring ‘any inconsistencies between the…data sources’ (Read & Marsh, 2002: 

239).  

This project compared its own first-hand findings on the UK and Ireland’s open data projects 

with those of IO’s and NGO’ (particularly the Open Government Barometer). It compared the 

findings of the quantitative committee report analysis with the findings of the semi-structured 

interviews of political and bureaucratic elites. The study compared the findings of 

quantification against those of the grey literature review. Moreover, the findings of the two 

qualitative methods employed are also compared against one another. The findings of the 

project’s semi-structured interviews were compared with the findings of its grey literature 

review. The Open Data Barometer presents the UK as a leader and Ireland as an under 

performer in open data. The project has employed a comparison of its findings to critically 

assess the validity of this claim.  

The supplementary value of the qualitative methods employed should not be underestimated. 

Although quantification marked a useful starting point in investigating the research question. 

Quantification alone runs the risk of overlooking more subtle instances of open government 

data being used for the purposes of holding government to account. Moreover, whilst the 

closed ended nature of this approach is useful it is not without its weaknesses. It provides a 

definitive answer, but it offers no explanatory or exploratory value. The use of qualitative 

methods was employed to effectively offset this weakness. Indeed, descriptive methodologies 

are not without their utility even within the positivist paradigm. These methodologies are 

useful, but they do not preclude objective reality. Although the project employs a mixed 

methodology this was still done with a view to ensuring generalizability and repeatability. 

It is also important to consider the temporal sequencing of the methods. This increases the 

ease with which subsequent researchers can replicate this research to assess the validity of its 

conclusions. This is operative in understanding how the methods have been combined and 

how they complement one another. Four options were available here: 

1. The quantitative research could precede the qualitative research. 

2.  The qualitative research could precede the quantitative research.  
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3. The quantitative and qualitative research could be conducted concurrently.  

4. One of the qualitative methods could lead followed by the quantitative analysis and 

the remaining qualitative approach.  

Padgett describes temporal sequencing of Creswell’s two stage approach and dominant-less 

dominant approach. Padgett distinguishes between research design where the qualitative 

research proceeds the qualitative research or vice versa (Padgett, 1998: 128-9). This project 

adopts the dominant-less dominant approach to research design as outlined by Creswell. 

Option one as outlined above could be employed consistently in the context of this project’s 

dominant-less dominant paradigm.  

However, the nature of the research question and practical constraints mean that this project 

necessarily lends itself to option three. The research methods were conducted concurrently 

but the quantitative method led. The project begun with the quantitative analysis in line with 

the dominant-less dominant approach to research design. However, the semi-structured 

interviews and grey-literature review also began before this quantitative analysis was 

concluded. This was done on account of the demands of practicality and pragmatism. This 

allowed the project to be completed in the most time efficient manner. Indeed, some of the 

documents which feature in the quantitative analysis were not freely available or easily 

located. They had to be retrieved using FOI requests. By employing the methods concurrently 

and in a time-staggered the project was able to operate efficiently whilst remaining true to its 

epistemological underpinnings. Several of the semi-structure interview questions were 

exploratory. These were employed with the view to allowing for a degree of flexibility in the 

project. They aimed at identifying and mitigating against any potential methodological dead 

ends. This was crucial as ‘researchers need to be flexible and adaptable’ (Read & Marsh, 

2002: 247).  

Upon the conclusion of the quantitative and qualitative research the project conducted an 

integration phase. In this phase links between the quantitative analysis and qualitative 

findings were identified. The implications of these for the research question were consider. It 

is in this phase where the methods were most explicitly ‘mixed.’ The quantitative findings 

were supplemented, contextualised, and explained with reference to the qualitative findings. 
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These integrated findings are detailed in this dissertation’s empirical chapters and 

(particularly in the) conclusion. This was the ‘writing up’ phase of the research.  

3.5 Research Design 

3.5.1 Selection of Case Studies: Westminster and Oireachtas  

This thesis is a comparative case study. The country cases to be examined are the UK and 

Ireland. This section details their suitability as case studies. It explains why these two 

parliaments and their committee systems are apt for comparison. Most open government data 

research has been conducted in relation to the USA as this is where the Open Government 

Partnership finds its origins. A substantial amount of research has also been conducted on 

developing countries which suffer from much more explicit transparency-accountability 

deficits. The impact of open government data in the UK and Ireland is an under researched 

area of study. This is particularly true in terms of open data’s accountability impact.  

Open data as it relates to accountability is sparsely addressed in the literature on the basis of a 

comparative case study. This is particularly true on a quantitative basis. Large scale-research 

has been citizen centric, institutional, or legalistic in focus. This study therefore targets a gap 

in the literature by considering open data as it specifically relates to the Irish and British 

committee systems. Open data has not been considered in a parliamentary context. Its use and 

impact have not been considered in the committee system. Moreover, there has been a ‘dearth 

of literature on the Irish administrative system and… lack of academic studies of Government 

Departments’ (MacCarthaigh, 2017: 8) 

This project examines the UK because of the accountability dividends touted in its open 

government white papers as contrasted against the negative assessments of the Public 

Administration Select Committee. Ireland has been selected on account of the Irish 

Government’s efforts to address corruption and opaque government. These efforts have been 

recognised and commended by the Open Government Partnership. The study is comparative. 

It examines two cases rather than a single case in isolation as this allows for generalization 

and a more complete assessment of the impact of open government data on government 

accountability.  
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The UK has consistently scored highly in terms of global accountability indicators and 

indexes. Ireland has been commended by the OGP for being a rising star in terms of 

transparency and openness. Examination of the UK allows the project to assess the extent to 

which open government data can bolster the government accountability in a state that is 

already internationally recognised as performing well on transparency and accountability. 

The examination of Ireland allows for an inquiry into whether open government data can 

effectively address the accountability deficits of a state. This study does not take these 

deficits for granted. It questions the validity of the alleged disparity in transparency and 

accountability between the two cases. Indeed, this project critically engages with the work 

produced by the Open Government Barometer. It questions its findings that their substantial 

disparity in performance between the UK and Ireland in respect of open data.  

Westminster and the Oireachtas have been selected due to their similarity as parliamentary 

systems. There theoretically similarity was considered in full in the literature review. 

However, it is useful to consider the main accountability mechanisms of these parliamentary 

systems. In both systems ‘accountability manifests itself in many forms’ (Geddes, 2019: 24). 

In the UK Parliament the prime accountability mechanisms are standing and departmental 

select committees, debates, prime minister’s questions, and minister’s questions. It is 

unsurprising that there is such a variety of accountability mechanisms available at 

Westminster. This is the case because although scrutiny is a formalized process in practice it 

remains a vaguely expressed. Indeed, ‘the nature of government accountability to Parliament 

is not fixed or even clearly defined’ (Geddes, 2019: 24). The Irish parliamentary systems’ 

main accountability mechanisms are also the committee system (joint and select), debates, 

Taoiseach’s questions, and minister’s question.  It is unsurprisingly that the Oireachtas has a 

similarly wide variety of accountability mechanisms as it has its historical and functional 

origins in Westminster. Indeed, it is the commonality between these two systems’ 

accountability regimes that makes them appropriate for comparison. They are institutionally 

similar. Yet, the grey literature suggests that they differ greatly in terms of their performance 

on open data dissemination, impact, and the construction of a high-level data architecture. 

There is a focus on those committees which are charged with scrutinising the work of 



132 
 
 

 

 

government departments (opposed to legislative committees) in both cases, as these are the 

prime vehicle for the scrutiny of government post-election in both jurisdictions.  

In the UK, a Select Committee can be understood as a cross-party group of MPs or Lords 

charged with a specific remit to investigate. Select committees in their current incarnation 

have existed from 1979 but ‘date back to the fourteenth century, and they became 

increasingly used from the sixteenth century onwards’ (Geddes, 2019: 27). They report back 

to the House that established the committee. Departmental select committees are responsible 

for shadowing and scrutinising the work of government departments. There are 19 of these 

committees (Standing Order No. 152 of the House of Commons).  The relevancy of data to 

these committees is clear as select committees gather evidence when conducting their work. 

They gather evidence from members, ministers, officials, the public and organisations which 

are external to parliament. These external organisations could be advocacy groups, think 

tanks or charities. Standing or public bill committees carry out a similar function only in 

relation to specific bills. These are therefore more ad-hoc in nature.  

Prime minister’s question time is an opportunity to hold government to account in which MPs 

of all parties are afforded the opportunity to ask direct questions of the Prime Minister. It is 

perhaps the best-known scrutiny mechanism. It can be understood as the ‘weekly duel 

between government and opposition…it is a highly partisan debate’ (Geddes, 2019: 24). The 

accountability connotations to Prime minister’s questions are clearly illustrated by the 

‘confrontational atmosphere involving shouting, heckling and yelling’ (Geddes, 2019: 24). 

These accountability implications are evidence in the fact that the prime minister has to 

answer questions from arbitrarily selected MPs with no forewarning as to the topic of these 

questions. The accountability impact of this mechanism is compounded by the fact that the 

prime minister must also answer ‘six questions from the leader of the opposition’ (Geddes, 

2019: 24). Finally, parliamentary debates (at least in theory) can be understood as how both 

Houses of Parliament reach their decisions. These debates are varied in nature. Some 

consider proposed laws. Others simply allow for the opinions of MPs and Lords to be heard.  

In the Irish system, in contrast to the British system, a standing committee is not a public bill 

committee tasked with scrutinising specific legislation. In the Irish model standing 
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committees are permanent committees which are automatically established by standing orders 

at the beginning of each new Dáil or Seanad.  In the Oireachtas a select committee is a 

committee which is comprised of members of either the Dáil or Seanad exclusively. In 

contrast to select committees, a joint committee is a group of TDs or senators chosen by one 

or both Houses of the Oireachtas to study a particular subject area. Joint Committees in the 

Oireachtas shadow the work of government departments. This includes proposed legislation, 

estimates for government expenditure and all other matters which may be of public and 

parliamentary concern. The other methods of parliamentary accountability (debates, 

Taoiseach’s questions, and minister’s questions) are similarly analogous to the British 

system. 

There has been some reversal of the erosion in public confidence in Irish parliamentary 

politics. The committee system has played a vital part in the reversal of this trend. The claims 

that open data advocates make of open government data are analogous to the dividends that 

were actualized in the Irish parliament through the development of the committee system. 

This project considers whether the dissemination of open government data will lead to the 

wider inclusion of extra-parliamentary actors in the decision-making process. It questions 

whether open data’s dividends are comparable to those which arose from reforms of 

parliamentary committees in the 20th century. Indeed, the committee system spearheaded 

parliamentary reforms in the 20th century.  

The British and Irish systems share the same functional origins in the Westminster 

(majoritarian) model. In the Westminster model party loyalty and leadership are usually so 

strong and cohesive that naturally ‘there are limitations on the capacity for committees to 

conduct independent legislative oversight’ (Lynch, 2017: 63). Indeed, in Westminster-style 

parliaments committees are often assessed in terms of whether they benefit parties rather than 

parliament (Lynch, 2017: 62). Despite there being some differences between these two 

accountability regimes, there has largely been convergence between the two systems in recent 

years. The comparison between the UK and Ireland is a logical choice, as whilst both 

parliaments can be characterised as Westminster-styled systems, both similarly have adopted 

some consensual features.  
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Lijphart’s consensual model asserts that in these systems the executive is much more 

accountable to parliament (MacCarthaigh, 2005: 56). No parliamentary system completely 

fits the majoritarian or consensus models. Unlike in the Westminster model, in consensus-

styled parliaments ‘the agenda is agreed by negotiation’ (Lynch, 2017: 63).  These 

parliaments ‘are more conducive to strong oversight by committees’ (Lynch, 2017: 63).  In 

the consensus model, committees are much more embedded in the work of parliament 

(MacCarthaigh, 2005: 87). The Oireachtas has experience departure from its Westminster-

styled origins towards ‘the development of more consensual government in the years after 

1992’ (MacCarthaigh, 2005: 87).  

Despite its majoritarian origins the Oireachtas operates based on proportional representation. 

Coalition governments are typically thought to be ‘an inevitable product of an electoral 

system based on proportional representation by the single transferable vote (PR-STV)' 

(MacCarthaigh, 2005: 55). Indeed, the drafters of the 1922 Irish Free State Constitution 

‘envisaged the creation of a strong legislature to elect coalitions governments’ 

(MacCarthaigh, 2005: 55). Cummann na nGaedhael (later Fine Gael) enjoyed ten years of 

uninterrupted in government between the years 1922-1932. Following this, Fianna Fáil 

enjoyed sixteen years of uninterrupted majoritarian rule between the years 1932 to 1948. 

Indeed, for much of its existence the Dáil Éireann, (the lower house of the Oireachtas) has 

most closely resembled a weak legislature which is dominated by a majoritarian party 

(MacCarthaigh, 2005: 55). 1948 saw the formation of the first coalition government. There 

was not another coalition government in Ireland until that 1954 which lasted for 3 years. The 

next coalition was formed sixteen years later in 1973 and then again in 1981. Over the next 

eight years control of the lower house shifted between coalition governments and Fianna Fáil 

majoritarian governments. Yet, all governments after 1989 have been coalitions marking the 

shift towards more consensus style developments.  

The United Kingdom for most of its history has experienced majoritarian governments. 

Committees are a cornerstone of most European parliaments but ‘they sit uneasily with the 

classical Westminster model’ (MacCarthaigh, 2005: 153). The UK has mostly witnessed an 

increase in executive dominance over the past three decades. During the 2000s, up to and 

following the financial crash, there was an increasing perception that the UK government was 
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becoming ever more executive dominated. Prior to the establishment of the Open 

Government Partnership and the UK’s subsequent membership, the literature pointed to the 

greater marginalisation of parliament. There was a trend towards an executive stranglehold 

on parliament which ‘has been exacerbated as more and more power has been concentrated in 

Downing Street, (Jones & Norton, 2014: 331). Furthermore this ‘perception of a peripheral 

legislature resonates with the public’ (Jones & Norton, 2014: 331).  

The UK has reluctantly experienced a move away from strong majoritarianism in recent 

years. Indeed, 2010 marked the first coalition government in the UK since the 2nd World War. 

2016 saw a conservative majoritarian government. The general election of 2017 produced a 

hung parliament. The conservative government were able to govern without a single-party 

majority by reaching agreement with the Democratic Unionist Party. Indeed ‘coalitions 

generate a need for interparty bargaining and compromise’ (Strøm, 1999, 3). This trend 

towards hung parliaments and coalition governments is useful to consider as co-operative 

style of government involving more consensual parliamentary practices are more likely to 

occur when coalition government is the norm (MacCarthaigh, 2005: 56). Open data is more 

likely to experience meaningful use in a committee system which is effective. Parliamentary 

committees are more effective in coalition governments and consensual systems.  

Whilst coalition government allows for a more consensual parliament it does not guarantee 

this. In a coalition situation a parliament can still be executive dominated. Rather than being 

dominated by a single party it may become dominated by a two-party diarchy. These 

consensus style developments remain methodologically significant to the choice of case-

studies in this project. Consensus-style developments are more conducive to the ideals the 

Open Government Partnership which emphasises wider participation and inclusion in the 

decision-making process. Wider inclusion and participation in the decision-making process 

by external actors only serves to increase the likelihood of open data being used in 

parliamentary processes. This bolsters the two case-studies suitability to the study.  

There would be little point in surveying for open data’s use and accountability impact in a 

state whose institutional arrangement renders open data’s meaningful use in parliamentary 

processes animpossibility. The Irish case is particularly useful as the Irish committees now 
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allow ‘members to engage more productively with…political actors such as interest groups, 

and offer much potential for better policy making’(MacCarthaigh, 2005: 296).  The Irish 

committee system developed in accordance with the concept of good governance. Good 

governance can be understood as a concept which produces an institutional arrangement in 

which the state operates in tandem alongside private interest groups as a partner. This 

happens on a basis whereby one is not typically more important than the other. Open data 

represents a potential mechanism by which good governance can be achieved. The suitability 

of the Irish case study is clear because as the concept of good governance is analogous to the 

strong participatory element inherent to the wider open government data policy agenda. 

The majoritarian model used to describe the British and Irish parliaments has been heavily 

critiqued in the literature as being overly simplistic. It has been asserted that the Westminster 

model reduces the accountability process to simple relationships between pairs of individuals. 

This partially explains the gap between transparency measures intended outcomes as 

contrasted with their impact in practice. A study of open data use in parliament is merited as 

open data may go some way to mitigating against principal-agent criticisms. Open data 

promises to add more depth to accountability arrangements. It claims to offer an opportunity 

to increase and expand the role of the citizen in informing and even participating in the 

legislative process. Open government and open data have been touted to increase the amount 

of private actors/entities involved in the policy making process. As outlined in the preceding 

literature review departmental select committees now represent a powerful and central 

accountability mechanism at Westminster and the Oireachtas. This makes them vital to this 

project’s study of open data and accountability. 

3.5.2 Selection of Policy Areas 

Governments operate across a variety of policy domains. For this study, the policy areas 

examined are Health, Education and Agriculture. These three policy areas have been chosen 

as there is a large volume of open data available for all three sectors. In the case of health 

there is a large volume of data available, but this still only represents a fraction of total health 

data. This is in part due to the obvious sensitivity around health data and privacy concerns. 

These policy areas have also been selected for their commonality in terms of the volume of 
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data available. Yet, health has been selected specifically because it is distinct from education 

and agriculture. As it is more sensitive in privacy terms, this is a potential barrier to the 

dissemination of open data. This policy area has been chosen to avoid a selection bias 

whereby the policy areas chosen are case studies which exaggerate or misrepresent how 

much open data is used by parliamentary committees in practice. 

Health, education and agriculture have also all been selected because they are heavily 

statistical. They are data and information intensive. It was still necessary to select policy 

areas where it was feasible that they would return instances of open data use. Health and 

education are policy areas that are likely to attract scrutiny of government as they are matter 

of great public concern. Health care provision effects all citizens and education likewise 

effects almost everyone. Government is usually held to account for its decisions, spending, 

legislation and actions. Spending and resource allocation are particularly applicable in the 

cases of health and education. Spending and resource allocation are subject matters which 

open data can readily be cited for the purposes of holding the government to account. These 

policy areas are therefore conducive to data-driven accountability of government. Agriculture 

has been chosen because it is of concern to distinct policy groups. These policy groups are 

unlikely to suffer from the potential problems of collective action, which education and 

health suffer from given their general interest and applicability to the public. Agriculture is 

also heavily statistical and a subject matter that is likely to be characterised by large volumes 

of quantitative data and information stored in flat-file datasets or tables.  

3.6 Quantitative Methods: Committee Report Analysis 

The methodological approach employed to examine parliamentary reports and associated oral 

and written evidence across the three policy sectors is an example of natural language 

processing. This is the application of computational techniques to the analysis and synthesis 

of natural language and speech. The initial approach considered was the use of a self-created 

text mining script which was written and compiled in the Python programming language. 

This language is one which is characterized by efficient high-level data structures. It is ‘an 

interpreted language with expressive syntax that some have compared to executable 

pseudocode’ (Oliphant, 2007:10). It represents a simple but effective approach to object-
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oriented programming as it ‘comes pre-packaged with a wealth of general-purpose libraries, 

popularizing the notion that it comes with batteries included’ (Oliphant, 2007:13). This 

original approach made use of a text-mining script that searched multiple documents for 

multiple key terms. This was abandoned for two reasons. The first was that this led to issues 

of duplication in results. Secondly, the approach was more convoluted and less user-friendly 

than the programme subsequently selected for the task. Python was therefore abandoned in 

favour of a programme called Atlas.ti. There has been resistance in the humanities to 

computational social science but ‘most concerns raised about individual programs are overly 

alarmist’ (Gilbert et al, 2014:233). Indeed, Paulus and Lester are sceptical of critiques on the 

limitations of software-based analysis. They contend that ‘ATLAS.ti enables the analyst to 

engage, through queries and networks, in deeper levels of analysis than is possible by hand’ 

(Paulus & Lester, 2015: 424). 

Atlas.ti is a programme which is used by researchers to discover complex patterns and 

insights contained in large volumes of seemingly unstructured data. Atlas.ti (unlike in the 

Python case) was used to search for the single term ‘data’ and all related terms (Data, data, 

Database, database, Data-structure, data-structure, etc) as this proved to be more efficient. It 

immediately resolved the issues of duplication in results. The Atlas.ti interface allowed for 

more efficient cross-referencing of the key term results with any connected citation in the 

original pdf reports. Atlas.ti was able to scan hundreds of committees reports simultaneously 

for every instance of the word data. It returned the results almost instantaneously. There were 

no conversion issues as Atlas.ti was capable of scanning files in a .PDF format. This is the 

format that the British and Irish committee reports are published in. This presents a problem 

for other programmes as PDFs are in effect an image rather than text files. They are not 

typically thought out as interoperable. The Atlas.ti programme was also chosen as it had an 

inbuilt ‘grep’ function. The grep function allows the user to search plain-text data sets for 

lines that match a regular expression. A regular expression is a feature of UNIX that 

describes a pattern to match a sequence of characters in a line. The grep expression was not 

required in the project but the freedom it could potentially afford (before the processing of 

reports begun) to the project was a reason for Atlas.ti’s selection.  
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In this project Atlas.ti has been applied for the purpose of content analysis and quantification. 

Atlas.ti has been applied to textual data to produce a wholly numerical output. The qualitative 

textual data which was input was the relevant committee reports and associated oral and 

written evidence. These were processed by atlas.it and then the results were manually 

scanned to create a quantitative output. This quantitative output was the number of open 

datasets used and cited in the documents. Natural language processing of this kind is a 

process of quantifying qualitative data. This allows for generation and expression of 

numerically significant elements of textual data or language. These can then be analysed and 

presented using ‘charts and graphs from the Atlas.ti program’ itself or other appropriate 

software. (Ward, 2007: 10). This project employs Microsoft excel and word for the purposes 

of presenting the data in bar graphs and tables. These software packages were selected as they 

are user friendly and produce visualisations which are easily understandable. These packages 

are ubiquitous. They provide the welcome benefit of allowing the findings to be presented in 

a manner which makes the project much more understandable to a wider audience. This has 

been done in the spirit of transparency and openness. This is in line with the positivist 

underpinnings of this project which stress repeatability. This should allow the research to be 

repeated with ease by subsequent researchers looking to critically examine the validity 

reliability of its findings.  

The programme conducted an analysis of all the available committee reports and associated 

(written and oral) evidence between 2010 and 2019 for three British Select committees and 

three Irish Joint Committees. In the case of Westminster, the chosen committees are the 

Committee for Environment, Food and Rural Affairs, the Health and Social Care Committee 

and the Education Committee. In the case of the Oireachtas the selected committees are the 

committees which are most analogous to the British committees. These are the Joint 

Committee for Agriculture, Food and the Marine, the Joint Committee for Health and the 

Joint Committee for Education and Skills. The programme scanned British and Irish 

committee reports and associated oral and written evidence for uses of the word data or any 

variation of the word data. Data has been selected as a key term as most of the URLs for the 

British and Irish parliament and governments’ data holdings contain this term. Those that do 

not contain this term will still likely be discovered by searching for the word data in the 
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related body of text (committee report, written evidence, oral evidence). When Atlas.ti 

returned an instance of the word data appearing in the documents it was then manually cross-

referenced to any attached source or citation to determine whether an open dataset has been 

referenced and used.  

3.7 Qualitative Methods:  Grey Literature Review  

As is the case with all methods, computational social science is not without its weaknesses. 

There are obvious benefits to this kind of automation and bulk generation of data. Yet, this 

also runs the risk of overlooking some important contextual data. To reduce the effects of 

these shortcomings, the qualitative dimension of this project’s research takes the form of 

semi-structured interviews and a grey literature review. Indeed, ‘by including a qualitative 

component…one can generate data that may provide insight into what the numbers actually 

mean’ (Ward, 2007:2).  

A false dichotomy in value exists between quantitative and qualitative data. Quantitative data 

is often uncritically accepted to be ‘neutral and logical’ relative to qualitative data which is 

often perceived as lacking substance despite requiring complex and time-consuming 

analytical procedures. The promotion of this exclusionary brand of positivism in the social 

sciences has eschewed the social contextualization of data. It has unhelpfully downplayed the 

strengths of qualitative data. This project, in its adoption of a critical perspective, appreciates 

the potential for data to be socially constructed and recognises the complementary strengths 

of qualitative methods. 

Grey literature is a term which first appeared in the 1920s. It has been used to refer to 

literature which possessed an uncertain status. This uncertain status stems from its core 

characteristics. These include not being produced for commercial publication, being 

unavailable through standard distribution means, having no standard bibliographic controls, 

not being peer-reviewed and being ephemeral and historically difficult to find (Mahood, 

2013: 222). It is literature that is produced by governments, business, academics and other 

such bodies which is ‘protected by intellectual property rights, of sufficient quality to be 

collected and preserved by libraries and institutional repositories, but not controlled by 
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commercial publishers’ (Joachim Schöpfel, 2010: 2). Grey literature grey literature can be 

comprised of ‘documents of very different types’(Nahotko, 2008: 1). This can even include 

qualitative opinion pieces where these are of a high enough quality. Grey literature can be 

qualitative, quantitative, or composite in nature. This includes scientific reports but also 

documents of a less technical nature. As with all methods grey literature necessarily comes 

with its own set of strengths and weaknesses. It has been argued that the inclusion of grey 

literature in systematic reviews will ‘broaden the scope to more relevant studies, thereby 

providing a more complete view of available evidence’ (Mahood, 2013: 221).  

 In terms of weaknesses the main challenges to including grey literature in a research project 

are ‘associated with limited time and resources’ (Mahood et al, 2013: 230). This project 

circumvents this problem by reviewing the grey literature produced by the four bodies which 

are most relevant to the research question. Quality reassurance is a potential issue. It is 

important to consider how reliable, valid, and authoritative the grey literature reviewed here 

is. The grey literature to be considered in this project is literature which specifically concerns 

itself with assessing the impact of open government data. These documents can be 

categorised as scientific and technical reports. This bolsters reliability and authority. Opinion 

pieces, regardless of their quality, would not be suitable for review in this project.  

It has been argued that open access, increased connectivity, and digitization are increasingly 

blurring the distinction between grey literature and peer-reviewed research. International 

organisations, non-governmental organisations and governments typically employ or liaise 

with experts to conduct their research. The grey literature reviewed here is produced by the 

foremost bodies researching and advocating for greater open government data dissemination, 

use and impact. Such features bolster the reliability and validity of the grey literature 

reviewed here. 

 However, the reliability and validity of this information still should not be taken for granted. 

This project adopts a critical stance on the grey-literature which it reviews. This is 

particularly true where it reviews the literature of the Open Government Barometer on 

account of weaknesses inherent to its methodology. Quality reassurance is generally less of 

an issue for this project as it does not look to grey literature for support, rather, it critically 
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cross-examines that literature. It primarily engages with literature published by credible 

international organisations and non-governmental organisations who themselves are 

concerned with conducting effective scrutiny.  

3.8 Non-Governmental Organisation and International Organisations 

As this grey literature review involves the literature produced by international organisations 

(IOs) and non-governmental organisations (NGOs) this necessarily entails a consideration of 

the international relations literature. IOs arise from ‘international pressure for governments to 

create agencies…international organizations propagate autonomous agencies as an efficient 

organizational form for policy implementation’ (Verhoest et al, 2010: 39). NGOs have 

‘globalised their operations and formed new strategic alliances to increase the effectiveness 

of their advocacy’ (Rugendyke, 2007: i). The perspectives of two competing schools of 

thought in the international relations literature - liberalism and realism – come into play in 

this project. Liberalism contends that ‘states are embedded in domestic and international civil 

society, which decisively constrains their actions (Moravcski, 1992: 1). The liberal theory on 

international relations is characterised by a rejection of power politics and stresses the mutual 

benefits of international co-operation. It stresses the importance of non-governmental actors 

and international organisations in influencing states’ policy decisions. Liberalism views 

international organisations, international trade and the spread of democracy as encouraging 

greater international co-operation and mitigating against inter-state conflict.  

The liberal theory of international relations marks a departure from realism which views 

states as the central actors in international politics opposed to international organisations. 

Indeed, since the Renaissance Western thought has for the most part been dominated by 

realism with ‘its focus on state power, national interests and unitary decision making’ 

(Moravcski, 1992: 1). In contrast, realism ‘emphasises the constraints on politics imposed by 

human nature and the absence of international government’ (Donnelly, 2000: 9). Contrary to 

the liberal who rejects power politics (and emphasises the benefits of mutual cooperation) as 

an inevitable outcome of international politics, realism views international politics as ‘a realm 

of power and interest’ (Donnelly, 2000:9). For the realist ‘Human nature has not changed 

since the days of classical antiquity’ (Thompson, 1985: 17).  
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This project challenges a commonality that both realists and liberals share. This is their 

treatment of IOs and NGOs as ‘empty shells or impersonal policy machinery to be 

manipulated by other actors’ (Barnett et al., 1999: 704). Realism and liberalism ‘provide no 

basis for imputing interests to IOs beyond the goal of states’ (Barnett et al., 1999: 706). 

Unlike political liberalism and realism, sociological theories view IOs and NGOs’ behaviour 

as not merely corresponding to efficiency criteria. These theories recognize that organizations 

also are ‘bound up with power and social control in ways that can eclipse efficiency 

concerns’ (Barnett et al., 1999: 706). Bureaucratic and sociological theories suggest that IOs 

and NGOs are shaped by the culture in which they are embedded. They are not simply utility 

maximising mechanisms for states but rather these ‘organizations frequently develop 

distinctive internal cultures that can promote dysfunctional behaviour’ (Barnett et al., 1999: 

718). Thus, this project follows such an approach in its critical analysis of the assessments 

made by IOs and NGOs of the UK and Ireland’s open government and open data projects. It 

assumes neither infallibility nor dysfunction on the part of the IOs and NGOs in their 

assessments but rather investigates the validity of their findings free from prior biases. 

This project’s grey literature review engages with the publications of domestic and 

international non-governmental organisations which have concerned themselves with 

assessing or propagating the open government data agenda. Indeed, several organisations 

produce reports which specifically assess the accountability impact of open government data. 

These bodies produce fact files which rank countries’ open data dissemination based upon 

indicators such as impact, readiness and implementation. In the open data literature impact is 

a tripartite measure which includes economic, social and political (accountability) impact. 

The purpose of conducting this grey literature review is to contrast the assessments of these 

organisations with the findings of the project’s interviews of parliamentary servants, civil 

servants, members of parliament (committee members) and other stakeholders. This project 

employs a methodological triangulation of quantitative analysis of committee reports, 

interviews and a grey literature review. This is in keeping with the project’s positivist 

philosophy. Employing a range of methods helps to eliminate as far as possible any bias that 

may skew the project’s findings. 
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This dissertation conducts this review of the relevant grey literature with the view to 

ascertaining what IOs and NGOs assert about open government data, how it is used and who 

it is used by. Indeed, the grey literature review will be conducted with reference to the 

project’s three hypotheses. Explicit disparity between the findings of the study’s grey 

literature, its other qualitative (semi-structured interviews) and quantitative data gives an 

insight into the validity of the assessments made by international organisations and NGOs. 

This allows the project’s results to be closer to the aforementioned ‘objective knowable 

reality.’ It does so by controlling for potential bias and protecting against any methodological 

deficits. In keeping with the project’s choice of case study, reports which specifically 

reference Ireland and the United Kingdom will be the main focus of the grey literature 

review.  

The grey literature review examines any contrast which may exist between grey literature and 

the project’s quantitative analysis of British and Irish committee reports. If open data is being 

used for the purposes of holding government to account, it can be reasonably expected that it 

will be used by parliament and/or its committees. If open data is not being utilized by 

committees or parliamentarians, either it is not being used for the purposes of accountability 

or is being used in an indirect manner. It is not only useful to compare the findings of grey 

literature against the project’s original findings but to consider any contrasts in impact 

assessments between international organisations and NGOs. For instance, hypothetically, one 

organisation may produce a report praising the open data implementation and impact in a 

country while a similar organisation may conclude completely to the contrary. Where such a 

scenario would arise, it would raise truth and value questions around the organisation’s 

sources, their methodology and their respective findings. Grey literature from the Open Data 

Barometer, the Open Government Partnership, the OECD and the Institute for Government 

will be considered. 

3.8.1 Open Data Barometer  

The first IO literature to be examined is that which is produced by the Open Data Barometer. 

This body is a secondary organisation of the World Wide Web Foundation that was founded 

by Tim Berners Lee (the self-styled and generally accepted creator of the World Wide Web). 
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The organisation was established with the goal of optimising the functioning and availability 

of the World Wide Web. It works towards and advocates for a free and open web and is 

operative in promoting greater openness and open democracy. The barometer aims to 

uncover the extent and impact of open data initiatives globally. It analyses global trends in 

open data dissemination and impact. Moreover, it provides comparative data on governments 

and regions. The ODB produces annual reports which assess countries open data projects on 

the basis of impact, readiness and implementation. To date four editions of Open Data 

Barometer reports (and one leader’s edition) have been published. The reports assess the 

impact of open data globally. It is useful to compare their findings to establish a historical 

timeline of open data implementation and impact in the UK and Ireland. Indeed, as this 

project is a case study in Britain and Ireland’s open data attention will be paid to any findings 

that pertain to them specifically.  

The open data barometer is the most ubiquitous source for assessing open government data’s 

impact on a comparative country by country basis. In line with this project’s critical approach 

the findings of the Open Data Barometer’s research have been critically cross-examined. This 

project seeks to explain any irregularities and disparity in the Open Data Barometer’s 

findings. It questions any disparity in the Open Data Barometer’s rankings relative to other 

international organisations, non-governmental organisations, and this project’s primary 

research. 

 It is important to adopt a critical perspective on the Open Government Barometer’s 

methodology for a number of reasons. In its guidance for researchers the Open Data 

Barometer outlines the methodology for the two types of questions that the Open Barometer 

employs to assess a country’s open data implementation, readiness, and impact. These 

questions fall into two broad categories. These are ‘to what extent questions’ and ‘data-set 

questions’ (Iglesias et al, 2016: 1). The Open Data Barometer describes ‘to what extent 

questions’ as ‘11 score choices from 0 to 10.’ Researchers are advised that a scoring of 0 or 

10 will be a rare occurrence. The research guidelines assert that, ‘the evidence needs to be 

very strong in support of scores at the extremes’ (Iglesias et al, 2016: 2). The barometer 

claims to have provided ‘detailed scoring criteria to guide the researchers in their selection of 
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the most appropriate score’ (Iglesias et al, 2016: 1). This means that a subjective assessment 

will be made on the part of the researcher, albeit with reference to the scoring criteria.  

This is essentially a qualitative scoring exercise. To return to hermeneutics, even quantitative 

data collection models with minimal human input are still open to potential subjectivity, bias, 

and error. The potential for subjectivity, error, and bias in the methodology of the Open Data 

Barometer is clear as it represents a highly subjective qualitative assessment. It is an attempt 

numerically codify exploratory, desk-based qualitative research. The scoring criteria itself is 

highly subjective. This subjectivity is only further compounded by each ODB researcher’s 

potential for subjective bias on an individual level. These problems are exacerbated by the 

process tracing and web crawling activities that are required on the part of the researcher in 

carrying out the survey.  

There are multiple qualitative methodologies and assessments in operation. Yet, the 

visualizations produced by the Open Data Barometer present these in a way that makes them 

appear much more uniform and consolidated. The presentational and visual elements 

employed in the Open Data Barometer’s reports serve to make the research appear much 

more quantitative than it is. It is worth noting that the Open Barometer is transparent in that it 

does publish its research methodology and guidance for researchers openly. The project is not 

of the view that there is any duplicity in reporting, rather, there is simply a potential for error 

and exaggeration in interpretation.  

Indeed, there is the obvious potential that readers will view the reports, online country fact-

files and comparisons in isolation without reference to the methodological documents 

released by the barometer. Readers may also employ the search function to read the 

barometer reports selectively or only read concluding sections. Research methodologies are 

often only of interest and understood by those conducting similar research. It would be quite 

easy for the average observer the Open Data Barometer findings and think them to be highly 

mathematical and statistical assessments. The Open Data Barometer would be improved if it 

were more explicit in presenting its research as overwhelmingly qualitative in its reports.  
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The Open Data Barometer’s data-set questions are questions which ‘broken down into 10 

yes/no checklist questions’ (Iglesias et al, 2016: 1). These questions include various prompts 

for the researcher to include relevant or additional explanatory evidence. The Open Data 

Barometer surveys for datasets in 15 categories. These are: map data, land ownership data, 

detailed census data, detailed government budgetary data, detailed government spending data, 

company register, legislation, public transport timetables, international trade data, health 

sector performance data, primary or secondary education performance data, crime statistics, 

national environment statistics, national election results and public contracts. The researcher 

must then ask 10 questions when assessing the dataset. These run as follows:  

1. Does the data exist?  

2. Is it available online from government in any form? 

3.  Is the dataset provided in machine-readable and reusable formats?  

4. Is the machine-readable and reusable data available as a whole? 

5.  Is the dataset available free of charge? 

6.  Is the data openly licensed? 

7.  Is the dataset up to date? 

8.  Is the dataset being kept regularly updated?  

9. Was it easy to find information about this dataset?  

10. Are data identifiers provided for key elements in the dataset? (Iglesias, 2016: 54-66). 

Open data activist Owen Boswarva offers several critiques here. Boswarva points out that the 

researcher is merely ‘required to choose a representative dataset within the category as the 

basis for their responses’ (Boswarva, 2018). This is problematic as this is a highly subjective 

assessment. There is a clear potential for error on the part of the researcher. The dataset 

selected may not actually be representative of the policy area being surveyed. The 

methodology employed by the Open Data Barometer is unhelpfully exclusionary in some 

areas and much too ambiguous in others. For instance, in surveying if the data is available the 

guidance notes for researchers direct the researcher that ‘If the data is…not aggregated at a 

federal level…then answer NO to this question and you don’t need to continue with the rest 

of the survey for this dataset’ (Iglesias, 2016: 54). This is problematic as this is an 

exclusionary criterion premised on an unhelpfully centralised approach to open data 
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dissemination. As the literature review revealed open data can be very effectively 

disseminated on a subnational level by city authorities. 

 In critically examining the Open Data Leader’s Edition Boswarva points to the example of 

map data in the UK. In the leader’s edition the ODB found that the UK did not provide 

mapping data which met the appropriate criteria. This criterion being that the national 

mapping agency provided a detailed digital map which was kept up to date. The map must 

include several key features. These features being official administrative borders, roads, and 

important infrastructure. Researchers were directed to look for maps of at least a scale of 

1:250,00. Boswarva concludes that this finding represents ‘a red flag for the ODB's 

methodology, since the availability of open mapping data is well established in the UK 

except at the most detailed level’ (Boswarva, 2018). This clearly illustrates the potential for 

error and subjective bias in the Open Data Barometer’s methodology and findings.  

It is also important to appreciate that in its guidance for researchers the Open Data Barometer 

draws a very sharp distinction between open data where a country provides total access to 

machine-readable data and e-government or e-services. The Open Data Barometer asserts that 

e government is ‘policies to place government services online’ and that these ‘might have an 

open data element to them’ (Iglesias, 2016: 8). Yet, in its guidance to researchers it dismisses 

the open data element inherent to these services by asserting that in ‘many cases they only 

give citizens access to specific… small extracts of data, rather than providing full access to 

machine-readable data’ (Iglesias, 2016: 8). It is important to critically consider the 

significance of interoperability as it relates to increases the accountability of government in 

practice. 

 Drawing such a sharp distinction between these two concepts is important for research 

purposes. There are obvious benefits of definitional clarity here but there are also drawbacks 

as the defining criteria can become too restrictive. A lack of definitional clarity runs the risk 

of including instances of open data which cannot readily be attributed to open data at all. 

However, drawing too sharp a distinction here also runs the risks of excluding more subtle 

and indirect uses of open data which may be impactful. For instance, a hypothetical e-service 

built on open data that lets you view or compare members voting records, special interests or 
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expenses could potentially increase government accountability. This hypothetical e-service 

could increase government accountability without being remotely interoperable. It could in 

fact have a very low openness rating but be well publicised and easily accessible.  

A dataset that is machine-readable and available to download in bulk is technically more 

open as it is more interoperable. However, the content of a dataset will be a bigger 

determinant as to whether it is impactful. For instance, e-services of this kind outlined in the 

hypothetical example have a greater likelihood of bolstering government accountability than 

a dataset about precipitation in Wales. Even if the latter is available for bulk download in a 

machine-readable format and the former is an e-service. The latter may be technologically 

more open but have no utility in accountability terms.  

Moreover, it is important to draw a distinction between openness, interoperability, and ease 

of access. Datasets which are more interoperable have a higher openness rating. Yet, the skill 

barrier to engaging with these is much higher than is the case with an e-service with a user-

friendly graphical interface. In the hypothetical example, the more interoperable dataset was 

in de jure terms more open according to the criteria for grading openness. However, in de 

facto terms it is the e-service which is more open as it is more readily accessible to more 

people. This is because of the lower skill barrier for meaningful engagement.  

The qualitative methodologies employed in this project offset the weaknesses of the narrower 

quantitative analysis which the project employs. The qualitative methods have allowed the 

project to survey for more indirect and subtle instances of open data increasing the 

accountability of government. Thus, the project’s analysis, unlike the Open Data Barometer, 

avoids the risk of excluding e-services which are built upon open datasets. If open data is 

used to build these services is this not, then an instance of open data delivering government 

accountability? The literature suggests that e-services can be much more user friendly than 

flat-file datasets. They usually include user interfaces which simplify the process of engaging 

with the data. The skill barrier is much higher when trying to aggregate or disaggregate and 

clean data to run complex analytics. For instance, it is much easier to use a service which 

reduces the process to drop down menus than using an API or query language. 
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 Interestingly, in the case of the Open Data Barometer it is the qualitative methodology that 

runs the risk of being unhelpfully narrow and exclusionary. This is a methodological 

weakness as qualitative methods be appropriately flexibility and varied to ensure good 

research. This again relates to Hermeneutics and how what we include in the criteria of our 

analysis can have profound impact on our findings. Countries have varied approaches to 

implementing open data policy reforms. It is important to be sensitive to when designing 

research. Drawing too restrictive or too wide a criterion can lead to error and 

misrepresentation in data.  

3.8.2 Open Government Partnership  

The next international organisation to be considered is the Open Government Partnership. 

The Open Government Partnership can be understood as a ‘a multinational effort to promote 

open government worldwide’ (Jae Moon, 2019: 3). The Open Government Partnership is ‘an 

international multi-stakeholder initiative that aims to secure concrete commitments from 

governments to their citizenry to promote transparency, empower citizens, fight corruption 

and harness new technologies to strengthen governance’ (OGP, 2018a: 11). The OGP was 

established in 2009, and its origins can be traced back to several speeches by Barack Obama. 

It is currently comprised of 75 members. The partnership aims to promote the ideals of open 

government. It seeks to foster greater transparency, accountability, participation and civic 

engagement. In the Open Government Partnership’s Declaration there is a commitment to 

‘increase access to new technologies for openness and accountability’ (OGP, 2018b). 

Furthermore, the partnership declares to ‘Increase the availability of information about 

government activities’ (OGP, 2018b). For a state to become a member of the Open 

Government Partnership they must pledge themselves to embracing and upholding the 

declaration ideals. They pledge themselves to ‘foster a global culture of open government that 

empowers and delivers for citizens and advances the ideals of openness and participatory 21st 

century government’ (OGP, 2018b). Members are expected to regularly make new open 

government policy commitments. There is an obligation to produce annual national action 

plans.  
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3.8.3 Organisation for Economic Cooperation and Development 

This project considers the assessments of the Organization for Economic Cooperation and 

Development. The OEDC’s open data program aims to ‘to enhance transparency, 

accountability and value creation as well as to facilitate provision of better public services 

and private business opportunities thanks to their potential service and business uses’ (Jae 

Moon, 2019: 2). The OECD has sought to ‘track, measure and compare the development 

of government openness internationally’ through comparative analysis since 2002 

(Gavelin, Burall, & Wilson, 2009: 8). The OECD’s work on open government data (OGD) 

began in 2013. The OECD’s open government data policy agenda was established in 

‘response to the growing interest of OECD member and partner countries for support in 

the design of good policies and practices on open government’ (OECD, 2018: 3). The 

OECD’s literature is useful to consider as it appreciates the importance of data architecture. 

It acknowledges that ‘for OGD to deliver the expected results there is a pressing need to 

establish the right frameworks and policy environment’ (OECD, 2018: 3). The OECD’s 

2018 report further ‘emphasised the importance of defining sound data policies and data 

governance models, within broader efforts to support the digital transformation of public 

sectors’ (OECD, 2018: 3).  

The OECD views the benefits of OGD as being vested in its potential as ‘an instrument for 

greater government transparency and openness and a valuable resource for improved public 

service delivery, business development, civic innovation and data-driven journalism’ 

(OECD, 2018: 3). The OECD ‘has provided specific recommendations and guidelines on 

OGD for its member countries, via a specific project based on an earlier analysis and 

methodology paper’ (Ubaldi, 2013: 1). The OECD produces publications assessing the 

impact and implementation of open government data in its member countries.  

Consideration of the OECD’s literature has been beneficial to developing the project’s 

methodological approach. This is because of the OECD’s clear articulation of the 

methodological problems open government and open data present. The work of the OECD 

acknowledges the difficultly in measuring the impact (economic, social, transparency, 

accountability, etc) of open government policy and data. The OECD emphasises the need to 
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develop ‘assessment tools, measurements and metrics’ (OECD, 2018: 241). It views these as 

‘key elements of effective data governance models as they help to measure policy performance 

and support actions to adapt data policies when required’ (OECD, 2018: 241)  

The OECD appreciates the complexities in quantifying impact. It understands that ‘measuring 

the performance of open government data (OGD) strategies requires mapping causality in 

order to link government data with direct and measurable impacts’ (OECD, 2018: 242). This 

is a complex process as it ‘requires tracking efforts throughout the whole data value chain 

from data collection and processing to its publication and reuse’ (OECD, 2018: 242). The 

OECD displays an awareness of the methodological dangers of allowing simple data 

publication to become ‘the golden measure in terms of policy outcomes’ (OECD, 2018: 241). 

Quantifying the total number of datasets disseminated ‘can be quite misleading, incentivising 

more efforts on data release, rather than on data reuse, which is a prerequisite for value 

creation’ (OECD, 2018: 241). There is a difficulty in producing non-ambiguous tangible 

metrics to measure the impact of open government data. It is particularly difficult to measure 

open data’s ‘impact in terms of social and good governance value’ (OECD, 2018: 241).  

Gavelin et al point to the need for new indicators. They contend that existing indicators ‘tend 

to focus either on the presence of key laws and institutions, or on citizens’ perceptions of 

government performance’ (Gavelin, Burall, & Wilson, 2009: 2) They argue that ‘the former 

gives little insight into the scope of the laws and institutions measured and the latter does not 

provide a quantitative picture of actual activities’ (Gavelin, Burall, & Wilson, 2009: 2). 

Gavelin et al assert that indicators should assess OGD’s impact as it relates to expanding ‘the 

evidence base for policy making, strengthening integrity, discouraging corruption and 

building public trust in government’ (Gavelin et al, 2009: 8).  

Quantifying open data’s use in a way that is sensitive to its accountability impact is 

exacerbated by the fact there are ‘more than 180 different indicators exist to metrify 

governments' performance’ (OECD, 2018, 248). This is further made difficult by the fact that 

many of these pre-existing indicators tend to ‘overlap, or are entirely similar’ OECD, 2018, 

248). Furthermore, these indicators often ‘apply different units of analysis or have different 

criteria when a piece of evidence is eligible for an indicator’ OECD, 2018, 248). There is an 
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absence of standardization in the measurement of OGD’s as ‘measurements apply different 

definitions of data quality, or that they have different criteria for what constitutes robust 

evidence of open data's impact’ (OECD, 2018, 248).          

The 2018 OECD report points to the inadequacy of measuring the social, political and 

economic impacts of open data in terms of total datasets disseminated. Yet, most of the 

countries surveyed took this approach to assessing whether they had realised their OGD 

targets. Indeed, of the countries surveyed 24 out of 34 countries that responded (to the 

OECD Survey on Open Government Data 3.0) indicated that they made use of key 

performance indicators (KPIs) ‘to monitor the achievement of the objectives set in the open 

government data strategy within their countries’ (OECD, 2018: 243). The KPI’s used in 

most of these countries focused on ‘tracking the number of government datasets available 

on the central/federal open government data portal as well as their formats, and the number 

or percentage of government institutions releasing open data’ (OECD, 2018: 243). This 

project does not assess the accountability impact of the UK and Ireland’s open data with 

reference to KPIs. Moreover, this project does not simply quantify open data’s impact 

simply by counting the available datasets on the open data portal. 

3.8.4 Institute for Government  

The final grey literature considered were the reports produced by the Institute for 

Government. The Institute for Government is a think-tank that works to make government 

more efficient. It is a registered charity in England and Wales. It is funded primarily by the 

Gatsby Charitable Foundation, one of the Sainsbury Family Charitable Trusts. The Institute 

for Government describes itself as offering ‘rigorous research and analysis, topical 

commentary and public events to explore the key challenges facing government’(Institute for 

Government, 2018a) The institute offers ‘a space for discussion and fresh thinking to help 

senior politicians and civil servants think differently and bring about change’(Institute for 

Government, 2018a). There will be a specific focus on the Institute for Government’s 2018 

Whitehall monitor on communications and transparency. This is worth considering as it 

found that ‘Publication of open data releases remains patchy’ (Institute for Government, 

2018b) Furthermore, this report is useful due to its appreciation that ‘Communication and 
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transparency is not just about responding to requests, but proactively publishing information’ 

(Institute for Government, 2018b).   

3.9 Qualitative Methods:  Interviews 

The second qualitative method employed was semi-structured interviews. Such interviews 

have been chosen rather than rigidly structured interviews that consist of more closed 

questions for several reasons. The use of Atlas.ti to quantify instances of open data usage 

already represents a more binary approach to the research question and related sub-questions. 

Indeed, aside from the primary research question, this project considers an array of related 

sub-questions that can only be addressed through interviews. Atlas.ti will provide information 

about how many datasets feature in committee reports across a select period. Yet, it will not 

provide a complete picture about who is using open data, for what purposes or how open data 

relates to provision of public services. Rather, when it comes to broader and more nuanced 

questions ‘qualitative interviewing is a flexible and powerful tool to capture the voices and 

the ways people make meaning of their experiences’(Rabionet, 2011, 563). There are some 

questions that are too complex to only be expressed statistically. Quantification does not offer 

easy answers to these questions. This is not to say that the qualitative approach is to take 

precedent over the quantitative. Rather, ‘if the two are conducted in tandem, the potential – 

and perhaps the likelihood – of unanticipated outcomes is multiplied’(Bryman, 2006: 111).  

The interviews are of political and bureaucratic elites and it is for this reason that semi-

structured interviews are most suitable. With a completely unstructured interview, one runs 

the risk ‘of not eliciting…topics or themes more closely related to the research questions 

under consideration’(Rabionet, 2011: 564). Conversely, overly structured interviews may 

be perfectly apt in specific situations but ‘If one needs to probe for information and to give 

respondents maximum flexibility in structuring their responses, then open ended questions 

are the way to go’(Aberbach et al, 2008: 673). Interviews are much more fit for purpose as 

the interviewees that were questioned are highly articulate and would not have appreciated 

‘being put in the straightjacket of close ended questions’ (Aberbach et al, 2008, 674). 

Indeed, interviews are much more stylistically in keeping with the way political and 

administrative professionals conduct their own work. Here are some questions which were 
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asked of all interviewees: 

1. What is your experience with open data? 

2. What do you use open data for? 

3. What do you think has been the greatest benefit of open data? 

4. How is open data used and implemented in your organisation? 

5. Has it increased the level to which you personally are held to account? 

6. How would you assess open data policy? 

Civil servants and parliamentary servants from both Ireland and the UK were interviewed. 

This was necessary as civil/parliamentary servants often carry out much of the administrative 

and practical work of government, parliament, and committees. They represent the 

operational machinery of government and parliament. Moreover, they play a crucial role in 

operationalising service provision on a day to day basis. It has been suggested in the literature 

that open data is much more suited to optimising service provision and that it is much more 

applicable to economic aims than accountability dividends. Therefore, interview questions 

concerning the relationship between open data, accountability and service provision are most 

usefully directed at civil and parliamentary servants.  

Below is a sample of the questions which were asked of civil and parliamentary servants: 

1 In your experience is open data being used by the civil service? 

2 How is open data used by civil servants? 

3 Have you become more personally accountable due to open data? 

4 Do you think that it is used effectively by civil servants for the purposes of 

accountability? 

5 If not, do you think open data could be utilized by the civil service in the interests of 

holding the government or other actors to account? 

6 How has open data impacted the civil service? 

7 Do you feel that open data has improved the work of the civil service? 

8 Do you think open has improved the operation of the civil service? 

9 If not, could it be used to improve its effective operation? 

10 How could open data be used for this purpose? 
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Members of parliament and committee members were interviewed. Committee members 

were interview because the committee system is the central vehicle post-election for scrutiny 

of the executive. Committee members have a first-hand insight into how much the committee 

makes use of open data. Committee members were able to detail how often they themselves 

made use of open data in carrying out their duties. The members offered insight into how 

often open data is referenced in oral and written evidence and debate. In the British case the 

project specifically targeted members of the Public Administration and Constitutional Affairs 

Committee who sat on the committee when it produced the report ‘Open Data, Harvesting 

Unused Knowledge, Empowering Citizens and Improving Public Services.’ This report is 

cited frequently throughout the project as it specifically concerns itself with assessing the 

accountability impact of open data in the UK.  It considers the adequacy and extent of open 

data dissemination. It questions the extent to which the data disclosed by the UK government 

has translated into real transparency and accountability gains. The findings of the PASC 

report were for the most part negative. This project aims to assess whether data driven 

accountability has been advanced since the report was published.  

Below is a sample of questions that were asked of committee members and members of 

parliament:  

1. In your experience is open data used by parliamentary committees? 

2. Do you think that it is used effectively by committees for the purposes of 

accountability? 

3. If not, do you think open data could be utilized by parliamentary committees in the 

interests of holding the government or other actors to account? 

4. If so, how? 

5. Do you think that open data will be utilized more frequently in parliamentary settings? 

6. Do you think that open data has changed the work of the (British/Irish) Parliament 

and/or its committees? 

7. Do you think that open data has improved the work of the (British/Irish) Parliament 

and/or its committees? 

The study also conducted interviews of external stakeholders. These are members of 

domestic NGOS which promote open government and open data. The questions posed to 
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these interviewees were much more varied and exploratory. The questions are a mixture of 

the questions put to civil servants, parliamentary servants and members. An example can be 

seen below: 

1. Can you tell me about your engagement with open data?  

2. What do you use open data for? 

3. What do you think has been the greatest benefit of open data? 

4. Is open data being used? 

5. Who is using open data? 

6. What are they using open data for? 

7. What datasets are they using? 

8. Do you feel that open government data has increased accountability? 

9. What policy sectors do you feel have been most effected by open data? 

10. Has the impact on these sectors been positive or negative?  

11. How have they been improved or adversely effected? 

3.10 Conclusion 

This study follows a positivist research methodology which operates on the basis of scientific 

inference and presupposes some (albeit imperfectly) knowable and objective reality. In line 

with the positivist approach the methods in this project were employed to produce 

generalisations. The ‘tests’ employed can be repeated as far as is reasonably possible by 

subsequent researchers to assess the validity and reliability of the study’s findings and 

conclusions. This project employs a deductive approach of hypothesis testing and its three 

hypotheses are: 1) That open data is being used; 2) That it is being used by those charged 

with, capable and motivated to hold government to account, and 3) that open data is 

increasing transparency of government and therefore government is becoming more 

accountable. This study employs a mixed-methods approach to address these hypotheses, 

using both quantitative and qualitative methods. The quantitative method employed was a 

measurement of open data use in British and Irish committee reports, and associated oral and 

written evidence between 2010-19. The selected policy areas were Agriculture, Health and 
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Education, with the relevant parliamentary committees in the Irish and British parliaments as 

the source of inquiry. 

The committee reports were processed using the program Atlas.ti. This conducts a word 

search for the key term ‘data’ and returns all instances of the term across multiple reports 

simultaneously. The project then manually scanned and cross-referenced these results for 

instances of open datasets being cited. The qualitative methods chosen were a grey literature 

review and semi-structured interviews. The grey literature review focused on the literature 

produced by the Open Data Barometer, the OECD, the Open Government Partnership and the 

Institute for Government. The interviews employed were of British and Irish (committee) 

members, and senior civil and parliamentary servants.  

The quantitative approach gives an insight into how much open data is being used by British 

departmental select committees and Irish joint committees. As the majority of reports 

produced by committees can be categorised as scrutiny pieces any instances of open data 

found represented open data being used for the purposes of holding the government to 

account. The qualitative methods supplemented the quantitative approach by giving a broader 

insight into the open government project. Furthermore, this mixed-methods approach 

revealed ways in which open data has been used to hold the government to account which a 

wholly quantitative approach could not. These are more subtle, indirect and relational 

instances of increased data-driven accountability of government.  
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4. Open Data Usage 

4.1 Introduction 

This chapter addresses the study’s first hypothesis: Open data is being used.  There has been 

increased pressure globally for governments to become more transparent and accountable 

coupled with a corresponding growth in open data initiatives. Thus, one can reasonably 

expect to see more examples of open data being used. The purpose of this chapter is to 

establish whether open data is being disseminated and subsequently used. The chapter 

investigates this on a global basis and with a specific focus on the UK and Ireland. 

Open data use is both external and internal to public bodies. There is evidence of open data 

being used by SMEs, non-profits, and citizens to create apps and/or conduct independent 

research. Open data has also been used by public bodies for these purposes. This chapter 

highlights the distinction between how open data has been used internally and externally to 

government. This contributes to answering whether the effects of open data or direct or 

indirect. This chapter will employ data from a review of a relevant selection of grey-

literature, wider academic literature, and research interviews to determine whether open data 

is being used in practice. This chapter will set out the parameters of this usage. It will identify 

any barriers to open data use which have been discovered through the three methods 

employed. The dissemination, usage and barriers will be compared between the two country 

cases being examined. 

4.1.2 Patterns of Internal and External Use: Producers, Users and Disseminators 

It is important to discern who the government and public bodies see as the end users of open 

data. Moreover, it is critical to identify you these end users are in practice. Government have 

alleged that the end user of open data is citizens but their approach to dissemination suggests 

that this is not the case. From the standpoint of dissemination, public bodies are more readily 

seen as service producers and providers rather users. Public bodies often only use open data 

in the creation of the apps that they provide to the public. Public bodies see citizens and other 

external actors as the prime users of open data and public service apps. 
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 Internal usage rarely extends beyond building toolkits and services on open data. These are 

subsequently released for public consumption. Internally, public bodies are primarily 

concerned with disseminating open data. They are more concerned with making it usable and 

accessible rather than using it themselves. However, internally, public bodies may make use 

of their own closed data sets to conduct research and inform policy. Citizens and SMEs can 

be much more clearly defined as being both users and producers. They often make use of the 

services provided by government which have been built around real time and near time data 

or information feeds. In the theory of open data advocacy, they also often use open data in 

their own independent creations and research. These could be academic, political, or 

economic in character. It is useful to consider the anticipated impact of open data from the 

point of viewpoint of advocates and the government. In theory, citizens, interest groups and 

business should make use of open data for the purposes of holding government to account 

and economic innovation. This relates to the core problem for open data in the transparency 

as to why open data is meeting the transparency-accountability expectations of advocates and 

governments.  

4.2 Proliferation of Open Data 

It is first useful to briefly consider how open data has evolved globally before considering the 

UK and Ireland. The UK and Ireland are considered in isolation and comparatively. This 

section first details how open data’s dissemination, accessibility and use has developed on the 

global level through reference to grey literature produced by the Open data barometer. It 

compares the data from the open data barometer’s first report which was published in 2013 

with its most recent fourth report, released in 2018. The latter half of this section outlines the 

OECD’s global assessments of governments and citizens engagement with open data 

initiatives. 

4.2.1 The Open Data Barometer 

The first edition of the Open Data Barometer’s global report was broadly optimistic, but it 

acknowledged that all countries fell drastically short of utilizing open data for its potential 

social, economic and accountability impact. The first edition report asserts that whilst, ‘OGD 

policies have seen rapid diffusion over the last five years…the availability of truly open data 
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remains low’ (Farhan et al., 2013: 6). The report notes that less than 7% of the datasets 

surveyed in the Barometer were actually, ‘published both in bulk machine-readable forms, 

and under open licenses’ (Farhan et al., 2013: 6). This has important implications for any 

prospective accountability or efficiency dividends. If less data is disseminated for bulk 

download and in interoperable formats it makes the discovery and use of this data, more 

difficult. However, it is questionable how useful highly inoperable datasets will be to citizens 

given their complexity and the high skill barrier required to engage with these. Open 

Government Data must be both accessible and useable in real terms if is to have a meaningful 

accountability or efficiency impact. Datasets must be made to be understandable and easily 

communicable to citizens, interest groups and business. Usability and accessibility are 

integral to delivering real participation and engagement. It is meaningful engagement with 

open data will prevent its dissemination to being relegated to an exercise superficial 

transparency.  As of 2013 the Open Data Barometer’s global report noted that it was the case 

in most countries surveyed it remained, ‘unnecessarily difficult for users to access, process 

and work with government data’ (Farhan et al., 2013: 6). This is echoed in Yu and 

Robinson’s research. They have asserted that data itself exists, ‘on a spectrum between 

adaptable and inert.’ This is a distinction as to ‘how easy or hard it is for new actors to make 

innovative uses of the data’(Yu & Robinson, 2012: 182). The literature is in broad agreement 

that countries are failing in their commitments to make data more adaptable. 

The findings of the Open Data Barometer’s Global first report in 2013 would suggest that on 

a global basis most public sector data could be categorised as inert. In principle this 

represents a substantial barrier to use and accountability impact. As of the Open Data 

Barometer’s Fourth report the majority of this data remains largely inert. Indeed, the 2018 

report contained five key results which can be summarized as follows: (1) Nine out of ten 

government data-sets are not open, (2) Government Data is typically incomplete and low 

quality, (3) Sustained political will is what makes or breaks the success of open data, (4) 

Governments are not publishing the data needed to restore citizens’ trust and (5) Open data 

risks reinforcing inequalities (Open Data Barometer, 2018: 10). It is questionable that the 

barometer ranks the UK as being so effective in terms of use and impact when its general 
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assessments of its open data project are so dismal. This relates to the deficits in The Open 

Data Barometer’s methodology which are detailed in full chapter three.  

The Fourth Edition Report represents an analysis across all 115 countries, in which the Open 

Data Barometers surveys for the existence and quality of 15 key datasets (these include land 

registries and government budgets for example). It was found that whilst, ‘These datasets are 

collected in some form in 97% of countries…29% of those datasets are still not even 

published online’ (Open Data Barometer, 2018, 10).  The study found that of these only 7% 

of these datasets could be considered truly open. Most datasets were deemed to not be truly 

open as they failed to adhere to the principles of the open definition which define all open 

content including data. These principles can be summarized as meaning, ‘anyone can freely 

access, use, modify and share for any purpose’ (Open Data Definition, 2018). This is subject 

only to requirements intended to preserve openness and provenance. The barometer finds that 

most data could not be seen to constitute data which could be, ‘freely used, modified and 

shared by anyone for any purpose’ (Open Data Definition, 2018). Again, there is potential for 

exaggerations in these assessments relating to the deficits in the Open Data Barometer’s 

methodology. Many of the datasets which it identifies as not being online or truly open are 

published in some other format or location. The barometer’s methodology is rather restrictive 

in directing researcher as to when they should stop searching for the existence and 

discoverability of a key dataset. The Open Data Barometer takes an unhelpfully technocratic 

approach to its research design and methodology. 

However, the Fourth Edition’s assessments of deficits in data infrastructure, architecture and 

maintenance are broadly confirmed by findings in the academic literature. Governments are 

demonstrating a waning commitment to open government data. The report found that only 

74% of data to be up to date. This means that approximately, ‘one quarter of all data surveyed 

has very limited value’ (Open Data Barometer, 2018: 10). As of the fourth edition report it 

became clear that very significant barriers to the dissemination, usability and inoperability of 

open data persist. The report found that whilst it was encouraging that slightly over half of 

the data (53%) is now available in a machine readable and reusable format, it remained the 

case that, ‘only 24% of this can be accessed and downloaded in bulk’ (Open Data Barometer, 

2018: 10). In the four-year time lapse between the open data barometer’s first and fourth 
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edition reports the development of open data initiatives has been quite slow. This is 

attributable to the piece-meal approach that governments have typically and at times 

inescapably taken towards their open data programmes. The Fourth Edition Report finds that, 

‘The impact of open data on increasing government efficiency and effectiveness is still very 

low, with an average score of only 1.20 out of 10 for all governments in the study’ (Open 

Data Barometer, 2018: 10). This suggests that the expectations of open government advocates 

have not been realised, open data is having a limited social, political, and economic impact. 

This is in part explained by fact that the study found that governments were failing to engage 

which civil society groups on open data. Indeed, on average it was found that governments 

had an average score of 4.23 in terms of civil society engagement. If open data is not engaged 

with it stands to reason that it will not be used. It will not be used for the purposes of holding 

the government to account. 

The fourth report finds that only 6% of governments are experiencing some minimal impact 

of their open data increasing the inclusion of marginalized groups. This inclusion manifests in 

the policy process or in increasing their access to public services. It is unclear how effectively 

open data can increase accountability and enhance democratic quality where it does not 

increase inclusion in the policy-making process. Finally, the barometer found that in terms of 

that data which is typically key to innovation (geospatial data, transport data, etc), ‘just 8% of 

relevant datasets are truly open’ (Open Data Barometer, 2018, 10). This suggests that open 

data is failing to have an economic impact. This is contrary to the concerns that the economic 

outcomes of open data would obscure its democratic aims of increased transparency and 

accountability. More disappointingly, the research suggests that open is having a minimal 

impact in respect of all its stated aims and expectations. This is quite damning as this 

project’s interview data (detailed below) revealed that geospatial and transport data were 

among the most used and impactful. High-ranking British and Irish civil and parliamentary 

servants were impressive with apps and capabilities which has been produced using transport 

and geospatial data in their respective jurisdictions. The citizen was the target end-user of 

these apps. Some apps were tenuously linked to accountability through their performance 

assessment capabilities. Other applications were more closely related to accountability as 

they allowed the citizen to scrutinise spending and make value for money assessments. 
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Again, these apps and services will only increase the accountability of government where 

they are engaged. Subsequently, there is still a long chain of accountability activities that 

must take place before governments can effectively be held to account based on this data.   

It is important to consider the architecture of disseminating open datasets as it relates to 

engagement, participation and impact when assessing any country’s progress on open data. 

Even before the publication of The Open Data Barometer’s First Edition Report, leading 

countries had been, ‘investing in the creation of National Data Infrastructures to provide a 

foundation for public and private innovation and efficiency’ (Farhan et al., 2013: 6). Yet, as 

of the publication of the Fourth Edition Report, most governments still primarily disseminate 

most of their open datasets by way of a single central open data portal. This is problematic as, 

‘Open data portals often do not contain the data people really want and need’ (Open Data 

Barometer, 2018:18). The Open Data Barometer is critical of data portals as it views them 

has having left, ‘behind a ghost town of open data projects’ (Open Data Barometer, 2018:27). 

However, given skill barriers, these portals are much more user friendly than engaging with 

high level data infrastructures using APIs and the SPARQL query language. This project 

questions the priorities of the Open Data Barometer and the global open data project at large 

as being unhelpfully technocratic. It is much more impactful to adopt an approach which sees 

citizens becoming more informed and engaged in practice using remedial tools, rather, than 

to pursue the more impressive technological aspects of open data dissemination. The project 

runs the risk of becoming over technocratic. This will replicate and exacerbating existing 

power asymmetries.  

Whilst this issue of moving beyond open data portals has been discussed extensively by the 

open data community. Having been a topic of discussion since the first open data portals went 

live. The community has ‘been unable to improve the situation’ (Open Data Barometer, 

2018:27). There are legitimate criticisms on open data portals that represent barriers to use 

and prospective accountability dividends. For instance, open data portals suffer from the fact 

that, ‘many datasets that are the most complete and up to date are frequently found on other 

government ministry or agency websites’ (Open Data Barometer, 2018:27). Data discovery, 

maintenance and usability remain important aspects in determining use and impact. Globally 
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there is clear evidence of, ‘poor coordination between different government agencies and 

central open data catalogues’ (Open Data Barometer, 2018:27). 

 In summary, consideration of the First and Fourth Edition Open Data Barometer global 

reports suggest that the dissemination of open data by governments has increased moderately. 

Yet, usage and meaningful impact remain meagre. At best they have been narrowly confined 

to some limited use of innovation data by LMEs. Open data has only experienced very 

limited use globally. The first step to effective use is effective dissemination. Yet, most 

governments are failing in their commitments to disseminate open government data. This 

especially true in terms of open file formatting and the option for bulk download. This 

situation would be improved if governments further overhauled their data architecture. 

However, it is important not to become overly preoccupied with the technological aspects of 

open data dissemination to the determinant of increase access in practice. On an internal 

basis, the situation would be improved if governments promoted better co-ordination between 

government departments concerning their data holdings and flows. 

4.2.3 The OECD 

To understand what effective open data use should look like in practice is it useful to consider 

the OECD’s 2018 report. In this report the OECD describes open data as representing an 

instrument for greater government transparency and openness. Impact can be secured where 

open data is appropriately cultivated as a ‘valuable resource for improved public service 

delivery, business development, civic innovation and data-driven journalism’ (OECD, 2018: 

3). Data driven journalism is key to securing the accountability impact of open data. The skill 

barriers to engaging with data are high. The public must operate through third party 

intermediaries if open is to be used for the purposes of increasing government accountability. 

This is analogous to the case of FOI which saw the most pronounced accountability impacts 

in a minority of cases where it was used journalistically. The skill requirements of engaging 

with open data are substantially higher than those of FOI. Thus, it naturally follows that the 

role of third-party intermediaries is especially vital to securing impact through open data. 

 The OECD report stresses the importance of the underling architecture of public bodies data 

flows in delivering meaningful socio-economic and accountability impact. It highlights the 
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difficultly in assessing and measuring open data implementation and impact. The OECD 

asserts the need to develop, ‘assessment tools, measurements and metrics’ (OECD, 2018, 

241) It asserts that, ‘Measuring the performance of open government data (OGD) strategies 

requires mapping causality in order to link government data with direct and measurable 

impacts’ (OECD, 2018: 242). This issue of causality relates to the problem at the core of the 

transparency literature. Scholars have asked why transparency measures often fail to realise 

their intended effects. The answer to this question is that there exist a complex chain of 

causality and fragile accountability chains. In terms of cause and effect, so many ‘contextual 

dominoes’ must be in place for open data to be used for the purposes of government 

accountability. Even if accountability is increasing based on the dissemination and use of 

open government data it is very difficult to identify where and when this happens. This 

relates to the question as to whether the impacts of open data will be direct or indirect. 

Identifying open data’s accountability impact ‘requires tracking efforts throughout the whole 

data value chain from data collection and processing to its publication and reuse’ (OECD, 

2018: 242).  In terms of tracking open data’s use and impact the OECD stresses weaknesses 

of simple and over quantification of datasets published. Where total datasets disseminated is 

allowed to become, ‘the golden measure in terms of policy outcomes’ dysfunction will follow 

(OECD, 2018: 241).  The report stresses that this type of approach is misleading. It creates a 

policy environment ‘incentivising more efforts on data release, rather than on data reuse, 

which is a prerequisite for value creation’ (OECD, 2018: 241). 

In terms of whether open data is being used and re-used the OECD’s report is bleak. The report 

draws attention to the fact that, ‘Few countries (9 countries out of 35) showcase examples…. 

of reuse of open government data’ (OECD, 2018: 252). In the case of the UK, the OECD’s 

2018 report is broadly complimentary. It is complimentary in terms of the extent of open data 

dissemination, use, and impact. Of dissemination the OECD references the fact that in the UK, 

‘all public sector organisations are required to publish as OGD a number of specific datasets, 

which the government monitors to ensure their compliance’ (OECD, 2018: 246). The OECD 

commends that the UK’s KPIs approach to releasing specific datasets centres on the quality of 

data released, rather than, a simple focus on the quantity released (OECD, 2018: 246). Indeed, 

UK public sector organisations are mandated to publish important transparency and anti-
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corruption. This data includes, ‘Spend data (over GBP 25 000 threshold),’ ‘Ministers' gifts and 

hospitality, external meetings,’ and ‘Special advisers' gifts and hospitality’ (OECD, 2018: 246). 

In terms of impact, the OECD points to the fact that in 2013 the UK Department of Business, 

Innovation and Skills produced a report measuring the potential economic impact of the 

publishing of Ordnance Survey Data. This report estimated that this OS data initiative would 

deliver, ‘a net GBP 13 million - a GBP 28.5 million increase in GDP’ (OECD, 2018: 257).  

In summary, publications by the Open Data Barometer and the OECD suggests whilst 

dissemination remains flawed, open data is having a minor impact. Re-use remains limited but 

open data is being used. The OECD reports that 22 out of the 35 countries reported that they 

promote initiatives which reuse open government data on their central open data portals 

(OECD, 2018: 252). Such examples tend to present as, ‘either data visualizations or 

applications reusing government data’ (OECD, 2018: 252). This again highlights the 

importance of contextualization by third party intermediaries to overcome skills barriers and 

secure impact.  

 

4.3 Open Data Use in the UK 

In this section examples of open data use in the UK are examined. The most significant 

barriers to open data dissemination and use in the UK are explained. This chapter employs 

grey and academic literature. It begins to introduce the project’s findings from interviews of 

civil servants, public servants, politicians, and various stakeholders.  

4.3.1 Downloads from Data.gov.uk 

In discerning whether open data is being disseminated and used it is useful to start by first 

considering the views and downloads of open data sets on data.gov.uk. This section considers 

data from the site analytics page of data.gov.uk. It is significant to note that this data is no 

longer available on data.gov. It was removed when the UK government and parliaments’ 

websites were overhauled in 2018. The data considered here ceases at September 2017. 

Figure 4.1 below shows the site an overview of the cite analytics for data.gov.uk: 
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Figure 4.1: An Overview of Site Analytics for data.gov.uk: 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Upon an initial observation these figures may look like they suggest interaction with open 

data that is numerically significant. Yet, these are the complete usage statistics from the site’s 

inception to 2017. Open data views and downloads appear less impressive when they are 

viewed on an annual, monthly, and daily basis for individual datasets. For instance, it is 

useful to consider the dataset for farm rents. The UK Open Government portal allows us to 

visualize the amount of views and downloads of this dataset in isolation from July 2012 to 

September 2017. Despite their being no downloads in July 2012 (the feature or complete 

dataset may not yet have been available) for farms rents, the dataset had 132 views. Indeed, 

farm rents were the third most viewed dataset in July 2012. It was succeeded only by 

Organogram and staff pay data for Defra and Organogram and staff pay data for Animal, 

Health and Veterinary laboratories Agency. In total Farm Rents has had 10912 views from 

July 2012 to the 18th September 2017. This data set has been downloaded 2790 times. As 

ranked by total views and downloads between July 2012 and 18th September 2017, farms 

rents are second only to Organogram and staff pay data for DEFRA. This has been viewed 

19636 times and downloaded 6233 times. 
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Figure 4.2: Views by Data-Set July 2012-September 2017: 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Source:https://data.gov.uk/data/site-usage/dataset?month=&publisher=department-for-

environment-food-and-rural-affairs 

Figure 4.2 highlights that the max amount of views in any one year for a single dataset was just 

over 1000. This was between 2012-2013 for Organogram staff pay data for Defra. This is quite 

minimal engagement with the data. The total amount of views for Organogram and staff pay 

for Defra is 19636 between 2012-2017. This means that the most viewed data set is on average 

only viewed around 3776 times a year, 317 times a month and 10 times a day. This does not 

account for what the user does with the data-set post download or whether they understand the 

data. Nor does it account for multiple downloads by a single user. Views and downloads do 

not prove use, but the portal has seen some minimal engagement.  

 

 

 

 

 

https://data.gov.uk/data/site-usage/dataset?month=&publisher=department-for-environment-food-and-rural-affairs
https://data.gov.uk/data/site-usage/dataset?month=&publisher=department-for-environment-food-and-rural-affairs
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Figure 4.3: Farm rents data-set views 2013-17 

 

As can be seen from figure 4.3 above between the years 2012-2013 farm rents has never been 

viewed more than 500 times in a single a year despite being the second most popular 

agricultural data-set available to view and download. To give an insight into the extent of data 

disclosure by the UK government it is useful to consider the full csv file for environmental 

datasets. This contains data on 719 open datasets which have been viewed a total of 285746 

times and downloaded a total of 73677 times between July 2012-18th September 2017. In the 

policy area of environment alone there approximately 54951 datasets viewed per year, 4609 

per month and around 149 datasets viewed per day. Moreover, for this single policy area across 

the timespan there were on average approximately 14169 datasets downloaded per year, around 

1181 downloads per month and approximately 3804 environmental datasets download per day 

between July 2012 and 18th September 2017. Figures 4.4, 4.5 and 4.6 illustrate total page views, 

total DEFRA datasets downloaded and the percentage change in downloads of DEFRA datasets 

over time. Figure 4.7 illustrates the positive correlation between views and downloads over 

time. 
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Figure 4.4: Total Data.gov Page Visits July 2012-17 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Source:https://data.gov.uk/data/site-usage/dataset?month=&publisher=department-for-

environment-food-and-rural-affairs 

Figure 4.5: DEFRA Datasets Downloaded July 2012-17: 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Source:https://data.gov.uk/data/site-usage/dataset?month=&publisher=department-for-

environment-food-and-rural-affairs 

 

 

0

200000

400000

600000

800000

2011 2012 2013 2014 2015 2016 2017 2018

Total Data.gov Page Visits in July 2012-2017

0

500

1000

1500

2000

2500

3000

3500

2012 2013 2014 2015 2016 2017

DEFRA Datasets Downloaded in July 2012-2017

https://data.gov.uk/data/site-usage/dataset?month=&publisher=department-for-environment-food-and-rural-affairs
https://data.gov.uk/data/site-usage/dataset?month=&publisher=department-for-environment-food-and-rural-affairs
https://data.gov.uk/data/site-usage/dataset?month=&publisher=department-for-environment-food-and-rural-affairs
https://data.gov.uk/data/site-usage/dataset?month=&publisher=department-for-environment-food-and-rural-affairs


172 
 
 

 

 

Figure 4.6: Percentage Change in DEFRA Datasets Downloaded July 2012-17: 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Source:https://data.gov.uk/data/site-usage/dataset?month=&publisher=department-for-

environment-food-and-rural-affairs 

Figure 4.7: Correlations between Total between Total Page Views and DEFRA Data-Sets 

Downloads July 2012-17 

 

Source:https://data.gov.uk/data/site-usage/dataset?month=&publisher=department-for-

environment-food-and-rural-affairs 
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There is disparity between datasets viewed and downloaded. This suggests that the data is being 

viewed superficially and not worked with. It suggests that data science and analytical 

techniques are not always being applied to the data to create insight or value. The site analytics 

only give an incomplete insight into open data use. Yet, it does highlight that the UK 

government has been doing a reasonably job on disclosing datasets to the portal. However, the 

majority of datasets on the UK open data portal (around 80%) have never been downloaded 

(Bright et al, 2015: 12). Bright el al tested the premise that if open data was being engaged with 

for the purpose of accountability and enhancing democracy there would be an increase in the 

amount of spending data being view on the UK data portal. However, they only found mixed 

evidence supporting this hypothesis. Indeed, their analysis found that spending and 

transparency data was actually downloaded ‘less frequently compared to other datasets which 

were downloaded’ (Bright et al, 2015: 12). 

The site analytics also evidence how important effective disclosure is in promoting engagement 

with open data. Total number of datasets, views and downloads have all increased on a yearly 

basis. Furthermore, despite disparity in views and downloads there remains a positive 

correlation between the two. This positive correlation between views and downloads does 

suggest some minimal engagement with the data. Yet, this is only evidence of a level of 

engagement which is one step beyond the most minimal engagement. Simply viewing the data 

online being the most minimal step and downloading the datasets being one step beyond this. 

Vies and downloads of data can be done to no effect. Meaningful engagement constitutes the 

final step. This could take the form of app creation, data analytics or evidence-based lobbying 

and scrutiny activities. This is the most advanced step and the highest level of engagement. To 

discern whether such engagement is taking place in practice, it is useful to consider the findings 

of several pieces of grey literature. Moreover, it is illuminating to consider the data extracted 

from the research interviews conducted in this project. 

4.3.2 Open Data Dissemination and Use 

The Public Administration Select Committee identifies several good examples, ‘of the use of 

data on public services to increase the ability of the public to keep a check on how they are 

performing’ (PASC, 2014: 8). The first example the committee’s report points to is 
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data.police.uk. It presents this an example of a resource built around open data which is 

heavily used by the public. Between its launch in 2011 and the time of the report’s 

publication the site had more than 53 million visits. These were from 22 per cent of all family 

households in England and Wales (PASC, 2014: 8).  Data.police.uk utilizes open data. It is a 

public service application which is available online at no cost to the user. It was created by 

the UK government. It is self-described as, 'a site for open data about crime and policing in 

England, Wales and Northern Ireland’ (data.police.uk: 2018). Police.uk offers interactive 

crime maps and tools for visualizing and interacting. It also offers raw data-sets available to 

download in bulk. These are available in a variety machine readable and other formats. All 

the data available which here is published under the Open Government License V3.0. The 

site offers street level crime data, outcome and stop and search data available in a comma-

separated values(.csv) file format. This is a machine-readable flat file format which stores 

tabular data. Data.police.uk also allows you to, ‘explore the API containing detailed crime 

data and information about individual police forces and neighbourhood teams’ 

(data.police.uk: 2018). This is a comprehensive and well used resource which evidences open 

data use in the UK.  

The success of data.police.uk is indicative of the importance of contextualization and third 

parity intermediaries in securing the engagement and impact of open data. The variety of 

crime maps and visualization tools available on data.police.uk convert raw data to meaningful 

information. These aid the user in engaging with open data by presenting it as information. 

This reduces the skill barrier to engaging with open data considerably. There are also clear 

accountability implications of letting the public freely view crime statistics in such a detailed 

manner. Policy areas like crime, especially on a local-constituency level, will be deterministic 

in general elections. This a policy area that will be heavily scrutinised in the chamber in 

parliamentary questions, debates and in committees.  The example of data.police.uk was 

advanced in the interviews of civil servants in response to questions as to who was using 

open data and how open data was being used in the UK.  

This project included a research interview with Mike Bracken, a founding partner of ‘Public 

digital.’ This is a consultancy specialist in digital transformation. Public digital helps 

organizations, public and private, adapt to the Internet era. This primarily involves working 
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with both governments and large organisations around the world at leadership level helping 

them undergo digital transformation. From 2011-15 Bracken held the positions of Head of 

Digital to the UK government and head of the technology profession. He was also the UK’s 

first and to date, only Chief Data Officer. 

 Bracken offered a useful insight into crime data. Data.police.uk shows how different types of 

data can be used in conjunction with one another to become more useful. Crime and location 

(geospatial) data is meaningful compiled, aggregated and disaggregated to produce useful and 

easy to understand insights for the average citizen. Bracken corroborated this perspective 

asserting that, ‘crime data is…one where the conflation…with location data shows some 

interesting patterns…it shows immediate trends that you can see’ (interview, August 2018). 

Bracken highlighted that this was near-real time rather than real-time data. Crime data was 

published with a time lag duration of around one week. Bracken indicated that this is not 

where the benefits of real time data most obviously lay. Real-time open data’s suitability in 

terms of outcomes, arose in more mundane policy areas. He believed, ‘real time data is much 

more useful for things like what's the length of the queue at Heathrow and how many 

passports were produced today’ (interview, August 2018). This type of data is much more 

suited policy areas which were, ‘highly relevant to immediate changes in policy’ (interview, 

August 2018)  

It is not only the publicised instances of open data use which are crucial to consider. Their 

remains contention in the literature as to whether the effects of open data will be direct or 

indirect. Thus, it is important to consider internal instances of open data use and re-use. It is 

important to survey for unreported examples of how increased data sharing between 

government departments is having an impact. During his time in government Bracken made 

use of data analysis to identify the administrative failings of an individual passport office. 

This shows the potential specificity in scrutiny activities that can be achieved where open 

data is engaged with and implemented as intended. The office in question attracted 

substantial criticism on social media and elsewhere. Thus, Bracken raised these 

administrative failings with the Home Office to raise the issue. He met with considerable 

internal resistance to independent evidence-based scrutiny. The Home Office informed 

Bracken, ‘No…this isn’t a problem this is the summer-spring rush lot of people book their 
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summer holidays realize that they need to get a new passport and apply’ (interview, August 

2018).  Bracken and his team pressed the Home Office further. They questioned them as to 

whether they were sure that there were no procedural failings at play. The Home Office were 

resolute that they were sure that this was not the case. Yet, ‘Six weeks down the line, low and 

behold…they're finding boxes of passport applications…lost down a lift shaft and all sorts of 

nonsense’ (interview, August 2018). This addresses the problem in the literature as to 

whether open data is having a direct or indirect impact. It is evidence of indirect effect. It also 

alludes to the long and fragile chain that is required in securing increase accountability of 

government on the basis of open data. Bracken, unlike the majority of public, meet all the 

necessary and desirable criteria for engagement. He had an appropriate technical skill set, 

vast resources, and staff. Moreover, he occupied a key position in the administration of the 

state and was able to purse scrutiny activities on an independent basis. Bracken was able to 

critically engage with the government from position of de facto and de jure authority. He was 

perfectly posited and privileged to take advantage of and use open data for the purposes of 

accountability. Average citizens are beholden to third intermediaries in the form of 

statisticians, the media and elected representatives where they wish to meaningfully engage 

with open data. 

Bracken asserted that in these situations of administrative incompetence someone always 

pays the price. This was something he and his team were able detect and address using real 

time open data analysis. This represents an instance of a public body being held to account 

internally, by a concerned and motivated civil servant, on the basis of open data analysis. It is 

significant that the Home Office did not want to act. They did not believe that real time data. 

This is not encouraging for the potential accountability impact of open data in terms of 

evidence-based scrutiny. Bracken’s interview echoed the finding of the grey-literature 

analysis, that the success of open data projects often turns on political will. Indeed, ‘it's not 

just having the…data. It is having the operational outlook that means you act on it’ 

(interview, 2018). The UK is particularly poor in this respect as, ‘it sees often through the 

lens of long-term policy rather than short term service provision’ (interview, 2018). The 

Bracken interview illustrated that he actual extent of open data use is not obvious because of 

difficulty in identifying causation. Some of its use and consequence are internal and indirect. 
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However, research indicates although the exact extent of usage is unknowable it is limited. 

The question is how much of this limited use is at least meaningful and impactful. Open data 

dissemination is justifiable where it at least demonstrates a pareto effect like FOI. The extent 

of open datasets disseminated is more easily answerable. However, the use and impact of 

open is more significant than how many datasets are being disseminated. The question of 

how many open datasets are being released does not speak to the core questions at the centre 

of the transparency literature.   

It is important to consider the tradition of internal resistance to administrative change in the 

UK. Open data’s use and impact is more impressive when one considers these organisational 

frustrations, conventional hurdles, and barriers to dissemination. The research of the Open 

Data Barometer indicated that leading countries were investing in the creation of National 

Data Infrastructures. The importance of data infrastructures for effective dissemination and 

subsequent use of open dataset was echoed by Bracken.  

Bracken suggested that open data only constituted one element in the overhaul and digital 

transformation of UK services. In the formative origins of the UK government’s digital 

transformation, ‘raw data…wasn’t really a priority…data is only one part of a service mix 

that users require’ (interview, August 2018). This again alludes to the importance of public 

service information and visualization applications for end users. Digital transformation first 

meant an overhaul of the country’s data architecture. Open data dissemination comes much 

later in this process than the rhetoric of the global open data project would suggest. This 

suggests that the technological aspects of the project have obscured the political and practical 

aims of pursing openness in the first instance.  

Bracken and his team first ‘unpeeled the services…then…unpeeled the technology operations 

then…got to the data’ (interview, August 2018). This process was corroborated in an 

interview with Jamie Tetlow. The Head of Development for the Parliamentary Digital 

Service at the UK Parliament. It illustrated that government data was but one element of the 

UK’s overall digital service package. Open data represent but one avenue to openness in the 

UK’s wider package of open government policies. However, government data underpinned 
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all these e-services. Government, ‘data underpins anything… that has any kind of scale or 

longevity in in how it's delivered’ (Tetlow, interview, November 2018).   

It is easy to be overly critical when assessing a jurisdiction’s record on open data 

dissemination and use. It is vital to appreciate the initial state of the countries data 

infrastructure to ensure realistic expectations. The gap between open data’s intended 

expectations and their limited impact in practice can be impart explained by the poor state of 

most government’s data holdings at the beginning of the global open data project. There are 

numerous processes that must take place internally to put the necessary organisational-

informational structures for effective dissemination in place. Their overhaul is required to 

foster the effective use and re-use of open data. One data only represents a single aspect of 

digital transformation. Overhauling a countries data infrastructure is no small task. This is in 

with hermeneutic which emphasises the importance of metadata and the semantic structuring 

of data. These represent the ‘grammar’ of data holdings in the 21st Century.  

At the beginning of the UK’s digital transformation, Bracken ‘found that much of the data 

that the UK government runs on is not in a great state’ (interview, August 2018). The issue 

here was that the data in question was not clearly classified, well managed or well described. 

Before effective the use of open data can occur, governments must address the problems 

where their data is, ‘highly duplicative and corrupted’ (interview, August 2018). In 2011 

Bracken found that this ‘data doesn’t wash itself very well.’ It is unsurprising that open data 

is experiencing limited use and impact as in 2020 it remains very ‘hard…to go to the UK 

government right now and say show me all the data you have on me’ (interview, August 

2018). Bracken indicated that if any of this personal data has changed it remains hard to 

update. This includes something as simple making aware of the fact that you had moved to a 

new house is not without issue. Its hard to imagine how governments can effectively 

disseminate open data and foster its widespread use when they still struggle internally to 

remedially update their citizen’s most fundamental personal data. 

Given these considerations it is impressive that the limited use as outlined in the PASC’s 

report even managed to occur when it did. Open data policy has come a long way. It has had 

to overcome a great deal of anachronistic administrative practise, convention and tradition. 
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Again, echoing the findings of the grey-literature review, Bracken remarked of the open data 

project that, ‘it's a very piecemeal approach…building services on those sorts of foundational 

data is very tough’ (interview, August 2018). Open data dissemination and use is in 

contention with government’s traditional approach to its data holding. Which has 

compartmentalized and proprietary. For instance, the registry system of data management is 

something the UK government has had a long tradition of. The land registry has traditional 

been run solely by the land registrar. The Land Registrar, ‘has a register…he is a registrar of 

data’ (Bracken, interview, August 2018). Disseminating open data is naturally hampered by 

this approach. Where dissemination has yet to overcome institutional barriers, widespread use 

of open data remains elusive. These proprietary and limiting data holding where similarly 

described by Tetlow: 

‘Lots of vertical silos…there's been no thought about how to cut across it. Sometimes 

opportunities appear by chance…there's not been a coherent effort to join up that 

information right back at source. How we expose ourselves to the public over the web 

is very similar to how our organisation is structured…The physical walls between 

offices and departments are there clear as clear as day’ (interview, November 2018). 

 

Robert Brooke, the search lead for Parliamentary Digital Service argued that ‘Internally and 

externally we're not doing enough’ (interview, November 2018). The traditional approach as 

creates both a practice and, ‘profoundly anti-democratic problem…it means that we are 

hugely duplicative…we have huge amounts of crazy internal battles across our system for 

absolutely no reason other than departmental sovereignty’ (Bracken, interview, August 

2018). This highlights the necessary relationship between increasing transparency and 

enhancing democracy.  

These criticism are evidenced in the academic literature Tim Berners-Lee pointed to that, ‘the 

unwillingness of public service providers to surrender control of their data’ (Berners-Lee et 

al, 2012: 9) The preoccupation with departmental sovereignty and the traditional propriety 

approach to government data holdings is a recipe for a, ‘lack of incentive for sharing and co-

development’ (interview, August 2018). This resistance is juvenile than sinister. Given the 

potential for incompetence and dysfunction in the ‘inner workings in operations that rose up 
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in one department the idea that they could organize a conspiracy is ridiculous’ (Bracken, 

interview, August 2018). Civil servants have historically always been mistrustful and 

resistant to transparency reform and data sharing practices. They have typically adopted the 

view of, ‘Oh no…our register is better than theirs’ (Bracken, interview, August 2018). This is 

a practical restraint and Bracken was sympathetic of the position which civil servants came to 

find themselves in, remarking that: 

‘There are very few incentives to open up if you're a permanent secretary and 

understandably…why do I want to use someone else's data-set. If they fuck it up and 

my service goes down, I'm responsible’ (interview, August 2018). 

On account of these vast bureaucratic barriers the UK has done moderately well on open data 

dissemination if not on usage. The PASC’s report was still able to highlight several popular 

public and commercial uses of open data. This report was published just four years after the 

establishment of the open data partnership. One compelling example cited in the report is the 

greater public transparency in health spending has that been created by Mastodon C (PASC, 

2014: 8). One of Mastodon C's projects demonstrated that ‘the NHS could have saved more 

than £200 million a year if the generic version of statins had been prescribed rather than the 

patented version’ (PASC, 2014: 8). That is a significant efficiency saving when you consider 

that this single change represents approximately a saving of 0.2% of the NHS’ vast 101.3bn 

annual budget. It is clear the cumulative effect open data could have on health spending 

where it promotes effective and ongoing monitoring.  

The UKs open data project has had some academic impact. The PASC report points to the 

fact that, ‘greenhouse gas emissions statistics released annually…were 

welcomed…by…Oxford University as a consistent and informative dataset’ (PASC, 2014: 

8). The UK has seen impactful economic use and public service optimisation attributable to 

innovative datasets. The problem is that not enough of this data has been released. Indeed, the 

Institute for Government in their written evidence to the PASC criticised the open data 

project on the basis that, ‘the accessibility, quality, and presentation of government data 

varies widely between departments and datasets’ (PASC, 2014: 9). Full Fact, the independent 

fact-checking group, have asserted of open data that, ‘we have seen too little, too late, too 

poorly done’ They contend that because open data has been so ‘poorly done the take up has 
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been limited’ (PASC, 2014: 9) These findings are from 2014. They are not sensitive to the 

enormity of the task that the UK government has embarked on in pursuing its open data 

project. Exaggerations of expectations compounded by a misunderstanding of the 

requirements of overhauling a data architecture, for the purposes of effective dissemination 

and use, in part explain the gap between open data’s intended impact and its impact in 

practice. 

The Institute for Government points to a sub-optimal state of open data publication in the 

UK. Indeed, they have found that, ‘publication of open data releases remains patchy’ 

(Institute for Government, 2018). However, they do commend the UK’s publication of some 

specific datasets. The institute commends the conservative-liberal democrat coalition’s policy 

of mandating departments to frequently disclose significant financial and organisational data. 

This data included, ‘the meetings attended, travel conducted, and hospitality and gifts 

received by ministers…, spending items over £25,000…and organograms of internal 

organisation’ (Institute for Government, 2018).  This report was broadly positive on the, 

‘Departments’ publication of travel, meetings, gifts and hospitality’ (Institute for 

Government, 2018).  This data has now been collated by Transparency International UK for 

the first time. It has seen considerable improvement since 2010, ‘when publication was 

incredibly patchy’ (Institute for Government, 2018). The report asserts that publication of 

spending over £25,000 has historically been poor in the UK. There are issues of late 

publishing particularly with the Cabinet Office, DCMS, DfT and the Department for 

Environment, Food and Rural Affairs (Defra). Yet, the following departments: HMRC, FCO, 

DH and DfE usually publish on time (Institute for Government, 2018).  

In 2018 the institute found that, ‘Between December 2016 and November 2017, only 29% of 

monthly releases were published on time – 46% were late, and 23% were not published at all’ 

(Institute for Government, 2018).  HMRC and DfID performed well and managed to publish 

almost 84% (10 out 12) of their publications on time (Institute for Government, 2018). 

Similarly, DH, FCO and DfE managed to publish the bulk of their publications in the 

mandated time. Yet, it remains the case that seven departments (BEIS, Defra, DExEU, DfT, 

DIT, HO and MoJ) did not publish a single record on time. Notably, HO did not publish any 

data for this period (Institute for Government, 2018). Finally, the report found that, ‘the DWP 
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also performed poorly – not publishing data on six occasions – having previously had a 

strong record’ (Institute for Government, 2018). A further report by the institute for 

government has highlighted five ‘data gaps’ in the UK government’s open data project. These 

are: 

1. A list of all the datasets that government departments are responsible for producing. 

2. More comprehensible data on government spending, including better annual accounts 

from government departments. 

3. Better outsourcing data. 

4. More comprehensive performance data on public services. 

5. Better data on the public sector workforce. (Freeguard, 2018, 2-5) 

Moreover, traditional disclosure by FOI has been compromised. Since 2010, departments 

have become less responsive to FOI requests. For example, ‘in Q3 2010, 39% of requests 

were fully or partially withheld; this had increased to 52% by Q3 2017’ (Institute for 

Government, 2018).  Interestingly, ‘Of the 2,342 requests withheld in full in Q3 2017, 50% 

were due to FOI Act exemptions, 47% to cost, 2% to repetition and 1% to vexatiousness’ 

(Institute for Government, 2018). If the open data that people want is being published and 

publicised well one would expect to see a corresponding drop in FOI requests. This requires 

that essential government data be published up to date, on time and in a machine-readable 

format. Most importantly, this data would need to be published in such a way that it was easy 

for a user to locate and download. The grey-literature suggests that the structure of data 

dissemination in the UK, whilst a high-level data architecture, is not so advanced that it 

should currently be offsetting FOI request. 

 The UK is ranked number one on the open data-barometer. The Barometer’s findings 

indicate that key datasets are up to date and readily accessible. Yet, in 2020 the Institute for 

Government has found that the UK government is now publishing transparency data ‘later 

and less reliably than previously’ (Institute for Government, 2020: 79). The research suggests 

that the UK government’s commitment to openness is diminishing. For instance, most data 

releases for spending over £25,000 are now published late. Indeed, ‘many of the monthly 

datasets for 2019 are still yet to be published’ (Institute for Government, 2020: 85). The 
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Institute for Government found that the availability of data declined between the years 2018 

and 2019. In 2018 three departments published at least 10 out of their 12 monthly datasets on 

time. Yet, in 2019, only HMRC and DExEU even had ‘a chance of doing this’ (Institute for 

Government, 2020: 85). 

On balance, the evidence suggests that there has been some limited open data usage in the 

UK. This attributable to onerous barriers to the effective dissemination of open data for the 

purposes of use and impact. There are some limited examples of open data usage in the UK. 

The current level of usage does not meet the expectations of open data advocates. Open data 

has not been realised as Berners-Lee initially envisioned, however, ‘whatever Tim Berners 

Lee…wanted it, frankly, doesn't really matter. It's what do we have in front of us now’ 

(Brooke, interview, November 2018). 

4.4 Open Data Use in Ireland  

This section examines open data use in Ireland. It details the most significant barriers to open 

data dissemination and use in Ireland.  

4.4.1 Open Data Dissemination and Use 

Ireland is mentioned much less than the UK in the publications of the Open Data Barometer. 

This is because at the time the UK was ranked first in terms of implementation and impact 

whereas Ireland was ranked 29th. The Barometer’s first report draws attention to the fact that 

Ireland was out ranked by the leading developing country, Kenya. Kenya was ranked 21st 

whereas Ireland is ranked 8 places below Kenya at 29th (Farhan et al., 2013:6). Yet, it is 

important to appreciate that, ‘Different countries…face different challenges in pursuing 

OGD… There is no one-size fits all approach to OGD’ (Farhan et al., 2013:7). We are only 

beginning to understand how open data, ‘plays out in national, sub-national, and local 

community contexts’ (Davies et al, 2012: 1).  

It is important to be critical on the Open Data Barometer’s assessments. This project suggests 

that their methodological approach to quantifying openness and impact is fundamentally 

flawed. It has led to exaggeration of the UK’s progress on open data dissemination and use 

relative to Ireland. The findings of the barometer on implementation and impact are in 
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contention with the academic literature which suggests limited patterns of usage in the UK. It 

is useful to consider a critical perspective on Kenya’s new open data project and portal 

Nathaniel Heller (director of the NGO Global Integrity and a key figure in establishing the 

Open Government Partnership) remarked that of Kenya’s open data portal, ‘I can only 

wonder whether the time, expenses, and political capital devoted to building that website 

were really the best uses of resources’ (Heller, 2011). Using these resources to develop the 

portal ignored the fact that Kenya suffered from, ‘government challenges that go far beyond 

the lack of a website where citizens (many of whom are not online) can chart government 

datasets (Heller, 2011). It seems questionable to rank Kenya above Ireland when one 

considers the comparative levels of access to the internet. A considerably larger percentage of 

Ireland’s population are online.  

Heller remarked that open data receives a lot of attention relative to other open government 

policies as it is, ‘the…flashiest reform of the bunch’ (Heller, 2011). This evidences the 

danger of the technological aspects of open data taking precedent over the political of open 

government. Technocratic elite and critical theory suggest that this can further entrench pre-

existing power asymmetries and create problems of technocracy. For Heller open data 

represented an easier avenue of reform. It allowed governments to avoid open government 

reforms that were much more likely to be transformative in transparency and accountability 

terms. Heller remarked that it is: 

‘Much cooler and frankly less politically controversial for any government to put 

government health databases online . . . than it is for the same government to provide 

greater transparency around the financing of political parties in the country’ (Heller, 

2011). 

This was a recurring theme in the literature review on open government. Yu and Robinson 

note that open government data does not always refer to the disclosing of data which ‘makes 

the government as a whole more open (that is, more publicly accountable)’ (Yu & Robinson, 

2012: 178). Open government data may simply instead refer to, ‘politically neutral public 

sector disclosures…. even if they have nothing to do with public accountability’ (Yu & 

Robinson, 2012: 178). Thus, one should approach the Open Data Barometer’s rankings and 

assements with caution. The barometer is not sensitive to the contexts in which data 
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infrastructure development has taken place.By the Fourth Edition Global Report Ireland out 

ranked Kenya. As of 2018 Ireland is ranked 26th whereas Kenya is ranked 35th. What is more 

striking is the disparity between the UK and Ireland’s rankings. This remains quite 

pronounced even as, ‘the UK, US, and Nordic countries have all taken steps backward’ 

(ODB, 2018: 13). This is quite surprising as this project’s interview data suggests 

convergence between Ireland and UK in terms of open data dissemination, use, and impact. 

The with Barry Lowry, the Government Chief Information Officer of the Irish department of 

Public Expenditure and Reform, fallacies to this disparity. Lowry’s role is threefold, the first 

to take forward the Public Service ICT strategies. The second is to advise government on how 

digital technology can change or improve the country. Finally, the third aspect of Lowry’s job 

is to represent Ireland at EU level. This interview suggest that Ireland is similar to the UK in 

terms of its approach to dissemination, the kind of datasets being disseminated and its 

approach to constructing public services on the basis of this data. 

The Irish government’s approach to open data is twofold. He detailed that ‘one of them is we 

make open data sets available…The other thing we do is we'll use the data to turn it into 

services’ (Lowry, interview, October 2018). Lowry pointed to several well publicised 

examples of open data being used in public service application build by the Irish government. 

One such example was https://whereyourmoneygoes.gov.ie/en/. This resource provides 

visualisations of public spending data in Ireland for citizens. It is user-friendly. It is 

minimally contextualized in terms of introducing subjective bias. Yet, it is contextualised 

enough so as to make it easy to understand the information. This makes it is simple for 

citizens to meaningfully engage with this data without the need for formal training. This is 

important as the literature review and this project’s primary research highlight considerable 

skill barrier to the public when engaging with open data. The project stresses the importance 

of contextualization by third party intermediaries to make data usable and impactful. 

Moreover, the data on https://whereyourmoneygoes.gov.ie/en/ is freely available in bulk in a 

variety of machine readable and downloadable formats. Thus, those particularly concerned 

about the potential for subjective bias can endeavour to work with the raw datasets where 

they have the skill to do so.  

https://whereyourmoneygoes.gov.ie/en/
https://whereyourmoneygoes.gov.ie/en/
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The data is up to date, being published proactively and almost in real time. For instance, at 

the time, ‘the day the budget came out…two weeks ago… within hours we had all of that 

available on where your money goes’ (Lowry, interview, October 2018). This data was not 

simply dumped online and not engaged with. This data source, ‘is actually being used by 

teachers…to engage students in some of the political discussions or economic discussions 

they might have’ (Lowry, interview, October 2018).  It is a dynamic resource which allows 

students almost real-time insight into the, ‘choices the finance minister makes with the money 

available to him’ (Lowry, interview, October 2018). This suggest that open data is not only 

being disseminated in Ireland. Rather, it is being used for academic research and teaching 

purposes. Another example of open data being disseminated and used is Geo-hive. Here geo-

spatial open data is pushed, ‘into systems to basically add value to make it available to inform 

the public’ (Lowry, interview, October 2018).  

The disparity in ranking between the UK and Ireland raises questions around the open data 

barometer’s methodology. Ireland and the UK have seen open data’s impact materialize 

through optimised service provision. In both cases this has been contingent on the release of 

spending data, geo-spatial and transport data. Contrary to the findings of the Open Data 

Barometer Ireland, ‘is actually recognised by the EU as being the best in Europe in this area’ 

(Lowry, interview, October 2018).  Lowry described how general feedback from the public, 

business and academics was typically one of commendation. There was, ‘a general feeling in 

academia and in the industry that we're doing a good job’ (interview, October 2018). Yet, he 

also subtly alluded to the practical constraints facing Ireland’s digital transformation. He 

assessed Ireland’s efforts in the terms, ‘that the government is doing as much as one might 

expect the government could do’ (Lowry, interview, October 2018).  He pointed to these 

limitations and the fact that among academia and industry, ‘There's an understanding that 

where…government doesn't reveal data sets there's a reason for that’ (interview, October 

2018) He not that this ‘could be a privacy reason or it could be an economic reason’ 

(interview, October 2018). Lowry’s reference to ‘economic reasons’ lends support to the 

theories in the literature review which suggest an economic neo-liberalizing of the open data 

project. It suggests that there has been a shift away from the policy of ‘open by default’ 

towards ‘open where appropriate.’ This evidences convergence between the two case studies 
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as the UK now pursues an ‘open where appropriate’ approach, especially to economically 

value datasets.  

Lowry stated that despite such restrictions there remained, ‘a general acceptance that 

Government is probably deserving of the praise that it gets at EU level’ (interview, October 

2018) Open Data Barometer reports highlight that Ireland has performed well in terms of 

‘Civil Society Readiness’. Ireland has had, ‘a strong community focus on Linked Data’ 

(Farhan et al., 2013: 33). Linked data is the gold standard of open data. In terms of the 

graduations of openness, it is rated 5/5 star on the openness scale. These findings were further 

corroborated by the project’s interview of Rhoda Kerins, the Head of the Open Data Unit in 

the Department of Public Expenditure and Reform and Marian Beakey, who is responsible 

for the open data portal. She too is in the employee of the Open Data Unit in the Department 

of Public Expenditure and Reform. Kerins said of the CSO: 

‘They are currently involved in an EU project in relation to linked data. They're 

converting a number of their datasets into a five star linked data format…they will have 

a large number. They would certainly, at the minute, only have a small number of five-

star data on the portal but one of the objectives of the project…is that they will convert 

a lot of their Data into five-star data’ (interview, February 2019). 

Privacy represent a strong barrier to dissemination and use of open data in Ireland. There is 

perhaps divergence between UK and Ireland on this issue. The disparity impact suggested by 

the Open Data Barometer may be in part explained by differing cultures to privacy between. 

Lowry drew attention to what he seen a radically different culture to privacy in Ireland: 

The Americans…New Zealand, Australia…this…family…all broadly sharing the 

same roots…they have a different view on liberty…Things that worry us in Ireland 

don't necessarily worry the Swedes or the Estonians or the Danes…the UK is 

difference from Ireland’ (interview, October 2018). 

In Ireland privacy concerns are much more strongly pronounced. Lowry point to the 

comparably more invasive nature of credit checks in the UK, relative to the much softer 

credit checks carried out by lenders in Ireland. The difference here around personal data is 

premised on these more pronounced privacy concerns. Despite this open data dissemination, 

use and impact remains broadly similar between the UK and Ireland in most areas. The 

project’s research interviews evidenced that open data had be similarly used to build public 
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service apps in Ireland and in the UK. These apps are engaged with by the public to a 

comparable extent in both jurisdictions.  

There is clear evidence that open data dissemination, use and impact in the two case has 

largely centred on innovation data. Innovation data’s use in Ireland was evidenced in an 

interview with the Chief Data Officer and Open Data Liaison Officer for Houses of the 

Oireachtas. He asserted that in the Irish project that, ‘the biggest pioneers with open data is 

the spatial sector…because of the inspire directive which required them to publish geo-spatial 

data in an open format’ (anonymous, interview, May 2018). In Ireland geo-spatial data has 

experienced considerable use, ‘there are a lot of commercial tools built on what OSI and 

department of environment publish’ (interview, May 2018). Contrary to the assessments of 

the Open Data Barometer, this respondent described the Irish Central Statistics Office as, ‘a 

leader and a pioneer in open data’ (interview, May 2018). Although this is a self-assessment, 

the findings presented here do suggest that there is exaggeration in the findings of the Open 

Data Barometer on the disparity between the UK and Ireland’s open data project.  

As was the case with the UK there was evidence of dissemination and much more limited 

evidence of use. The interview with Kerins and Beakey pointed to the fact that innovation 

data such as spending, transport and geo-spatial data was being used to optimise public 

service provision in Ireland. This was similarly a central feature of the UK open data project. 

Both interviewees identified the transport app as widely being used. Although, seemingly 

mundane, it has been transformative to public life in Ireland. Indeed, ‘everybody uses the bus 

app…its made a huge difference…for the ordinary…commuting citizen, in terms of how they 

plan their commute’ (Kerins, interview, February 2018). 

Indeed, evidence suggest that the UK and Irish governments are publishing innovation data 

and this data is sought after. However, it is important to appreciate that this is not the data 

which carries the most accountability implications. It has been assumed that if the 

government is publishing the datasets that people want, in a well-publicised and machine-

readable format, then FOI requests should fall. The interview with Lowry suggested that FOI 

requests had not fallen. This would imply that government is either not publishing the data 

that people want or that people simply are not engaging with open datasets. Lowry indicated 
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that, ‘the civil service…don't feel that their FOIs have gone down’ (Lowry, interview, 

October 2018). Rather, ‘the spirit of the FOI is being heavily abused’ (interview, October 

2018).   

Lowry believed, ‘a lot of questions…don't really contribute… it's not a genuine attempt to 

discover something’ (interview, October 2018).  This is consistent with the theories outlined 

in the literature that suggested that he requirements of transparency were often met to the 

detriment of administrative efficiency. This interview suggested that the Irish government 

was disseminating information proactively that should be reducing FOI requests. Indeed, ‘a 

lot of the key things to be discovered are proactively made available from government and 

don't require any further follow up’ (Lowry, interview, October 2018).  This could explain 

the fall in FOI responses in the UK as evidenced by the institute for government. The Irish 

and British systems share the same functional origins. Thus, these failures to meet FOI 

requests could be due to British civil servants similarly seeing FOI as being abused. In 

summary, the British and Irish experience of open data dissemination, use and impact seems 

to be much more comparable than the open data barometer seems to suggest. Both project 

centre son the release of innovative datasets. 

4.5 Conclusion 

In conclusion there is clear evidence that open data is both being disseminated in the UK and 

Ireland. However, there is only limited evidence that suggests open data is being used. There 

is less evidence again which suggests that it is having an impact. The data that is being used 

most is innovation data. This is economic data, transport data and geo-spatial data. This data 

has seen the most dissemination and re-use by public bodies, LMEs and SMEs. The vast 

majority of examples of open data use found in the interviews, grey-literature and academic 

literature tend to be instances of apps or services built on innovative open datasets. Public 

services built on open data are being used by the average citizen. However, there is not much 

evidence of meaningful interaction with raw datasets on a citizen level. This emphasizes the 

role of contextualization and third-party intermediaries in ensuring open data secures impact. 

This is especially true of open data’s potential accountability impact. The importance of 
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third-party intermediaries and the existence of skill deficits in the public explain the apparent 

gap between open data’s actual and intended impact.  

Citizens have interacted with open data on crime but have primarily done so using 

applications which contextualise this data for them. Opposed to working with the raw data 

themselves. The UK and Ireland have witnessed the use of open data in the development of 

apps by government and commercial entities that optimise public service provision. There is 

some limited evidence of open data being used by academic researchers. Interviews 

evidenced open data being used for the purposes of teaching at a school level. There are some 

limited instances of open data being used by citizens on a collective-local level.  

There is evidence of disparity as to the extent of dissemination and use of open data in the 

two nations. Research interviews suggest, however, that this disparity is somewhat overstated 

in the Open Data Barometer reports. This is corroborated in the grey literature review and 

academic literature. Ireland and the UK release the same types of datasets that are then 

subsequently used to build similar services. The UK disseminates more open data. However, 

dissemination a lone does not secure impact. Both Ireland and the UK have done an effective 

job in creating applications to help citizens interact with and visualize open data. These 

applications are digital intermediary platforms. This addresses one substantial barriers to 

open data use. This a lack of statistical and technological proficiency among citizens. The 

dissemination of government data as raw will have to no impact if citizens cannot 

meaningfully engage with the raw datasets. This remains true regardless of how 

comprehensive this dissemination in terms of quantity of datasets disseminated.  
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5. Open data and Parliaments 

5.1 Introduction  

This chapter investigates the use of Open data within the British and Irish parliaments. It 

addresses the second hypothesis: As accountability is a central goal of open government and 

given that parliaments are charged with holding the government to account, we should expect 

to see open data used being in parliament. Furthermore, given their status as the prime 

scrutiny mechanism within parliaments, we should expect to see open data being used by 

select committees in Westminster and the Oireachtas. As we should reasonably expect to see 

open data being used by those interested in holding government to account and as such, open 

data should be being used by both opposition parties and interest groups. This chapter makes 

use of quantitative data analysis of committee reports, associated evidence (oral and written) 

and interviews in order to test this hypothesis. The literature clearly indicates that ‘ICTs have 

a small but significant effect on political behaviour’ (Worthy, 2015: 3) This project’s research 

targets a gap in the literature. It does so by providing an insight into how much of this impact 

arises from open data and how much of it translates in to increased government 

accountability. In its use of quantitative analysis, this chapter addresses a gap in the literature 

as ‘empirically, open data research is in its infancy’ (Worthy, 2015: 2). There remains 

considerable disagreement as to whether the effects of open data are direct or indirect 

5.2 Westminster 

This section of the chapter investigates open data use at Westminster. It begins by presenting 

the results of the quantitative analysis of the committee reports and associated evidence from 

three departmental select committees of the Westminster parliament:  

- The Committee for Environment, Food and Rural Affairs 

- The Health and Social Care Committee, and,  

- The Education Committee (2010 to 2019).  
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This section then details the relevant qualitative findings on open data usage in Westminster 

from its semi-structured interviews. As this section is primarily concerned with open usage at 

the Westminster parliament it will draw particularly on the interviews conducted with the 

data search team from the UK parliament’s Parliamentary Digital Service.  

5.2.1 Committee Reports Analysis 

Atlas Ti was used to search for instances of the word ‘data ‘across all the relevant committee 

reports and associated evidence between 2010-19. The word data was selected as most of the 

UK government and parliaments’ open data holdings make use of the word data in the 

construction of their URLS. This could be in the main construction of the URL. For instance, 

data.gov.uk or data.parliament.uk. Even where this is not the case, the hyperlink in question 

will typically have the word data suffixed to it after a ‘/’ . This will be the case where an open 

dataset or some other form of publicly available information is cited. For example: 

http://webarchive.nationalarchives.gov.uk/20110503151558/http://dft.gov.uk/pgr/statistics/da

tatablespublications/accidents/casualitiesgbar/rrcgb2009.  

This is usually also the case when the source in question is information presented in as a PDF 

as opposed to an open file format. This is because data is often mistakenly used to describe 

information. This conflation of data and information is commonplace. The UK government 

and parliament use the terms data and information interchangeably. Indeed, in both instances 

the term ‘data-collections,’ is often present in the URL for both data and information sources. 

The minority of data and information holdings which do not use the word ‘data’ explicitly in 

the reference are still detectable. These are detected upon manually scanning each hit of the 

word data that is returned by Atlas Ti returns. The word data is usually used in the body of 

the text. There will be a corresponding hyperlink to the data holding in an attached citation. 

Therefore, it was quite simple to discern what hits returned by Atlas Ti were cited to data and 

which ones were attributable to information. This also facilitated a fuller insight into the type 

of sourcing used in the research of departmental select committees. Some reports contained 

dead hyperlinks as the UK government is still overhauling its digital services package. Many 

data holdings have been moved to the national web archive website. The issue of dead 

http://webarchive.nationalarchives.gov.uk/20110503151558/http:/dft.gov.uk/pgr/statistics/datatablespublications/accidents/casualitiesgbar/rrcgb2009
http://webarchive.nationalarchives.gov.uk/20110503151558/http:/dft.gov.uk/pgr/statistics/datatablespublications/accidents/casualitiesgbar/rrcgb2009
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hyperlinks was easily overcome through process tracing. These dead links often redirected 

clearly to the dataset or information on the national web archive. 

5.2.1.1 Environment, Food and Rural Affairs 

The first set of committee reports and associated evidenced processed in the project were 

those of the Committee for Environment, Food and Rural Affairs. For this committee the 

project employed Atlas Ti to process 93 PDFS of committee reports and associated evidence. 

This returned 1707 matches to the word data. Of these matches there were only four clear 

instances of open data sets being used. Of these 4 instances 2 were to machine readable 

formats (CSV or similarly open formats) and 2 were in xls or a similar file format. These 

results can be seen in the table below: 

Table 5.1: EFRA Committee Reports and Associated Evidence: Open Datasets by year 2010-

19: 

 

Interestingly, there is only a single instance of open data usage in an interoperable open file 

format. This appears in 2012. This was only two years after the UK government’s open data 

White Paper, so this understandable. Yet, there was not another instance of an open set being 

used until 2018. The fact that there are only 4 instances of open data use across a nine year 

(with a six-year period of no usage) suggest that open data is only used on a limited basis by 

parliamentary committees. Whilst there were 3 instances of open datasets being used in 2018, 
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2 of these were two 2-star open data. These were in Xls or other similarly proprietary and/or 

non-interoperable file formats. The bar graph below (Figure 5.1) illustrates the meagre use of 

open data. 

 

 This figure illustrates the absence of a discernible or meaningful trend in the use of open data 

over time. There was a weak spike in use 2012 but no further open data usage until another 

spike in 2018. Whilst 2018 saw three times as much open data usage than 2012, these figures 

are very low. The comparison here is between 1 and 3, respectively. This is clear evidence 

that open data is only being using on the most limited basis by parliamentary committees for 

the purposes of research and holding the government to account.  

5.2.1.2 Health and Social Care 

Following the analysis of the Committee for Environment, Food and Rural Affairs, the same 

process was repeated for the departmental select Committee for Health and Social Care. For 

this committee, the project processed 90 documents. Again, these were committee reports and 

associated evidence. Atlas Ti returned 3948 hits to the word data of which there were again 

only 5 instances of open datasets being used. Of these datasets only 1 was a csv or similarly 

open file format. 4 instances were in .xls or some other propriety, less interoperable file 

format. This can be seen in the table below: 
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Table 5.2: Health and Social Care Committee Reports and Associated Evidence: Open 

Datasets by Year 2010-19 

 

It is interesting that in the case of the Health and Social Care Committee there were over 

2000 more-word matches (3948 word matches) returned to the word data. This would suggest 

that this is inherently a more statistical and data-driven policy area. Yet, it remains the case 

that over a nine-year period only 5 references to open datasets being used were found. Again, 

there was an instance of early usage in 2011. This was a year after the UK government’s open 

data white paper. In 2011 there were 2 instances of usage. These were both in non-

interoperable and/or proprietary file formats. There was a single instance of usage in 2014. 

This was to an xls or similar file format. This is a proprietary file format. In 2016 there were 

two instances of open data sets being used. One instance was in xls or a related file format. 

The other was to a csv machine-readable file format. After 2016 there were no instances of 

open datasets being cited in any file format.  

Although there were much more references to the word data for the Health and Social Care 

Committee the number of open datasets used remained comparable (4 and 5 respectively) to 

the Committee for Environment, Food and Rural Affairs. Moreover, the open datasets cited 

had a lower value of openness on average. The datasets cited in the case of Health and Social 

Care were spread over three rather than two years as was the case for the Committee for 

Environment, Food and Rural Affairs. In the case of the Committee for Health and Social 
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care instances of open data being used were distributed more evenly. The Committee for 

Environment Food and Rural Affairs witnessed open data use immediately at the start of the 

open government project and again quite recently in 2018. In contrast the committee for 

Health and Social care saw initial use in 2011. This was followed by some more low-level 

usage in 2014 and 2016. There were no instances of the use of open data between 2017-2019. 

The figure below (Figure 5.2) illustrates the evidence that open datasets are only used by 

committees on a very limited basis. In the case of the Health and Social Care Committee, 

there is no pattern to suggest that usage over time has increased or changed in any meaningful 

way. 

 

5.2.1.3 Education Committee 

The final committee analysed for the Westminster Parliament was the Education Committee. 

In this case 95 PDFs of committee reports and associated evidence were processed using 

Atlas Ti. This returned 3146 word matches to the word data. There were 11 clear instances of 

open datasets being used. Of these 11, 3 datasets could be categorised as being machine-

readable .csv files as being in some other similarly interoperable file formats. 8 were 

categorized as Xls or were in similar proprietary or interoperable file formats. The results by 

year can be seen in the figure below. 
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Table 5.3: Education Committee Reports and Associated Evidence: Open Datasets by Year 

2010-19 

 

These results are much more promising. The Education Committee has made use of open 

datasets almost every year since 2011. Open data use started a year after the UK 

government’s open data white paper. The only years between 2010-2019 which the 

Education Committee did not use open data were 2010 and 2019. 2010 marked the beginning 

of the open data project and so some time lag in implementation was to be expected. 

Furthermore, at the time of processing there had only been three months of parliamentary 

activity in 2019. It still, however, remains the case that most datasets cited were in file 

formats that contained proprietary tags or were less interoperable. The figure below (Figure 

5.3) suggests that usage has not increased on a year by year basis. It is limited and sporadic. 
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Open data has been cited in the committee reports and associated evidence consistently but at 

a low-level since the beginning of the open government project. As can be seen in figure 5.3 

usage is very limited but more consistent than is the case with the other two committees. 

Usage begins with 2 instances in 2011 before dipping and then remaining consistent at one 

instance between 2012-13. There is then a peak of 3 instances in 2014 before returning to 2 

instances again in 2015. There are no instances of open data usage in 2016. There is one 

instance of open data being used both in 2017 and 2018. This drops to no instances of open 

data usage in 2019. Again, this is likely because when these reports were processed there had 

only been three months of parliamentary activity in 2019.  

Finally, it is useful to consider the total number of instances open datasets have been used on 

an annual basis across all three committees. The line graph below (Figure 5.4) shows the 

combined number of open datasets used in the reports and associated evidence of the 

Committee for Environment, Food and Rural Affairs, the Health and Social Care Committee 

and the Education Committee across time between 2010-2019.  

 

This is useful to consider as it highlights more clearly some patterns in the data. No 

committee has experienced open data usage in 2010. This was the beginning of the global 

open data project. The open government partnership was only established in 2010. There is a 

time-lag in governments ability to begin disseminating open data. As evidenced in the grey-
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literature review and interviews, at the beginning of the open data project governments would 

first have to assess and consolidate their data holdings before open data could be effectively 

disseminated and used. Governments were initially in a position whereby they had antiquated 

data architectures. This impacted the discoverability, accessibility, and interoperability of 

data. This is a barrier to the dissemination and subsequent used of datasets for the purposes of 

holding government to account.  

The Health and Social Care and Environment, Food and Rural Affairs committees have both 

saw similarly low levels of usage. Both committees suffer from a scattered usage of open 

data, with numerous years experiencing no usage. By comparison, the Education committee 

experienced over double the amount of usage that these two committees have seen. This 

suggests that education is a policy are that is either more conducive to data-drive scrutiny 

practices or that there are less barriers to using open data in the case of this policy area. When 

all three committees’ open data usage is considered cumulatively, there is evidence that open 

data has used consistently over time. This is use is still very limited. Especially considering 

this accounts for three committee, in three distinct policy areas, across a 9-year period. Open 

data is either used in committee reports, or the associated evidence almost every year. Again, 

the only exception is the beginning of the open data project in 2010 and 2019. 2019 marks an 

exception because at the time of processing the committee reports this parliamentary session 

had not long begun. At the time of writing, this parliamentary session has not yet ended. 

There were less committee reports processed for the 2019 parliamentary session and therefore 

less opportunity to find open datasets for this year.  

Whilst the number of open data sets used by the committees are modest it is important to 

appreciate that this only represents 3 departmental select committees. There are 19 of these 

committees. Moreover, this is to say nothing about the amount of ad hoc-standing and Lords 

committees. Nine years has elapsed since the beginning of the open government and data 

projects. It is important to appreciate that this time lapse includes an overhaul of the UK’s 

data infrastructure and holdings. This was required to take place before dissemination and use 

of open data could begin. This is an ongoing task and overhaul and dissemination have taken 

place in tandem. Data infrastructure is key to the delivery of digital services and open data 

dissemination and use. The UK is still in the middle of overhauling both its data 
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infrastructure and digital service package. Open data is experiencing extremely low use by 

these committees. This suggests that open data is not being used by parliamentary committees 

in a way that is statistically relevant for the purposes of holding the government to account. 

This meagre use is unsurprising given the considerable barriers to dissemination and use that 

this project has identified. This does contradict the theory which suggests that if open data is 

intended for the purposes of accountability it should be used by parliament and its 

committees in their scrutiny activities. These committees only represent a small fraction of 

the committees scrutinising the government. Yet, these policy areas were chosen as they were 

the most likely to attract data-driven scrutiny activities. If scaled up to include all 

departmental select committees it is unlikely that the results would be disproportionately 

grander or more statistically significant. This does, however, represent an interesting avenue 

of future research that would further evidence and strengthen the findings of this research. 

The fact that open data is not experiencing significant uptake in the committee system 

explains the problem in the wider transparency literature whereby open data is not meeting 

the initial accountability expectations of its proponents.  

5.2.2 Opposition Parties and Interest Groups 

It is useful to consider the references to open datasets found in the analysis of reports and 

associated evidence in more detail. This provides an insight into whether open data is being 

used by opposition parties or interest groups. This can be done quite easily through 

discerning whether citation to an open dataset was found in the committee report itself or in 

the associated written or oral evidence. Where open data are cited within the body of a 

committee report this is an instance of open data being used by opposition parties to hold the 

government to account. Committee membership is comprised of members of the official 

opposition. However, they are bi partisan in composition. A committee will also contain 

members from the government’s party. Where open data appears in associated oral and 

written evidence, it is necessary to consider what group or individual this evidence was 

submitted by. This will often be an interest group. However, the government department 

being scrutinised often also offers evidence before committees. This section will address each 

instance where open data has been cited. It will detail where the reference to an open dataset 

appears and who it is being presented by.  
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For the first committee analysed, the Committee for Environment, Food and Rural affairs, of 

the 4 instances of open datasets referenced, 3 were cited in the body of committee reports. 

Only 1 instance was cited in additional written evidence by an actor external to parliament. 

This appears in, ‘The Water White Paper, Second Report of Session 2013-13 Volume 2 

Additional Written Evidence.’ This data set cited was a machine-readable Csv file. It was 

submitted by the National Farmers Union. The data set cited was to Defra abstraction 

statistics found at http://data.defra.gov.uk/env/iwtb21-ab-purpose-201111.csv Therefore most 

of the data-sets referenced were used and cited by the committee itself. This is an example of 

opposition parties using open data to hold government to account as the committee is 

necessarily comprised to include members from the official opposition party. 75% of open 

datasets referenced (three datasets) in this set of documents were detected in body of the 

committee reports themselves. 25% of the open datasets referenced (one data set) was used in 

evidence submitted by an interest group.  

The second committee analysed was the Committee for Health and Social Care For this 

committee, of the 5 instances of open datasets referenced 3 were cited by the committee 

itself. Again, this is evidence of open data use by opposition parties to hold the government to 

account. Of the five instances of open data citation found 2 were to groups external to the 

parliament. The first appears in the Committee for Health and Social Care’s 12th report of 

session 2010-2012, ‘Public Health, Volume III Additional Written Evidence.’ This citation is 

from a charity, St Mungo’s. This was a reference7 to Office of National Statistics Health 

Inequalities data from June 2011. The link now redirects to the ONS homepage. Yet, the 

dataset can be found using the search function. It is presented in .xls format. This is a 

proprietary file format. As a charity, St Mungo’s can be categorized as an interest group.  

The second instance of open data use by an actor external to parliament appears in the Health 

and Social Care Committee’s 14th report of session 2010-12, ‘Social Care Volume III 

Additional Written.’ Here there was a reference to an open dataset appearing in the written 

evidence submitted by The British Private Equity and Venture Capital Association. This 

dataset is citation to the National Minimum Dataset for Social Care April 2010. This was 

 
7 http://www.statistics.gov.uk/cci/nugget.asp?id=1899  

http://data.defra.gov.uk/env/iwtb21-ab-purpose-201111.csv
http://www.statistics.gov.uk/cci/nugget.asp?id=1899
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produced by Skills for Care. This can be found on the open data portal at 

https://data.gov.uk/dataset/9cd42409-1a44-4e6c-9696-29d6a760e746/national-minimum-

dataset-for-social-care-nmds-sc This is published under the open government licence. It is in 

a csv file format. It is not proprietary. It is machine readable 3-star open data. The British 

Private Equity and Venture Capital Association can be categorized as an interest group. This 

is evidence of open use by interest groups to lobby the government.  

In the final committee analysed, the Education Committee, of the 11 instances of open data 

found only one was submitted by a body or individual that is external to parliament. 

Therefore 10 of the instances of open datasets found have been cited in committee reports by 

the committee itself. This again is evidence pointing to use of open data by parliamentarians 

and opposition parties. The single instance of open data being cited by a non-parliamentary 

body appears in the first report of session 2012-13, ‘The administration of examinations for 

15–19-year olds in England. Volume II: Additional Written and Oral Evidence.’ This 

instance of open data is provided by Ofqual. It is to the DfE Vocational Qualifications 

Statistical Database. This is available to download as an .xlsx file format. This is not a 

machine-readable non-proprietary file format. This is a file format used by Microsoft Excel 

and so is necessarily a proprietary.  

In summary, the quantitative analysis suggests that there is a small amount of open data being 

used in the committee system. This is being used by both opposition parties and interest 

groups. The vast majority of open datasets used are not in truly non-proprietary machine-

readable open formats. Open datasets are mostly in file formats relating to Microsoft excel. 

This type of data is considered to have a 2-star openness rating. This means that it is not only 

available online but is structured. It is not simply a scanned image as is the case with the PDF 

file format.  

The rest of the open data cited can be classified as 3-star open data. This means that it is 

published in a non-proprietary format such as Csv files. Most of the open data cited has been 

submitted by the committees themselves. There are some instances of interest groups using 

open data. The reason that open data has been found to be cited more by the committees 

rather than interest groups is two-fold. One, committees are obviously more central than 

https://data.gov.uk/dataset/9cd42409-1a44-4e6c-9696-29d6a760e746/national-minimum-dataset-for-social-care-nmds-sc
https://data.gov.uk/dataset/9cd42409-1a44-4e6c-9696-29d6a760e746/national-minimum-dataset-for-social-care-nmds-sc
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interest groups to parliament and the committee system. Secondly, interest groups often use 

their own private internally collected data. They are under less pressure to observe strict rules 

of clear and consistent citation. They are not answerable and accountable to an electorate as 

parliament and its committees are. As such, the transparent citation of sources is less strict for 

research, documents, and evidence produced by interest groups. 

5.3 Qualitative Results from British case  

To further discern if and how open data is being used in the Westminster parliament a series 

of interviews were conducted with parliamentary and civil servants. These interviews 

included members of the UK parliament’s data-search team. Furthermore, an interview was 

conducted with a Librarian of the House of Commons Library. The House of Commons 

Library assists members and their researchers in conducting their work. It is an important 

source of the data and information that informs the research activities of members. Indeed, 

the scrutiny process does not begin with the compiling of committee reports and the library 

plays a key role in informing members and their researchers.  

Interviews give an insight into how open data was being used in parliament and its 

committees in more subtle ways in the interests of accountability. Open data underpins 

services and activities of members with are often invisible without some level organisational 

access. Interviews provide an insight into the limitations and barriers to the use of open data 

by parliamentary committees. The interviews drew attention to the latent potential of open 

data to change how Westminster and its committees operate. This section details these 

findings. 

The first research interview conducted of the parliamentary digital service was with Samu 

Lang. Lang is the technical Director of Data and Search Team. This interview explained why 

open data use was unlikely to be comprehensively cited in committee reports even where it 

was used. It highlighted how the nature of parliamentary research practices were antithetical 

to use of well described open data. In line with hermeneutical considerations, it illustrates the 

importance of structure in written communications and data. Lang emphasised the importance 

of well-defined and described open data as contrasted with the current state of parliamentary 

practices: 
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‘How do you explain structure of data in print? What you use is formatting…as a 

parallel to the impenetrability of parliamentary language…they have stylistic general 

conventions for parliamentary speech, that is not formalized….it is what you would call 

convention based in software…if I was doing a citation…I would create a 

predicate…a…standardized way…at a minimum it would be a link to the hyperlink… 

Architecture if you like...That's where I would like to take this organization but that's 

obviously a wet dream’ (interview, November 2018 

Lang was of the perspective that the architecture of parliament’s data and its research 

practices needed radically overhauled. He was cynical about the prospect of this happening. 

For this to happen the oral and written proceedings of parliament need to be, ‘formal enough 

to be easily parsed by software’ (interview, November 2018) Parliamentary sourcing and 

citation practices fall below this standard. Lang saw the, ‘Language of committee reports and 

the language of their drafting and acts…even less formalized’ (interview, November 2018). 

He pointed to a lack of evidence-based scrutiny and asserted that whenever committees ‘say 

anything, they should back it up with actual data…properly linked…properly cited... they 

don't’ (Lang, interview, November 2018). 

 Lang viewed well described and defined and correctly cited data as a means of enhancing the 

parliament’s digital output. Although this was his primary aspiration, he did not think that 

this goal was feasible. He saw the realisation of this goal, ‘Extremely far’ from being 

achieved (interview, November 2018). A series of tweets by Lang suggest that his scepticism 

was vindicated. These have been screen captured below: 

Figure 5.5:

Figure 5.6: 
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Figure 5.7: 

 

These tweets evidence an internal culture of resistance and the UK’s waning commitment to 

the politics and technologies of open government data. Yet, interviews with members of the 

data-search team did highlight some encouraging examples of open data use in the 

parliamentary arena. An interview was conducted with Jamie Tetlow, Head of Development 

at the Parliamentary Digital Service. Tetlow was mandated to, ‘build a digital delivery 

capability…to recruit…developers primarily focused on building a new Web site for 

parliament’ (interview, November 2018). This delivery capability is crucial as it has been 

illustrated that the technological skill set of members is limited. Effective systems for the 

delivering and understandable presentation of open data are key if members are to engage 

with it for the purpose of holding government to account through the committee system. 

The UK is still in the process of developing these delivery capabilities. Problems persist 

despite a decade of open government data reform. This is not necessarily a failing on the part 

of the UK, rather, it may be more attributable to the enormity of the task. There are initial 

organisational growing pains. In ensuring the effective delivery capabilities of open 

government data there is a need to break pre-existing internal paradigms on how data ought 

to be held, stored, and disseminated by public sector organisations. Given significant barriers 

and contention as to whether the effects of open data are direct or indirect, it is important to 

survey for more subtle indirect uses and impact. This was evidenced by Tetlow. He pointed 

to open data being used parliamentary researchers in ways that could have an indirect 

accountability impact stating that: 

‘A few researchers are starting to…build more dynamic tooling dashboards…you're 

starting to see that emerge particularly in…the Commons library have started to 

do...some researchers…are starting to do more data visualizations work…ONS provide 

a lot of data and they're sort of refining it down into a subset… far ahead of any other 

organization’ (Interview, November 2018). 
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Tetlow’s interview provided insight into why advocates expectations of the impact of open 

data had not yet been realised in practice. The interview provided evidence which suggested 

committees were unlikely to use open data in their research. It highlighted the importance of 

third-party intermediaries in using open data for the purposes of accountability. Open data 

‘only affects…accountability through a lens of insight’ (Tetlow, interview, November 2018). 

This in part explains the gap between expectation and outcome that characterises open data. 

This is why third party intermediaries are so significant to data driven accountability as open 

data works where for the purposes of accountability where it is ‘applied by other 

people…whether that's journalists or researchers or parliament itself’(Tetlow, interview, 

November 2018). However, before open data can work for the purposes of holding 

government to account there are outstanding technological issues that still need resolved. 

Tetlow pointed to the enormity of the task of building effective delivery capabilities for open 

data and other e-services: 

‘The utopia that we want to get to…is just getting the basics right…it is going to take 

quite a lot of effort to get there…how do you make the process of the researcher more 

transparent so that…they're actually publishing that data set to our website…? The data 

set itself…is available as well as the source that they use…So you get…more 

transparency… because we're publishing all our data-sets for other people to use’ 

(interview, November 2018). 

Thus, it is unsurprising that open data’s use in a parliamentary context would be of low 

level. Every seemingly simple online tool or service provided on a parliamentary website 

is underpinned by a very complex data architecture. This has had to be redesigned in the 

interest of the greater dissemination of open data. Low levels of open data use are 

unsurprising as governments are still struggling to secure effective dissemination 

capabilities. Some of these capabilities heavily contextualize open data making its use 

indirect and seemingly invisible. To those external to the ICT departments of the 

parliamentary digital service, the complexity that goes into providing open data and 

building applications, is poorly understood. It is this lack of understanding that has 

resulted in an exaggeration of expectation around open data. 

External perspectives on e-transparency services often operate on the false assumption that 

they are, ‘like magic’ (Tetlow, interview, November 2018). Tetlow was of the perspective 
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that, citizens, ‘work with so many digital tools and services these days we expect that they 

will just work’ (interview, November 2018). What people neglect is that there is, ‘an awful 

lot of engineering that goes on under these shining UIs…that…effort that…is hidden and 

isn't talked about’ (Tetlow, Interview, November 2018). Much of the exaggeration around 

the potential impact of transparency measures is premised on misunderstanding of 

technology and the nature of transparency itself. When assessing open data’s record of 

impact, it is important to appreciate the enormity of just releasing the data and creating 

effective service applications that make this data palatable for the average citizen. As he 

suggests it would be instructive for citizens: 

‘To peel back those layers of these beautiful UIs and…to understand the effort goes 

into building that data infrastructure…often key individuals…don't have that 

experience. It's a hard thing for them to get into because it's quite dry’ (Tetlow, 

interview, November 2018). 

The Tetlow interview illustrates clear barriers to open use by parliamentary committees 

for the purposes of holding the government to account. The greatest barriers are, ‘usually 

institutional or organizational support’ around effectively disseminating open data and 

making it usable (interview, November 2018). Open data and e-transparency measures can 

be thought of as the, ‘The oil between the cogs.’ (Tetlow, interview, November 2018). 

They are vital to the effective functioning of democracy and accountability but often 

overlooked. Their accountability impact is often indirect or invisible in practice. It is 

unsurprising that the committee report analysis returned such a small number of instances 

of open data use. Generally, it is ‘hard for organizations that…are often thinking about 

short term…goals to put their muscle behind it….it isn't regarded as just the fun thing’ 

(Tetlow, interview, November 2018). The use and impact of open data by parliamentary 

committees for the purposes of holding government to account will largely be determined 

by the appetite of parliamentarians for open data and committee business. Members are 

often more interested in constituency work as this has a greater bearing on their prospects 

for re-election.  

These findings indicate that open data is potentially being used by parliament and its 

committees. Yet, this is difficult to quantify, very limited and happening on an indirect 
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basis. Where it has a scrutiny impact it is largely invisible. This is because most use has 

been indirect in character. Members of parliament have their own researchers. The Tetlow 

interview suggested that a number of these researchers are moving towards using data 

science in conducting their research for members. They have used data techniques on data 

(particularly data from the Office of National Statistics) to improve the research briefings 

of the members they support. Furthermore, researchers and members often make use of the 

House of Commons library as a source of data and information. When asked who was 

using open data Tetlow remarked, ‘the Library certainly do… There are some researchers 

in the library that are embracing new methods of wrangling data to provide evidence’ 

(interview, November 2018).  

Open data could be informing members research in indirect ways. This could be so 

indirect that the member themselves are not aware that open data is a source of their 

briefing. Open data may be used but not always be cited in committee reports given the 

nature of parliamentary and committee citation. As Lang highlighted the citation of 

committee reports is substandard. This is compounded by the nature of oral evidence and 

verbal debate. Open data could be being used and cited indirectly in the verbal 

proceedings of parliamentary committees without any knowledge or record of use. Given 

these considerations succinct and effective process tracing is not always feasible. 

Members received research briefings that contain information compiled by their 

researcher. This based on a composite mixture of data and informational sources. As such, 

by the time this is communicated by the member to parliament, the sourcing of the original 

material may not be clearly cited anywhere.  

Parliamentary researchers and the House of Commons library were central in discerning 

the prospective accountability impact of open data. This was evidenced in an interview 

conducted with the Head of Index and Data Management Team in the House of Commons 

Library. They described their role as: 

‘The team is called the index and data management section…but we are 

Librarians…We get feeds of parliamentary data from different procedural applications 

and…link it altogether…add subject tags to it and some other contextual data’ 

(interview, November 2018). 
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This respondent was positioned to provide insight into whether open data was 

experiencing any subtle or indirect use at Westminster. They were positioned as such as 

members and party researchers often sourced their data and information from the library. 

Librarians are tasked with defining, describing, and tagging open data. This respondent 

believed that data needed to open and well-structured a whilst people talk about, ‘ 

transparency…it's not a given…it doesn't follow from publishing open data that you are 

more transparent or accountable’ (anonymous, interview, November 2018) If data is to 

experience effective use for the purposes of accountability it, ‘Must be well 

managed…described well, maintained well, because you can't draw conclusions from a 

mess’ (anonymous, interview, November 2018). Their remarks went some way to 

explained why the project’s analysis of committee material yielded such low levels of 

open data use. This respondent indicated that parliament did not see itself as the intended 

end-user of open data but as a disseminator. They highlighted the important role which 

third party intermediaries had to play. It was for third party intermediaries to editorialize 

data, not parliament. The key task facing parliament was effective dissemination. This was 

a necessary pre-cursor to effective use and parliament were struggling to meet these 

commitments: 

‘For Parliament…the biggest thing is that we provide the data so…intermediaries can 

do the other things…can do the editorializing. We should just provide the data...its 

bloody hard to get that bit right…That it's well modelled, well described, well 

maintained, authoritative reliable…We are struggling to do that’ (interview, November 

2018). 

The findings presented in chapter four strongly corroborate the assessments of this 

respondent. They suggest that the government and parliament are tasked with open data 

dissemination, but it is third party intermediaries that must build upon this data to secure 

impact. Government and parliament see themselves as end users and this explains the 

expectation and outcome gap of open data’s accountability impact. Open data is viewed as 

a tool for accountability but those tasked with scrutinising government do not see 

themselves as the end-users of open data. This would certainly explain the low levels of 

internal usage found in the analysis of committee reports and associated evidence.  
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This respondent did not feel that the parliamentary service should be building certain 

applications. They asserted that, ‘we should absolutely run a mile from editorializing…any 

sort of decorating’ (interview, November 2018). For parliament this was the, ‘Wrong place 

to put the effort’ (interview, November 2018). Editorializing is problematic as ‘Parliament 

needs to remain impartial’ (interview, November 2018). It was not for the parliamentary 

service to be an intermediary. This is more appropriate the task of third parties such as 

data journalists and interest groups. Members rely on the library in conducting their 

research, but this is limiting in terms of open data and accountability as the House of 

Commons Library: 

‘Shouldn't be setting out to answer questions like how effective your MP is.  I will 

answer the question how many questions your MP asked.  I can tell you that, I can’t tell 

you if their good ones, I don't tell you whether they ask enough’ (interview, November 

2018). 

This goes some way to explaining the perceived limitations of open data. Some internal 

actors are of the mind-set that their responsibility for open data ends at dissemination. This 

is an appropriate view for a civil servant like the respondent to take. However, this view is 

shared by MPs and government ministers. They do not see themselves as the end users of 

open data. This relates to the long fragile chain that runs between dissemination and 

accountability. Committee members are supported by the House of Commons library staff 

in their scrutiny activities, but these staff members are bound to neutrality. Moreover, in 

terms of the skill set required to exploit open data, in the House of Commons Library ‘the 

skills aren't there…they're not really using tools like that…we want spreadsheets’ 

(anonymous, interview, November 2018).  

This respondent believed committee members would rely on the traditional sources by 

which they typically gathered the information for their research. In this respect open data 

was only have an indirect effect. Indeed, committee members and citizens alike will be ‘be 

looking at what's in the news…open data as its reported…potentially…through a 

translation layer not directly’ (interview, November 2018). This again is evidence of the 

importance of third-party intermediaries in ensuring open data has an accountability 

impact. If we accept this, then responsibility for using open data for the purposes of 
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accountability lies with actors who are external to parliament. These could be external 

commercial entities, interest groups or members of the public. If government and 

parliament think of open data primarily in terms of dissemination this explains why open 

data is not used heavily in the committee system. Members may simply be of the mindset 

that open data is a public resource. They may rely on exclusive means of sourcing 

information which is available to in virtue of their status as an MP. This could be making 

use of their own researchers, internal data or subscription-based databases.  

This respondent did not think that open data had changed the operation of Westminster 

and its committees. Contrary to open data advocates assertion of increased accountability 

through actors becoming aware they are being observed, open data has, ‘not made anyone 

more honest but it’s easier to call people out’ (interview, November 2018). In summary, 

the interviews of Lang, Tetlow and the anonymous responded suggest that open data is 

being used primarily in indirect ways in parliament and the committee system. This use is 

limited. There remain significant problems of data infrastructure to be addressed. Just 

making data fit for release requires an enormous amount of work. 

5.4 The Oireachtas  

This section of the chapter investigates open data use at the Oireachtas. It begins by 

presenting the results of the quantitative analysis of the committee reports and associated 

evidence of three joint committees of the Oireachtas: The Joint Committee for Agriculture, 

Food and the Marine, the Joint Committee for Health and the Joint Committee for Education 

and Skills from 2010 to 2019. This section then details the qualitative findings for the 

Oireachtas gathered from the interviews of Irish civil servants, parliamentary servants and 

stakeholders. 

5.4.1 Committee Report Analysis 

This project processed the Irish committee reports in two batches. An FOI request was used 

to gather all the relevant PDFs. The reports were received in two mixed batches and so were 

processed in two mixed batches as they became available for use in the project. This project 

first processed all the committee reports from all three committee of the 31st Dáil. In this 
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batch there were only 75 documents and 875 word matches to the word data. Furthermore, no 

open datasets were found. The project then processed the remaining committee reports from 

previous and subsequent Dáils for the time period 2010-19. In this batch there were 77 

Documents (there were a total of 152 documents available between the two batches of reports 

and associated evidence, there were only 2897 words matches across all material processed). 

This returned 2022 hits to the word data. From these hits there were five instances of clearly 

cited open data-use. Of these five references to open datasets, three were in a truly machine-

readable non-proprietary .csv file format (or some other similarly open and non-proprietary 

format). The remaining 2 instances were to .xls files or similar proprietary and non-

interoperable file formats. It is notable that there were much fewer reports and associated 

evidence available to process in the Irish case. After processing the reports, they were then 

separated in terms of open data usage by year and committee.  

5.4.1.1 Agriculture, Food, and the Marine 

The first committee results were collated were for the Joint Committee for Agriculture, Food, 

and the Marine. The table below shows the instances of open data use in committee reports 

and associated evidence for the Joint Committee for Agriculture, Food, and the Marine: 

Table 5.4: Irish Joint Committee on Agriculture, Food and Marine: Reports and Associated 

Evidence: Open Data Usage by year 2010-19 
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Of the reports and associated evidence processed across the 9 years, only 2 instances of open 

data were attributable to the Joint Committee on Agriculture, Food, and the Marine. Both 

instances of open data use were in a Csv or similarly machine-readable and non-proprietary 

file format. This is a very low-level of open data-usage across a 9-year time span. However, 

all the instances of open data use for this committee are in open and interoperable machine-

readable file formats. Although not experiencing much use this suggests that publishing 

standards in Ireland are weighted towards 3-star open data oppose to 1 or 2-star datasets in 

Ireland.  

It is useful to compare these results to the British Committee for Environment, Food and 

Rural Affairs. There was double the number of instances of open data found in the case of the 

corresponding British Committee. Yet, there was much more material available to process for 

this committee. Indeed, there were 93 PDFs processed in the case of the committee for 

Environment, Food and Rural Affairs. In contrast there were only 152 PDFs available in total 

for all 3 Oireachtas committees. Moreover, both committees made use of the same amount of 

Csv or similar 3-star data. Indeed, both committees returned two instances of open datasets 

being used that were in Csv or similar machine-readable and non-proprietary file formats.  

It is important to appreciate the difference in size and scale of the two parliaments and their 

geographical and population size. The UK is much larger in all respects. Therefore, it is not 

surprising that there would be both more material to process and more instances of open 

datasets being used. The use of open data seen in the case of the Joint Committee on 

Agriculture, Food and the Marine is reasonable when compared to the corresponding British 

Committee when you appreciate these factors. The only year between 2010-2019 that seen 

open use in the case of the Irish Joint Committee on Agriculture, Food and Marine was 2018. 

This is interesting as this year returned the most instances of open data for the British 
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Committees when they were considered together. The figure below (Figure 5.8) illustrates 

that there is no discernible trend in data-sets usage over time:  

 

5.4.1.2 Health 

The next Committee which data was collated for was the Joint Committee on Health. This 

committee returned no instances of open data use appearing in reports or associated evidence 

between 2010-19. This is in stark contrast to the British Committee for Health and Social 

Care which returned more instances of open data usage than the British Committee for 

Environment Food and Rural Affairs. The findings gathered from interviews suggest that this 

is due to different cultural views on privacy in health data. Moreover, these interviews 

revealed the zeal with which Irish public bodies have implemented GDPR compliance. This 

will be discussed in full in the next section of this chapter. The findings for the Irish Joint 

Committee on Health are summarized in the table below:  
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Figure 5.8: Joint Committee for Agriculture, Food and Marine 
No. Open Datasets Used by Year 2010-19
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Table 5.5: Irish Joint Committee on Health, Reports and Associated Evidence: Open Data 

Usage by Year 2010-19 

 

5.4.1.3 Education and Skills 

The final committee which data was collected, collated, and analysed for was the Irish Joint 

Committee on Education and Skills. This committee returned the most instances of open data 

use in reports and associated evidence between 2010-2019. However, this was again still a 

very low number. Again, all the instances of open data use for this committee were in 2018. 

There were three instances of open data use across the time span. Two of these citations to 

open data were to xls or similar proprietary or insufficiently interoperable file formats. Of the 

three instances of open data use only one was in a Csv or similarly interoperable and non-

proprietary 3-star file format. In this case double the number of instances of open data were 

attributable to 2-star file proprietary or insufficiently interoperable file formats. It is 

important to appreciate that the project is working with very small numbers, 2 and 1 

respectively. The table below summarizes these results: 
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Table 5.6: Irish Joint Committee on Education and Skills, Reports and Associated Evidence: 

Open Data Usage by 2010-19 

 

This committee along with the Joint Committee for Agriculture, Food and Marine 

experienced the most occurrences of open data use in 2018. There were 2 occurrences in the 

case of the agricultural committee and 3 in the case of the education committee. This was the 

only year any of the three Irish committees returned any uses of open data. In both the British 

and Irish case study, the committee concerning education returned the most citation to open 

datasets. In the British case 2018 also so saw the most open data use but in this case. It 

experienced this jointly with 2014 and 2011. The fact that the education committees in both 

cases experienced the most usage indicates that education may be the most conducive policy 

area to data driven research and scrutiny. Moreover, as 2018 saw peak open data use in both 

cases this indicates that 2018 may witness some variation in context with lead to an upshot in 

open government data use in the two committee systems. This is impossible to determine 

through the methodologies employed here but the open data policy environment of 2018 

might represent a future avenue of research. The figure below (Figure 5.9) shows that there is 

no discernible pattern across time for open data use by the Committee for Education and 

Skills. 
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The figure below (Figure 5.10) shows open use in reports and associated evidence between 

2010-2019 for all three committees (Committees on Agriculture, Food and Marine, The 

Committee on Health and the Committee on Education and Skills) when considered 

cumulatively.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

All open data use is confined to 2018. When comparing the Irish and British committees it is 

notable that whilst almost every year saw open data usage in the British case study only 2018 

saw any usage by Irish Committees. The figure below (Figure 5.11) presents the results from 

Westminster and the Oireachtas in comparative perspective. As illustrated below the British 

Committees have seen a much more consistent use of open data.  
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Figure 5.9 Joint Committee on Education and Skills No. 
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Datasets Used by Year 2010-19 



218 
 
 

 

 

Figure 5.11: British and Irish Open Data Use Compared by Year 

 

As there was so much more reports and associated evidence available for the British 

committees, one would expect the comparative results to be even more drastic. Interestingly, 

it was 2018 for the Oireachtas committees which witnessed the greatest number of instances 

of open data being used. Open data use reached a high of five in 2018 for the Oireachtas. In 

the analysis of the Westminster reports, open data use peaked at 4 instances for 2011, 2014 

and 2018.In the case of the Oireachtas committees, all instances of open data have been used 

by TDs. None of the instances of open data use found have been submitted in evidence by 

citizens, interest groups or commercial entities external to parliament. Comparatively, this 

would suggest that in the UK there is wider inclusion in the legislative and policy process. 

Moreover, the disparity of the total amount of committee reports published between the two 

cases suggests that UK departmental select committees are more active than their Irish 

counterparts. This remains true even adjusted for the scale of the two parliaments. There is 

evidence that there is some very minor use of open data by opposition parties and TD’s as 

they are represented on Irish committees. This is confined to the policy area of education. 

The analysis of the Oireachtas committee reports offers no evidence to suggest that open data 

is being used by interest groups. 
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5.5 Qualitative Results from Irish case 

This section details the findings from the interviews of Irish parliamentary and civil servants. 

It is first useful to address the absence of any citation to open datasets in the analysis of the 

Committee on Health’s material. As detailed in chapter four, Barry Lowry suggested that 

Anglo-speaking countries which shared similar constitutional roots had, ‘A different view 

liberty than some…European countries…Things that worry us and Ireland don't necessarily 

worry the Swedes or the Estonians or the Danes’ (interview, October 2018). He believed in 

Ireland there was a much more pronounced valuation of privacy than even the UK. This goes 

some way to explaining why no open datasets were found to be cited by the Irish Joint on 

Health. There are much more privacy concerns around a policy area like health. In virtue of 

its nature it is innately sensitive. It is easily to circumvent the anonymization and pseudo-

anonymization of this data. He asserted that, ‘To most people there's two no go areas in terms 

of their lives maybe three, there's health, there's money and possibly sexual orientation or 

sexual practice’ (interview, October 2018). He pointed out that, ‘Just because I take your 

name and address off a dataset doesn't mean it's anonymous’ (interview, October 2018). 

Lowry offered the example of matching data on a rare disease with geolocational data to 

discern an individual’s identity from otherwise ‘anonymous data’: 

‘If you think of a rare form of disease, I only have to put…that some male has it 

in…Malahide or county Dublin …depending how rare that is. It's obvious it’s you 

because…the whole thing about anonymity is that there is supposed to be so many 

records you could never identified individual from them’ (interview, October 2018).  

The interview conducted with the Assistant secretary for R&D and House Analytics in the 

Department of Health offered further detail as to why health may have seen the least open 

data use by Irish Joint Committees. The respondent pointed out that: 

‘The Open Data of real value…would…of fully anonymized but large-scale datasets. 

The health system HSE have contributed to the government's open data initiative…I 

hear them talking at times almost boastfully about…we [having] 120 datasets put up 

there…to be honest Connel I despair when I hear that because it means a hundred and 

ten, twenty little fragments of insight rather than a more connected sort of a richer data 

that might be bigger in scope and broader in depth. That that's kind of the model we're 

working towards’ (Assistant secretary for R&D and House Analytics in the Department 

of Health, interview, December 2018). 
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Interview findings suggest that open datasets in health were not used by the Oireachtas 

Joint Committee on Health or are not used generally for the purposes of government 

accountability because of the effects that privacy concerned has had on health data’s 

dissemination. They may not have been used by the committee because they are of both 

low value and small scale given these privacy barriers to their dissemination and use. The 

interview findings illustrated how data infrastructure was a barrier to the dissemination 

and subsequent of open data. The interviewee stated that they were at the very early stages 

of working towards a data model that allowed for the dissemination of larger, more 

valuable anonymised datasets. The representative from the Department of Health alluded 

to another possible explanation as to why open datasets were not used by the Joint 

Committee on Health. This again is premised on privacy and it highlights the importance 

of cultural and institutional contexts in the dissemination, use and impact of open 

government data. The respondent pointed to the EU’s GDPR directive. This has been a 

recurring theme in the research interviews. It is consistently cited as a barrier to the open 

data project. The anonymous representative said of GDPR: 

“We are navigating some of the challenges that arise in the context of…the General 

Data Protection Regulation.... the main challenge is not the GDPR itself, it's people's 

misunderstanding of…it...it has led to…an outbreak of extreme caution and concern for 

privacy…Some of our projects that require building, consolidating, integrating of data 

have hit…roadblocks. But we'll overcome all that’ (Assistant secretary for R&D and 

House Analytics in the Department of Health, interview, 2018).  

Contrary to this the only year in which there were instances of Oireachtas committees 

using open datasets was 2018. This was the year GDPR came into effect. Health data was 

not cited in any of the preceding years. GDPR has resulted in extreme caution around 

using health data. This in turn has resulted in only low value and small-scale datasets 

being available to the Joint Committee on Health. The importance of GDPR compliance 

was further evidenced in the interview with Kerins and Beakey of DEPR’s Open Data 

Unit. During the interview, these respondents were asked if people were precious with 

their data and if this was a barrier to the disseminating and use open data. Beakey asserted, 

‘GDPR…that's another barrier…People are very much afraid…particularly if anonymized 

data is mixed with other data it may suddenly become un-anonymized’ (interview, 
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November 2018). In Ireland GDPR represents a barrier to open data’s dissemination, use 

and impact. GDPR compliance has been pursued with great zeal by public bodies in 

Ireland. Beaky asserts that: 

‘With…GDPR everybody got on board…doing direct data audits to see what data they 

were releasing because there were fines if you didn't comply. There was a directive 

behind it…so…everybody got up skilled fairly quickly on GDPR…it is a lot slower 

with open data’ (Interview, November 2018) 

The problem here is twofold. Public servants were getting upskilled on a directive that is a 

barrier to open data dissemination and upskilling on open data was comparatively slower. 

This suggests that public bodies are more concerned with data protection than 

disseminating open data. This interview gave a valuable insight into the processes of 

incentivization in public bodies. Government departments and public bodies are more 

motivated to be GDRP compliant as they incur fines where they do not. Here 

accountability manifests as punishment for non-compliance. No such incentive exists for 

governments to publish open data.  Furthermore, no incentive exists for governments to 

make open data into an effective scrutiny tool which committees can use against them. 

This may offer a partial explanation as to the extremely low levels of open data use found 

in the analysis of Oireachtas joint committees.  

Contrary to this, it is useful to consider the EU’s PSI directive. Kerins and Beakey 

believed this directive would have a radical impact and be strictly observed in a manner 

like the GDPR directive. The pair (interjecting across one another) explained that the 

GDPR directive can be understood as the: 

“Reuse of public service information directive. It's an EU directive…up until now… it 

encourages the reuse of public service information but it's been broadened…it's going 

to actually make it mandatory to publish open data…there'll be an obligation on public 

bodies to publish their data…The focus of the new directive will be open by default. 

The obligation will be on all the public services…Government departments and local 

authorities and anyone is defined as a public body to release their data’ (Beakey and 

Kerins, interview, November 2018).  

The PSI directive potentially offers to counterbalance the institutional environment of hyper-

caution fostered by the GDPR directive. In theory more open data should become available to 

be used by committees for the purposes of holding government to account. This is the case as 
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more open data will be disseminated on a mandatory basis under the PSI directive. Non-

compliance will likely be punished by fines. Kerins suggested that the PSI directive could 

shift the focus of public bodies. She was off the opinion that where ‘before they could take a 

more laissez faire attitude…it will have to be an organization wide policy… they will…have 

to follow it’ (interview, November 2018). In summary, the lack of open data use in the 

committee analysis is likely in part attributable to extreme caution fostered by GDPR. In the 

case of the Health committee it may be the case that there is not enough open data of 

sufficient value to be usefully cited by the health committee. The PSI directive will increase 

the dissemination of open datasets by public bodies on a mandatory basis. This should go 

increase the amount of open data available for used by the Oireachtas and its committees.  

In both the UK and Ireland, a focus on the technical aspects of open government data may be 

obscuring the politics of open government. This represents a barrier to open data’s effective 

dissemination in a manner suitable for the purposes of accountability. The interview with the 

Chief Data Officer and Open Data Liaison Officer for Houses of the Oireachtas is 

illuminating. Contrary to disparity in ranking between the UK and Ireland in the Open Data 

Barometer, this interview suggested that the Oireachtas’ approach to disseminating open data 

was similarly very advanced. In assessing the Irish open data project, he asserted that: 

‘There is…a difference there between publishing static sets of information and publishing 

dynamically. We are the only data publisher that is publishing information dynamically as 

it is updated. Most other publications are published…daily or weekly but when a debate is 

published from the debate’s office its available in both the open data and on the web’ 

(Chief Data Officer for the Houses of the Oireachtas, interview, May 2018) 

It is surprising that the analysis of the Oireachtas committee reports relative to the UK 

committees found lower use of open data as the Oireachtas is publishing open data in live 

feeds. The Oireachtas does not only display a genuine commitment to releasing this data but a 

commitment to accountability in practice. Indeed, in disseminating open data ‘one of the core 

missions of the houses of the Oireachtas has been accountability’ (Chief Data Officer for the 

House of the Oireachtas, interview, May 2018).  

This again suggests that the Oireachtas performs well in disseminating open data, but TDs do 

not view themselves as the targeted users. This is surprising as the ‘approach has been that 
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the main beneficiary of publishing data in well structured, re-usable format is internal. It 

makes it easier to build internal applications’ (interview, May 2018). Yet, this rhetoric 

suggests that this internal usage is specific to parliamentary and civil servants with the 

required ICT skills rather than parliamentarians.  

Indeed, this project’s findings consistently indicate that a key reason why open data use is so 

low in the committee systems of both parliaments is a mismatch of the appropriate skills. 

Indeed, in the British case, the anonymous respondent form the House of Common’s Library 

asserted, ‘we do have a statistical section, but we probably have one person who knows how 

to use R’ (interview, November 2018). Library staff are, ‘all mostly humanities graduates’ 

(interview, November 2018). As such, the required skill set to meaningfully engage with 

open data is absent in committee members, their researchers, and the support staff of the 

House of Commons Library. The case is the same in the Oireachtas. Thus, it is unsurprising 

that open data is used so minimally by parliament or its committees.  

5.6 Conclusion 

In conclusion the findings from the quantitative analysis of the chosen Westminster and 

Oireachtas committees suggests that open data is only used on an extremely limited basis by 

parliamentary committees. It is used much less in the committees of the Oireachtas than 

Westminster, but both generally demonstrated single figure instances of open data use on a 

yearly basis. In the case of the Oireachtas there was no use except during the year 2018. The 

openness value of data cited is usually 2-star opposed to 3-star data. This means that datasets 

cited usually are not interoperable. They are in proprietary file formats. Where open data has 

been found to be used it has been primarily used by committees rather than interest groups. 

The interviews suggest that there is some limited use of open data use in parliament but not 

by MPs or TDs. Most of the use has been in the dissemination of data and the building of 

applications by the parliamentary service, parliamentary researchers, and the House of 

Commons Library. The findings suggest that members do not have the skills to meaningfully 

engage with open data. They do not see themselves as potential users of open data. Findings 

highlight the importance of contextualization and third-party intermediaries in converting 

disseminated open government data into meaningful information that can be used for the 
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purpose of accountability. It is unsurprising that use is limited as there remains flaws in the 

open data delivery capabilities of both jurisdictions. 

  



225 
 
 

 

 

6. Open Data and Accountability  

6.1 Introduction  

This chapter addresses the project’s third hypothesis: Open data increases government 

accountability. As identified in chapters two and three, the analysis adopts a theoretical 

approach which views transparency as an essential component of accountability. Without 

transparency there can be no accountability, individuals and groups are only capable of 

scrutiny when an aware of some action or decision which then because the object of scrutiny. 

Individuals must be aware before any party can be held to account. Open data is designed to 

make government more transparent. In theory, if open data increases the transparency of 

government, it should therefore make government more accountable. Yet, hypothesis three 

only serves as an analytical tool premised on theoretical and optimistic assumptions. The 

literature is general in agreement that the relationship between dissemination, transparency 

and accountability is much more tenuous in practice. This is supported in this project’s 

findings. As the research presented in the literature review suggests whilst increased 

transparency often provides increased accountability, this may not be guaranteed. 

The object is to provide not only a closed answer to the question but to answer related sub-

questions. The research has discovered unanticipated and related findings which contribute to 

answering key questions at the heart of the transparency-accountability literature. There are 

questions as to how extensive open data’s accountability impact is. The type and form of 

accountability which arises from simple dissemination may be limited. Transparency can be 

superficial, especially where dissemination is considered a final rather than the first step 

towards increased accountability. Engagement and participation play an important role in 

bridging the gap between dissemination and action. Participation bridges the gap between 

transparency and accountability. It converts superficial transparency into actual and 

actionable accountability. Interaction with open datasets or the public service tools can be 

critical to increasing government accountability but the research suggests this only happens 

on a very limited basis. There must be engagement with open data from actors incentivized 

and capable of holding government to account. Whilst this thesis views transparency as a 

necessarily element of accountability, transparency does not encompass the whole process. 
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This chapter deals with the question as to whether open data increases the accountability of 

government more directly. It expands on the findings of chapters four and five. Chapter four 

presented evidence of open data being on a limited basis. There was qualitative evidence of 

internal use by civil and parliamentary servants. Chapter four detailed evidence of open data 

being used to optimise services and in the creation of public service apps. Chapter five 

presented quantitative evidence which suggested only some extremely limited use of open 

data in the British and Irish parliaments. The findings presented in this chapter illustrated that 

open data was only minimally used by British departmental select committees and to an even 

lesser extent by Irish joint committees. Where open data was found to be used, it 

predominantly appeared in the body of the reports of departmental select committees. This 

suggests that open data was being used by the committees themselves. It is unclear whether 

the committees were aware of this or whether this was facilitated by researchers. There is 

contention in the transparency literature as to whether open data is direct or indirect in effect. 

The reports analysed represent instances of select committees scrutinising the government for 

their decisions, policies, and spending. Members of the official opposition feature in the 

membership of these committees. To a lesser degree there was evidence of open data being 

used by interest groups in their liaisons with departmental select committees. This represents 

an indirect way in which open data can feature in the oversight mechanism of parliaments. 

Interest groups and other third sector organisations typically engage with departmental select 

committees with the view to holding government to account and influencing policy. 

Chapter Five also presented qualitative evidence that suggested open data was being used 

internally by civil and parliamentary servants. Evidence suggested that open data was being 

used on a minimal basis by the parliamentary library and by members’ researchers to inform 

their research activities. Open data was likely being used in compiling the research briefings 

used by members to inform their speeches and questions in chamber debates and committees. 

This again implied the existence of indirect and invisible examples of open data being used in 

the scrutiny mechanisms of parliament.  

Interviews of senior civil and parliamentary servants suggested that open data was being used 

internally for the purposes of greater accountability. Evidence provided by Bracken suggested 
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that the civil servants had used open data to hold public bodies and other civil servants to 

account for incompetence and underperformance. Qualitative and quantitative data has 

revealed some limited asymmetry between Britain and Ireland in terms of approach. In 

Britain open data centred more on dissemination of raw datasets. It has also been used 

internally to optimise services. Public service tools and applications have been created both 

by the UK government and external parties to scrutinize public bodies and further 

disseminate open data in a meaningful way. In the UK was more of a focus on public service 

apps being created with the express purpose of further and more effectively disseminating 

open data. 

 In the case of Ireland, open data has also been disseminated, but to a lesser extent. Yet, it is 

important to adjust for scale. Ireland is a smaller country than the UK. It stands to reason that 

there will be a smaller number of open datasets released as it has a small number of data 

holdings. There has been meaningful engagement by the Irish government with open data to 

create apps and service tools to be consumed by the public. The findings of the interviews 

detailed considerable interest in the Irish government for optimised service provision and the 

creation of public service apps. In summary chapter four (open usage) and chapter five (open 

data and parliaments) have already demonstrated that open data is being used. It is being used 

to a limited extent by parliamentary committees. It is having an accountability impact in the 

British and Irish parliaments, but this is minimal. This chapter considers the extent of this 

accountability dividend more closely. It considers any barriers to open data increasing the 

accountability of government. 

The methods employed in this chapter are twofold. The first is an analysis of the relevant 

grey literature produced by the Open Data Barometer, the Organisation for Economic 

Cooperation and Development, the Institute for Government, and the Open Government 

Partnership. The second method employed is an analysis of interviews findings. 

6.2 Britain 

This section investigates the extent to which open data can be seen to have increased 

government accountability in Britain.  



228 
 
 

 

 

6.2.1 Grey Literature  

The United Kingdom established its Open Data initiative 2009, continuing to develop 

across a change of government in 2010. As of the present the UK has now experienced 

almost a decade of open data policy, which this project assesses the accountability impact 

of. The Open Data Barometer’s First Edition Global Report is positive about the UK’s 

implementation of OGD initiatives noting that, ‘The UK is the most advanced country for 

open data readiness, implementation and impact, scoring above the USA (2nd), Sweden 

(3rd), New Zealand (4th), Denmark and Norway (joint 5th)’ (Farhan et al., 2013: 6). In the 

first edition there was a strong recognition that the United Kingdom, ‘placed a high policy 

priority on open data’ (Farhan et al., 2013: 27). Interestingly, it outranks Sweden which 

has a long history of freedom of information policies dating back to the 18th Century. 

Thus, the assessments of the open data barometer merit caution. Its flawed methodology 

and the dysfunction these create in assessment has been consider in the preceding 

chapters. 

The first edition of the report acknowledges the personal level of commitment for open 

data policy reform displayed by Prime Minister Dave Cameron and his government. The 

PASC reports explicitly link open government data to accountability. The PASC asserts 

that the government’s stated aim for disclosing open data sets was to increase transparency 

and accountability of government. PASC have detailed how in 2010 Cameron asserted 

that, ‘We are going to rip off that cloak of secrecy and extend transparency as far and as 

wide as possible’ (PASC, 2014: 7). Cameron’s mission-statement was to bring, 

‘information out into the open,’ as a means of equipping citizens to, ‘hold government and 

public services to account’ (PASC, 2014: 7). The report further quotes Cameron’s 

assertion that open government data had the potential to produce, ‘a whole army of 

effective armchair auditors,’ so that the government would not, ‘be able to get away with 

all the waste, the expensive vanity projects and pointless schemes that we've had in the 

past’ (PASC, 2014: 7). The choice of words here is quite strong. Cameron puts emphasise 

on open data’s ability to prevent the government to be able to ‘get away with,’ certain 

actions. Cameron’s words suggest that the central aim of the UK’s open data project was 

accountability, the other benefits being tangential to this. The interview with Tetlow 
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suggested that this was naïve. These findings will be considered more fully in the next 

section, but they are useful to pragmatically consider here. Tetlow asserted that ‘the idea 

that that that you would have that kind of armchair auditor…is a little bit overambitious’ 

As is the idea that ‘your government would respond to the armchair auditor in anyway’ 

(Tetlow, interview, November 2018). 

Due to their respective rankings the UK experiences a much more thorough treatment in both 

the first, fourth and leader’s edition of the ODB’s global reports as compared to Ireland. The 

UK is considered an open data leader in terms of implementation and impact by the Open 

Data Barometer. The UK features in the Open Data Barometer’s leader’s edition while 

Ireland does not feature. The Open Data Barometer’s leader’s edition report assess 30 

countries. It separates them into three distinct categories. These categories are as follows: 

champions, contenders, and stragglers. The Open Data Barometer classifies a country to be a 

champion where it demonstrates that it has, ‘the highest total scores — all above 65 — and 

with a balance between scores on the sub-indexes of open data readiness, implementation, 

and impact’ (ODB, 2018: 8). As of the most recent publication of the Open Data Barometer 

Leader’s Report, ‘Canada and the UK are…tied for first place’ (ODB, 2018: 8) Yet, the UK, 

‘is one of only two governments — along with the USA — to see its score decline over the 

course of five Barometer editions (down 4 points)’ (ODB, 2018: 8). 

The UK’s experience is in stark contrast to that of its rival Canada which has, ‘advanced 

slowly but steadily and is now challenging the UK and raising the bar’ (ODB, 2018: 8). It is 

interesting that of all countries surveyed, only the UK and USA have experienced a back-

slide in impact and implementation scorings. Both countries have experienced political 

upheaval in recent years. In the case of the UK, this back-slide could in part be attributable to 

Brexit which has become the central focus of the UK government and parliament. Reference 

to Brexit is pronounced in the Open Government Partnerships 2016-18 midterm report for the 

United Kingdom. The report makes several negative assessments on the current state of the 

UK government’s open data initiative. The OGP notes that, ‘Commitments in the United 

Kingdom’s…have lowered ambition in relation to previous action plans’ (OGP, 2017: 3). The 

UK government’s commitment to openness is waning. Indeed, in the last quarter of 2017 the 

Government rejected (either fully or partially) over half of submitted Freedom of Information 
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requests. This trend is not a new development. The percentage of rejected requests has 

increased by over a third since 2010. Departments are increasingly failing to respond on time. 

They are granting successful requests less often. In the case of The Cabinet Office, FCO, 

DIT, DExEU and BEIS the experience has been to consistently withhold responses (Cheung, 

2018). 

 In both the literature and practice there is clear evidence that the touted impacts of FOI 

legislation of the 1990s have not been realised. This project’s quantitative and qualitative 

findings suggest that open data is suffering from similar issues. The impacts and benefits of 

open data as articulated by advocates were greatly exaggerated. Open data’s use in practice 

tells a much less compelling story. It is not being used by those who are best placed to take 

advantage of the data for the purposes of holding the government to account. Evidence 

suggests that MPs and committee members rely on traditional sources of data and 

information. Advocacy groups often maintain their own private internal datasets or use data 

produced by think tanks. 

The OGP acknowledges that, ‘Institutional change and the political context in the country 

have impacted its level of completion’ (OGP, 2017: 3). Indeed, the report acknowledges that 

whilst the, ‘UK underwent considerable political upheaval…following the referendum…a 

series of open government related reforms took place outside of OGP as part of the new 

Prime Minister’s corporate governance reforms’ (OGP, 2017: 12). These reforms included 

the continued championing of, ‘mandatory reporting of gender pay gaps…There were 

recommendations over opening up Executive (CEO) pay and publishing pay ratios between 

the lowest and highest paid in companies’ (OGP, 2017: 12). 

However, the Open Government Partnership also acknowledged that this period had seen 

several proposed reforms that would have significantly reduced openness. These included, 

‘the possibility of strengthening the Official Secrets Act,’ ‘proposed floating fees for the 

second tier of appeals for Freedom of Information (FOI),’ and, ‘most significantly, the 

government passed the Investigatory Powers Act in 2016’ (OGP, 2017: 12). This act gave 

intelligence agencies the, ‘legal right to bulk data collection’ (OGP, 2017: 12). The Open 

Government Partnership portrays the UK government in a much more balanced light than the 
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Open Data Barometer. The Open Government partnership refers to the UK’s, still impressive 

but much more modest rankings, on several international indexes: 

 

“The UK ranked 35th out of 111 countries in Freedom of Information Law in the latest 

Access/CLD rating, joint second with Australia in the Global Open Data Index of 2016 

and 10th out of 176 countries in the Transparency International Corruption Perceptions 

Index. The UK decreased slightly in the International Budget Partnership’s Open 

Budget Survey, from a score of 75/100 in 2015, to 74/100 in 2017,” (OGP, 2017: 12).  

The Open Data Barometer is enabled by funding from the International Development and 

Research Centre. It is part of the Web Index Project which is funded by the UK government. 

A critical perspective would suggest that there is clear potential for bias, and this is the reason 

that the UK has remained steadfast in its leadership position. It has an overall rating of one 

hundred even though the methodology of the open data barometer cautions against grading 

on the extreme ends of the assessment criteria. It has retained this ranking despite it being one 

of the only countries to experience a decline in its scoring. Yet, when a country scores so 

highly it is reasonable to think that it is much easier for it to experience a decline rather than 

an advancement. Indeed, the Barometer does not shy away from scrutinising the UK in both 

its Global Fourth Edition Report and in its Leader’s Edition Report. In the Leader’s report the 

Open Data Barometer critically acknowledges that the UK’s apparent back-slide is worrying 

given that its, ‘explicit commitments to open data…particularly as the Open Data Charter 

Principles have now been active for over three years’ (ODB, 2018: 12). The Open Data 

Barometer criticises the UK’s open data initiative as having experienced a limited amount of 

change over the past five years. Yet, it acknowledges that this has only led to a, ‘a small 

regression of 4 points’ (ODB, 2018: 12). 

In its leader’s edition report the Open Data Barometer points to the fact that, ‘the UK has 

built on its data management practices. The movement for openness has now reached the 

subnational level. Data training options are now broadly available in the UK (ODB, 2018: 

13). This is significant as a recurring theme that consistently emerged in both this project’s 

literature review and interviews was the inadequacy of superficial transparency. Mass data-

dumping by government runs the risk of only producing minimal and shallow transparency 
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gains. If governments simply release datasets without encouraging and facilitating use and 

reuse of the data, it is unlikely that the data will then be engaged with. It is consequently 

unlikely that it will have an accountability impact. When governments disseminate open data 

thought must be given to the quality of the data, the value of the data and the format(s) in 

which the data is being made available in. Quantity is important; however, mass 

dissemination is not without advantages. Yet, this should be of co-equal, if not secondary, 

concern when disseminating data. Indeed, releasing open data does not necessarily guarantee 

a corresponding accountability dividend.  

As outlined in the findings of the proceeding chapters an absence of the required skills and 

proficiency among citizens are potential barriers to open data’s use and accountability 

impact. In the absence of appropriate training open data could simply entrench existing power 

and knowledge asymmetries. This could give rise to technocracy. Open data will result in 

increased accountability of government where the UK government has appropriate training in 

place. This training will not only foster engagement with the data but wider participation in 

the political process. It will mitigate against both the commercial and non-commercial 

benefits of open data being monopolized by a single homogenous group. The fact the Open 

Data Barometer acknowledges the UK’s data infrastructure being so advanced as to include 

training suggests open data should be having a practical impact in the UK. Yet, the Open 

Data Barometer asserts that the UK government’s, ‘policies have not evolved at the same 

pace as its initiatives. It has softened its initial strong commitment to openness’ (ODB, 2018: 

13). 

 Dissemination of open data sets alone cannot guarantee increased accountability of 

government. Dissemination is a necessary but not a sufficient condition to increasing 

accountability. Therefore, a reduction in available in theory decreases transparency and 

consequently government accountability. The Open Data Barometer is critical of the UK 

government’s shift away from a culture of open by default. The UK has adopted a new open 

where appropriate policy. This puts the UK’s open data project’s relationship with 

government accountability on more tenuous terms. This represents a radical reversal when 

considered in contrast to Cameron’s comments at the beginning of the open data project. Full 

Fact had, ‘acknowledged that the government’s agenda of open by default had help to set the 
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right ambition for open data generally’ (PASC, 2014, 8).  The Open Data Barometer is 

critical of what it views as the UK contemplating, ‘a retreat from its open data aspirations’ 

(ODB, 2018: 13). The barometer cites a discussion paper produced by the Treasury as 

evidencing this decline. This unsurprising that this paper is entitled, ‘The Economic Value of 

Data.’ In this the Treasury suggests that: 

“Rather than rely on an open/closed distinction, data access should be seen as a 

spectrum, with different degrees of data openness. There may be instances in which it is 

appropriate to increase access to data…There may also be instances where the 

government wishes to retain control of valuable datasets that can be used for 

commercial purposes, in order to ensure that a fair proportion of the benefits derived 

from public data accrue back to the general public. In these cases, publication of public 

sector data under the Open Government Licence may be inappropriate,” (HM Treasury, 

2018: 11). 

This is in line with the PASC’s criticism that the economic aims of the UK open data 

project had eclipsed the importance of transparency and accountability goals. This 

corroborates the theories presented in the literature review which suggest that the open 

data project is being captured by the neo-liberal interests of informational capitalism. The 

PASC cites oral evidence presented by Dr Ben Worthy to illustrate this point. Worthy 

contended that there was uncertainty about, ‘which of the economic, social and political 

aims for open data the government supports’ (PASC, 2014: 8). The report pointed to the 

fact that, ‘Observers have noted a shift in emphasis from the democratic aims of 

government transparency and accountability to the economic aims of encouraging growth’ 

(PASC, 2014: 8).  

Yet, the treasury’s discussion paper does display a nuanced (on a technological and 

conceptual level) appreciation of the importance of considering the adaptability, usability 

and value of the data being opened. This must be understood if open data is to have 

impact, be this social, political, or economic. These considerations are particularly 

important when consider prospective accountability and economic dividends arising from 

open data. Releasing open data only captures the beginning of the process. Data’s impact 

is dependent on its inherent value and what happens to it post-dissemination. The Treasury 

report showed an appreciation of the fact that: 
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“The government’s role in increasing access to public data is not limited to simply 

making data available. Availability is only one aspect of openness, and the government 

also has a role to play in increasing the value of data, through structuring and linking 

datasets. Where data is personal, the government recognises the value of effective 

anonymisation and aggregation as a route to unlocking new sources of value,” (HM 

Treasury, 2018: 11). 

This is an advanced perspective on open data. It displays an understanding of the fact that 

dissemination only constitutes one link in the accountability and value chain. However, given 

the findings of the interviews which suggest that the processes of pseudo-anonymization and 

anonymization are ineffectual, the UK government could be criticised as privileging value 

creation in open data over privacy concerns. This is inherently anti-democratic. This paper 

has been produced by the Treasury and is an economic-focused paper. These considerations 

have been advanced in the pursuit of attaining an economic dividend. The language used 

would suggest that in its dissemination strategy the treasury is putting accountability in a 

secondary position. This quote seems to suggest that greater transparency is not always 

appropriate where data is concerned. Yet, in the same report, the treasury are directing where 

there are issues of privacy aggregation and anonymization may be used to extract economic 

value from the data. This in line with the findings of the Open Data Barometer’s first global 

report. This report asserts that the weakest point of the UK’s OGD initiative is, ‘in securing 

social impact from open data… government policy has particularly emphasised economic re-

use of data’ (Farhan et al., 2013: 27) This supports the positions of Birchall and Zuboff 

outlined in the literature review.  

The reports produced by the Public Administration Select Committee, the Open Data 

Barometer and the Treasury corroborate strongly with the findings of the interviews (below). 

Several respondents drew attention to the fact that it can often be commercially valuable for 

government to retain certain data that would otherwise be open. Data anonymization is key to 

aggregating and producing value from data of a personal or quasi-personal nature. Findings 

detailed in the preceding chapters illustrated that GDPR (and misunderstandings surrounding 

it) have been a substantial barrier to dissemination and by natural extension accountability in 

the Republic of Ireland. This report by the Treasury suggests that the UK is not immune. 

Privacy concerns are having an impact. They represent a barrier to dissemination, use and 

impact.  Anonymization is not only key to realizing the untapped economic gains of open 
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data. Indeed, unanticipated accountability could ensue could where we find effective means 

to anonymize and aggregate personal data. This project’s interview findings suggest that 

sometimes commercial entities are best placed to exploit and engage with open data. These 

findings will be discussed in full in the latter sections of this chapter. They lend credence to 

theories which contend that open data could or has become a narrow economic and 

technocratic project. 

The previous chapters highlighted that there were barriers to dissemination and accountability 

in the form of internal resistance to administrative change. Indeed, the PASC points to the 

existence of, ‘Departmental apathy and resistance.’ Furthermore, the Open Data Barometer 

asserts that ‘political will can make or break the success of open data initiatives’ (ODB, 2018: 

13). This makes the policy change detailed by the Treasury problematic. It suggests that there 

is not only internal resistance in the civil service but growing resistance and apathy on a 

ministerial or governmental scale. The treasury is responsible for some the most politically 

sensitive data available, concerning the economy and spending. The fact that the Treasury are 

taking a more closed approach to dissemination will only hamper open data’s potential to 

make government more accountable. In theory, any wavering of commitment to openness on 

the part of the UK government can only compromise the accountability impact of its open 

data. A more targeted approach to dissemination runs the risk a trade-off between 

accountability dividends and the pursuit of narrow economic gains.  

Moreover, the Open Data Barometer’s Leader’s Edition Report points to several other key 

areas in which the UK’s open data initiative is under performing. Civil society engagement is 

one such area. This is problematic because there can be no accountability without 

engagement with the data. Fostering engagement with, use and re-use of data is just as 

important in accountability terms as ensuring that the data is sufficiently valuable and 

available in open formats. If no one is looking at open data, it becomes little more than a 

project in indexing and tagging data holdings. Hypothetically, a government’s open data 

portal could be a comprehensive archive of valuable, politically sensitive and data. This data 

could be of the highest openness rating. Yet, if no one is viewing the data this will never 

translate into actionable accountability. It is an impossibility without participation, 

engagement, and inclusion in the legislative and policy process. 
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The Open Data Barometer asserts that the UK has witnessed, ‘Dropping engagement with 

civil society and reduced support for open data innovation culture. Right to Information (RTI) 

and data protection frameworks are also slipping behind best practices’ (ODB, 2018: 13). 

Indeed, ‘While evidence of impact remains quite strong, there are signs of weakness on 

inclusion efforts’ (ODB, 2018: 13). This project’s findings and the findings of other academic 

literature suggest that it is a reach to describe open data impact as being strong in the UK. 

Moreover, this again suggests that the economic aims of open data have been allowed to 

obscure the democratic aims of increased transparency and accountability. Indeed, in the 

previous chapter the analysis of committee reports yielded only a small number of instances 

of groups external to parliament making use of open data in their liaisons with departmental 

select committees. 

In summary a review of grey literature suggests that the UK’s open data initiative was 

initially strongly committed to the pursuit of transparency and accountability. The literature 

suggests that whilst the commercial aims of the project were initially co-equal (perhaps even 

secondary) they have since overshadowed transparency and accountably as the foremost 

goals of the UK government’s open data project. This is corroborated by the evidence 

presented in chapter four from the Institute for Government. The Institute’s report referenced 

suggested the UK government’s approach fell short of fully realising open data’s 

accountability dividend. The Institute was of the view that even dissemination could only be 

described as patchy at best. It is hard to envisage how open data in the UK can be described 

as impactful by the ODB when its dissemination is ‘patchy.’ This is more consistent with 

governments’ experiences of open data globally. Over the last decade, whilst, ‘open data has 

entered the mainstream and open data policies have spread quickly…data is typically 

incomplete and of poor quality’ (ODB, 2018, 6). The UK ranks high for openness and data 

quality but has not been immune to criticism. The grey literature review suggests that the UK 

has experienced a backslide in its commitment to open data. This is a barrier to the increased 

accountability of the UK government. Open data was failing to secure an accountability 

impact in the UK even when commitment was high. 

The qualitative dimensions of the data are important in determining its potential to produce 

an accountability dividend. These refer to what the data concerns, its quality, and its 
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interoperability. These determine the potential to increase government accountability more 

than the quantity of datasets disseminated. The theoretical relationship between data and 

accountability is clear. High quality data is required to determine ‘whether its policies are 

making a difference, and how to provide better public services’ (Freeguard, 2018: 2). 

Releasing open government data will not increase accountability where this data is of low 

quality and value. This is true even where large amounts of public sector data are released. 

Data is of low value where a dataset is too small for meaningful analysis or interpretation. 

There, ‘are outright failures on the part of government to record or publish data’ (Freeguard, 

2018: 2)  

The qualitative characteristics of data are important as some data will simply not be of interest 

for the public. Where this is the case the public will not engage with the data. This is a 

subjective consideration. For instance, the total rainfall in England and Wales may not be of 

interest to an LME but may be of interest to someone planning a holiday. The list of topics 

open data pertains to is non-exhaustive. Datasets will increase the accountability of 

government where they are of interest to the relevant parties. Usability is also a subjective 

and relative consideration. This varies on an individual basis according to skill set. For 

instance, your average citizen may be unable to meaningfully engage with some dataset. 

However, a data-analyst working for an LME or SME could have the required skill. Although, 

open data is often advanced as being an empowering or equalizing force for citizens data can 

replicate power asymmetries. There are key questions as to what kind of datasets will interest 

the public, interest groups and parliamentarians. Where open datasets are not engaged with it 

is important to understand why this is the case. These questions are at the heart of the 

transparency literature which considers the contention between disclosure and accountability 

impact. This project’s interview findings contribute to explaining why there is so often a 

contention between expectations and the impact of transparency measures. 

6.2.2 Interviews 

Semi-structured interviews with UK civil and parliamentary servants, MPs and stakeholders 

mirror the findings of the grey literature review. They suggest that the open data initiative 

have increased the transparency and accountability of the UK government on only a minimal 
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basis. Significant barriers to the dissemination, usability and impact of open data persist. 

These limit the extent to which open data has increased the accountability of the UK 

government. These findings suggest a much more pronounced culture of internal resistance to 

open data policy in the civil service. There is a culture of wanting to resist greater 

accountability in the UK civil service. Finally, there is evidence of barriers and apathy to 

greater civil society engagement with open data which would increase the accountability of 

the UK government. 

Again, it is useful to consider the Bracken interview. This details the extent and ill-effects of 

internal resistance within the civil service to open data policies, data-sharing and greater 

transparency. The findings of this interview suggest that there is not only a superficial 

opposition to procedural change but wilful resistance to greater transparency. There is a 

desire to not become more individually accountable on the part of civil servants. Bracken 

detailed the staunch resistance to the kind of policy changes that would make the civil service 

more transparent and civil servants more personally accountable. Bracken did not think that 

open data had an impact on the operation of the Westminster Parliament or its committees. 

Bracken thought that open data only had, ‘Some but very little’ impact here. This suggests 

that open data is not being used by the UK parliament and its committees for the purposes of 

increasing government accountability. Bracken’s assessment of open data was that it had 

created ‘more MPs fear of open data rather than a warm embrace of it’ (Interview, August 

2018). This suggests that open data has not been adopted by parliament and its committees 

for the purposes of holding government to account. In theory, the government should be 

fearful of MPs using open data to hold it to account. Rather, MPs themselves are afraid of the 

accountability implications of open data. Open data is not used by parliament and its 

committees because, ‘MPs are stuck in policy land and are not dealing in service 

delivery…yet that is what wins them elections and loses them jobs’ (interview, August 2018).  

Internal resistance to open data does not simply present as passive apathy but as active 

opposition. This resistance was also not only to radical changes. Increased accountability can 

often be implicit in the smallest administrative and institutional changes. As such, resistance 

applied to the smallest of transparency reforms Bracken asserted that: 
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“We did many things but of the things we did where we got the most pushback were 

the ones that were ostensibly some of the simplest things, but which had transparency 

wrapped into them. So, for instance we would make sure that there would be a named 

government's official behind every major service. The civil service fought that tooth 

and nail. How can you name an official? Well, someone's got to be responsible,” 

(interview, August 2018). 

This is significant as the Open Data Barometer literature suggests that the success or 

failure of open government data often turns on two things. These are departmental will and 

available resources. As identified in chapters four and five the UK has faced resource 

barriers both in the civil service and at Westminster. These present as deficits in available 

time, staff, and funding. His remarks suggest that these constraints are further exacerbated 

by an internal civil-service culture of resisting increased scrutiny. Civil servants not only 

desire that they themselves do not become subject to greater accountability but also that 

the ministers which they represent do not. This is an instance where the civil service 

actively lobbying against increased government accountability. A more accountable 

minister becomes, the more critical the staff supporting and advising them more critical. A 

more accountable minister de-facto makes for a more accountable civil servant.  

Rightly or wrongly the civil service saw the proposed reform of a single named official 

behind every major service, ‘as the end of the wedge’ (interview, August 2018). They 

were worried that, ‘If you name one individual, you name everyone’ (interview, August 

2018). The success and accountability impact of open data depends on a departmental 

head’s appetite for open data policy. This suggests that even high-ranking civil servants 

with an appetite for increasing transparency and accountability may still face internal 

barriers. Bracken had no issue with naming all those in public employ, including himself. 

Bracken was of the view that: ‘yeah fine, it’s my job…People should be responsible for 

their jobs’ (interview, August 2018). The internal resistance to accountability from civil 

servants reached the point of absurdity. He recounted how: 

“We got the budget…George Osborne that said, in the future for any digital service, the 

minister responsible for the service must have used it before they publish it. The civil 

service went mad…They were so angry with that…how can you get ministers using 

this stuff? I was like well they are responsible for it…they should use it first,” 

(interview, August 2018). 
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This level of internal resistance is unsurprising as it has been evidenced in the literature that 

where open data is failing it is ‘due to internal resistance and backroom battles’ (Worthy, 

2015: 4). Civil servants were opposed to ministers become more accountable. This illustrates 

an institutional culture of deep mistrust around transparency measures. The desire to avoid 

scrutiny may be indicative of an awareness of the privacy and hysteria dangers which open 

data potentially presents.   The civil service’s resistance to accountability echoes the critical 

perspective on accountability in the literature. Flinders contends there now exists an, 

‘Accountability architecture that has become increasingly aggressive and dense’ (Flinders, 

2012: 603). He contends that this has been operative in creating an environment in which: 

‘There is little incentive for politicians and public servants to proactively co-operate 

with accountability mechanisms or transparency processes because they are well aware 

that irrespective of the content of the account, it will inevitably be interpreted and 

articulated negatively by other political actors’ (Flinders, 2012: 603) 

Flinders points to a toxic accountability environment which he illustrates through 

reference to the members expenses scandal. He points to the fact that in the wake of this 

scandal, ‘Several MPs and their families received death threats and were forced into 

hiding,’ and a number of MPs were reportedly placed on suicide watch amidst fears over 

their resultant mental health (Flinders, 2012: 603). As detailed in Chapter Two, this toxic 

level of scrutiny was misplaced. These very MPs had introduced the most radical 

constitution reforms in the past three centuries (Flinders, 2012: 605). Flinders suggests 

that a more detailed examination of the facts of the scandal points to a ‘far less dramatic 

account of  MPs’ behaviour than would ever be gained from a review of the media 

coverage or subsequent pressure group pamphlets’ (Flinders, 2012: 604).  

Ironically, it was the opaqueness of parliamentary rules and procedures which served to 

exacerbate the severity of the situation. Indeed, for most MPs ‘…repayments were more 

the result of administrative incompetence, the opacity of the rules and the harsh 

retrospective reasoning of Sir Thomas Legg’s official inquiry’ (Flinders, 2012: 604). The 

interview with Jonathan Bell of Northern Ireland Environment Link and David McBurney 

of the Open Government Network suggested greater openness had benefits for elected 

representatives. They have the potential to provide a more accurate accounting of reality. 
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This in turn potentially will avert exaggeration and hysteria around such scandals. 

Moreover, they believed open data could increase government accountability in a way 

which would be mutually beneficial both to members and the public. Bell asserted that: 

“A culture of openness and releasing data is positive…It does away with… MPs 

expenses [scandals]…It can stop the…rumour mill picking up pace and 

scaremongering…more open data would…help protect the integrity of…elected 

officials…senior civil servants. If there was data that was out there…was open…was 

transparent and there wasn't necessarily a rumour mill…tainting the…reputation of 

somebody. Some more open data in that way is better,” (interview, August 2018). 

In this perspective, open data offers an opportunity for citizens, members, and government 

officials. Yet, this project’s qualitative findings suggest that government is not properly 

incentivised to make open data effective. Government may become more incentivised to 

disseminate open data more effectively where it recognises that increased transparency is 

not only beneficial to the public but to government. Increased transparency is beneficial to 

parliamentarians and government ministers in so far as it protects their integrity. It is 

difficult to falsely accuse someone of wrongdoing where there is a complete openness and 

an official account of spending, decisions, and actions.  

It is harder to catastrophize a scandal where there is an objective account of events. The 

question then is why is it that open data not pushed more by the government? There are 

several answers to this question. First, this project’s qualitative findings would suggest 

that this in a large part attributable to resource constraints. Secondly, the project’s findings 

suggest that there is a lack of awareness around open data on the part of members. There is 

a mismatch of required skills to meaningful engage with the data. Finally, there is a desire 

to proactively avoid scrutiny on the part of government officials. Members, ministers and 

civil servants of the perspective that the drawbacks of increased scrutiny outweigh the 

integrity dividends they stand to gain.  

If open data is to make government more accountable, government must be incentivized to 

not only disseminate more open data but to data which is valuable and potentially 

politically sensitive. Lack of incentivization is a barrier to dissemination and increased 

accountability. The expense scandal illustrates the importance of incentivisation. It 
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highlights government’s self-interest. A progressive policy change was implemented 

following the scandal as the government wanted to restore public confidence in 

themselves. Bracken noted that at the time, “The expenses scandal was based on…stolen 

data which should never have been published,” (interview, August 2018). This is 

significant. The government did not freely offer this data to the public. Yet, once it was 

stolen, they were then compelled to consistently release this data. The reasons for this are 

twofold: (1) on account of the pressure placed on the government given the scale and 

extent of the public backlash to the scandal, (2) publishing this data placated this resultant 

public outrage and (3) publishing this data proactively and consistently mitigated against 

future scandals of this nature. Publishing this data regulated behaviour and mitigated 

against any future media exaggeration. Thus, the government were clearly self-interested 

in pursuing increased transparency and accountability. This also alludes to the indirect 

accountability effects of transparency data. Members did not abuse expenses as they were 

aware, they were being observed and subsequently altered their behaviour.  

This highlights the importance of political will as being deterministic as to whether open 

data increases government accountability. Sufficient appetite and political will is required 

of both citizens, interest groups and government. If the government do not pursue an 

effective open government policy agenda with enough zeal it be confined to window 

dressing. Similarly, if advocacy groups and citizens do not put sufficient pressure on 

government open data work in the interests of increased accountability, government will 

not be incentivized to do so. Government seeks the re-election of its members. It will 

therefore will simply appeal to what the public wants as this increases their prospect of 

remaining in government. This again highlights the importance of engagement and 

participation in the distinction between transparency and accountability. This vindicates 

the theory that the successful construction of organizational transparency is the result of 

the politics of disclosure and a multi-actor negotiation process. This also suggests that 

open data projects must be driven by citizens, interest groups and other third-party 

intermediaries. 

Indeed, the expenses scandal highlights the role the media must play in making open data 

work in the interests of increased accountability. The expenses scandal data only brought 



243 
 
 

 

 

greater transparency and accountability because it was pursued by the media. The 

expenses scandal further evidences the importance of publishing data in open and 

interoperable file formats. Even where open data is politically sensitive its accountability 

impact can still be constrained based on how adaptable or inert the data is. This is a 

question of the formatting and quality in publishing. Indeed, Bracken noted that: 

“As a result of that scandal now they publish expense data….and they publish it in a 

machine-readable fashion…The question…you often ask is, is government publishing 

the right stuff…are all parts of government doing it? The important question is are they 

doing it consistently in a machine-readable format because without that it’s very hard,” 

(interview, August 2018). 

Yet, this data was released because it was stolen. It remains the case that the government 

is not incentivized to make open data into ‘a tool with which to beat itself with.’ Open data 

is often pursued as it can constitute a technologically impressive but politically hollow 

reform. Open government data may refer to ‘politically neutral public sector disclosures 

that…have nothing to do with…accountability’ (Yu and Robinson, 201: 178). Yu and 

Robinson contend that there is a need to, ‘separate the politics of open government from 

the technologies of open data’ (Yu and Robinson, 2012: 178).  

The blurring of these two concepts has created an ambiguity around open government and 

data. This only serves those who wish to remain resistant to further accountability. This is 

done through creating an environment in which it is, ‘Harder for policymakers and 

activists to articulate clear priorities and make cogent demands’ (Yu and Robinson, 2012: 

178). For open data to increase government accountability, there must be an appreciation 

of the fact that ‘technological enhancements…and enhancements to government services 

are no substitute for public accountability’ (Yu and Robinson, 2012: 178). The project’s 

interviews have revealed that there are civil servants and departmental heads with an 

appetite for more open data and accountability. This appetite varies greatly on both a 

departmental and individual basis. There are pockets of enthusiasm and good practice, but 

this is not enough for open data to have an effective accountability impact. Indeed, apathy 

is a substantial barrier to increased government accountability in the UK, particularly 

among citizens and members.  
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Open data’s success or failure in providing accountability must be assessed in the long 

run. There is a potential time-lag between adopting open data polices and these translating 

into tangible accountability gains. The barriers of internal resistance and mistrust are more 

strongly pronounced when any policy is relatively new. Yet, the relevant parties have now 

had a whole decade to conform to the open government data policy agenda. However, the 

UK is still developing its data infrastructure. The fact that the UK is still developing its 

data infrastructure but still number one in the ODB rankings is a testimony to the scale of 

the task facing governments. Expectations from open data activists are exaggerated and 

unrealistic and this should be appreciated when assessing the UKs open data record in 

terms of dissemination and impact.   

This was clear in the interview with Kelvin Hopkins, MP for Luton North. Hopkins 

discussed the Freedom of Information Act. Where open government data represents the 

seminal transparency reform of the 21st Century, FOI was the central transparency reform 

of the 20th Century. Hopkins point to attempts to the fact that, ‘there was a government 

amendment that came in at…saying you can have the information, unless the minister says 

no’ (Hopkins, interview, September 2018). This amendment never became law as there 

was a, ‘Big rebellion…the chair of [the] public administration select committee…Dr Tony 

Wright…led that rebellion and he was very strongly in favour of freedom of information’ 

(interview, September 2018). 

This is significant as it highlights three things. Firstly, provides further support of the 

importance of political will in delivering greater transparency and accountability. 

Secondly, it illustrates the role of parliamentary select committees and individual members 

in spearheading increased accountability at Westminster in the 20th Century. Indeed, the 

various incarnations of the public administration and constitutional affairs select 

committee have played a vital role in pushing the government towards greater 

transparency reform. Finally, it shows that transparency reform has historically been met 

with government opposition. Hopkins suggested that the government was incentivized to 

employ strategies to resist greater transparency and accountability. He asserted that: 
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“The government…will use every trick to avoid exposing itself to criticism or 

information that could be used…against them in the media…Because we have a two-

party system and a first past the post electoral system, parliament will be under a 

Tory…or a Labour government broadly speaking…it’s a life and death struggle 

between those two for information. Other countries where it's…proportional 

representation and multi-party…these sorts of things are not so crucial…The 

government is not going to fall and be condemned to the outer darkness of opposition,” 

(interview, 2018). 

Despite its first-past-the-post system, the UK is ranked first by the Open Data Barometer. 

It scores strongly for both open data implementation and impact (social, political, and 

economic). The UK is a global leader in various other international indexes for 

transparency and accountability despite having something of a zero-sum electoral system. 

The UK massively outranks Ireland in the Open Data Barometer rankings, so much so that 

Ireland does not appear very often in the annual reports they produce. Information about 

Ireland can only be found on the Open Data Barometer’s interactive webpage. Contrary to 

Hopkins assertions, this is the case even though Ireland has a system of proportional 

representation and tends towards coalition governments. 

 Hopkins contends that parliaments with use proportional representation produce 

governments which are more receptive to greater transparency reform as they are not as 

engaged in the same kind of combative politics. Hopkin’s words suggest that governments 

in these systems had less to lose. Whereas the stakes for governments under FPTP are 

higher. Indeed, a controversial or scandalous disclosure could result in a government being 

consigned to a long period in opposition in the UK. Hopkins suggests that Westminster 

models, opposed to more consensus styled models, produce governments which actively 

wish to evade greater transparency and accountability. The seek to control information and 

are engaged in a two-party struggle for this control. 

The Oireachtas, although populated using proportional representation, is nonetheless 

characterized in the literature as a Westminster-styled parliamentary system. This explains 

why it does not automatically perform better than the UK in open data, transparency, and 

accountability. This explains why Ireland does not outrank the UK in the Open Data 

Barometers assessments, even though it uses proportional representation. Yet, the findings 

of interviews raise questions around the great disparity in rankings between the two 
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countries. This is peculiar as this project’s qualitative findings suggest more enthusiasm 

for openness from the Irish, rather, than UK civil service. The findings seem to suggest 

that there is a (marginally) more pronounced culture of wanting to resist to scrutiny in the 

British civil service, despite Britain being ranked much higher for transparency and 

accountability by the Open Data Barometer. This is in part explained by the open data 

barometers focus of key datasets and on data infrastructure.  

The projects’ interviews have highlighted strong enthusiasm on the part of the UK 

parliamentary service (particularly in the case of the data and search team) for an effective 

data infrastructure. The interviews of Irish civil and parliamentary servants suggested that 

where open data was not increasing accountability was not less attributable to internal 

resistance than in the UK. Whilst these interviews did reveal some resistance, the short 

comings of Ireland’s open data project seemed more readily attributable to issues of 

resourcing and apathy. These presented as more pronounced barriers, rather, than an active 

desire to resist transparency reform and increased accountability. Yet, one must be critical 

of these findings. They are self-assessments. British civil servants may simply be more 

critical of government policy.  

The interview conducted with Hopkins stressed time and the resource constraints of 

members as barriers to open data dissemination and impact. They are particularly relevant 

in terms of the accountability impact of open data as they represent barriers to open data 

data’s incorporation into the committee system. Hopkins was a member of the Public 

Administration and Constitutional Affairs Select Committee when they produced the 

report, ‘Statistics and Open Data: Harvesting Unused Knowledge, Empowering Citizens 

and Improving Public Services.’ He spoke candidly of the limitations on member’s time: 

“I have to start off with apologies. I'm not an expert. I even had to look up what open 

data meant on Wikipedia...You probably appreciate that MPs have covered a whole 

spectrum of policies. This is just one tiny dot from five years ago on a committee report 

which I participated in.” (interview, September 2018).  

This suggests a certain casual engagement with committee work on the part of members. 

Members are constrained as they are neither specialists nor experts on every topic which 

they must consider in their capacity as committee members. The fact that an MP had to 
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look up what open data meant, despite sitting on a select committee which produced a 

seminal report on it, is illuminating. This provides insight into the extent to which open 

data has penetrated the minds of parliamentarians. In line with other interview findings, 

Hopkins revealed that open data could be having an indirect accountability impact at 

Westminster. The findings from this interview suggested that open data was being used by 

parliamentary researchers in drafting select committee reports and producing research 

briefings for members. Indeed, when asked who in parliament was using open data, 

Hopkins responded that: 

 ‘The people who would be the experts…the people who write the report…they are the 

staff, the parliamentary staff…Select committees…produce reports…and they'll use 

data a lot’ (interview, September 2018). 

This is important as departmental select committees are tasked with scrutinizing 

government departments. Most of the reports that they produce can be characterized as 

scrutiny pieces as the purpose of these reports is to hold the government to account. This 

can take the form of assessing government policies, decisions, actions, appointments, or 

spending. The government is mandated to publish responses to these reports. In this 

respect they are answerable to the committee. The findings from interviews suggest that 

the research staff supporting these committees make at least some limited use of open 

data. Yet, it difficult to discern when and where open data is being used by research staff 

on a quantitative basis. Problems include difficultly in process tracing due to the poor 

referencing of data and the mixing off data and information sources in research briefings.  

Time and resource barriers are inescapable given the sheer number of topics that MPs find 

themselves tasked with addressing. It is unsurprising then that where members have made 

use of open data in their scrutiny of government, it is likely they will be unaware that open 

data has been used in compiling their research aids. Indeed, Hopkins asserted that: 

“MP's tend to be generalists...spending a long time on one thing...is not possible 

because I sometimes do eight different meetings in the day on eight different 

subjects....You go like a butterfly from different subjects to different subjects…The 

library publishes notes on things. If I'm making a speech, I'll go up there grab the 

note...sit in the library...draft some notes and make a speech...That’s how I work. 
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There's not that rigorous kind of research where you spend some hours working on one 

thing. You really don't have the time,” (interview, September 2018). 

This represents a barrier to open data’s use by members for the purposes of government 

accountability. However, it is not necessarily a failing on the part of members. This is a 

limitation of institutional design. Bracken was sympathetic to the time and resource 

constraints that members had to operate under. He highlighted the importance of research 

staff in determining whether open data be used by members to hold the government to 

account. He suggested that the likelihood of open data being used for the purposes of 

accountability varied strongly by department, committee, the member and their research 

staff. Indeed, he remarked that: 

“I think I some MPs have very good evidence-based researchers who use government 

data to prepare them…it varies strongly committee by committee….it depends on the 

committee and it often depends on the MP and usually the research capability that the 

MPs got…they're not superhuman. They carry around loads of files…and they've got 

their constituency business. It's often how good the researcher is behind them’ 

(interview, August 2018). 

In summary these findings suggest that open government data is increasing the 

accountability of government in the UK on a minimal basis which is subtle and indirect. 

The accountability impact of open data presents itself in the House of Commons Library, 

parliamentary researchers and departmental select committees. Further to this, open data 

has had an accountability impact internally through civil servants using it to hold their 

colleagues to account. The use of public services apps and optimised service provision has 

indirectly increased government accountability. It is not a failing of the UK open data 

project that open data’s accountability impact is subtle rather than explicit. The 

transparency literature suggests that this is often typical of transparency measures. The 

indirect nature of open data can be explained by the fact that in the UK there is a certain 

level of confidence in the government. The UK does not face the same systemic issues of 

corruption as other countries. Indeed, it is countries that face serious issues of systemic 

fraud or corruption where open data will have a more explicit accountability impact as 

there are more explicit transparency-accountability and democratic deficits to address. In 

theory, just the increased dissemination of transparency data alone should have a profound 

accountability impact in these states .The findings of the research interviews suggest that 
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where the effects of open data are indirect, they will express themselves as intra-

organisational accountability in public bodies rather than in electoral politics. 

In the UK open data’s accountability impact lies in its potential to highlight where a policy 

is failing. Open data allows for government departments to proactively self-correct failing 

policy choices. Bracken was of the view that: 

“In and of itself open data is a useful element to overall service provision but on its own 

It is limited in terms of the effect it can have in a cabinet-based system like the 

UK.…We done some work in Mexico and Peru recently on the publication of open data 

where there is long term systemic fraud…This has had a profound impact on people's 

view of the democratic integrity of some parts of government. That's a huge value to 

those countries…despite my criticisms of…Our Government whilst being a bit rough 

around the edges generally works and gets stuff done. We don’t have politicians readily 

taking millions of pounds out the system,” (interview, August 2018). 

Contrary to Bracken’s assertations on developing countries, a study of data portals in 16 

Latin America found that these were also failing to meet their anti-corruption expectations 

(Murillo, 2015: 42). The general point, however, stands. It is reasonable that in the UK 

open data is having an accountability impact through optimising service provision and in 

the creation of public service apps. Open data is being used for the purposes of 

accountability indirectly by members and their parliamentary researchers in their work for 

departmental select committees. There are however some significant barriers to the use of 

open data for the purposes of accountability in the UK. The main barriers are skills 

deficits, resource constraints and departmental apathy. The interviews suggest that in the 

UK there has historically been a cultural of resisting transparency and accountability 

reform from both government ministers and civil servants 

6.3 Ireland 

This section investigates the extent to which open data can be seen to have increased 

government accountability in Ireland. Again, this section does so by presenting the qualitative 

findings. This section employs the findings from an analysis of the relevant grey literature. 

The grey literature that this section predominantly referenced is a series of findings produced 

by the Open Data Barometer and reports produced the Open Government Partnership. This 
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section also presents and analyses the findings interviews as they relate to open data and 

accountability. 

6.3.1 Grey Literature 

Ireland is mentioned much less in the reports produced by the Open Data Barometer than the 

UK. This is because it is so heavily outranked by the UK in terms of its scoring for 

implementation and impact. To be considered a champion by the open data barometer you 

must be a government with total scores all above 65. Furthermore, you must demonstrate a 

balanced scoring on the sub-indexes of open data readiness, implementation, and impact. At 

the time of the publication of the Open Data Barometer’s latest global Leader’s Edition 

Report Ireland’s scoring was not even close to meeting these criteria. Ireland is, however, still 

heavily researched by the open government barometer and a full fact-file of its open data 

implementation, impact, and readiness (social, political and economic) can be found on the 

Open Data Barometer’s webpage. 

As of the 4th Edition Global Report (Ireland does not feature in this report but there is an 

interactive fact file which is viewable on the OBD website) Ireland had an average total 

scoring of 47.44 and was ranked 26th in the world for open data readiness, implementation 

and impact (ODB, 2016). In terms of readiness Ireland scored 78 for government polices, 56 

for government action, 86 for citizens and civil rights and 56 for entrepreneurs and business 

(ODB, 2016). For implementation Ireland scored an average quality scoring of 80 for map 

data. The geospatial dataset was not considered to be open by the barometer. It scored an 

average quality scoring of 15 for land ownership data and again the dataset was not found to 

be open (ODB, 2016). For detailed census data, Ireland scored a 70 for data quality but the 

dataset was not considered open by the barometer.  

Detailed data on government spend was found not to be open and scored a 5 in terms of data 

quality (ODB, 2016). Data for company registration (a key indicator used by the barometer) 

was also found not to be open. It similarly received a five for data quality. The dataset for 

legislation was found not to be open and scored a 15 for data quality. Public transport 

timetables were found not to be open but did receive a scoring of 70 for quality. Ireland’s 

international trade data was found not to be open but scored an 80 in terms of quality. Health 
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sector data was found to be closed but received a scoring of 75 for data quality. Primary or 

secondary education performance data was found to be closed but scored an 80 for quality 

(ODB, 2016). Ireland’s crime statistics data was found to be closed and scored a 65 for data 

quality. National environmental statistics was found not to be an open and only scored a 15 

for data quality. Public contracts data was found to not be open and only scored a 15 for data 

quality.  

Out of the 15 datasets considered, the only one considered truly open was national election 

results which scored an 85 for data quality. Six datasets were found not to have been made 

available in a machine-readable and re-useable format. Even where data was available in a 

machine-readable and re-useable format it remained unavailable to download as a whole in 

these formats (ODB, 2016). Indeed, 13 datasets were not found to be downloadable as a 

whole in a machine readable and reusable formats. Of the 15 datasets surveyed only primary 

or secondary education performance data and national election results could be downloaded 

as a whole in machine-readable and re-usable formats. Only nine out of the 15 datasets were 

found to be available free of charge. Only five out of 15 datasets were found to be openly 

licensed. Only 9 of the 15 datasets surveyed were found to be up to date. Only seven datasets 

were found to be regularly updated. Information on only five of the 15 datasets surveyed was 

deemed to be easy to find (ODB, 2016).  

Not a single dataset surveyed was found to provide data identifiers for key elements of the 

data set. 13 out of 15 of the data sets surveyed were found to be available online in at least 

some format or another (ODB, 2016). These were available online in some format that could 

be more readily characterized as public service information rather than data. Yet, given the 

low-quality scoring of some of this data and the poor scoring for bulk download-ability, 

machine-readability, and re-usability, theory would suggest this data should have a limited 

accountability value. Indeed, the open data barometer ranks Ireland quite poorly in terms of 

political impact. It is ranked poorly in terms of social and economic impact also. 

The political impact of open data was scored by the barometer at a 10, the social impact was 

scored at 10 and economic impact was scored at a 19 (ODB, 2016). It is interesting that 

economic impact’s scoring was almost double the impact scorings for political and social 
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impact. This would suggest that the economic aims of open data have eclipsed the socio-

political aims of open data in Ireland. With such poor scoring in terms of data quality and 

availability, it is difficult to see how open data could be making the Irish government more 

accountable. Dissemination and data-quality are only the introductory steps in a country’s 

open data-project. Indeed, making the data available only increases superficial transparency. 

The barometer’s assessments suggest that Ireland has struggled even here. After open data is 

made available it is fostering engagement and participation with the data that increases 

government accountability.  

The scoring suggests that Ireland has performed poorly in over-hauling and building its data-

infrastructure. Data-infrastructural reform is integral to dissemination. Effective 

dissemination of open data is in turn integral to increased accountability. Given this, Ireland’s 

poor scorings for bulk download, machine readability and reusability are not encouraging. 

The Open Data Barometer’s assessments suggest that there is a lot of high-quality data in 

Ireland, but most of it cannot be considered truly open.  

To put Ireland’s open data record in perspective it is useful to compare its scorings to the UK. 

In terms of readiness the UK scored 100 for government policies, 95 for government action, 

86 for citizens and civil rights and 97 for entrepreneurs and business. The UK scored 82 for 

political impact, 55 for social impact and 81 for economic impact. As of the global fourth 

edition report, of the 15 datasets surveyed 12 were found to be truly open. In the UK all 

datasets surveyed were found to be machine-readable and reusable. Moreover, of these only 

one was not available to download as a whole (ODB, 2016). Only one dataset, land-

ownership data, was found to not be available free of charge. Only two datasets, 

landownership and the company register, were found to not be openly licensed. Only one 

dataset, national environment statistics, was found to be not up to data but was found to be 

updated regularly. It was difficult to find information on only two datasets. These were 

detailed census data and detailed government budget data.  

As of the fourth report identifiers were provided for key elements for only five out of the 15 

datasets surveyed (ODB, 2016). In terms of data quality, the UK’s lowest scoring was 70 and 

this was for land ownership. This is a striking contrast in data quality relative to Ireland. 
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Indeed, Ireland scored 15 for data quality or below for six datasets. Ireland’s lowest scoring 

for data quality was a 5. This was for detailed data on government spending and the company 

registration (ODB, 2016). The open data barometer’s rankings would suggest that open data 

is making government much accountable in the UK than in Ireland. The assumption here is 

that as more datasets are open, machine-readable, reusable, and available for bulk download, 

the UK is consequently more transparent and therefore more accountable. More transparency 

equals increased accountability. The UK government is more transparent than the Irish 

government and therefore is also more accountable.  

However, it is crucial to adopt a critical perspective on the Open Data Barometer’s rankings. 

Moreover, it is important to be critical of the notion that increased availability of data 

increases government accountability. As suggested in previous chapters it is possible that the 

barometers approach to counting the existence of key datasets (and the formats in which they 

are available) has methodological shortcomings. Such an approach runs the risk of 

overlooking the accountability impact of public service apps and reforms that are less 

quantifiable. It is also important to take a critical perspective on open data itself. Open data 

only constitutes one element of the open government project. It is also crucial to consider the 

importance of open public service information. This is distinct from open data but can 

communicate the same data. The findings of the interviews suggest that there can be a 

harmful over-emphasis of the technological aspects of open government.  

Indeed, despite the poor scores for Ireland by the Open Data Barometer, the OGP has 

commended Ireland as a star reformer. It has been commended for having introduced 

legislation which shone a light on influence peddling. The Open Government Partnership 

points to a series of reforms that took place in the aftermath of the 2008 financial crisis. Prior 

to this there was a culture of, ‘Historical opacity and backroom deals in Irish politics…that 

worsened the impact of the financial crisis’ (OGP, 2017: 13). The crisis ‘underscored the 

need to make politics and policymaking in Ireland more transparent and accountable’ (OGP, 

2017: 13). Prior to the financial crisis the Irish government had given special interests a 

disproportionate influence over policy. Post-crisis, the government responded by developing: 
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“A public register which all lobbyists are required to join. By publishing the register 

online, citizens now can see who attempts to influence whom in government. An 

innovative feature of the register is that it allows citizens to search the register by dates 

of registration, policy area, lobbying organization, and specific public officials by 

name,” (OGP, 2017: 13). 

The Open government Partnership viewed this reform as, ‘powerful tool in preventing 

abuses of power…By publishing a register of lobbyists…bringing much-needed 

transparency to the policymaking process’ (OGP, 2017: 13). Indeed, Ireland’s 2011 

programme for government asserted that, ‘where there is secrecy and unaccountability, 

there is waste and extravagance. We will pin down accountability for results at every level 

of the public service – from Ministers down…’ (Office of the Taoiseach, 2011: 27).  

The Department of Public Expenditure and Reform has pursued an open data policy 

agenda which is premised on the view that, ‘commercial, social and democratic benefits 

would accrue from making available as much government-generated data as possible’ 

(MacCarthaigh, 2017: 248). For the Open Government Partnership open data reform 

marked a shift away from formulating public policy behind a closed-door a towards, 

‘greater public oversight of policymaking’ (OGP, 2017: 13). Indeed, the Irish government 

have employed their central data portal with the view to clustering, ‘datasets at a common 

venue which would be accessible from a single online source in an open format so that 

they could be used by interested parties’ (MacCarthaigh, 2017: 248). However, the Open 

Data Barometer scores Ireland’s data-quality for company register and public contracts 

extremely poorly (company register five and public contracts 15). It deems neither data set 

to be open. This would suggest that the open data barometer’s scorings are insensitive to 

the transparency and accountability impact of public service apps and the dissemination of 

public service information in contextualised formats opposed to raw datasets. These 

formats are often much useful as they can be easily understood by the public. 

This highlights the importance distinction between data and information. Open 

government encompasses both open data and public service information. Open data is raw 

whereas information is processed data. Public service information is often contextualised 

to either improve understandability or to make subjective points about what the data 

means. The Open Data Barometer is specifically concerned with open datasets rather than 
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open public service information. This is understandable; it is the Open Data barometer 

rather than the Open Public Service Information Barometer or more broadly, the Open 

Government Barometer.  

6.3.2 Interviews 

There is a perception of the superiority of raw data relative to information. Raw data is 

perceived as being free from value and bias. It is often viewed as affording parties 

interested in holding the government to account the opportunity to assess their 

performance free from any subjective contextualization. Importantly, this data is free from 

contextualization by the government. Indeed, open public service information has usually 

been heavily contextualized by the government itself. It is often possible, of course, to find 

this information critically assessed by an interested third party. This could be critical 

commentary by a private enterprise, third sector organisations, departmental select 

committees or the official opposition.  

Yet, information also has advantages over raw data. Information circumnavigates some of 

the technical barriers to open data dissemination and use. These include the specialist 

skills and software required to analyse and understand data. The Irish Chief Information 

Officer Barry Lowry was of the view that in some circumstance information could be 

more useful than raw datasets. He noted that this was attributable to the fact that, ‘FOIS 

are pointed and datasets aren't’ (interview, 2018). This allows citizens to ask more direct 

of ministers. They can find what they are looking for much more quickly than locating, 

aggregating, disaggregating, and analysing open data sets. The drawback, of course, is that 

this information is contextualized by ministers and their civil servants. This introduces 

increased bias into the citizen’s research. Yet, it is important to note the potential for bias 

in data collection models. 

Contrary to Lowry’s view, one respondent in MacCarthaigh’s study asserted that were 

open data was properly implemented it would have the effect of side-lining FOIS. They 

would become, ‘the residual…data…as a rule is made available and it’s only where 

information could be potentially subject to exemptions that you’re into your FOI space’ 

(MacCarthaigh, 2017: 249).  
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Lowry provided some detail regarding budgetary spending to illustrate the dual 

importance of releasing both data and information to increase the accountability of 

government. He detailed that: 

“A data set that we might make available…could be the finances around the budget… 

the amount of money…we actually bring in, how we bring it in. What comes in through 

vat, what comes in through corporation tax and what comes…in individual tax. The 

Department of Finance makes a lot of this available…You'll see around this time lots of 

commentators commenting on that…It's very well-informed commentary. The reason 

it's very well-informed commentary is because we've given them information that is 

extremely helpful but it's not informing an angle as such’ (interview, October 2018). 

This suggests that the open datasets that the Open Data Barometer surveys for the 

existence of could be openly available as contextualized information rather than raw data. 

They could instead be presented through some government or third party produced 

visualization tool(s). Furthermore, Lowry suggests that data can be contextualized so as to 

increase understanding without informing an angle. The Open Data Barometer suggests 

that the Irish government has had a mediocre record on open data dissemination, 

implementation, and impact. Yet, this is an exaggeration premised on a misunderstanding 

as to how Ireland approaches its open government project. It does so in a way that does 

not overemphasise open data and pays deference to the entire spectrum of e-services.  

The interviews suggest that Ireland takes a more public service information and app driven 

approach to its open government project. Hypothetically, if this information and these 

tools are free from bias, they can in equal measure increase the transparency and 

accountability of government. Indeed, Lowry viewed the processing of raw data by the 

government into meaningful information as a process which only served to create value. 

He viewed contextualization as a means of improving usability and understanding. This 

increases the accountability of government as it widens engagement and participation as 

more people can understand the data. He remarked that: 

“I mean sometimes we'll create value out of it…We'll summarize it…which is handy 

for commentators…sometimes, we'll give them the data. Sometimes we'll use the data 

to actually provide what people were actually asking for, which is what where your 

money goes is. This is a perfect example,” (Interview, October 2018). 
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Finn DeBri (Chief Information Officer for the House of the Oireachtas) challenged the 

idea that raw data was somehow free from bias. Philosophically he subscribed to 

hermeneutics which, ‘Accepts that there is going to be bias in there all the time… it's 

about understanding that there will be bias and acknowledging the fact that there is’ 

(interview, November 2018). For him, not even data-models could be free from bias, ‘like 

your shadow…it's going to cast somewhere’ (interview, November 2018). He viewed this 

as inevitable as the collection, collation and aggregation of data involves choices about 

what to collect and what not to collect. One has already made choices about what to 

include and what not include. These are subtle and at times subconscious value 

judgements. A false perception of objectivity only further exacerbates these problems. If a 

default position is that data is inherently free from bias, one runs the risk of taking an 

uncontemplated approach to data collection. This can result in unconscious biases shaping 

your datasets, analysis, and any contingent policy decisions. He asserted that: 

“Even by the mere fact that you collect that data you're choosing.... You’re bringing 

bias into it…I've brought bias in immediately because I've chosen what pieces to collect 

and what not to collect… by virtue of that…it runs right the way through the pattern 

and understanding. The aggregation and the collation of it…. What have I aggregated… 

and why…That's a complete bias...there is no way around that! I think you just have to 

accept it.” (interview, November 2018) 

Open data is only one constituent element of the open government project. Where it is 

approach uncritically, it can be the most intricate but arbitrarily impressive reform 

available. As DeBri asserts, ‘I don't think there's any point in actually having open data 

just for the sake of it…It has to be valuable data…that's going to be reused’ (interview, 

November 2018). Open public service information is also a constituent element of the 

open government. PSI can often be compiled on the basis of raw open datasets. It may 

simply be open data contextualised to become more useful and understandable. Even if 

open open-data sets in their raw form are not being engaged with it is important to 

consider indirect engagement with open data. It is important to consider the public service 

apps which are built upon open datasets them. If these are being engaged with and used to 

hold government and public bodies accountable, then open data is having an indirect 

accountability impact.  
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Interviews suggest whilst the Irish government is disseminating open data in raw format, 

they are also releasing public service information and building public service apps in a 

way that is more significant to accountability. Measuring the openness or otherwise of key 

datasets does not necessarily provide a complete picture of the effectiveness of a 

government’s open government project. Indeed, all elements of open government 

potentially serve to increase the transparency and accountability of government. 

In Ireland, the accountability dividend has not yet been fully realized as administrative and 

technical barriers to disseminating open datasets persist. Some barriers are inescapable and 

quite understandably so. For instance, DeBri asserted that the civil and parliamentary 

servants must remain politically neutral. It is not their job to hold the government to 

account or push their own perspectives on the public. Indeed, he acknowledged that the 

civil service could, ‘Open up that data...I can tell you what every member has done over a 

period of time but that's as far as I can go with that’ (interview, 2018). Civil servants 

represent part of the skilled minority that can work with this data, but they are bound by 

neutrality. The open data project’s accountability impact will be determined by the 

engagement of skilled third-party intermediaries.  

Another potential barrier to the open data increasing the accountability of government is a 

failure to effectively engage with civil society organisations. Whilst the Open Government 

Partnership has commended Ireland on addressing influence peddling it has expressed 

concerned that Ireland has experienced limited amounts of civil society engagement in its 

open government commitments. The Open Government Partnership, ‘stresses the need to try 

to redefine civil society in Ireland and raise citizen and institutional awareness of open 

government’ (OGP, 2017b, 80). 

 Indeed, civil society engagement is critical to fostering the necessary participation and 

engagement with open data required for increased government accountability. As 

aforementioned in the case of the UK, participation and engagement represent the step 

between superficial transparency and increased accountability of government. It has been 

established in the previous chapters that even high-quality dissemination of open data is futile 

if the data is not actually engaged. Moreover, if the data is not engaged with by actors 
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interested in and able to hold the government to account it will simply exist to no or little 

effect. The importance of civil society engagement in increasing government accountability 

was stressed by Paul Braithwaite, The Development, and Implementation Officer for 

Building Change Trust: 

“Open data is really great…Too little emphasis is put on what happens [next]…It can 

just sit there…if only a small elite group of people understand what they're looking at 

then it could even be a mechanism to further entrench the power and knowledge of an 

already quite privileged group of people…There are risks with that,” (Interview, 

August 2018). 

This provides an insight into the relationship between engagement and knowledge, 

resources, and power. The interviews suggest that LMEs and to a lesser extent SMEs are 

best placed to exploit open data. Indeed, LMEs and SMEs are incentivized by market 

forces, competition, and the pursuit of profit. These private commercial entities usually do 

not suffer from the time and resource constraints that exist on members of parliament. The 

PASC has suggested that the economic aims of the open data project have obscured the 

initial transparency and accountability aims of the project. Birchall and Zuboff identify 

this as profoundly anti-democratic. Other scholars are of the perspective that this is not 

necessarily sinister. Given the nature of parliamentary members’ role relative to that of big 

business, it is natural that open data would a highly economic endeavour. However, this is 

because of time and resource constraints for citizens, interest groups and members. This 

vindicates Birchall’s perspective that the neo-liberal-ing of open government data 

represents than extension of control. 

Kitchin notes that traditionally, ‘given the expense and resources required to produce 

datasets and their value in revealing information about the world, access to them has 

generally been restricted in some way’ (Kitchin, 2014: 78). LMEs are best placed to 

exploit open data for profit given their extensive resources and staff as, ‘Even when 

datasets have been relatively open and available, they have required specialist equipment 

and…skills…to make sense of them’ (Kitchin, 2014: 78).  The economic argument for 

disseminating public sector data has always been the most deterministic and persuasive to 

governments. This again relates to the idea of incentivising government to make open data 

effective. Economic dividends will likely improve a governments chance of re-election.  
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The Open Data project has been driven not only by a desire to hold public institutions to 

account but by business interests which look to ‘gaining access to a valuable commodity, 

rather than seeking to challenge the notion of intellectual property per se’ (Kitchin, 2014: 

86).  This is perhaps evidenced by the fact that, ‘the growth of the open data movement is 

being paralleled by a rise in proprietary rights’ (Kitchin, 2014: 79). Indeed, LME’s and 

SME’s similarly find themselves in a strong position being free of many of the constraints 

that prevent MPs using open data in their research. 

Civil society organisations and private enterprise represent a potential means of balancing 

the open data project between economic and accountability aims and outcome. Civil 

society organisations are inherently concerned with engagement and participation. They 

are very often concerned with these concepts on a grassroots level. Civil society 

organisations are incentivized to hold government to account. They are often very well 

staffed and in competition for impressive amounts of funding. This varies on an 

organisation by organisation basis. They represent an opportunity to translate the 

superficial transparency arising from the mass dissemination of government data into 

actionable government accountability. The importance and potential of civil society 

organisations to use open data was made apparent in the interview with the Braithwaite 

from Building Change Trust. This respondent was of the view that: 

“If voluntary and community organizations weren't well-placed to understand and make 

use of that data then they're going to lose out…In the right hands open data obviously 

has the potential to both make for better public services and to hold government 

accountable, but it's all about what happens with it…who understands it…Who has the 

capacity to use it…far too little emphasis is put on that…open government means 

participation by all…not just a select group of smart techie people,” (interview, August 

2018). 

The interviews of Irish and civil parliamentary servants point to a moderate amount of 

civil society engagement from the Irish government on open data. Indeed, Lowry 

referenced government run hackathons and engagement from private enterprise. He 

contended that a lot of hackathons were coordinated and run by government. Lowry 

pointed out that the main purpose of a hackathon was, ‘To bring…to people’s attention 

that the data is actually there’ (interview, November 2018).  This is an example of the 
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government actively encouraging transparency, accountability, and engagement. The 

government are not simply dumping and leaving the datasets on a ghost-portal. They are 

actively trying to make citizens aware of the data-sets existence and value. 

On the extent of this civil society engagement, Lowry remarked that Ireland was, ‘seeing 

little bits of it...could we say we're mature in that? No, we're not, definitely not, but we're 

seeing progress’ (interview, November 2018). Other interviewees similarly suggested 

moderate progress on civil society engagement with open data. Beakey outlined some of 

the engagement work she and Kerins would typically be engaged in at DEPR’s Open Data 

Unit: 

“We…attend seminars and…different conferences…we…showcase the portal, and… 

try and promote it…We…go to conferences around Dublin…We're just trying to get 

out as much as we can…to promote open data and promote the portal, so people 

become aware of it and start to use it,” (interview, February 2018). 

It is important to note a lack of awareness of open data’s existence and potential has been a 

barrier to use and impact consistently arising in this project’s findings. Beakey and Lowry’s 

commentary suggests a clear effort on the part of the Irish government to engage with 

citizens and civil society organisations. This Irish government are trying to make people 

aware of not only open data’s existence but its potential uses. Interviews suggest that the Irish 

government does think beyond initial dissemination. There is evidence that the Irish 

government is contemplative of the usability and value of data. The Irish government aim to 

make their data adaptable rather than inert. The preceding chapters presented evidence from 

which evidenced that 3-star rated data was the minimal standard of publishing for the Irish 

government. This is .csv format which is machine readable and can be downloaded bulk. It is 

easily reusable. 

Furthermore, DeBri he remarked that, “you…want the agencies that have valuable data to 

open up that data then it could be used…I do think that it's…on governments to actually to 

encourage that,” (interview, November 2018). This corroborates the findings of other 

interviews which suggest that the Irish government’s responsibility is to raise awareness and 

encourage use as the majority of people are simply are not aware of or using open data. This 

is a barrier to open data increasing the accountability of the Irish government. It does not 
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matter how valuable or politically sensitive data is if people are not engaging with it. Open 

data cannot translate into any sort of impact, be this increased accountability or any other sort 

of social, political, or economic impact unless it is engaged with. 

Some interview findings suggest convergence between the UK and Ireland on the centrality 

of economic incentivization in disseminating open data. Some findings suggest that the 

economic aims of Ireland’s open data project are co-equal to those of accountability. For 

instance, Lowry pointed to the fact that a lot of hackathons, ‘Would be private sector with 

some form of government awareness, support or sponsorship’ (Interview, October 2018). As 

the respondent from Building Change Trust suggests, this could lead to the dangers of 

technocracy. It could serve to entrench the power position of an already elite and privileged 

group with the resources, time, and skill to exploit open data. This runs contrary to the aim of 

increasing the accountability of government. This raises potential problems of special 

influences receiving disproportion access to government to influence policy. Indeed, Worthy 

notes on open data, ‘The paradox is that reforms intended to bring a range of universal 

benefits are having an uneven effect’ (Worthy, 2015: 788).  

Yet, some would contend that engagement from private entities is not necessarily negative 

where it is politically neutral. Indeed, private entities are often concerned with their own 

public image. Displaying social responsibility is good for this public image and by natural 

extension good for business. Not only are private entities often concerned with social 

responsibility, they have the resources and time to improve awareness and engagement. This 

is in contrast to government and members who struggle with resource and time constraints. 

Private entities can increase citizen engagement with open data on behalf of governments in  

a way that is mutually beneficial. This in turn potentially increases the accountability of 

government. Indeed, in the course of our interview Lowry asserted that the, ‘Private sector 

would be very good at doing stuff like this…. sometimes it's good to very visibly show your 

corporate social responsibility credentials’ (Interview, October 2018).  

Furthermore, when one considers the potential policy areas of LME’s and SME’s, their role 

in hackathons is understandable and even welcomed. It does not necessarily detract from and 

may enhance the accountability of government. Indeed, Lowry provided the example of how 



263 
 
 

 

 

such a situation could typically see, ‘Two or three the large health providers…run a 

hackathon…because it's a good thing to do’ (Interview, October 2018). The economic and 

accountability aims of open data may not always be mutually exclusive. As Lowry asserted 

of business, ‘if you are making your money out of what the country invests in health care. 

Then you give something back.’ (Interview, October 2018). 

Interviews with Irish civil and parliamentary servants suggest that open data is being used 

similarly in Ireland as it is in the UK. In both cases it is experiencing more limited use than 

was anticipated, in more subtle and indirect ways, to hold the government to account. Open 

data is not being used extensively in the Oireachtas or its committees. This is likewise the 

case in the UK. In Ireland increased accountability presents itself in the form of public 

service apps that have been built upon open data and open public service information. The 

interviews indicate that the Irish government have performed respectably in disseminating 

open data. The limited performance of the Irish government on open data detailed by the 

Open Data Barometer, seem exaggerated. 

Yet, the Irish government have performed much more admirably in disseminating pre-

contextualised public service information rather than raw data. Open government policies 

have broadly increased the accountability of government. Open data has been a contributing 

factor in this. Yet, it has not been the dominant element in the Ireland’s open government 

project. The accountability dividend of open data has not been fully realised. The Oireachtas 

is the institution responsible for holding the Irish government to account. For open data’s 

accountability potential to be fully realised we would need to see it being used by the 

Oireachtas, its committees and the interested parties that liaise with them.  

Indeed, when asked if open data had impacted the functioning of the Oireachtas and its 

committees, DeBri responded with, ‘I don’t think so…internally no…externally I would 

doubt it’ (Interview, February 2018). This was supported in the quantitative analysis. There 

was minimal evidence found which suggest that Irish joint committees were using open data 

to hold government to account. Comparatively, there was more evidence from quantitative 

analysis indicating that this was happening in the Westminster parliament and its committees. 

The quantitative findings suggest that the UK has seen more open data use by its 
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departmental select committees. Yet, there was still only very limited use of open data in the 

UK in the committee system. The findings of semi-structured interviews question open data’s 

suitability in delivering government accountability through the mechanisms of parliament and 

more generally. The UK and Ireland are states where there is no evidence of widespread 

corruption and fraud. In states like the UK and Ireland where there is generally public trust in 

government, open data may be most apt for optimising service provision. Indeed, using open 

data to optimise service provision can often entail very proactive monitoring and 

accountability of government, even if it is less confined to policy of a more mundane nature. 

6.4 Conclusion 

In conclusion, open data is increasing the accountability of government in both the UK 

and Ireland on a limited basis and not in the manner anticipated. Open data usage has been 

primarily external to the processes of parliament. The quantitative analysis and qualitative 

findings suggest that there are some limited instances of open data being used in the 

British and Irish parliaments by their respective committees to hold government to 

account. Such instances are slight in number in both jurisdictions. They are even rarer in 

number in the Irish parliament. The findings arising from the analysis of committee 

reports, associated oral evidence and written evidence, and from interviews suggest that 

the two governments have adopted marginally different approaches to their open 

government projects but there are also clear similarities. The UK government have been 

much more focused on disseminating datasets in their raw format. The UK has also 

released considerable public service information and built public service apps upon their 

open data. 

 In Ireland there has been less focus on disseminating raw datasets, but this has been 

potentially overstated in the assessments of the Open Data Barometer. The Irish 

government have disseminated a healthy amount of public service information. Ireland has 

focused its open government project much more on the development of public service 

apps. The open data barometer is by its very nature concerned with raw datasets. It does 

not assess the impact and implementation of open government policy as whole but open 

dataset dissemination and infrastructure specifically. Open data is only one element of 
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open government and only one element of a government’s digital service package. The 

rankings of the barometer suggest that there has been a much more pronounced 

accountability dividend in the UK. This is exaggerated by the barometers data-set centric 

approach and more general flaws in its methodology. Indeed, upon considering open 

government policy in totality, rather than just the existence and quality of key data sets, 

this project finds that there is less disparity between the UK and Ireland. Open data has 

increased accountability in both countries but marginally more so in the UK. Open 

government, as a whole, has increased accountability in both countries to a similar extent.  

The UK government is more readily transparent as raw-data sets are of a much higher 

quality, easier to find and available for bulk download in machine-readable reusable 

formats. This, however, has not translated into a massive disparity in the accountability of 

government between the UK and Ireland. This is in part attributed to Ireland’s admiral 

performance in producing public service apps that effectively communicate the same data 

as the UKs open datasets, albeit in a contextualized format. This is also because 

engagement and participation remain low in both countries. There remain significant skill 

barriers in both nations to exploiting open data. Open data’s potential to increase the 

accountability of government is largely dependent on participation and engagement, 

particularly by civil society organisations. There is evidence of civil society engagement in 

both countries, but this remains very moderate. 
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7. Analysis and Conclusion  

7.1 Introduction  

The findings presented throughout this project are positioned in the context of an 

unprecedented era of data proliferation. The world’s internet population continues to grow 

considerably on a yearly basis. As of 2018 it reached 3.8 billion people and it is estimated 

that by 2020, ‘for every person on earth, 1.7 MB of data will be created every second’ 

(Domo, 2018: 1). A significant volume of this data is public in character. It is produced, 

collected, and aggregated by government. This data concerns subject matters such as health, 

education, transport, crime-data, and geo-spatial data. Public service information includes all 

information which is attributable to public bodies and/or funded in tax by citizens. 

Governments collecting more and more data Things that were typically collected in a 

contextualized manner (information) are becoming increasing collected as data in 

standardized machine-readable formats. Where governments can collect and record some 

piece of data they typically will.  

Data was once traditionally, ‘time-consuming and costly to generate, analyse and interpret’ 

(Kitchin, 2014: 24 There has been a revolution in both the hardware supporting the digital 

age and skill set required to engage with data. Kitchen proposes that a data revolution is 

under way which is already reshaping the way in which knowledge is produced, 

disseminated, and consumed. Moreover, it is changing the way business conducted and 

governance enacted. This is attributable to disruptive innovations which make the generation 

of data increasingly deluge. He proposes there now exists ‘a wide, deep torrent of timely, 

varied, resolute and relational data that are relatively low in cost and, outside of business, 

increasingly open and accessible’ (Kitchin, 2014: 24).  

As the production and collection of data by the government is publicly funded, it has resulted 

in a, ‘call on governments to make the vast amounts of innocuous data that they hold easily 

available to the public’ (Cuckier et al, 2013: 7). This is open data. Open data is 

transformative in that it, ‘goes beyond the freedom-of-information laws that are now 

commonplace in developed democracies’ (Cuckier et al, 2013: 7). The open data movement’s 

aims are radically transformative. They advocate, ‘opening up data for wider reuse, but also 
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providing easy to use research tools that negate the need for specialist analytic skill’ (Kitchin, 

2014: 78).  Since 2009 governments across the global have been making thousands of 

previously restricted datasets open for non-commercial and commercial use (Kitchin, 2014: 

78).  

This projects literature review illustrates that open government and open data have been 

thoroughly researched on a conceptual level. However, open data’s impact in practice 

remains an under researched subject area. This is particularly true of its accountability 

impact. Most of this research has been case study led, focusing on data infrastructure and the 

institutional dimensions of open data. Open data’s impact has been under researched on a 

comparative basis. There has been a lack of country by country comparative case studies, 

aside from several high-level overviews by NGOs. This research has been overwhelmingly 

general and more descriptive than truly comparative. These studies have included many 

countries rather specifically comparing a small amount of similar countries. The 

methodologies of these various studies, particularly their focus on surveying for the existence 

of key datasets, is flawed. Open data has not been researched in a parliamentary context. It 

has experienced only limited research into its impact on an intra-organisational administrative 

basis. Much research has focused on developing rather than well-established democracies. 

Most studies on advance democracies advance the same sentiment that there is good practice, 

but open data has been predominantly lacklustre in terms of both its usage and impact. Open 

data’s use and impact have not been assessed as they relate to parliament or the committee 

system. This research bridges a gap in the literature as it is a comparative case-study which 

examines open data’s accountability impact in Britain and Ireland. It targets a gap in the 

literature by introducing a parliamentary dimension but also in its consideration of how open 

data has been used by the third sector organisations that liaise with British select and Irish 

joint committees. 

This projects’ empirical chapters present findings which illuminate the extent to which open 

data is being used. This is both a general assessment and specific to use that is for the 

purposes of accountability in the UK and Ireland. This concluding chapter analyses the 

project’s findings before pointing to avenues for further study. The findings presented here 

can be categorised as evidence of open data use, evidence of increased accountability and of 
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evidence of barriers to open data dissemination and accountability. This chapter address a gap 

in the transparency literature. The transparency literature asserts that there is a gap between 

the intended outcomes of transparency measures and their results in practice. The prospective 

impact of transparency reforms is often overstated. This project contends that the 

expectations of open data advocates were overstated. In practice open data’s record of impact 

has been much humbler than was initially supposed.  

There are key questions as to who is using open data and for what purposes. Likewise, there 

are question as to who is not using open data and why this is the case. This project answers 

these questions. In short open data is being used on a low level by SMEs, LMEs, interest 

groups, journalists and interested private individuals. It is being used by the small number of 

actors that are interested, motivated and have the skill to use open data. Its use by these 

groups for the purposes of holding the government to account is limited. Of these groups it is 

journalists and interest groups that are using open data most to hold government to account. 

However, this is more of an exception than the general experience. Interest groups typically 

make use of their own internal privately held data or outsource to think tanks.  

Open data is generally not being used by MPS and TDs in their capacity as members of 

parliament and committees. This is true on a general basis and for the purposes of holding the 

government to account. There is evidence of minor and indirect use of open data use by party 

researchers, members’ researchers, and support staff in parliament’s library. Open has 

informed research briefings that are then being used for the purposes of holding the 

government to account during debates and questions, but this has only happened on a limited 

basis. It is also being incorporated into PSI apps that are being created for public 

consumption but much of these apps typically concern effective service delivery. These 

indirect instances are very hard to identify and quantify. This is because parliamentarians and 

their research staff are not bound by the strict conventions of academic citation. It is not 

being used by individuals in the public on a widespread basis for the purposes of holding the 

government to account or even more generally.  

Where open data is not being used by the public, members, and committees this is because of 

deficits in time, resources, knowledge, skills, and motivation. Third party intermediaries are 
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key to open data securing impact. However, it seems that despite the broad dissemination of 

open government data members, citizens and interest groups have largely continued to rely 

on their traditional information sources. A significant barrier to open data’s use for the 

purposes of accountability is also attributable to government failure. Evening global leaders 

like the UK have shown a waning of commitment to open data policies. There is clear 

evidence that government departments have consistently failed to publish on time, sometimes 

at all or to a sufficient quality in terms of formatting.  

This project’s findings suggest that open data is more suited to service provision and 

economic dividends rather than increasing government accountability. Where open data is 

suited to increasing accountability this is usually indirect, subtle, or confined to an internal 

basis in public bodies. Where it increases internal accountability in public bodies this is 

usually for the purposes of service provision or holding co-workers to account for poor 

performance. The findings suggest that open data is much more impactful for the purposes of 

holding the government to account in countries which suffer from systemic issues of fraud or 

political malfeasance. However, research also suggests that this is limited as open data is only 

as effective as the environment it is disseminated in. These regimes democratic credentials 

are questionable and so too then is the prospective socio-political and accountability impact 

of open government data. 

 Open data has not had the impact advocates anticipated because of oversimplifications about 

data and its relationship to accountability. As representative democracies operate based on 

principle agent modelling and delegated authority there is a complex and fragile chain of 

accountability. Ministers are accountable to government. Government is accountable to 

parliament (and its committees). Parliament is in turn accountable to the electorate. For open 

data to increase government accountability it must be successfully implemented within this 

structure. The accountability chain between open data dissemination and accountability 

outcomes is tenuous. 

 External actors or parliamentarians must engage with the data in the first instance. This 

represents a considerable barrier as the skill level to engaging with raw data is high. There is 

usually a need for intermediaries to contextualize and present the data as information which is 
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widely understandable. Actors must then effectively pursue accountability through this 

institutional chain to realise accountability dividends. Where these actors are citizens or 

interest groups, they are again dependent on third parties. This is because parliament is 

mandated and tasked with holding the government to account through this system of 

delegated authority. Moreover, there is a requirement to navigate several institutional barriers 

to accountability and strategies which mitigate against blame-avoidance.  

7.2 Hypothesis One: One Data Usage 

This section considers the findings for the project’s the first hypothesis: There has been a 

growth in open data initiatives and a corresponding demand on government to be 

accountable. Thus, given the transparency implications of open data, one would expect to see 

more open data being used. An examination of relevant grey-literature and interviews of 

British and Irish civil and parliamentary servants, members and stakeholders provided 

evidence which suggests that this hypothesis is confirmed. Open data is experiencing 

increased dissemination and use both globally and, in the UK, and Ireland. However, 

dissemination far outweighs use. There is only evidence of limited use of open data in the UK 

and Ireland. This by a small number of individuals and groups with the both the interest and 

skill to engage with this data. There is not widespread use among the general population as 

there are considerable resource and skill barriers to analysing and interpreting open datasets.  

The project’s grey literature review highlighted the UK as a leader in open data both in terms 

of quantity and quality of disclosure. The UK is viewed as a global leader in terms of the 

social, economic, and political impact of its open government project and data. In practice 

open data’s record in the UK was much less impressive. The project’s primary research 

revealed that data was being increasingly disseminated by governments and that there was 

some use. Usage was primarily evidenced in the creation of public service apps, internal use 

by governments and in engagement from private entities. Yet, there was a consensus in the 

findings of the semi-structured interviews that this was limited. As seen in the following 

chapter’s quantitative analysis open data’s use in committee reports for the purposes of 

accountability was extremely limited. Semi structured interviews of political and 

administrative elites confirmed this finding. The interviews of political and administrative 
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elites pointed to open data being used primarily on an internal basis for low level 

accountability and for the purposes of optimising service provision. Open data ‘resembles 

less of a wave and more of a punctuated disturbance’ (Worthy, 2015: 10). Evidence points to 

‘low-level use is spread…thinly, across businesses, a few members of the public, journalists, 

and NGOs’ (Worthy, 2015: 11).  

Semi-structured interviews revealed some limited instances of civil society engagement. The 

barometer rankings suggested that the UK greatly outranked Ireland in terms of disseminating 

open data and in its subsequent economic, social, and political impact. However, the rankings 

and scorings of the Open Data Barometer were in contention with much of the primary 

evidence uncovered from quantitative analysis, semi-structured interviews, and other grey 

literature. This disparity was particularly pronounced between the Open Data Barometer’s 

findings and this project’s interview findings.  

This disparity highlights the importance of context when considering open data projects. It is 

this context that explains the gap between the expectations of open data outcomes and their 

reality in practice. This relates to wider issues in the transparency literature where there are 

misunderstandings on the purposes of transparency measures and exaggeration in their 

anticipated outcomes. In theory increased transparency should make government more 

accountable but in practice this is an oversimplification. The accountability chain of 

representative parliamentary democracy is a fragile one. The idea that where data is 

disseminated it will be fluidly and effectively incorporated into this already tenuous chain is 

naïve. It is premised on flawed assumptions about how transparency works in practice.  

Countries open data projects develop in very different political, legislative, and 

administrative landscapes. Civic engagement, participation and interest vary on a country by 

country basis. The pre-existing policy commitments, transparency measures and the 

institutional arrangement of a nation is illuminating as to the prospective impact of open data 

dissemination. Indeed, it is important to consider the state of pre-existing Freedom of 

Information legislation in a country. FOI represents a precursor to open data. If more reactive 

transparency measures like FOI are ineffective, the case will be the same for open data 
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dissemination. It is much easier to submit a standardised FOI request than analyse and 

interpret a raw dataset. There are considerably lower skill barriers in the case of FOI. 

Finally, one must consider the relevant institutional dimensions such as the civil and 

parliamentary service and parliament itself. It is important to consider the nature and potential 

resistance to administrative change and the available skills of actors involved.  Again, paying 

deference to context, it is important to consider the transparency credentials of a state when 

they begin implementing their open data project. It is crucial to factor in the culture of 

transparency and accountability, or lack thereof, in a country. It is useful to assess the state of 

a country’s pre-existing data architecture and infrastructure as this will have an impact on the 

scale of technological overhaul required before a government can begin to effectively 

dissemination open data. The organisation of data-holdings and the culture of data sharing 

between departments will determine whether open data projects will come into conflict with a 

culture of internal administrative resistance. Where departments are resistant to inter-

departmental data-sharing or take an increasingly proprietary approach to their data holdings, 

the effective dissemination and subsequent use of open data will be less possible.   

Moreover, the institutional arrangement of a jurisdictions public bodies will have an impact 

on how accountable there are. This determines the extent to which they can effectively pursue 

blame avoidance strategies. These present a barrier to the potential accountability dividends 

of open data as they result in various types of transparency-accountability dysfunction. These 

are detailed in the literature review. The interviews of parliamentary and civil servants, 

members and interest groups provide evidence that these strategies remain in operation both 

at parliament and in the bureaucracy of the state. This was evidenced in both the British and 

Irish case. 

 The culture of internal resistance was more pronounced in the British case. British civil 

servants were not simply giving a more candid account of the issues faced. Indeed, Irish civil 

servants also freely pointed to these problems. Rather, the findings arising from the Bracken 

interview suggest that this was more pronounced in Britain. Bracken was particularly 

exasperated by what he saw as a culture of internal resistance and are refusal to accept 

responsibility and liability. However, departmental heads took a proprietary approach to their 
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data to avoid blunders which they would be held accountable for, even were these were the 

result of errors in another department’s data. The culture of internal resistance and the 

proprietary approach are at odds with one another. However, they both represent pronounced 

barriers to the dissemination and subsequent use of open data.  

Institutional ambiguity is also problematic. This relates to the refusal to accept responsibility 

and liability as outlined above. If no one is responsible for a policy, decision or action then no 

can be accountable. If individuals and groups are not aware who is responsible for what, it 

makes the task of holding the correct parties to account much more difficult. If not 

impossible. Again, the findings from the Bracken interview pointed to the fact that civil 

servants were resistant to being named as being responsible for anything, even where this was 

as simple as freely publishing their name and current job title.  

The semi-structured interviews of the relevant Irish and British actors depicted a much more 

balanced picture than the assessments of the open data barometer. Civil and parliamentary 

servants and members detailed much more humble assessments of the UK open data project. 

These indicated that the Irish open government project was more developed and more closely 

aligned to the UK than the barometer’s findings indicated. This is not as simple as the 

barometer being wrong. Rather, there are problems relating to the Open Data Barometer’s 

methodology that led to an over exaggeration of the success of UK’s open data project. These 

methodological issues also suggested that Ireland’s open data project was much less 

developed than it in fact is. The methodological deficiencies of the open data barometer are 

detailed in the methods section of this project.  

These issues surrounding the Open Data Barometer raised several important considerations.  

For instance, does the UK simply represents the best among other poor performers. In this 

perspective the UK is the best performer in the context of a global open data project that is 

either still developmentally formative, has experienced stagnation or is experiencing a 

reversal in the trend towards increased openness. This would explain why the UK ranked so 

highly even though its own open data project is constrained by several barriers. The findings 

from semi structured interviews suggested that there exist constraining barriers to both the 

dissemination and use of open data in the UK. They suggested that this was the case to a 
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much greater extent than the open data barometer. In the barometer’s view the dissemination 

of open data in the UK was exemplary. Moreover, there was a high social, economic and 

accountability impact of open data in the UK.  

This would suggest widespread use. Yet, the findings of semi-structured interviews suggested 

that open data is chronically underused. It has consequently had minimal impact. Moreover, it 

has certainly been underused in the parliamentary area and committee system. This constrains 

its accountability impact as parliamentary committees represent the central scrutiny vehicle in 

both cases. This is supported broadly by research in the transparency literature (as evidenced 

in the literature review). The findings of other grey-literature sources similarly suggest that 

there are enduring barriers to the dissemination, use and impact of open data in the UK. Many 

of these barriers are not dissimilar to the barriers that Ireland’s open government project has 

faced, as were detailed in the findings of this project’s semi-structured interviews.  

The interviews of the relevant Irish interviewees detailed a much more positive account of the 

Irish open data project. Yet, in the Open Data Barometer’s first global report Kenya 

outranked Ireland. This finding again showed the importance of needing to be context 

sensitive when assessing open data impact. This was evidenced in the work of Yu and 

Robinson. They have suggested that open data reforms could be used to make a government 

more superficially transparent without making it any more accountable. They suggested that 

data can be adaptable or inert. Not all open data sets are politically sensitive in accountability 

terms. Some open data is only suited to public service optimisation or it may simply lack 

value entirely (Yu and Robinson 2012: 207).  

Heller (2011) has specifically cited Kenya as an example of how assessments of open data 

projects are vulnerable to several fallacies. Heller considers how open data reform can often 

be misleading. Typically, open data reforms have often attracted the most attention as they 

are the most technically impressive. Countries, (as was the case in Kenya) could make 

technologically impressive reforms whilst having much more pressing issues to address. 

These issues were transparency and accountability deficits but were also could be socio-

economic in character (Heller, 2011).  
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As open data is such a context sensitive tool, the qualitative dimensions to research are 

invaluable. The Open Data Barometer asserts governments should take care to not become 

too focused on the quantity of datasets disclosed. Rather they ought to be mindful of the 

quality, accessibility, and value of the data which they are disseminating. This increases the 

prospects of open government data having a social, political, or economic impact. This is an 

inescapably qualitative assessment. Not only should governments take care to not become too 

focused on total datasets released, researchers similarly proceed with caution. They should 

take care not to adopt a reductive quantitative approach. The Open Data Barometer does 

make assessments in terms of data quality and impact. Yet, the central component of its 

approach is surveying for the existence of key datasets. This approach is a highly subjective 

web-crawling exercise on the part of their researchers. This can be problematic as the data in 

question may be available but difficult to find. Where an open data barometer research does 

not find a key dataset, they are instructed not to continue the data survey for that dataset any 

further. This is an issue as the data may exist in some contextualized format or non-

interoperable format. The data could exist as public service information in some other format. 

It may be available through a public service application but not as a raw dataset. This is an 

issue in terms of assessing impact as information has a much lower skill barrier. It can be 

engaged with to produce an accountability dividend much more readily than open datasets. 

This is because it does not need to be subjected to the same processes of cleaning, analysis, 

and interpretation. There is usually less need for third party intermediaries and where these 

are required said intermediary is not required to be skilled in data analytics.  

Contextualizing data as information or presenting it through a visualization app often serves 

to make it more consumable. Many citizens lack the required skills and tools to meaningfully 

engage with raw datasets. Interviews of Irish civil and parliamentary servants suggested that 

in the Irish project there was a stronger focus on building public service apps. There was a 

conscious effort to present open data in a form which was more readily consumable for 

citizens. There was a commitment to disseminating raw datasets, but the approach was 

generally more pragmatically orientated towards citizen engagement. Semi-structured 

interviews suggest that in the British case there was a stronger onus disseminating large 

quantities of open data in the most interoperable formats. This potentially explained why the 
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British approach to open data dissemination was praised so highly by the barometer. It is 

much easier to survey for the existence of key datasets where they are published in the most 

interoperable format. Moreover, these are even more easily identifiable as the UK 

government has recently overhauled and consolidated its data holdings so that all data is 

available at www.data.parliament.uk This marks a welcomed moved away from a reliance on 

data portals. Prior to this overhaul many open datasets featured on the data portal. Yet, other 

key data and information had to be found across a litany of government and parliamentary 

webpages. 

In the Irish case there could be key datasets which the Barometer has deemed to not exist 

which do not feature on the data portal but on another parliamentary or government web 

source. Indeed, semi-structured interviews suggested that much of the data which the 

barometer found to be absent in Ireland was available in some other contextualized formats or 

in another location as raw data. Contrary to the findings of the Open Data Barometer the 

semi-structured interviews revealed evidence of good practice in the Irish case. Interviews 

with Irish civil servants revealed a move away from data dumping, (Beakey, civil servant for 

the open data unit in the department of public expenditure and reform, interview, February 

2018). In the Irish project there was initial encouragement to release everything a public body 

had regardless of quality or format. This initially saw the release of public service 

information in contextualized formats, rather than raw data. This was largely in PDF 

(Beakey, interview, February 2018). PDFs are not interoperable or machine-readable. They 

cannot be aggregated and analysed in the same manner that a flat-file machine readable data 

format can. This decreases their usability and depending on the context of use, their value. 

PDFs are an inert file format. They are not adaptable (Yu and Robinson, 2012: 182). In terms 

of comparing the UK and Ireland this suggests that the UK outranks Ireland in its capacity to 

dissemination open data in interoperable file formats. 

Yet, the open data unit in the Department of Public Expenditure and Reform now insist on a 

minimum quality of 3 stars. This typically is .CSV format (Beakey, interview, February 

2018). This suggests convergence between the British and Irish open data projects. Although 

this is an improvement, insisting on this minimum may hamper dissemination. This is in 

direct contrast to the UK project. In the British case an obsession with perfection in 
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publishing led to issues of not publishing on time and gaps in key data. As detailed in the 

preceding chapters, the PASC insisted that public bodies should publish imperfectly but on 

time. The Open Data Barometer scorings suggested that the UK has overcome this problem. 

It now publishes large amounts of data in increasingly interoperable formats. It is a leader in 

publishing in machine readable open file formats that are available for bulk download. Again, 

this could simply be a case of the UK being the best of poor performer. As seen in the 

empirical chapters, the leaders’ edition of the barometer’s report and other grey literature 

sources suggested a back-slide in the UK’s commitment towards openness. Moreover, the 

relative scale of the two nations creates a disparity in the total number of datasets 

disseminated. However, adjusted for scale, the UK does outperform Ireland purely based on 

the dissemination of raw datasets. Not only does it publish more datasets in real terms, it 

publishes more in machine readable, bulk downloadable open file formats. It is, however, 

important to question the value of this. In theory open datasets would create an army of 

armchair auditors. These auditors would be able to look at the data free of government 

contextualization and more effectively hold it to account. Yet, there is the potential for bias in 

data collection models. Moreover, it is questionable how likely citizens will be able to make 

use of data which is free from meaningful contextualization. There is skills mix-match 

between the public and the requirements to use open data. The public do not have the 

required skills. The public have typically relied on third party intermediaries to meaningfully 

exploit transparency data for them. This is usually a series of aggressive media outlets. Yet, it 

is questionable whether the third estate even have the required skills to exploit raw data. They 

have typically exploited FOI and only in a very limited number of cases has this brought hard 

accountability outcomes. This explains the gap between the anticipated outcomes of new 

transparency measures and their low uptake in practice which is evidence heavily in the 

transparency-accountability literature.   

Further to the findings of the Open Data Barometer being overstated, research suggested that 

the UK has become overly focused on the technological aspects of transparency reform. 

Semi-structured interviews suggested that the UK has focused on creating publicly 

consumable applications whose sole purpose was the further dissemination and indexing of 

raw data. It is unclear how this helpful to the public in accountability terms on account of the 
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skills deficit. These kinds of applications are much more use to LMEs. LME’s have 

employees with the skill set to take advantage of this data for economic ends. There is a 

distinction between Ireland and the UK in terms of who they viewed their end user to be or 

how they view their end user. The Irish project creates and disseminates data with a much 

more realistic perspective of who the average citizen is. The UK project sees the end user as 

much more skilled than they are. Conversely, contrary to Cameron’s sentiments about 

armchair auditors, it could be the case that the end user is big business and technological 

firms. This is evidenced in the interviews with the UK data parliament team. As detailed in 

the empirical chapters, one representative did not think it would be particularly challenging 

for the average user to learn query languages. This project is sceptical that this is a reasonable 

requirement for engagement for an average citizen who probably has only had three to five 

years formal training in the most remedial software packages. This disparity in approach in 

part explains Ireland’s low ranking by the Open Data Barometer. The UK’s preoccupation 

with the technical aspects of the project resonates with the surveying methodology employed 

by the Open Data Barometer. This approach, however, is not sensitive to the accountability 

impacts of open data or its usability in the mainstream. The findings have revealed that both 

the UK and Ireland have used innovative data (transport, geospatial, etc) to develop public 

service tools. In the UK there has been a focus on using open data on an internal basis to 

optimise the provision of these public services. The project finds that despite being less 

focused on dissemination and formatting, Ireland still publishes a healthy number of raw 

datasets to its open data portal. Moreover, Ireland had taken steps to further this 

dissemination of raw datasets. Indeed, semi-structured interviews revealed that both the UK 

and Ireland were attempting to build a high-level data infrastructure. This was being with the 

view to ensuring more effective dissemination and engagement with open data.   

Semi-structured interviews highlighted the importance of PSI applications to Ireland’s 

openness strategy. They likewise suggested an enduring primacy of freedom of information 

requests over open data. Interviews suggested this was true from both the standpoint of 

internal policy commitments and external usage. This was clearly evidence in the findings 

from the Lowry interview. This indicated that FOI was more useful to citizens because it is 

more pointed and specific than open data sets. As detailed in the literature review Ireland’s 



279 
 
 

 

 

Freedom Information Legislation came into force in 1997. The UK’s freedom of information 

legislation is also ‘relatively young’ (Safarov, 2019: 7). It was enacted in 2000. Ireland’s 

focus on information, as contrasted with the UK’s focus raw data, is not attributable to a 

development lag between the two nations. However, in the Irish case FOI was historically 

much more constrained. By 2003 there was only ambiguous and tenuous support for FOI 

from government.  

Both nations have been engaged in wider informational transparency reform for a similar 

period. Ireland and the UK’s experiences on open data may be analogous to their experiences 

on FOI. Indeed, in UK there was more of a political commitment to FOI than Ireland. The 

UK government is similarly more committed to the dissemination of raw datasets in 

interoperable file formats. Yet, it remains the case that open data is only one constituent 

element of a nation’s digital service package and the barometer focus too centrally on this. 

Open data is not the only element of a country’s digital service package that can foster greater 

transparency and accountability.  

Yet, it is difficult to fault the open data barometer for only surveying for raw datasets. This is 

understandable as it is after all the ‘open data’ barometer. The dissemination of raw datasets 

remains integral to accountability and transparency reform. Open datasets offer the citizen an 

un-contextualized view of government’s performance, actions, and spending. Although the 

skill requirements are high it is still very important that governments engage in this 

dissemination in principle if not in practice. Open data dissemination enhances the freedom 

of choice of citizens with the required skill set. The skills of data analytics will become more 

ubiquitous among the general population. We live in an increasingly digitised informational 

economic and government will look to up skill their populations to remain globally 

competitive. Open data projects have offered citizens, interests, and businesses the 

opportunity to collate and aggregate data and carry out their own data analytics. Yet, an over-

emphasis on the dissemination of raw datasets can obscure some of the more indirect 

accountability and optimisation impacts of open government data. This is particularly true of 

its use on an intra-organisational basis in public bodies. 
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In summary, there was evidence that open data is disseminated and used in the UK and 

Ireland. There was stronger evidence of dissemination than use. Evidence of open data use 

was limited in the UK and Ireland. It suggests that there has only been severely limited use by 

citizens, interest groups and parliamentarians. The data which has been disseminated and 

used most was innovation data. This includes economic data, transport data and geo-spatial 

data. This data has been used predominantly by LMEs and SMEs. It has been used to a lesser 

extent by public bodies for the purposes of optimising service internally. There has been 

some evidence that this data has been used to a limited extent by civil society organisations.  

Evidence shows that there has been more significant use of public service apps by the 

average citizen. These apps, however, were only tenuously related to accountability. 

Although, some this apps were built based on open datasets. Findings suggest that there has 

not been much meaningful interaction with raw datasets on a citizen level. The disparity 

between Ireland and the UK (Open Data Barometer rankings) becomes less pressing in terms 

of political accountable when one considers that the average citizen typically has neither the 

skill set nor desire to meaningfully interact with raw datasets.  

Interviews of British and Irish civil servants indicated that open data was being used by 

academic researchers and for the purposes of teaching at school level. Semi structured 

interviews identified limited instances of open data being used by citizens on a collective and 

local level. The grey-literature review has revealed evidence of public bodies, commercial 

entities and third sector organisation producing public service apps for the purposes of 

optimised service provision. There was evidence of private entities in the UK using open data 

to ensure more competitive pricing of drugs used by the NHS.  

In summary hypothesis 1 (open data is being used) was found to be weakly confirmed in the 

UK. This is part due barriers to dissemination and use. Some of these barriers are typical of 

all open data projects and others are specific to the UK. Semi-structured interviews suggested 

that open data was being used internally by civil servants. The Bracken interview suggest it 

was being used to optimise services. Moreover, it being implemented here in a manner that 

amounted to indirect accountability of dividend. The first hypothesis was concerned with 

determining if open data was being disseminated and used in the UK, and Ireland. The grey 
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literature review revealed barriers to dissemination and use which most open data projects 

typically face. These barriers included but were not limited to: 

1.  Insufficient training and skills  

2. Antiquated national data infrastructures 

3. An over reliance on central data portals 

4.  A low level of openness and interoperability of data. 

Semi structured interviews, likewise, revealed barriers to open data dissemination and use in 

the UK. These key barriers included but were not limited to: 

1. Departmental apathy 

2. Internal resistance on the part of civil and parliamentary servants 

3.  Poor levels of citizen engagement with open data. 

4. Substandard levels of the required technological literacy among members and 

citizens. 

5. Low levels of engagement with open data on the part of members, parliament, and 

committees.  

6. Privacy concerns  

These barriers are substantial, but interview findings point to the fact that open data can find 

its way into the accountability processes of parliament and government in subtle and indirect 

ways. Bracken highlights that open data is only one part of a country’s overall digital service 

package (interview, August 2018). Open data is not unsuited to delivering increased 

government accountability, rather it is delivering increased accountability in a manner that 

we did not anticipate (interview, August 2018). This gap between the intended outcomes of 

transparency measures and them having a more modest impact in practice is echoed in the 

transparency literature. The rhetoric around the radically transformative potential of FOI was 

not realised in the 20th Century. Similarly, there has been an exaggeration in the potential of 

open data in terms of government accountability.  

The Bracken interview suggests that open data is more suited to service provision. Open data 

is particularly suited to subject matters which are immediately responsive to policy changes 
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(interview, August 2018). Open data was increasing the accountability in public bodies in an 

indirect manner. This would go completely undetected if extensive qualitative research were 

not conducted. This is particularly evident in the instance detailed by Bracken in which his 

team held a passport office to account for their subpar performance through analysis of open 

data (Bracken, interview, August 2018). In this case the government was resistant to 

accountability that was predicated on data analysis. The government was sceptical of 

underperformance. It thought to explain this underperformance away without any evidential 

basis. This scepticism to internal data analysis is a barrier to the increased accountability of 

government. When asked about the open data portal’s overhaul and the absence of the useful 

site analytics tool Bracken remarked that he saw this as a wilful attempt to quietly close the 

door on greater accountability (Bracken, interview, August 2018).  

In the Irish case, interviews with Barry Lowry (Government Chief Information officer of the 

Irish department of Public Expenditure and Reform) Rhoda Kerins (Head of the Open Data 

Unit in the Department of Public Expenditure and Reform) and Marian Beakey (Responsible 

for Ireland’s Open Data Portal) evidenced of open data dissemination and use. Moreover, 

these interviews suggested open was having an impact socially, politically, and economically 

in Ireland. In Ireland feedback from academics, business and civil society organisations on 

the government’s open data project has been broadly positive. The interviews of Lowry, 

Kerins and Beakey provided suggested that the Irish government was releasing data that was 

like that data being disseminated by the UK. These interviews indicated that the Irish 

government is disseminating valuable raw datasets in open file formats.  

Interview data revealed GDPR was creating a culture of fear around disseminating more 

public service information and data (Assistant secretary for R&D and House Analytics in the 

Department of Health, interview, December 2018). The Lowry interview suggested that civil 

society organisations and academia generally accepted where government withheld data there 

was usually a valid reason for doing so. This reason could be a privacy concern, but it could 

also be economic. The government may withhold data where it is economically valuable for 

them to do so (Lowry, Interview, October 2018). This is a barrier to use and dissemination of 

open data in Ireland. 
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In summary hypothesis 1 (open data is being used) was found to be weakly confirmed in 

Ireland. This is in part due to the barriers to open data dissemination and use in Ireland. These 

barriers are like those seen in the UK. In summary interviews reveal that these included but 

were not limited to: 

1. Departmental apathy. 

2. Public entities are not incentivized to publish open data. 

3. Public entities are not sufficiently mandated to publish open. 

4. A strong culture of privacy in Ireland (Lowry, interview, October 2018). 

5. Skills deficits among the public. 

6. GPDR is creating a culture of fear. 

7. The Irish government are financially incentivized to keep some datasets closed.  

7.3 Hypothesis Two: Open Data and Parliament  

This section considers the findings for the project’s second hypothesis: Open data is being 

used by those charged with holding government to account. Parliaments and committees play 

a vital national role in holding government account. As increased accountability is an aim of 

the open government data, we would expect to see open data being used in parliaments and 

committees in the UK and Ireland. Indeed, parliaments and committees are where 

accountability of government is primarily manifested. Further to this, hypothesis two asserted 

that we would expect to see open data being used by those with an interest in holding 

government to account; these were opposition parties and interest groups.  

The chapter tested this hypothesis through a twofold methodological approach. Firstly, the 

hypothesis was tested by conducting an analysis of all available committee reports, written 

evidence, and oral evidence between the years 2010-19 for three British departmental select 

committees and three Irish joint committees. The British Committees chosen were the 

Education Committee, the Committee for Environment, Food and Rural Affairs and the 

Committee for Health and Social Care. The three Irish joint committees selected were the 

Joint Committee on Health, the Joint Committee on Agriculture, Food and the Marine and the 

Joint Committee on Education and Skills. The second method employed to test hypothesis 



284 
 
 

 

 

two was an analysis of the qualitative findings gathered from the interviews of British and 

Irish civil servants, parliamentary servants, members, and stakeholders.  

The findings presented here indicate that hypothesis was only partially (weakly) confirmed. 

There was evidence that open data was only being used on only the most limited basis across 

the committee reports and associated oral and written evidence in both case studies. Open 

data was found to be used by all three committees in the British case. In the Irish case open 

data was found only to be used in documents (reports and associated oral and written 

evidence) from the Irish Joint Committees on Agriculture, Food and the Marine and 

Education and Skills. There were no instances of the Irish Joint Committee on Health or 

external parties interacting with it using open data. This is consistent with the literature as it 

shows that the gap between transparency measures intended outcomes and impact in practice 

applies to open data. 

The finding that no open data was used by the Irish Joint Committee on Health was consistent 

with the evidence obtained from interviews. In these GDPR was consistently cited as a 

barrier to disseminating open data. In the Irish case privacy was a barrier to the broad 

dissemination of health data. This is unsurprising given health data’s political and personal 

sensitivity. Public health is a key area of concern for citizens during parliamentary elections. 

They are particularly concerned with health spending and the effective functioning of public 

health services. A government’s re-election often turns on their performance in large policy 

areas such as health, education, crime, and finance.  

Privacy barrier represents a barrier to dissemination and by natural extension to increased 

accountability of government. Where open data on health is not available or is limited in 

availability it cannot then be used by parliamentary committees to hold the government to 

account. This prevents the electorate and parliamentarians from more effectively holding 

government to account for their performance on a massive policy area of the upmost civic 

interest. In the open data projects, it is typical for privacy concerns to arise around data which 

is the most politically sensitive or economically value. Limited and open access are the data 

equivalent of the economic concepts of scarcity and choice. In theory, data has become more 

freely available as the cost and skill barriers to access have declined. Even this is not true in 
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practice, this only makes privacy concerns more pronounced as citizens worry who could be 

doing accessing their data and for what purposes.  

Kerins and Beakey both stressed the importance of GDPR. They referenced the how the 

government had stringently imposed fines on public bodies that were non-compliant or 

behaved in a way that violated GDPR. It is clear from grey literature analysis that this zeal for 

punishing GDPR non-compliant bodies extends to private entities. In terms of comparing the 

two jurisdictions, Lowry described what he saw as a culture in Ireland which held privacy 

scared. He asserted that in Ireland privacy was a greater concern than in the UK or other 

European countries (Lowry, Interview, October 2018). The semi structured interviews of 

British civil and Parliamentary servants highlighted that privacy was likewise a concern for 

the UK the open data project. Yet, this was much more pronounced in the interviews for the 

Irish case. In the Irish case this was a central and extended point of discussion in almost all 

the semi-structured interviews which were conducted.  

The absence of any open data found across the reports, oral evidence and written evidence for 

the Irish Joint Committee on Health is perhaps then unsurprising. It was strongly 

corroborated in the project’s qualitative findings. The Assistant secretary for R&D and House 

Analytics in the Department of Health pointed to misunderstandings around GDPR. He cited 

this as a one of the most significant barriers to opening more health data. GDPR had 

ultimately created a culture of fear among civil servants. Consequently, only a fraction of the 

health data had been made open. The respondent indicated that future GDPR compliant 

anonymization, aggregation, and dissemination of more use of health data. This in turn could 

lead to greater optimisation in the provision of health services (interview, December 2018).  

The barriers to dissemination are key to understanding barriers to using open data. These are 

vital in understanding the gap between transparency measure’s intended effects and their 

modest outcomes in practice. There is a cumulative effect, and this relates to the causal chain 

post-dissemination. If open data is not effectively disseminated it cannot be engaged with. If 

it is not engaged with it cannot be used effectively for the purposes of holding the 

government to account. This is consistent with the literature. This asserts that the causality 

between the dissemination of data and intended accountability outcomes is complex and 
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tenuous. The accountability chains in representative parliamentary democracies are long and 

fragile on account of principle agent modelling and an extended process of delegating 

authority.  

This is a core problem in the literature and one which this project addresses: why is there a 

gap between transparency measures’ intended outcomes and their impact in practice. In the 

case of open data, the answer is multifactorial. It relates to barriers to open data use that are 

both internal and external to parliament and government. In the case of external barriers, the 

skill required to engage with open datasets is high. Most members of the public do not 

possess the appropriate skill set. Internally, there are various strategies of blame-avoidance, 

sources of resistance and a culture of departmental apathy. In the case studies chosen 

parliament is typically dominated by the government. In these jurisdictions a serious of 

reforms have made committees more independent but there are still low levels of engagement 

with departmental committees. Furthermore, the impact of parliamentary committees is 

constrained by how motivated members are to conduct committee business. Members have 

limited resources and time. Committee business is usually side-lined in favour of 

constituency business. Constituency work will pay more in electoral dividends for members. 

Moreover, governments still fail to publish some data, publish to a sufficient quality, or 

publish data on time. There is evidence that the UK’s commitment to open government data 

is weakening. It is unsurprising that open data was not used widely by parliamentary 

committees or the groups which liaise with them. The UK government is increasingly failing 

to publish data and to publish on time. There are persistent gaps in the data which is made 

freely available to the public. 

Quantitative analysis for the Irish joint committees evidenced that all instances of open data 

use were found exclusively during 2018. These instances of use all appeared in the body of 

the committee reports. This indicates that they had been cited by the committee themselves. 

There was no evidence of interest groups or actors external to parliament using open data in 

their liaisons with the Joint Committees. In terms of comparison to the UK, it is important to 

appreciate that the Irish committee system was established in its current incarnation much 

later than the UK. Therefore, it may lag in comparison to the UK in terms of the wide 

inclusion of external actors in parliamentary proceedings. Furthermore, committees are more 
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independent and powerful in the United Kingdom. Indeed, Irish committees are 

constitutionally constrained. Moreover, the reforms which Irish committees experienced 

between 2011-2016 were not as far-reaching as the UK’s Wright Reforms of 2010. It was not 

until 2013 in Ireland that arduous constraints on FOI legislation were revoked. Thus, the UK 

has a marginally more proactive transparency culture on account of its historical 

development. In the Irish case there was much more minimal evidence of Joint committees 

using open data to inform their research and hold the government to account.  

Indeed, the quantitative analysis of British committee documents pointed to much more use 

of open data by British departmental select committees. The figures for usage, however, are 

still very low. There is minimal evidence across the two cases that the parliaments and their 

committees have used open data for the purposes of informing their research and holding 

government to account. Unlike in the Irish case, quantitative analysis found that open data 

was used by all three British committees. There is a temporal distinction to be made between 

the two cases. Unlike in the Irish case, open data was used each year by at least one British 

committee apart from the years 2010 and 2019. It is important to note that 2019 was an 

incomplete set of committee documents as at the time of processing the corresponding 

parliamentary session was still on going. Furthermore, 2010 marked the beginning of the 

global open data project. Therefore, it was unsurprisingly that parliamentary committees had 

yet to utilize any open for the purposes of research or holding the government to account. 

 Quantitative analysis of the documents not only revealed usage by the British committees but 

by bodies external to parliament. These were third sector organisations, specifically charities 

using the data. It is useful to compare this to the Irish case. In the Irish case quantitative 

analysis found no evidence of open use by external bodies in their liaisons with the Irish joint 

committees. Therefore, quantitative revealed evidence of civil society engagement with open 

data in the UK for the purposes of lobbying government. Thus, there was evidence of a small 

amount of open data was being used in the British committee system by members of 

parliament and interest groups.  

Quantitative analysis also yielded a useful insight into the file formats which the two 

governments were typically publishing their datasets in. It provided an insight into the format 
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of datasets being used in the committee system. This gave an insight into the standard of 

publishing of open data in the two case studies, allowing for comparison. The standard of 

publishing can be understood in terms of gradations of openness and interoperability. In the 

British case quantitative analysis revealed that a problematically large proportion of open 

datasets which were cited were still published in proprietary formats. These open datasets 

were in file formats relating to Microsoft excel. This is particularly problematic where this 

data is presented in a tabular format. This negatively affects the machine-readability of the 

data. A sizeable amount of the datasets used only had a 2-star openness rating. Data with a 2-

star openness rating is data which is available online and structured. It is not simply a 

scanned image of text. This data is not in a PDF or some other similarly non-interoperable 

format. The rest of the open data cited can be classified as 3-star open data. 3-star data is data 

that available online, structured and published in a non-proprietary format such as Csv files. 

The gold standard of open data is available in non-proprietary, machine readable formats 

which are available for bulk download and linked open data. However, it is questionable how 

useful just raw and contextualized data is to the public at large given ICT skills deficits.  

Quantitative analysis of the British committee publications found that most of the open data 

cited had been submitted by the committees themselves. By comparison this was entirely the 

case in the quantitative analysis for the Irish committee documents. There were a limited 

number of instances of interest groups or third sector organisations using open data in the UK 

case. There were no such instances in the Irish case. The reasons that open data was found to 

be cited more often by committees opposed to third sector organisations across the two cases 

is two-fold. Firstly, committees are the central vehicle of scrutiny in parliament and the 

committee system. Secondly, interest groups will more typically make use of their own 

private and internally collected data. Further to this, third sector organisations do not follow 

the typical rules of citation and sourcing as strictly as parliamentary committees (which 

themselves cite and source poorly). Interest groups are neither accountable to parliament nor 

the electorate in the same way that members are. Therefore, the citation of sources in written 

evidence submitted by third sector organisations is less accurate and transparent. This makes 

process tracing much more difficult. This problem is exacerbated with oral evidence as there 

is a complete absence of citation and sourcing.  
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In the Irish case the entirety of open data found was attributable to committees themselves. 

Open data was only used in documents during the year 2018. Whilst committee use of open 

data is low in both cases, its use is much more consistent in the UK case. The Irish 

committees did not reference open data in their committee reports until seven after the UK. 

The fact that none of these instances were attributable to external actors in the Irish case 

suggests that there is less inclusion of external groups in the Irish parliament. This would also 

suggest that the UK is performing better in terms of participation and engagement than 

Ireland. However, the impact of these disparities is minimal as open data is under used in 

both jurisdictions parliaments and committee systems.  

Quantitative analysis revealed that in the Irish case that the majority of open data used was in 

.csv or a similarly open file format such as .tsv. These types of file format have a 3-star 

openness rating. This was consistent with the findings from the interview with Beakey. In this 

it was found that the Open Data Unit of the Department of Public Expenditure and Reform 

now insisted that public bodies publish to a minimum standard of 3-star openness (Beakey, 

interview, February 2019). In contrast there was much more reference to data with a 2-star 

opening data in the British case. However, open data was cited and used more consistently in 

the UK case. Indeed, there was much more sparse use of better-quality open data in the Irish 

case. Yet, it is important to appreciate that such a small amount of open data was found in the 

Irish case. Only five instances of open data use were found in total across all three 

committees over the period 2010-19. Two of these instances were in .XLS or a similarly 

interoperable file format. These files have an openness rating which falls below 3 stars. This 

is usually 2-star open data. 2-star data is data which is structured and available online. This is 

a very low threshold of what constitutes open data This kind of open data is only one 

gradation above .pdf files. Pdfs are basically just images. They are completely non-

inoperable. They are not machine-readable and rarely available for bulk download.  

Chapter five evidences the fact that open data does not see much use from parliamentarians 

explicitly. Yet, the qualitative findings suggest that open data may find its way into the 

accountability mechanisms of parliament indirectly. The project’s qualitative findings detail 

evidence that the house of commons library and MPs researchers make use of open data. This 

is a subtle and indirect instance of open data being used in parliament. It is being used in 
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research which informs member’s activities. However, there are issues with citation, process 

tracing and transparency. The UK parliament now publishes research briefing which has 

improved this situation. Yet, open data may still not be easily identifiable in these documents 

where it is used as researchers need not follow the stringent requirements of academic 

citation. They also often operate under strict time constraints.  

Indeed, qualitative evidence detailed in chapter five suggests that the key barriers to open 

data use in parliamentary committee are time and resources. The resource constraints present 

as limited staff and funding. These findings were extracted from the interviews of an 

anonymous Librarian in the House of Commons Library, Tetlow (Head of Development at 

the Parliamentary Digital Service) and Brooke (Search lead for Parliamentary Digital 

Service). The interviews of this anonymous Librarian and Tetlow detailed evidence which 

suggested that the House of Commons Library and member’s researchers made use of open 

data. This use was limited.  

Determining indirect open data use’s relationship to actionable accountability is difficult. It 

would not be possible to employ process tracing to this end as most of this use is internal and 

not transparent to the public. It happens pragmatically on an intra-organisational basis. It is 

not publicised. For instance, Tetlow suggested that the ONS was a leader in open data 

implementation and impact. He pointed to the fact that some individuals in the ONS were 

using open data to build innovative toolkits and for the purposes of data analytics. He 

suggested that some member’s researchers and statisticians in the House of Commons library 

were making of data analytics in their research activities (interview, November 2018). 

However, identifying this type of usage and its impact on a consistent quantitative 

methodological basis would be extremely difficult. This is particularly true in terms of 

adopting a consistent approach. A large-scale survey of ONS employees, members’ 

researchers and the library staff would be illuminating. This, however, would be a qualitative 

exercise and which makes it hard to determine the extent to which this indirect use is 

happening. It makes it extremely difficult to assess its impact on the accountability of 

government. 
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The interview with Samu Lang (Technical Director of Data and Search team at Parliamentary 

Digital Service) evidenced departmental apathy as a barrier to open data’s use by parliaments 

and their committees. Lang was particularly sceptical that his own vision for parliament 

digital service being realized would ever be realised. This entailed a move towards better 

citing and sourcing. This would make the use of open data and the cross-examination of data 

sources much more effective. It would bolster evidence-based research and scrutiny 

activities. Lang viewed the citation and sourcing of parliamentary committees as sub-par 

(interview, November 2018). Indeed, it is the sub-par citation and sourcing of parliamentary 

and governmental publications which makes discerning open data use and accountability 

impact so ethereal.  

It is useful to reflect on the wider context in which parliament digital service were operating 

in when research interviews were being conducted. At the time, the members of the data 

search team at parliament digital service were creating a database of public linked data. This 

could be queried using a SPARQL endpoint. Parliament digital service was making use of 

triple stores rather than the more antiquated graph databases. For instance, members were 

assigned a number which would return all relevant data on them. This was open and 

accessible to the public. The public could use the SPARQL query language to return specific 

data. This project’s primary investigator was able to witness the internal process of this work 

tangible taking place. Thus, it was clear evidence of that UK government and parliamentary 

service were implementing a high-level data infrastructure to deliver on open data 

dissemination and impact. This is considered ‘endgame’ open data developments. These 

types of developments are indicative of the most developed open data project. These kinds of 

open data projects are supposed to be the most political, economic, and socially impactful. 

However, a criticism here is that the UK is engaging in creating high level data architectures 

when engagement and participation on the most basic level has not been secured through the 

open data portal. For high level data infrastructures to have an accountability dividend they 

still need to be engaged with by citizens. The open data barometer views high level data 

architecture as a means of securing socio-economic and political impact. Yet, this is more 

likely to happen through a simple user-friendly data portal. These high-level data 

infrastructures are rendered further moot when one considers that the chain between 
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dissemination and accountability is so tenuous. Indeed, even where citizens may manage to 

successfully engage with politically relevant open data, research suggests that there is still 

‘dissonance between knowledge of poor performance and citizen action’ (Worthy, 2015: 11). 

Research suggests that the public fails to challenge authorities ‘even in environments that 

made such action easy’ (Worthy, 2015: 11). Using a SPARQL query language is by no means 

easy for your average citizen. They will struggle to engage with high level data architectures 

as they simply lack the required skill level.  

The findings also suggest that there is cognitive dissonance on the part of those mandate with 

creating the data architecture for effective dissemination. In some instances, there seems to be 

an inversion of the Dunning-Kruger whereby civil and parliamentary servants chronically 

overestimate the abilities of average citizens. For instance, an Anonymous Developer on the 

Data Search Team at Parliament Digital Service suggested that the SPARQL query language 

was not particularly difficult to learn for the average citizen (interview, November 2018). His 

assessment of query languages as remedial is unsurprising as he is employed as a developer 

by parliament digital service. This person obviously possesses a highly technical skill set. 

The average citizen would find using this language confusing. This language would be 

confusing for anyone who does not possess third level-education in computer languages. This 

is consistent with the findings of grey literature and semi structured interviews would. These 

overwhelmingly suggest that the public simply do not have the skills to engage meaningfully. 

Lang pointed to what he saw as apathy and incompetence on the part of the public (interview, 

November 2018). Indeed, the project’s cumulative findings have pointed to a lack of 

awareness, interest and skills which is typical of the average citizen.  

In the Irish case, Kerins and Beakley, they described the ways in which they raised awareness 

of the open data portal. They cited showcases of the open data portal and the tools built upon 

open data at universities and high-level conferences. This raises problems of technocracy as 

evidence by Braithwaite of Building Change Trust. Promoting open data in this way runs the 

risk of entrenching the position of an already powerful and privileged group (interview, 

August 2018). This is consistent with Birchall’s analysis that open data has been 

implemented in a manner which reinforces neo-liberalism. It is likewise consistent with 
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Zuboff’s analysis that the data and informational economy has been captured by surveillance 

capitalism. This seeks to record and monetize all aspects of human experience. 

Zuboff’s analysis is further vindicated in the findings of the interviews with Lowry (Chief 

Information Officer at the CSO) and the Assistant secretary for R&D and House Analytics in 

the Department of Health highlighted. These highlighted that privacy concerns were a 

significant barrier to further open data dissemination and increased accountability. Both 

Lowry and this representative mentioned anonymization. The interview with Lowry 

evidenced the limits of anonymization. Findings here pointed to the fact that simply removing 

someone’s name of a dataset does not completely protect their identity (interview, October 

2018). Indeed, there are clear issues of privacy concerning the collation, aggregation, 

reduction, and analysis of certain types of data. The hypothetical situation of having a rare 

medical condition was considered. Depending on the rarity of this condition if it was paired 

with locational data it may be very easy to circumvent any supposed anonymization of the 

data (Lowry, interview, October 2018). Under the system of surveillance capitalism this 

could be exploited by third parties for profit. 

The neoliberal logic of the open data project was evidenced explicitly in the interview with 

the anonymous Assistant Secretary for R&D and House Analytics in the Department of 

Health. This respondent saw anonymization as having a yet untapped potential social, 

political, and economic dividend. This respondent pointed to the potential of operating select 

third-parties access to pseudo-anonymized data in a GDPR compliant manner. The selection 

of these parties again runs the risk of privileging an already technologically, skilled, and 

powerful elite. The substantial risk of technocracy is clear. Contrary to open data being used 

by parliament and its committees for the purposes of accountability, it would be exploited by 

LMEs for economic dividends. This creates asymmetry in data access which contradicts the 

arguments upon which open data advocacy was premised upon.  

This the anonymous Assistant Secretary for R&D and House Analytics in the Department of 

Health described how they were desponded when he heard individuals speaking almost 

boastfully about the 127 health datasets available on the Irish open data portal. For them this 

amounted to, ‘hundred and ten, twenty little fragments of insight rather than a more 
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connected sort of a richer data that might be bigger in scope and broader in depth’ (Interview, 

December 2018). This evidences clear barriers to the dissemination of data. Causality dictates 

that this then presents a barrier to the effective use of open data for the purpose of holding 

government to account by parliament, its committees, interest groups and citizens.  

An anonymous Chief Data Officer for the Houses of the Oireachtas asserted that one of the 

core missions of the Oireachtas in disseminating open data was accountability. This data 

should in theory be having an accountability impact in the Oireachtas as ‘the main 

beneficiary of publishing data in well structured, re-usable format is internal.’ This 

respondent suggested that the effect dissemination of this data made ‘it easier to build internal 

applications’ (Interview, July 2018). Again, as these applications are internal it is hard to 

determine their impact in accountability terms. This again evidences the gap between how we 

expect transparency measure to operate in theory and how they actual operate in practice. The 

indirect use of open data could enhance accountability and effective functioning of 

government. This was not how open data was anticipated to work by open data advocates and 

it presents difficulties for measurement and theory testing. 

In terms of comparison between the UK and Irish cases, both governments are committed to 

producing high level data architectures. This evidences the deficits in the Open Data 

Barometer’s methodology which suggested large amounts of Ireland’s key datasets were non-

existent. As was the case in the UK, there is a commitment to high level data infrastructures 

in Ireland. Yet, there are also similar fundamental deficits in engagement and participation on 

the most basic level. If the open data portal does not experience widespread use, it is unlikely 

that more complex channels of open data dissemination will experience use. In theory this is 

indicative of a successful open data project. Yet, one must question its accountability value in 

practice. This will be inconsequential to average Irish citizens who lack the required skills. 

This again illustrates the neo-liberalism inherent to the global open data project. LMEs are 

poised to exploit this data while average citizens are left behind. In theory open data was 

supposed to enhance democracy and empower citizens rather than exacerbate technocratic-

economic and power imbalances.  
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Finally, this chief data officer explained how the national data portal was simply a harvester 

for bodies that did not manage their own APIs. Other bodies such as the CSO published their 

own APIS. This presents a barrier for the use of open data by parliament and its committees 

for the purposes of holding the government to account as it causes issues of discoverability 

and redundancy. Findings suggested that House of the Oireachtas were one of the only data 

publishers that were publishing information dynamically as it is updated (interview, July 

2018). Contrary to the assessments of the Open Data Barometer this would suggest a much 

more advanced data infrastructure rivalling the UK. The findings presented in chapter 

indicate that the Irish open government project is much more comparable to the UK’s open 

data project than the rankings would suggest. Yet, they also suggest that parliament, its 

committees, citizens and advocacy groups were making absolutely minimal of open data for 

the purposes of holding the government to account. 

7.4 Hypothesis Three: Open Data and Accountability  

This section addresses the third hypothesis: Open data increases the transparency of 

government and therefore its accountability. This hypothesis was considered in chapter six. It 

suggests that because open data is being used and it is designed to make government more 

transparent, it does increase the accountability of government. The hypothesis was found to 

be partially confirmed. This was found to be only weakly confirmed as whilst there was only 

limited evidence to suggest that open data was increasing the accountability of government. 

However, there was nonetheless, evidence. This is consistent with the experience of FOI as 

outlined in the literature whereby a minority of cases accounted for accountability dividends. 

Open data is not delivering increased accountability in the grandiose manner as was 

suggested by David Cameron. The idea that it would produce a ‘nation of armchair auditors’ 

is naïve. The transparency literature has long been in broad agreement that the expectations 

of transparency reforms are rarely realised in practice. This was seen in the dysfunction of 

FOI legislation in the 20th Century. In the decade since the Open Government Partnership 

was established neither the UK nor Ireland have fostered the levels of public participation and 

engagement with open data that would reasonably produce a nation of armchair auditors. 

They likewise have not implemented the necessary levels of training and education to 

facilitate this. Dissemination remains flawed and gaps in access to some key datasets has 
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persisted. Open data is a context dependent tool and it sits within ‘a wider trajectory of falling 

levels of political participation’ (Worthy, 2015: 11). The institutional arrangements and 

mechanism of the British and Irish parliaments are flawed. They are often conducive to the 

government effectively side-stepping accountability. This presents a barrier to open data’s 

effect use for the purposes of accountability. Indeed, ‘how or if the data can be used is bound 

up in what instruments already exist’ (Worthy, 2015: 11).   

It was naïve to expect open data to create an army of armchair auditors where it was not 

successfully embedded in parliament. This is the case as parliament is the central site of 

government scrutiny. This project contends that open data has not been implemented in a 

manner that was conscious of the necessary requirements for increasing government 

accountability. Strategies towards open data implementation fail to outline an approach that 

would allow and actively encourage pre-existing parliamentary scrutiny mechanisms to 

pursue data-driven transparency. Thus, it is unsurprising that they have failed to secure a 

significant accountability dividend, Open data is under-utilized in parliament’s main 

accountability mechanism, the committee system. Even if high levels of engagement with 

open data did occur, it would not produce an army of armchair auditors. The accountability 

chain that runs between the electorate is long, complex, and fragile. Even open data 

advocates assumption a central and feasible purpose of transparency measures is 

accountability is contestable. Furthermore, given the nature of news cycles, election cycles 

and public dissonance – citizens do not always choose to remove failing administrations. 

Jamieson et al the consider whether the alleged possibilities, ‘may be impossibilities instead’ 

(2019: 2). Indeed, much of the literature points to the fact that open data has been 

implemented in a neo-liberal paradigm. This necessarily shapes outcomes. Jamieson et al 

adopts a sceptical position as to logic underpinning the dissemination of open government 

data. They assert that: 

In times of austerity, what better myth to tell—and to save money—by stimulating 

new, digital, innovations by businesses—or the interested citizen in the guise of 

hackathons in return for caffeine fixes and pizza— to use already expensively-

generated data to regurgitate data already supplied by its own citizens? (Jamieson et al, 

2019: 2) 
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Their analysis complements Bracken’s assertation that Francis Maude’s motivation in 

overhauling government’s digital service package was efficiency savings and increased 

economic activity through innovation. Indeed, Maude freely admitted that overhauling the 

UK’s digital service package was primarily pressing as the UK ‘faced a growing fiscal crisis 

with a budget deficit of over 11% of GDP. At the same time, the UK had become a byword 

for costly IT car crashes’ (Francis Maude, 2018: VII).  

Open data is increasing accountability, but this increased accountability is limited. In one 

perspective, ‘proponents of the direct effect argue that organizations alter their behaviour 

under the presumption that the public are watching’ (Worthy, 2015: 2). In this view greater 

transparency around public services creates a pressure on government to optimize these 

services. Yet, this is a matter of contention within the transparency literature. Indeed, in the 

literature it is conversely contended that open data’s effect can only operate on an indirect 

basis (Meijer et al, 2012: 18-19). Indeed, the findings of this project suggest open data is of 

indirect effect and impact. Ambiguity in the relationship between transparency and 

accountability and the gap between the impact of transparency measures relative to their 

intended consequences is the core problem at the heart of the transparency-accountability 

literature. In employing its hypothesis Chapter six aims to ascertain if there is gap between 

the intended outcomes of open data and its accountability impact in practice. Where there 

was such a gap, this chapter explains aimed to explain with reference to findings from grey 

literature review and semi structured interviews. The findings suggest that there is a real gap 

between the intended outcomes of open data dissemination and its actual consequences in 

practice. Much of this gap is attributable to skill deficiencies among the groups who would 

otherwise be motivated to use open data for the purposes of holding the government to 

account. These groups are citizens, third sector organisation and members of parliament. On 

the part of government, the open data project was not consciously devised with these groups 

in mind beyond resounding hollow maxims around democracy, transparency, and 

accountability. 

Chapter six found that there was some evidence of open data being used by opposition 

parties, interest groups and parliamentary committees but this is very minimal. A key finding 

is that members of parliament simply do not see themselves as the intended users of open 
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data. Research suggests that members of parliamentary committees typically rely on more 

traditional sources of information. They are more likely to rely on narrative-dependent 

disclosures and third-party intermediaries. This is especially the case were members are 

intensely ideological and consequently extremely mistrusting of the information which 

governments offer freely. Yet, members may unknowingly be engaging with open data. This 

happens where their researchers or the parliamentary library use it to compile the research 

briefs. These inform their questions, speeches, debates, and committee business. Questions, 

speeches, debates, and committee business are key expressions of accountability in 

parliamentary systems. There are significant resource constraints on members in terms of 

time. The wide and varied nature of the business they conduct is a barrier to their effective 

use of open data for the purposes of holding the government to account. There are issues of 

limited staff. This is also a barrier to members using open data for the purposes of holding the 

government to account.  

This review of relevant grey literature suggested that Britain had an admirable record of 

performance on open data dissemination and social, political, and economic impact. The 

Open Data Barometer’s Leaders’ Edition asserts that the UK has consistently been ranked 

number one in terms of open data implementation and impact. It presents evidence which 

indicates that the UK has a high-level data infrastructure, offers skills training, fosters 

engagement, and implements openness on a sub-national level. The Leaders Edition does 

point to several short comings in the British case. For instance, the UK is only one of two 

countries to see its score fall over the course of the five barometer publications. It is critical 

of what it sees as the UK softening its commitment to open data implementation and impact 

(Open Data Barometer, 2018: 6-13). The barometer is critical of the UK’s move away from 

the principle of open by default. Other grey literature suggests that the UK’s commitment to 

openness has experienced a significant reversal from 2016. This is a barrier to data driven 

accountability as this project’s primary research suggests that the open data project was 

failing secure impact even when commitment was resolute.  

This is further evidenced in this chapter six through reference to a publication by HM 

Treasury. This document evidences a recommendation by the UK government that its public 

bodies should now adopt an open where appropriate rather than by default position when 
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considering whether to release datasets (HM Treasury, 2018: 11). This does not only apply to 

instances where there may be privacy concerns but rather where retaining the data may be 

economically valuable to government (HM Treasury, 2018: 11). In principle for open data to 

be open it must come at no cost to the user. Thus, this is a directive to open less and close 

more datasets with the view to monetization. This strongly correlates with Birchall and 

Zuboffs’ contention that the open data project is inherently neo-liberal. The neo-liberal 

paradigm in which open data is disseminated represents a potential barrier to open data 

enhancing democracy and being effectively used for the purposes of holding the government 

to account. 

Moreover, this again serves to evidence that the disparity in rankings of the Open Data 

Barometer between the UK and Ireland may be overstated. This suggest convergence 

between the two jurisdictions. Indeed, the findings of the project’s semi structured interviews 

revealed that the Irish government maintained some closed datasets with the view to securing 

financial dividends. This is further evidence in the grey literature review which details how 

other NGOs make much more humble assessments of the UK open government project. The 

grey literature review presents some limited evidence that open data is being disseminated 

and having an accountability impact in the UK and Ireland. There is a general consensus that 

this has been underwhelming.  

The UK and Irelands’ open government projects face similar barriers. The UK does, 

however, disseminate more raw datasets in machine-readable formats available for bulk 

download. The comparison of Ireland and the UK’s open data barometer rankings suggest 

that the UK outperforms Ireland in both the dissemination and quality of raw datasets. When 

compared to the project’s primary research the assertion that the UK outperforms Ireland in 

terms of total dissemination of datasets is well founded. This barometer’s assertion regarding 

the quality and formatting of open data disseminations is less grounded. Indeed, both 

jurisdictions demonstrate a commitment to high level data infrastructures and dissemination 

practices. Moreover, chapter six draws attention to the fact that open data is only one 

constituent element in a nation’s digital service package. Open data is not the only open 

government strategy for delivering increased accountability. It is important to consider public 

service information more broadly. Often these applications and tools are built upon open data 
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with the view to optimising services and delivering greater accountability. The findings 

presented in chapter six suggest that this has been a central focus of the Irish government’s 

approach to openness. It is important not to pursue an inclusionary methodology that reduces 

openness to a numerical count of total datasets disseminated. This is not context or impact 

sensitive. The Open Data Barometer surveys for the existence of key datasets. It assesses 

their quality and formatting in abstract. This approach overlooks the importance and impact 

of contextualised public service information. It runs the risk of failing to account for open 

data which is communicated through applications or other parts of a government’s digital 

service package. This is significant as these may deliver increased transparency and 

accountability of government. Hypothetically, a government with a better record for open 

data dissemination on paper could in practice still be much less accountable than one which 

has disseminated fewer total datasets but is more responsive to the data demands of their 

citizens.  

Contrary to the assessments of the Open Data Barometer, Ireland has been commended by 

the Open Government Partnership. It was commended based on implementing several 

reforms designed to make politics more transparent and accountable in the aftermath of the 

financial crisis. It is questionable that Irelands scoring for data availability, findability, and 

quality lag so far behind the UK. The grey literature review demonstrates evidence of a 

comparable commitment to openness between the two cases. The reforms commended by the 

OGP were transparency reforms. These were concerned with increasing the transparency and 

accountability of government in a very direct and explicit way. For instance, this included, ‘A 

public register which all lobbyists are required to join’ (OGP, 2017: 13). The OGP saw this as 

evidence that Ireland was ‘bringing much-needed transparency to the policymaking process’ 

(OGP, 2016: 13). This was broadly successful and, ‘by the end of 2016, there were over 1500 

registrants on the new lobbying register’ (MacCarthaigh, 2017: 242).  

Yet, when comparing the accountability impact of open data between the jurisdictions the 

distinctions are relatively immaterial. This is because open data’s suitability in materialising 

actual government accountability is questionable. Labour Member for Luton North, Kelvin 

Hopkins, suggested that there was a lack of awareness on the part of MPs around open data 

(interview, September 2018). If MPs are unaware of open data, there is little prospect of it 
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being used for the purposes of accountability. Parliamentarians, specifically opposition 

parliamentarians, are the key actors charged and mandated with scrutinising the government 

for its actions, decisions, and legislation. The interview suggested very limited engagement 

with open data on the part of members. Hopkins explicitly drew attention to the fact that he 

typically made use of more traditional data and information sources. Hopkins drew attention 

to the fact that he was sceptical of the data that government freely offered. He asserted that he 

much preferred using data which the government did not want him to see (Hopkins, 

Interview, September 2018). 

Opposition members have been relying long before the open government project was 

implemented. As is the case with most things there is an incumbent advantage – people tend 

to rely on the things which they perceive as having always worked. This is compounded by 

an internal culture of resistance to and mistrust of administrative change. These sources such 

as the traditional news media and professional private and public research bodies have stood 

the test of time. They find their origins in a time when open data was not feasible on 

technological level or could even be dreamed up on a purely conceptual level. There long 

history has engendered trust despite the literature generally evidencing the high probability of 

extreme bias in these sources. These sources are much more accessible than open data but are 

heavily contextualised and subjective. Committees which are comprised of MPs often get 

their information from third sector organisations and advocacy groups who present evidence. 

These groups similarly prefer more traditional informational sources and maintain their own 

closed private datasets. As members are not using open data, its accountability impact is 

significantly constrained. Committees, questions, and debates are the main parliamentary 

mechanisms for holding the government to account. These are all reliant on the engagement 

of members of parliament. If members are not engaging with open data will not be referenced 

in debates, questions or committee reports for the purposes of holding the government to 

account.  

A central finding from the Hopkins interview was that the government was not properly 

incentivized to implement the open government project too effectively. The government is 

not incentivized to make open data into a tool with which to cripple itself. Hopkins suggested 

that there was a desire on the part of the government to resist increased transparency and 
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scrutiny. He attributed this to the zero-sum nature of the UK’s first past the post system. He 

suggested that there would be a desire to resist reforms that would bring greater 

accountability as governments faced long-periods confined to opposition for significant 

scandals and blunders. Hopkins illustrated this point with reference to the amendments which 

were proposed during the passing of the Freedom of Information legislation. These would 

give ministers sweeping powers to withhold information without reason (interview, 

September 2018). This again highlights the parallels between FOI and open data. Moreover, 

it highlights historical parallels between the British and Irish cases. Indeed, FOI in both 

jurisdictions was constrained on a legislative basis. These constraints were, however, much 

more pronounced in the Irish case. 

Hopkin’s assertations were strongly corroborated by Bracken. He detailed instances during 

his work with government which were indicative of a clear desire to resist greater 

transparency and accountability on the part of the civil service and ministers. Civil servants 

did not desire that they themselves would become more personally accountable where 

openness policies were adopted. Moreover, they did not want the ministers they worked 

under to become more accountable. Bracken was of the view that some of the smallest and 

simpler reforms which government digital service tried to implement often had the greatest 

implications for increased transparency and accountability. Therefore, it was these types of 

reforms which saw the greatest resistance from civil servants (Bracken, Interview, August 

2018). This culture of civil service resistance is evidenced in the grey literature review. In its 

paper, ‘Civil Service Accountability to Parliament,’ the Institute for Government note that 

one committee chair remarked that there was: 

‘A conspiracy allowing both ministers and officials to escape accountability. Select 

committees also report uncooperative attitudes in certain departments, further 

undermining the scrutiny process. And some MPs believe that committees need 

stronger, perhaps statutory, powers, to compel witnesses to attend and government 

information to be provided’ (Institute for Government, 2013: 2). 

Bracken gave detailed the conditions under which open data was most likely to have an 

accountability impact. Open data was more likely to deliver explicit accountability gains in 

countries where there was a low confidence in government. These were countries which had 

experienced systemic issues of fraud and political malfeasance. Bracken was of the view that 
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in the UK we generally be confidence in our government. Thus, open data in the UK was 

more suited to service optimisation. It was most suitable to improving services that were 

immediately sensitive to changes in policy (interview, August 2018). Where there is 

generally a confidence that government is behaving as it should, open data will increase 

accountability only in much more subtle and indirect ways. At times, this accountability 

dividend can be internal. It is almost completely invisible to the public.  

This perspective is evidenced in the literature on open data. In developed countries the impact 

and success of open data initiatives is much more dependent on, ‘the maturity of citizens’ 

participation, quality of open data, and government capacity’ (Jae Moon, 2019: 20). These 

factors explain the gap between the intended and actual outcomes of open data dissemination. 

Open data dissemination could be overwhelmingly comprehensive but where a country falls 

short on these features, open data’s use and accountability impact will be considerably 

constrained. Dissemination is only impactful in and off itself only where there are issues of 

systemic fraud, corruption, and opaqueness in government. Even then dissemination still only 

represents the first step towards accountability.   

The importance of participation and engagement in bridging the gap between superficial 

transparency and actionable accountability were evidenced in this chapter’s qualitative 

findings. A representative from Building Change Trust stressed the importance of civil 

society engagement. This was vital in making third sector organisations and citizens aware of 

the existence of open data. The third sector is often thought of in terms of charities but has 

historically included civic activist groups. It is important to engage equally with these groups 

if open data is not to become a technocratic project. Civil society engagement would 

substantially offset Birchall’s criticism that open government data has been used to extend 

the system of control. Engagement with the third sector not only increases the accountability 

of government but ensures wider culture of civic accountability. This is important as open 

data is a context dependent tool. It will operate according to the environment that it is 

disseminated into. If this is an environment with a strong civic culture of executive oversight 

with an aggressive media, it will be more likely to be used for the purposes of holding the 

government to account. Civil society engagement allows the open data project itself to be 
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scrutinised itself. Citizens can only pressure governments to make open data work for them 

where they are sufficiently active and engaged.  

In terms of comparing the two cases. A culture of civil society engagement with open data 

was evidenced more strongly in the case of Ireland. The interviews of British civil and 

parliamentary servants were more concerned with the technological barriers to dissemination 

and usability rather than the social barriers. Lowry, Kerins and Beakey indicated that Ireland 

had a healthy level of civil society engagement, but it could do more. The grey literature and 

academic literature suggest that both jurisdictions could do more on civil society engagement 

with open data. This is important as third sector organisations have been identified as one of 

the traditional means through which committee get their data and information. This happens 

when third sector organisations present oral and written evidence to committees. The fact that 

these actors are only making limited use of open data offers a partial explanation of the gap in 

its anticipated impact and actual impact. This gap complex and the reasons underpinning 

existence are multifactorial. The relate to failures which are both internal and external to 

government.  

Ireland’s civil society credentials receive limited mention in the grey literature produced by 

the Open Data Barometer. Lowry suggests that there is a place for LME’s and SME’s in the 

open data project. LME’s and SME’s often are free of the resource constraints of 

governments and parliamentary members. Moreover, they are highly organised and can 

overcome the constraints of collective action. They are often motivated to show their social 

responsibility credentials. Thus, they could play a role in making open data more effective for 

the purposes of holding government to account. Yet, it remains important to be vigilant of the 

dangers of technocracy. Increasingly LME engagement over citizen and third sector 

engagement increases the prospect of the open data becoming a narrow economic project. In 

Birchall and Zuboff’s perspective this indicative of the neo-liberal capture of open data and 

the transparency agenda. 

The final key finding of this chapter comes from the interview of Finn DeBri. This interview 

evidenced that open data had not been particularly transformative to the functioning of the 

Oireachtas and its committees. This is key in answering the research question posed. This 
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project views the parliament as the central site where government accountability is manifest. 

The committee system is the central accountability mechanism of parliament. Yet, DeBri of 

was of the perspective that open data was not having an impact on the Oireachtas and its 

committees as the intended ‘customers’ of open data were citizens. DeBri was of the 

perspective that open data was having an efficiency impact internally in the civil service.  

The DeBri interview contained a seminal finding of this project. It evidenced the need to 

think critically about data itself. To return to the ideas of hermeneutics, data is not free from 

bias. DeBri was asserted that when you collect data, you make implicit choices and value 

judgements (interview, December 2018). This is partially explanatory as to the gap between 

the initial expectations of open data and its impact in practice. When government choses to 

dissemination a dataset. It likewise makes value judgements about what to release and what 

should remain closed. In the case of the UK the shift to a policy of open where appropriate 

illustrates these value judgements and how they represent a barrier to use and accountability. 

The findings of both the grey literature review and academic literature review suggest that 

Ireland’s greater focus on FOI requests, building public service tools and disseminating PSI is 

not then without its own benefits. These sources are open, easily accessible, and more 

understandable for your average citizen. Likewise, the UK’s focus on the technological 

aspects of open and high-level data structures can obscure the accountability aims of pursuing 

an open data policy agenda. 

7.5 Conclusion and Further Areas of Research  

In conclusion, this project proves a partial negative. It highlights how the far-reaching 

assumptions of the accountability impacts of open data are greatly exaggerated. There is a 

gulf between how transparency measures should work in theory and how they work in the 

parliamentary systems of representative democracy. This is largely attributable to the nature 

of delegated authority and principle-agent modelling which is inherent to these systems of 

governance. This is compounded by a flaw approach to open data dissemination and 

implementation on the part of governments. Governments fail to see opposition 

parliamentarians as prospective and intended users of open data. This is the case even though 

these individuals are democratically mandated to hold government to account. The approach 
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is to open data has been irrational in this respect. The respondents of this project’s qualitative 

interviews were generally in agreement that open data had not impacted the work of the two 

respective parliaments and their committees. Where any potential impact was identified this 

was limited or indeterminate. Respondents typically referred the researcher to the states 

administrative bodies when explaining how open data was being used and the impact it was 

having. This suggests that more specific research into the civil and parliamentary services use 

of open data would be an interesting area of future research. 

Open data was devised as a political transparency-accountability project, but no attempt has 

been made to embed open data in parliaments key accountability mechanisms. Despite 

government’s call for armchair auditors, they have not disseminated open data with the view 

to it being used in the main accountability mechanisms of parliament. This is further 

exacerbated by the high skill barriers to engaging with open data and the skills deficit on the 

part of the public. There are issues of civic, departmental, and parliamentary apathy and 

resistance around open data. Hypothesis one: open data is being used, was found to be 

confirmed. Although this use was very limited. Hypothesis two: open data is being used by 

parliaments, committees, opposition parties and interest groups, was found to be partially 

confirmed. Evidence of open data’s use by these groups was weak. Hypothesis 3: open data 

increases transparency of government and therefore makes government more accountable, 

was also found to be partially confirmed. Of the three hypotheses, it was this hypothesis that 

was confirmed in the weakness terms. 

There was evidence across all three empirical chapters that open data was being used. Yet, 

there was only limited evidence that open data was being used as was expected by open data 

advocates. The findings of the project suggest that open data is experiencing minimal use by 

parliamentarians, opposition parties and third sector organisations in Britain and Ireland. 

Britain experiences more use of open data in its parliamentary committee system than 

Ireland. Whilst open data experienced more use in the British case by departmental select 

committees. In contrast to what the hypotheses anticipated the instances of open data being 

used in committee reports and associated evidence was still very low. Quantitative analysis 

revealed some minimal evidence that in the British case third sector organisations were using 

open data in their liaisons with departmental select committees. In quantitative analysis of 
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Irish committee reports (and associated evidence) there was only very minimal evidence 

which suggested that TDs in the Joint Committees using open data to hold government 

departments to account. No evidence was found in the quantitative analysis of third sector 

organisations or interest groups were using open data in their dealings with Irish Joint 

Committees. 

The findings of the open data barometer indicate that the UK is disseminating more open 

datasets than Ireland. It suggests that these are of a higher quality and level of openness. Yet, 

the wider grey literature review indicated that the disparity in scorings and ranking between 

the UK and Ireland is overstated. The project found that the Irish government, adjusted for 

scale, is disseminating many raw datasets. However, they still fall considerably behind the 

UK in this respect. However, this situation is greatly exaggerated in the comparative findings 

of the Open Data Barometer. Moreover, the grey literature review suggests that an over-

emphasis on the dissemination of raw datasets overlooks other elements of open government 

and digital service provision. These also have the potential to enhance the accountability of 

government. The grey literature review and interviews evidenced that Ireland is engaged in 

considerable transparency-focused reform. The jurisdiction performs well in terms of 

building public service tools, disseminating public service information and in responding to 

freedom of information requests. Several public service tools that the Irish government have 

built aim to increase government accountability, such as wheredoesyourmoneygo.ie. This is a 

simple user-friendly application. Yet, the academic literature suggests that the public often 

fail to effectively hold government to account even in environments where this is made easy.  

It is useful to compare the two jurisdictions based on civil society engagement. Ireland and 

the UK both perform only very modestly in terms of civil society engagement. This is 

problematic as civil society engagement is vital. It fosters the necessary participation and 

engagement which is required to convert superficial transparency into tangibly increased 

accountability of government. The results of the project’s primary qualitative research 

highlight several barriers to open data dissemination and increased accountability of 

government. These barriers are shared across the two cases. This suggests a typical 

experience of disseminating open government data and securing impact. In the UK case these 

barriers are citizen apathy, departmental apathy, and a cultural of internal resistance to 
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transparency and accountability reform. This culture of resistance manifested in government, 

the civil service, and the parliamentary service. The research revealed that the UK is 

experiencing a back-slide in its commitments to openness. However, it has already built an 

advanced data infrastructure. Yet, it is questionable how relevant advanced data architectures 

are to increase accountability of government in practice. Whilst in impressive they are 

exclusive and exclusionary. Citizens simply do not have the required skill set to engage with 

more advanced mechanisms of open government data dissemination.  

In the Irish case interviews revealed that Ireland shared many of these barriers but also had 

some barriers which were more uniquely specific to its experience. The main barriers were a 

culture of fear around GDPR, departmental apathy and a desire on the part of government to 

retain economically valuable data. The review of grey literature similarly evidenced a desire 

for the government to retain economically valuable data in the UK. In both cases it is 

apparent that MPs and TDs do not see themselves as the intended users of open data. 

Likewise, in implementing the open data project the two governments did not see 

parliamentarians as the intended users or ‘customers’ of open data. Indeed, the approach to 

open data seems to be constructed in the framework of new public management in emphasis 

on ‘consumption’ and ‘customers’. Indeed, it has been asserted in the literature that ‘the 

rhetoric of government transparency and open innovation has been co-opted into the service 

of neoliberal deregulation’ (Bright et al, 2015: 1). There are clear issues of incentivization in 

both the British and Irish cases. In neither case is government sufficiently incentivized to 

develop open data into a tool that can effectively be used against them for the purpose of 

accountability. Moreover, public bodies are insufficiently motivated to publish, to publish on 

time, and to publish to a high standard in terms of quality and formatting. 

The projects qualitative findings suggest that in countries where there is generally a 

confidence in government, open data is much more suited to subtle and often accountability 

gains. These are often imperceptible without the degree of internal access which this project 

was afforded. Open data is more suitable for optimising services. This supported in much of 

the academic literature and is particularly true from an internal standpoint. Some of the 

literature suggests that transparency measures are more suited to efficient service provision. 

Dysfunction and the classic dilemma of public administration only occurs where there is 
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misunderstanding as to the intended and potential outcomes of transparency measures. The 

research suggest that open data is more apt for increasing accountability in and between 

public bodies on an internal basis. This project’s qualitative findings suggest that open data 

will increase the accountability of government in the most typical sense of the word 

(answerability and sanctions) where there are serious issues of systemic economic fraud or 

political impropriety. Yet, other research in Latin American countries has evidenced that 

open data portals are failing to have the intended anti-corruption impact. This suggests that 

the gap between open data intended accountability impact and the lack of this impact in 

practice is a generalizable experience. It applies to established representative democracies, 

developing democracies and non-democracies. This is in part due to the uncertain 

relationship between transparency and accountability. The chain between data dissemination 

and using the data for the purposes of holding the government to account is tenuous and 

fragile. There is already much fragility and dysfunction in the accountability chains of 

parliamentary representative democracies.  

Open data policy reforms have been pursued by governments globally with the aiming to, 

‘increase democracy by engaging the public in using open data to develop mobile apps and 

citizen services’ (Juell-Skielse, 2014: 277). Transparency and accountability are necessary 

features of representative democracy. Thus, in theory greater dissemination of open data will 

enhance democratic quality. This has only manifested in the most limited terms. Juell-Skielse 

et al assert the importance of whether the public are sufficiently motivated to, ‘to engage in 

innovation on open data to strengthen democracy and enhance economy’ (Juell-Skielse, 

2014: 286) Open data is a context dependent tool that is only as effective as its dissemination 

and the environment in which it is disseminated into allows it to be. 

Qualitative findings evidence the importance of whether the relevant actors charged with 

holding government to account are sufficiently motivated and capable of engaging with open 

data to strengthen democracy. These are committees, members, interest groups and individual 

citizens. For open data to enhance democratic quality government must become more 

transparency and accountable based on this data. Government can only become more 

accountable where these actors actively engage with politically relevant data post-

dissemination. Participation and engagement are necessary features to increasing 
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accountability of government. Thus, they are likewise necessary features in enhancing 

democratic quality. Ruijer et al contends that whilst, ‘Open data platforms are hoped to foster 

democratic processes…recent empirical research shows that so far, they have failed to do so’ 

(Ruijer et al, 2017: 1). This project’s qualitative and quantitative findings support this 

assessment. Open data is very rarely being engaged with by the relevant parties for the 

purposes of accountability. This is especially true of parliamentary committees and members 

of parliament more generally. If open data is to increase government accountability then 

governments must ‘assess users’ expectations and requirements for information and data’ 

(Harrison et al, 2012: 222). Furthermore, they must assess, ‘users' abilities to consume and 

create information and data’ (Harrison et al, 2012: 222).  It is this lack of assessment on the 

part of governments which creates the accountability gap in terms of expectations and 

impacts. This is corroborated in the literature review through Heimstädt & Dobusch’s 

emphasise on the importance of organisational transparency being determined by the 

informational needs of external actors. This also highlights the importance of multi-actor 

negotiations and the politics of disclosure to a country’s open data project.   

Concealment remains an attractive option even for governments which are typically thought 

to perform well on transparency. The classic dilemma of public administration details the 

apparent trade-off between increased accountability and efficiency. In contrast to this trade-

off secrecy, ‘can enhance a leader’s power, reputation, or serve a substantive function’ (Heide 

& Worthy, 2019: 583). Typically, most leaders favour secrecy and a fondness for 

transparency in government, ‘decreases…with concealment becoming a more attractive 

option as opposition builds and the political honeymoon ends’ (Heide & Worthy, 2019: 583). 

This is best illustrated by the fact that David Cameron was once a driving force behind the 

UK’ open data project. As has been detailed here, Cameron once called for an open data 

project which would produce an ‘army of armchair auditors.’ Yet, he has since described FOI 

requests as ‘clusterations’ and ‘buggerations’ (Freeguard et al, 2019: 154). This is analogous 

to the UK’s commitment to open data. This began strong in 2010 and began to diminishment 

when pressing constitutional issues (Brexit) began to monopolise the agenda in 2016.Regime 

preference for secrecy over transparency indicates that despite considerable dysfunction, 

open data is an important policy agenda to pursue. If it were not, regimes would not shy away 
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from their commitments to be open and transparent. Heimstädt contends that the increasing 

normalisation of greater organization transparency challenges an organisation’s inherent 

‘preference for secrecy’ (Heimstädt, 2017: 9). Public organisations have pursued strategies 

which intend to ‘decouple their practices of information sharing from the core processes they 

aim to protect’ (Heimstädt, 2017: 9). These processes are selecting, bending, and 

orchestrating. This again highlights the tenuous chain that exists between data dissemination 

and actualized accountability. The literature suggests that organisations can effectively 

pursue a dual policy of open washing and blame-avoidance strategies to effectively relegate 

organisational transparency to a purely superficial basis. It is obvious how the requirements 

of balancing secrecy and transparency could lead to efficiency trade-offs. The literature is 

adopting an increasing critical perspective on transparency with more scholars 

acknowledging the ‘importance of institutionalized spaces of secrecy in a world of 

transparency’ (Heimstädt, 2017: 9). 

One of the most compelling arguments for continued dissemination of open data is the 

argument from principle. In an optimal scenario disseminating open data has the effect of 

increasing transparency and accountability. In the worst case the data is not used and engaged 

with and the status quo endures. The argument from principle asserts that it is still very 

important that we do regardless of use and impact. In principle dissemination of open data 

makes governments transparency even if this does not translate into actualized accountability. 

The resultant outcome of transparency reform relates to the problem at the core of the 

transparency literature. This being the reasons as to why transparency measures do not work 

as intended. Moreover, the ways in which they can be made to work as intended. In the case 

of open data this is primarily attribute to deficits of skill and interest. Indeed, the literature is 

in broad agreement that ‘the expectation of widespread citizen involvement in open data is 

unrealistic, because of the high technical challenges involved in its interpretation and use’ 

(Bright, 2015: 4). The interview with Brooke indicated that open data was important to 

pursue in principle even if it was not having an overwhelming impact.  

Further research into the importance of civic engagement and participation in securing impact 

is merited. The dissemination of open government data must be considered only the first step 

towards achieving increased accountability of government. If open data dissemination is 
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treated as an end rather than a means to securing accountability, the gap between open data’s 

intended consequences and its limited impact will persist. More research into the extent to 

which interest groups and civil society organisations make use of open data would be 

illuminating. Likewise, an interesting question to address more directly would be what groups 

are not using open data and why is this the case? Indeed, there is only weak evidence is weak 

in this project that third sector organisations use open data in their engagements with 

parliamentary committees. However, they may use the data for other purposes and so a full 

survey of this is merited. These groups could be using open data to inform their research and 

simply not citing the open datasets in their submitted evidence. This would have clear 

accountability implications. By their very nature these groups seek to influence policy and 

hold governments to account.  

Another area of future research would be to examine the UK in comparison to its devolved 

regions. This would be useful as each devolved entity makes its own individual commitments 

to the Open Government Partnership. They develop individual action plans. The Open Data 

Barometer ranks the UK as number one in open data implementation and impact. Yet, the 

UK’s open government project could be asymmetrical given its devolved nature. It would 

likewise be useful to examine the UK’s local authorities use of open data. This is merited as 

the Open Data Barometer has praised the UK for successfully implementing open data portals 

on the subnational level.  

Several respondents referenced the rise and impact of data journalism. It would be useful to 

investigate whether journalists were making use of open data for the purposes of holding 

governments to account. This is merited as the literature highlights the importance of third-

party intermediaries to the open data project. This project’s research has highlighted that 

deficits in skills and civic apathy are central to explaining the transparency literatures 

enduring problem of transparency measures not realising their intended accountability 

effects. In many ways the experience of open data has been analogous to the FOI experience. 

In the case of FOI, the most impactful accountability dividends have arisen from a minority 

of cases in line with the pareto effect. In these cases, the public were dependent on third party 

intermediaries in the form of aggressive media outlets and practices. The literature suggests 

that the case will be the same without open. Indeed, in the case of open data these 
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intermediaries are more important to securing impact as the skill barriers to using open data 

are significantly higher than the requirements of FOI. Where this data was used by journalists 

for the purposes of holding government to account it would not be easily identifiable in their 

publications. Thus, where this occurred it would explain one of the indirect means by open 

data works to hold the government to account.  

  



314 
 
 

 

 

Bibliography  

Books, Articles and Online Sources 

Aberbach, J.D. and Rockman, B.A., 2002. Conducting and coding elite interviews. PS: 

Political Science & Politics, 35(4), pp.673-676. 

Abulad, R.E., 2007. What is Hermeneutics? 

Albu, Oana Brindusa, and Mikkel Flyverbom. 2016. Organizational Transparency: 

Conceptualizations, Conditions, and Consequences. Business & Society. Published 

electronically on July 13. https://doi.org/10.1177/0007650316659851. 

Acker, A., 2015. Toward a Hermeneutics of data. IEEE Annals of the History of 

Computing, 37(3), pp.70-75. 

Analytics, D., (2013) Open growth. Stimulating demand for open data in the UK. 

Bacon, F., (2005) Meditations sacrae and human philosophy. Kessinger Publishing. 

Barnett, M.N. and Finnemore, M., (1999) The politics, power, and pathologies of 

international organizations. International organization, 53(4), pp.699-732. 

Bates, J., 2012. This is what modern deregulation looks like”: co-optation and contestation in 

the shaping of the UK’s Open Government Data Initiative. The Journal of Community 

Informatics, 8(2), pp.1-20. 

Bauhr, M. and Grimes, M., 2012. What is government transparency?. QoG Working Paper 

Series, 2012(16), p.16. 

Behn, R.D., (2001) Rethinking democratic accountability. Brookings Institution Press. 

Benton, M. and Russell, M., 2012. Assessing the impact of parliamentary oversight 

committees: The select committees in the british house of commons. Parliamentary 

Affairs, 66(4), pp.772-797. 

Berners-Lee, T., Hendler, J. and Lassila, O., 2001. The semantic web. Scientific 

american, 284(5), pp.28-37. 

Birchall, C., (2014). ‘Radical Transparency?’ Cultural Studies ↔ Critical Methodologies, 14 

(1): 77–88 

Birchall, C., 2011. “The Politics of Opacity and Openness: Introduction to‘Transparency’. 

Theory, Culture & Society, 28(7-8), pp.7-25. 

https://doi.org/10.1177/0007650316659851


315 
 
 

 

 

Boswarva, O. 2018 ‘How credible is the Open Data Barometer dataset survey?’ at 

https://www.owenboswarva.com/blog/post-odb1.htm  

Bovens, M., Schillemans, T. and Hart, P.T., 2008. Does public accountability work? An 

assessment tool. Public Administration, 86(1), pp.225-242. 

Bovens, M., Schillemans, T. and Goodin, R.E., 2014. Public accountability. The Oxford 

handbook of public accountability, pp.1-22. 

Brewer, J. and Hunter, A., 2006. Foundations of multimethod research: Synthesizing styles. 

Sage. 

Bright, J., Margetts, H.Z., Wang, N. and Hale, S.A., 2015. Explaining usage patterns in Open 

Government Data: the case of Data. gov. uk. Gov. UK (June 3, 2015). 

Brock, D.C. and Moore, G.E. eds., (2006) Understanding Moore's law: four decades of 

innovation. Chemical Heritage Foundation. 

Bryman, A., (2006) Integrating quantitative and qualitative research: How is it 

done?. Qualitative research, 6(1), pp.97-113. 

Chandran, R., (2014) Pros and cons of mobile banking. International journal of scientific and 

research publications, 4(10), pp.1-5. 

Chari, R. (2017). Independent Reporting Mechanism (IRM): Ireland Progress Report 2016–

17. https://www.opengovpartnership.org/sites/default/files/Ireland_Mid-

Term_Report_2016-2018.pdf Accessed:10/10/2018  

Chen, C. and Neshkova, M.I., The effect of fiscal transparency on corruption: A panel cross‐

country analysis. Public Administration. 

Coakley, J. and Gallagher, M., 2012. Politics in the Republic of Ireland. Routledge. 

Country sheet for Ireland. Opendatabarometer.org. (2017). 4th Edition Global Report 

OpenData Retrieved from https://opendatabarometer.org/4thedition/detail-

country/?_year=2016&indicator=ODB&detail=IRL Accessed:21/05/2019 

Cucciniello, M., Porumbescu, G.A. and Grimmelikhuijsen, S., (2017) 25 years of 

transparency research: evidence and future directions. Public Administration 

Review, 77(1), pp.32-44. 

Cucciniello, Maria, and Greta Nasi. "Transparency for trust in government: How effective is 

formal transparency?." International Journal of Public Administration 37.13 (2014): 

911-921. 

https://www.owenboswarva.com/blog/post-odb1.htm
https://opendatabarometer.org/4thedition/detail-country/?_year=2016&indicator=ODB&detail=IRL
https://opendatabarometer.org/4thedition/detail-country/?_year=2016&indicator=ODB&detail=IRL


316 
 
 

 

 

Cukier, K. (2010) ‘Data, data everywhere’, The Economist, 25 February, 

http://www.economist.com/node/15557443 (last accessed 6/06/2019)  

Creswell, J. (1994) Research Design: Qualitative and Quantitative Approaches (London, 

Sage).  

Davies, T. (2010). Open data, democracy and public sector. Interface, 1–47. Retrieved from 

http://practicalparticipation.co.uk/odi/report/wp-content/uploads/2010/08/How-is-open-

government-data-being-used-in-practice.pdf 

Davies, T., (2013) Open data barometer: 2013 global report. World Wide Web Foundation 

and Open Data Institute. 

Deloitte, L.L.P., (2012) Open Data: Driving growth, ingenuity and innovation. London: 

Deloitte Touche Tohmatsu Limited. 

Deleuze, G. (1992). Postscript on the societies of control. October, 59, 3-7. 

Devine, F. and Heath, S. (1999) Sociological Research Methods in Context (London, 

MacMillan). 

Domo. (2018). Data never sleeps 6.0. Available October 9, 2018, from 

https://www.domo.com/learn/data-never-sleeps-6 

Donnelly, J., 2000. Realism and international relations. Cambridge University Press. 

Farhan, H., Alonso, J., Davies, T., Tennison, J., Heath, T., & Berners-lee, T. (2013). Open 

Data Barometer. 

Felle, T. and Adshead, M., 2009. Democracy and the right to know–proceedings from the 

Department of Politics and Public Administration conference marking the 10th 

anniversary of freedom of information in Ireland. 

Fenster, M. (2017). The Transparency Fix: Secrets, Leaks, and Uncontrollable Government 

Information. Stanford University Press. 

Finlayson, A.,(2004) The interpretive approach in political science: a symposium. The British 

Journal of Politics and International Relations, 6(2), pp.129-164. 

Flinders, M. (2001) The Politics of Accountability in the Modern State. Aldershot: Ashgate 

Flinders, M., (2011) Daring to be a Daniel: The pathology of politicized accountability in a 

monitory democracy. Administration & Society, 43(5), pp.595-619 

Fox, J., (2007) The uncertain relationship between transparency and 

accountability. Development in practice, 17(4-5), pp.663-671. 

http://practicalparticipation.co.uk/odi/report/wp-content/uploads/2010/08/How-is-open-government-data-being-used-in-practice.pdf
http://practicalparticipation.co.uk/odi/report/wp-content/uploads/2010/08/How-is-open-government-data-being-used-in-practice.pdf
https://www.domo.com/learn/data-never-sleeps-6


317 
 
 

 

 

Freeguard, G., Gaps in government data (2018) 

Freeguard G, Cheung A, Lilly A, Shepheard M, Lillis J, Campbell L, Haigh J, Taylor J and 

de Costa A, Whitehall Monitor 2019, Institute for Government, 2019, 

www.instituteforgovernment.org.uk/publications/whitehallmonitor-2019. 

Freeguard, G., Shepheard, M., Guerin, B., Pope, T. and Zodgekar, K., 2020. Whitehall 

Monitor 2020. Institute for Government. 

Garsten, C., & Lindh de Montoya, M. (Eds.). (2008). Transparency in a new global order: 

Unveiling organizational visions. Cheltenham, UK: Edward Elgar 

Gavelin, K., Burall, S. and Wilson, R., (2009) Open Government: beyond static 

measures. Involve for the OECD. 

Gilbert, L. S., Jackson, K., & di Gregorio, S. (2014). Tools for Analyzing Qualitative Data: 

The history and relevance of qualitative data analysis software. In J. M. Spector, M. D. 

Merrill, J. Elen, & M. J. Bishop (Eds.), Handbook of research on educational 

communications and technology (4th ed., pp. 221–236). New York, NY: Springer 

Greenway A., Terrett B., Bracken M., Loosemore T. and Maude F. (2018) ‘Digital 

Transformation at Scale: Why the Strategy is Delivery,’ London Publishing Partnership 

Grimmelikhuijsen, S.G. and Welch, E.W., (2012) Developing and testing a theoretical 

framework for computer‐mediated transparency of local governments. Public 

administration review, 72(4), pp.562-571. 

Guerin, B., McCrae, J. and Shepheard, M., (2018) Accountability in modern government: 

what are the issues? Institute for Government, pp.25-6. 

Halachmi, A. and Greiling, D., (2013) Transparency, e-government, and accountability: 

Some issues and considerations. Public Performance & Management Review, 36(4), 

pp.562-584. 

Harrison, T.M., Pardo, T.A. and Cook, M., 2012. Creating open government ecosystems: A 

research and development agenda. Future Internet, 4(4), pp.900-928. 

Hazell, R., Worthy, B. and Glover, M., 2010. The impact of the freedom of information act 

on central government in the UK. Does FOI Work. 

Held, D., (2006) Models of democracy. Stanford University Press. 

Heide, M. and Worthy, B., 2019. Secrecy and Leadership: The Case of Theresa May’s Brexit 

Negotiations. Public Integrity, pp.1-13. 

http://www.instituteforgovernment.org.uk/publications/whitehallmonitor-2019


318 
 
 

 

 

Hirsch, P.M. and Levin, D.Z., 1999. Umbrella advocates versus validity police: A life-cycle 

model. Organization Science, 10(2), pp.199-212. 

Hood, C. (2001) ‘Transparency’ in P. B. Clarke and J. Foweraker (eds) Encyclopaedia of 

Democratic Thought. London: Routledge/ 

Hollyer, J.R., Rosendorff, B.P. and Vreeland, J.R., (2011) Democracy and transparency. The 

Journal of Politics, 73(4), pp.1191-1205. 

Hollyer, J.R., Rosendorff, B.P. and Vreeland, J.R., (2015) Transparency, protest, and 

autocratic instability. American Political Science Review, 109(4), pp.764-784. 

Hopkin, J. (2010) The Comparative Method in Marsh, David & Stoker, Gerry. (2010). 

Theory and methods in political science: 3rd edition. 

Huijboom, N. and Van den Broek, T., (2011) Open data: an international comparison of 

strategies. European journal of ePractice, 12(1), pp.4-16. 

Telsa (1926) Quoted in Hunt, I. and Draper, W.W., (1964) Lightning in his hand: The life 

story of Nikola Tesla. Sage Books. 

Institute for Government. White Hall Monitor (2018). Communications and Transparency. 

https://www.instituteforgovernment.org.uk/publication/whitehall-monitor-

2018/communication-andtransparency Accessed: 06/05/2018 

Iglesias, C., Robinson, K., Brandusescu, A., Alonso, J.M., Fagan, C., Jellema, A. and Mann, 

D., 2016. Open data barometer 4th edition: research handbook-v1. 0 10th June 2016. 

Moon, M.J., 2019. Shifting from Old Open Government to New Open Government: Four 

Critical Dimensions and Case Illustrations. Public Performance & Management Review, 

pp.1-25. 

Jamieson, D., Wilson R. & Martin M. (2019) The (im)possibilities of open data?, Public 

Money & Management, DOI: 10.1080/09540962.2019.1611240 

Janssen, M., Charalabidis, Y. and Zuiderwijk, A., (2012) Benefits, adoption barriers and 

myths of open data and open government. Information systems management, 29(4), 

pp.258-268. 

John, P. (2010) Quantitative Methods in Marsh, David & Stoker, Gerry. (2010). Theory and 

methods in political science: 3rd edition. 

Johnson, C.F., 1996. Deductive versus inductive reasoning: a closer look at economics. The 

Social Science Journal, 33(3), pp.287-299. 

Jones, B. and Norton, P., 2014. Politics Uk. Routledge. 



319 
 
 

 

 

Juell-Skielse, G., Hjalmarsson, A., Johannesson, P. and Rudmark, D., 2014, September. Is the 

public motivated to engage in open data innovation?. In International Conference on 

Electronic Government (pp. 277-288). Springer, Berlin, Heidelberg. 

King, G., Keohane, R.O. and Verba, S., (1994) Designing social inquiry: Scientific inference 

in qualitative research. Princeton university press. 

Kitchin, R., (2014) “The data revolution: Big data, open data, data infrastructures and their 

consequences.” Sage. 

Light, P.C., (2011) Monitoring government: Inspectors general and the search for 

accountability. Brookings Institution Press. 

Lijphart, A. (2012) Patterns of democracy: Government forms and performance in thirty-six 

countries. Yale University Press. 

Linders, D., (2012) From e-government to we-government: Defining a typology for citizen 

coproduction in the age of social media. Government Information Quarterly, 29(4), 

pp.446–454. Available at: http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.giq.2012.06.003. 

Longley, L.D. and Davidson, R.H., 1998. Parliamentary committees: Changing perspectives 

on changing institutions. The Journal of Legislative Studies, 4(1), pp.1-20. 

Luna-Reyes, L.F., Bertot, J.C. & Mellouli, S., (2014) Open Government, Open Data and 

Digital Government. Government Information Quarterly, 31(1), pp.4–5. Available at: 

http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.giq.2013.09.001. 

Lynch, C., (2017) The effect of parliamentary reforms (2011–16) on the Oireachtas 

committee system. Administration, 65(2), pp.59-87. 

MacCarthaigh, M., (2005) Accountability in Irish parliamentary politics. Institute of Public 

Administration. 

MacCarthaigh, M., (2017). Public sector reform in Ireland: Countering crisis. Springer. 

Mahood, Q., Van Eerd, D. and Irvin, E., 2014. Searching for grey literature for systematic 

reviews: challenges and benefits. Research synthesis methods, 5(3), pp.221-234. 

Mahootian, F. and Eastman, T.E., 2009. Complementary frameworks of scientific inquiry: 

Hypothetico-deductive, hypothetico-inductive, and observational-inductive. World 

Futures, 65(1), pp.61-75. 

McDermott, P., 2010. Building open government. Government Information Quarterly, 27(4), 

pp.401-413. 

Mahoney, J., (2007) Qualitative methodology and comparative politics. Comparative 

Political Studies, 40(2), pp.122-144. 



320 
 
 

 

 

Mansbach, Abraham. 2009. Keeping Democracy Vibrant: Whistleblowing as Truth-Telling in 

the Workplace. Constellations 16(3): 363–76. 

Martin, S., Saalfeld, T. and Strøm, K. eds., (2014) The Oxford handbook of legislative 

studies. Oxford Handbooks in Politics. 

McCubbins, M.D. and Schwartz, T., (1984) Congressional oversight overlooked: Police 

patrols versus fire alarms. American Journal of Political Science, pp.165-179. 

Meijer, Albert. 2013. Understanding the Complex Dynamics of Transparency. Public 

Administration Review 73(3): 429–39. 

Meijer, A.J., Curtin, D. and Hillebrandt, M., (2012) Open government: connecting vision and 

voice. International review of administrative sciences, 78(1), pp.10-29. 

Moravcsik, A., (1992) Liberalism and international relations theory (No. 92). Cambridge, 

MA: Center for International Affairs, Harvard University. 

Nahotko, M.,(2008) September. Some types of grey literature: A polish context. In Ninth 

International Conference on Grey Literature: Grey Foundations in Information 

Landscape. 

Nathaniel Heller, Is Open Data a Good Idea for the Open Government Partnership?, 

GLOBAL INTEGRITY COMMONS (Sept. 15, 2011, 12:41 PM), 

http://www.globalintegrity.org/blog/open-data-for-ogp.  

National Research Council, (1995) On the Full and Open Exchange of Scientific 

Data. Recuperado de http://www. nap. edu/readingroom/books/exch/exch. html el, 21. 

OECD (2018), Open Government Data Report: Enhancing Policy Maturity for Sustainable 

Impact, OECD Digital Government Studies, OECD Publishing, Paris, 

https://doi.org/10.1787/9789264305847-en. 

Oliphant, T., (2013) Python for Scientific Computing Computing in Science and Engineering. 

Open Data Baromenter, (2018). Leaders Edition: From Promise to Progress, World Wide 

Web Foundation, www.opendatabarometer.org  

Open Government Partnership, (2018) ‘Open Government Declaration’ 

https://www.opengovpartnership.org/opengovernment-declaration Accessed: 

23/09/2018 

Open Knowledge Foundation (2012) Open Data Handbook Documentation, 1.0.0, 

http://opendatahandbook.org/ (last accessed: 15/03/2019).  

Opendatabarometer.org. (2017). 4th Global Ranking OpenData Barometer. Retrieved from 

http://www.globalintegrity.org/blog/open-data-for-ogp
http://www.opendatabarometer.org/
https://www.opengovpartnership.org/opengovernment-declaration
http://opendatahandbook.org/


321 
 
 

 

 

https://opendatabarometer.org/doc/4thEdition/ODB-4thEdition-GlobalReport.pdf  

Padgett, D. (1998) Qualitative Methods in Social Work Research (London, Sage). 

Parks, W., (1957) The Open Government Principle: Applying the Right to Know Under the 

Constitution, 26 Geo. Wash. L. Rev, 1(8-9), p.12. 

Paulus, T.M. and Lester, J.N., 2016. ATLAS. ti for conversation and discourse analysis 

studies. International Journal of Social Research Methodology, 19(4), pp.405-428. 

Paun A. and Barlow P. (2013) ‘Civil Service Accountability to Parliament,’ The Institute for 

Government. Available at: 

https://www.instituteforgovernment.org.uk/sites/default/files/publications/civil%20servi

ce%20accountability%20to%20parliament.pdf  

Peixoto, T., (2012) The Uncertain Relationship between Open Data and Accountability: A 

Response to Yu and Robinson's the New Ambiguity of Open Government. UCLA L. 

Rev. Discourse, 60, p.200. 

Piotrowski, S.J., (2008) Governmental transparency in the path of administrative reform. 

Suny Press. 

Pollock, R., (2006) The value of the public domain. IPPR. 

Poovey, M. (1998). A history of the modern fact: Problems in the sciences of wealth and 

society. Chicago, IL: University of Chicago Press. 

Rabionet, S.E., (2011) How I Learned to Design and Conduct Semi-Structured Interviews: 

An Ongoing and Continuous Journey. Qualitative Report, 16(2), pp.563-566. 

Read, M. and Marsh, D. (2002) Combining Qualitative and Quantitative Methods in Marsh, 

David and Stoker, Gerry (eds.) (2002) Theories and methods in political science. 2nd 

edition , Basingstoke, UK. Palgrave 

Rosendorff, B.P. and Vreeland, J.R., (2006) Democracy and data dissemination: the effect of 

political regime on transparency. Unpublished manuscript. 

Rugendyke, B. ed., 2007. NGOs as advocates for development in a globalising world. 

Routledge. 

Ruijer, E., Grimmelikhuijsen, S. and Meijer, A., 2017. Open data for democracy: Developing 

a theoretical framework for open data use. Government Information Quarterly, 34(1), 

pp.45-52. 

Russell, M. (2011). "‘Never Allow a Crisis Go To Waste’: The Wright Committee Reforms 

to Strengthen the House of Commons." Parliamentary Affairs 64(4): 612-633. 

https://opendatabarometer.org/doc/4thEdition/ODB-4thEdition-GlobalReport.pdf
https://www.instituteforgovernment.org.uk/sites/default/files/publications/civil%20service%20accountability%20to%20parliament.pdf
https://www.instituteforgovernment.org.uk/sites/default/files/publications/civil%20service%20accountability%20to%20parliament.pdf


322 
 
 

 

 

Safarov, I. (2018): Institutional Dimensions of Open Government Data Implementation: 

Evidence from the Netherlands, Sweden, and the UK, Public Performance & 

Management Review, DOI: 10.1080/15309576.2018.1438296 

Schöpfel, J., (2010) December. Towards a Prague definition of grey literature. In Twelfth 

International Conference on Grey Literature: Transparency in Grey Literature. Grey 

Tech Approaches to High Tech Issues. Prague, 6-7 December 2010(pp. 11-26). 

Self, Peter.  (1997) Administrative theories and politics: An enquiry into the structure and 

processes of modern government. Taylor & Francis 

Shadbolt, N., Berners-Lee, T. and Hall, W., (2006) The semantic web revisited. IEEE 

intelligent systems, 21(3), pp.96-101. 

Shapiro, Ian. (2003) The Moral Foundations of Politics. New Haven, CT: Yale University 

Press. 

Shaw, M., (1998) Parliamentary committees: A global perspective. The Journal of Legislative 

Studies, 4(1), pp.225-251. 

Strathern, M., 2000. The tyranny of transparency. British educational research journal, 26(3), 

pp.309-321. 

Steehler, (2007) Jack K. "Understanding Moore's Law—Four Decades of Innovation (David 

C. Brock, ed.)." 

Stone, B., (1995) Administrative accountability in the ‘Westminster’democracies: Towards a 

new conceptual framework. Governance, 8(4), pp.505-526. 

Strom, K. and Müller, W., (1999) March. Coalition governance institutions in parliamentary 

democracies. In Workshop 13 ‘Designing Institutions. 

Surowiecki, J., (2005) The wisdom of crowds. Anchor. 

Tetlock, P.E., (2011) Vying for rhetorical high ground in accountability debates: It is easy to 

look down on those who look soft on. Administration & Society, 43(6), pp.693-703. 

The Open Definition, http://opendefinition.org, Accessed 16/03/2019 

The Open Government Partnership, (2016) Star Reforms in the Open Government 

Partnership, 

http://www.opengovpartnership.org/sites/default/files/attachments/Star%20Commitment

s_0.pdf Accessed: 20/04/2018  

The Open Government Partnership, (2017): United Kingdom Mid-term Report 2016-18 Year 

1. https://www.opengovpartnership.org/report/united-kingdom-mid-term-report-2016-

2018-year-1 Accessed: 08/10/2018 

http://opendefinition.org/
http://www.opengovpartnership.org/sites/default/files/attachments/Star%20Commitments_0.pdf
http://www.opengovpartnership.org/sites/default/files/attachments/Star%20Commitments_0.pdf


323 
 
 

 

 

Thompson, K.W., (1985) Moralism and Morality in Politics and Diplomacy (Vol. 1). 

Lanham: University Press of America. 

Ubaldi, B., (2013) Open Government Data: Towards Empirical Analysis of Open 

Government Data Initiatives. OECD,(22). Retrieved from 

www.oecd.org/daf/inv/investment-policy/. https://doi. org/10.1787/5k46bj4f03s7-en. 

Verhoest, K., Roness, P., Verschuere, B., Rubecksen, K. and MacCarthaigh, M., 

(2010) Autonomy and control of state agencies: Comparing states and agencies. 

Springer. 

Verwayen, H., Arnoldus, M. and Kaufman, P.B., 2011. The problem of the yellow milkmaid: 

a business model perspective on open metadata. Europeana White Paper, (2). 

Vromen, A. (2010) Debating Methods: Rediscovering Qualitative Approaches in Marsh, 

David & Stoker, Gerry. (2010). Theory and methods in political science: 3rd edition. 

Ward, T., 2007. Re-gendering data: Quantifying qualitative. In annual forum of the 

Association for Institutional Research, Atlanta, Georgia. Paper retrieved from 

http://www2. gsu. edu/~ wwwire/pdf/Quantifying% 20Qualitative% 20Data. pdf. 

Willems, T. and Van Dooren, W., (2012) Coming to terms with accountability: Combining 

multiple forums and functions. Public Management Review, 14(7), pp.1011-1036. 

Wong, W. and Welch, E., (2004) Does e‐government promote accountability? A comparative 

analysis of website openness and government accountability. Governance, 17(2), 

pp.275-297. 

Worthy, B., (2015) The impact of open data in the UK: Complex, unpredictable, and 

political. Public Administration, 93(3), pp.788-805. 

Yu, H. and Robinson, D.G., (2011) The new ambiguity of open government. UCLA L. Rev. 

Discourse, 59, p.178. 

Zikopoulos, P. and Eaton, C., 2011. Understanding big data: Analytics for enterprise class 

hadoop and streaming data. McGraw-Hill Osborne Media. 

Zuboff, Shoshana. The Age of Surveillance Capitalism: The Fight for a Human Future at the 

New Frontier of Power: Barack Obama's Books of 2019. Profile Books, 2019. 

 

Parliamentary Reports and publications 

Cabinet Office, (2012) Open data white paper: unleashing the potential (Vol. 8353). The 

Stationery Office. 



324 
 
 

 

 

HM Treasury, (2018) The Econmic Value of Data: Discussion Paper. Available at: 

https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment

_data/file/731349/20180730_HMT_Discussion_Paper_-

_The_Economic_Value_of_Data.pdf Accessed 25/04/2018 

Public Administration and Constitutional Affairs Select Committee. Statistics and Open Data: 

Harvesting unused knowledge, empowering citizens and improving public services. 

(2014) 

https://publications.parliament.uk/pa/cm201314/cmselect/cmpubadm/564/56405.htm    

Accessed:21/05/2017 

 

  

https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/731349/20180730_HMT_Discussion_Paper_-_The_Economic_Value_of_Data.pdf%20Accessed%2025/04/2018
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/731349/20180730_HMT_Discussion_Paper_-_The_Economic_Value_of_Data.pdf%20Accessed%2025/04/2018
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/731349/20180730_HMT_Discussion_Paper_-_The_Economic_Value_of_Data.pdf%20Accessed%2025/04/2018
https://publications.parliament.uk/pa/cm201314/cmselect/cmpubadm/564/56405.htm


325 
 
 

 

 

Appendix 

1. List of Interviews 

Anonymous, Assistant secretary for R&D and House Analytics in the Department of Health, 

04/12/2018 

Anonymous, Chief Data Officer and Open Data Liaison Officer for Houses of the Oireachtas, 

31/05/2018 

Anonymous, Developer on the Data and Search Team at Parliament Digital Service, 

23/11/2018. 

Anonymous, Head of the index and data management section at the House of Commons 

Library, 23/11/2018 

Barry Lowry, Government Chief Information Officer Department of Public Expenditure and 

Reform, 19/10/2018 

David McBurney, Member of the Northern Ireland Environment Link and Open Government 

Network, 15/08/2018 

Dr Jonathan Bell, Member of the Northern Ireland Environment Link and Open Government 

Network, 15/08/2018 

Finn DeBri, Chief Information Officer for the House of Oireachtas, 14/11/2018 

Kelvin Hopkins, Member of Parliament for Luton North, 12/09/2018 

Marian Beakey, Civil servant in the Open Data Unit in the Department of Public Expenditure 

and Reform 06/02/2019 

Mike Bracken, Former Chief Data Officer to the UK Government, 20/08/2019 

Paul Braithwaite, Development & Implementation Officer at Building Change Trust, 

02/08/2018 
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Research Interview with Jamie Tetlow, Head of Development at the Parliamentary Digital 

Service, 23/11/2018 

Rhoda Kerins, Head of the Open Data Unit in the Department of Public Expenditure and 

Reform, 06/02/2019 

Robert Brooke, Search Lead for Parliamentary Digital Service, 23/11/2018 

Samu Lang, Technical Director of Data and Search Team at Parliamentary Digital Service, 

23/11/2018 

  



327 
 
 

 

 

2. Sample Questions  

2.1 General Questions 

1 What is your experience with open data? 

2 What do you use open data for? 

3 What do you think has been the greatest benefit of open data? 

4 How is open data used and implemented in your organisation? 

5 Has it increased the level to which you personally are held to account? 

6 How would you assess open data policy? 

 

2.2 Sample Questions for Civil and Parliamentary Servants 

11 In your experience is open data being used by the civil service? 

12 How is open data used by civil servants? 

13 Have you become more personally accountable due to open data? 

14 Do you think that it is used effectively by civil servants for the purposes of 

accountability? 

15 If not, do you think open data could be utilized by the civil service in the interests of 

holding the government or other actors to account? 

16 How has open data impacted the civil service? 

17 Do you feel that open data has improved the work of the civil service? 

18 Do you think open has improved the operation of the civil service? 

19 If not, could it be used to improve its effective operation? 

20 How could open data be used for this purpose? 

 

2.3 Sample Questions for Members of Parliament and Committee Members 

8. In your experience is open data used by parliamentary committees? 

9. Do you think that it is used effectively by committees for the purposes of 

accountability? 

10. If not, do you think open data could be utilized by parliamentary committees in the 

interests of holding the government or other actors to account? 
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11. If so, how? 

12. Do you think that open data will be utilized more frequently in parliamentary settings? 

13. Do you think that open data has changed the work of the (British/Irish) Parliament 

and/or its committees? 

14. Do you think that open data has improved the work of the (British/Irish) Parliament 

and/or its committees? 

 

2.4 Sample Questions for External Stakeholders  

12. Can you tell me about your engagement with open data?  

13. What do you use open data for? 

14. What do you think has been the greatest benefit of open data? 

15. Is open data being used? 

16. Who is using open data? 

17. What are they using open data for? 

18. What datasets are they using? 

19. Do you feel that open government data has increased accountability? 

20. What policy sectors do you feel have been most effected by open data? 

21. Has the impact on these sectors been positive or negative?  

22. How have they been improved or adversely effected? 
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3. Sample Information and Consent Form 

 

Participant Information Sheet 

  

Name of department: History and Anthropology, Philosophy and Politics 

 

Title of the study: ‘Does open government increase government accountability?” 

 

Introduction 

I am Connel McKeown, a second year PhD student at Queens University Belfast. My research 

question is, ‘Does open government increase government accountability?” This interview will ask a 

number of question regarding open data, as open data is commonly understood to be the key 

mechanism in delivering open government. 

 

What is the purpose of this investigation? 

This investigation aims to ascertain political and administrative professionals’ opinions on who is 

using open data, what it is being used for and the extent to which it can be seen to be used for the 

purposes of enhancing accountability in government. 

 

Do you have to take part? 

Participation in this research is voluntary and individuals retain the right not to participate or withdraw 

participation without detriment 

 

What will you do in the project? 

You will have to answer a series of questions that will be sent to you in advance of the interview. The 

interview will be recorded for the purpose of being transcribed post-interview.  

 

What are the potential risks to you in taking part? 

The risks inherent in commenting on government policy, this is likely to be specific to one’s 

employment. For example, civil servants work closely with government departments and ministers. 
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The questions are related to open government policy. The questions are drafted to gather information 

and are not leading in such a way that necessarily mandates any critique of open government policy.  

 

Interviews are, however, semi-structured and this provides substantial scope for the interviewees to 

provide extended commentary around the questions provided. This allows interviewees to make 

comments which may be relevantly tangential to study in their responses. As such, it is important that 

they be weary that they may inadvertently offer a critical perspective on a government department 

which employs them. This could adversely affect their employment depending on the nature of their 

comments. This is also the case for committee clerks interviewed, who are in public employ and 

working for a departmental select or joint committee. This risk is less relevant to advocacy/interest 

groups which are likely to be much more comfortable to offer a critical perspective on government 

policy, departments and committees.  

 

What happens to the information in the project? 

Interviews will be recorded and transcribed post-interview A consent form that provides various 

options for anonymity and the handling of information has be attached. It asks participants to indicate 

by way of numbered options what they would like to be done with audio recordings and transcribed 

notes post research. If participants wish I will delete the interview recordings and notes 1 year after 

the PhD has been granted. The recordings and typed notes will be stored on my laptop which is 

password protected. I am the only user of the laptop in question and no one else has access to it. It 

resides in either my home office or my office at the university behind a locked door and/or in a locked 

drawer. The laptop will be encrypted. 

Researcher contact details 

Connel McKeown, Queens University Belfast, School of History and Anthropology, Philosophy and 

Politics. 

Email: cmckeown32@qub.ac.uk 
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