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Abstract. Over the past decade, governments around the world have imple-
mented Open Government Data (OGD) policies to make their data publicly avail-
able, with collaboration and citizen engagement being one of the main goals.
However, even though a lot of data is published, only a few citizens are aware of
its existence and usefulness, which hinders fulfilling the purpose of OGD initia-
tives. The objective of this paper is to fill this gap by identifying the appropriate
communication methods for raising awareness and usefulness of OGD to citi-
zens. To achieve this goal, we first conducted a literature review to identify meth-
ods used to raise citizen awareness of OGD. Then, these identified methods were
confronted with the results obtained from an online survey completed by 30 par-
ticipants on their preferred methods to provide recommendations to governments.
The contribution of this paper is twofold. First, it provides an inventory of com-
munication methods identified in the literature. Second, it analyzes the gap be-
tween the use of these methods in practice and citizens’ preference and uses this
analysis to propose a list of methods that governments can use to promote OGD.

Keywords: Open Government Data, Citizens, Awareness, Communication
Methods.

1 Introduction

Across the globe, many governments have implemented Open Government Data
(OGD) policies to make their data more accessible and usable by the public. In its most
common definition, OGD refers to data published by governments that can be freely
used and redistributed by anyone [1]. The release of such data is most often motivated
by values such as improving government transparency [2], stimulating innovation [3,
4], encouraging citizen collaboration and participation [4]. For these goals to be
achieved, OGD must be used in some way, which requires that citizens know that such
data exists (awareness) and know their added value (usefulness) [5]. Yet, even though
a lot of data are published, only a few citizens are aware of its existence and usefulness
[6, 71, which hinders achieving the goal of OGD initiatives. In this study, the term “cit-
izens” refers to people with modest technical and data literacy.



There have been several attempts to examine whether a specific method was suitable
or reports to suggest methods to increase awareness and usefulness of OGD to citizens.
For instance, in [8], the author studied the contribution of the use of social media ap-
plications (Facebook, Twitter and YouTube) by Thailand’s public sector to improve
transparency and use of OGD. In [9], the authors proposed the use of training to pro-
mote OGD use. In [10-13], other methods in addition to the previous ones, such as
OGD portals, hackathons, and newspapers, have been proposed to raise citizen aware-
ness. However, none of these previous studies have effectively evaluated multiple
methods with citizens in order to recommend to governments the appropriate methods
to increase awareness and usefulness of OGD to citizens. Therefore, there is a need to
conduct such a study to evaluate methods with citizens and based on this, propose ap-
propriate methods to governments.

This paper seeks to address this gap by identifying the appropriate methods for rais-
ing awareness and usefulness of OGD to citizens. Therefore, our research question is
as follows: “What are the appropriate communication methods for raising citizen
awareness of the existence and usefulness of OGD?” To answer this research question,
we first conducted a literature review to identify the methods used to promote OGD in
previous studies. Next, these identified methods were confronted with the results ob-
tained from an online survey completed by 30 participants on their preferred methods.
The results of this survey will then be used to recommend to governments the most
appropriate methods to promote OGD to citizens.

The remainder of this paper is divided into five main sections. In Section 2, we ex-
plain the research methodology. Section 3 explores existing methods for raising citizen
awareness of the existence and usefulness of OGD and provides an overview of the
survey results. In Section 4, we present the discussion and limitations of this study and
then propose some avenues for future work. Finally, Section 5 provides a conclusion
that summarizes the contributions of this paper.

2 Methodology

To address the research question of this study, we combined two methods: literature
review and questionnaires. First, we conducted a literature review on methods used to
raise citizen awareness of the existence and usefulness of OGD. The literature review
was conducted using the databases “Scopus” and “Science Direct” with the keywords
“open government data” or “open data”, + “citizen”, + “promote” or “raise awareness”
+ “usefulness” or “existence”. We also extended our search to the grey literature and
policy reports. Most of the publications found dated from 2011-2021. From these pub-
lications, an additional selection was made based on their relevance to our research,
leaving altogether 15 academic articles, web pages and policy reports which were
looked at more thoroughly. The retained articles were then used to collect appropriate
methods for raising citizen awareness of the existence and usefulness of OGD. Second,
we created an online survey! to collect citizens’ preferred methods. The survey was
pretested with two users and later shared via the following communication channels:

! https://forms.gle/JEnhmEKV94J3612m7



UNAMUR mailbox, Facebook and Twitter to recruit citizens. In total, 30 participants
completed the survey. The literature review along with the user feedback will be used
to improve the current knowledge base and provide recommendations to governments.

3 Results

In this section, we first describe previous work on methods used to raise citizen aware-
ness of the existence and usefulness of OGD. Then, we present the survey results.

3.1 Communication Methods ldentified

By performing a literature review described above, we were able to identify a set of
eight methods that could be used to raise citizen awareness of the existence and useful-
ness of OGD [10-13]. The following paragraphs explain each of these methods in more
detail.

Social Media. According to [14], social media applications are new types of infor-
mation and sharing tools, used in digital environments. They have been adopted by a
few governments with different purposes: sharing information, interacting with citi-
zens, promoting citizen participation in public issues or improving transparency [8, 10].
The most commonly used social media in the public sector are: blogs, collaborative
projects (e.g., wikis, online forums), social networking sites (e.g., Facebook, Twitter)
and content communities (e.g., YouTube) [8, 14]. Although social media applications
offer many benefits, they can only reach specific citizens. For example, in the case of
social networking sites, only the citizens who have an account and who fall within the
criteria used for campaigns can be reached.

Public outreach campaigns. Apart from social media, a few governments have used
methods such as radio, television, newspapers, newsletters and poster campaigns to
inform citizens, especially of some applications built on the basis of OGD [12, 13]. The
problem with these methods is that the content of the advertisement focuses on the
implemented application without telling citizens that the application was implemented
using open data. Therefore, citizens may use the service without knowing that it was
built using open data.

Workshops and Conferences. These types of events aim to bring together various
open data stakeholders to discuss the adoption and use of open data [10, 12, 15]. Two
well-known examples of these types of events are the Open Government Data Camp
and Open Data Day. The main advantage of these types of communication is that they
help governments to have a direct discussion with citizens and also gather their feed-
back (e.g., needs, barriers) for improvement [16]. However, there are some drawbacks
to these types of communication, such as the mandatory physical presence and limited
number of participants.



Hackathons. Like the previous method, this method is an event that allows developers
to design, implement and present services for a specific issue [4, 10, 12, 17]. This
method allows for the promotion OGD to participants and the development of some
services that can be published later to help a wider range of citizens. However, this
method faces the following problems. It focuses mainly on developers and most of the
results of hackathons are often not implemented or published online after the events,
which does not impact the awareness of citizens, but only on the developers [11, 18].

Training and Education. This method consists of bringing together different stake-
holders to inform or instruct them on a certain task with the aim of improving their
performance or knowledge [10]. In [10, 12], they suggested enabling the creation of a
“culture for Open Data” to students by integrating the use of open data (e.g. building
apps) into academic programs. This method has been experimented in [9] and by Thes-
saloniki’s Digital Strategy [10] but like the hackathons, this method only attracts a spe-
cific and limited part of digitally literate citizens.

Public Displays. These are mainly outdoor displays, as well as indoor displays in pub-
lic spaces, which offer different benefits to users (refer to “passersby”): collecting feed-
back such as voting system, displaying information or accessing services [19]. The
main advantage of public displays is that they help citizens to interact directly with
services in real life and can be easily accessible (visible) to “passershy”. However, pub-
lic displays face the following problems: difficulty of interaction by a certain range of
users and limited access (only available to a specific location) [20].

Applications. These include platforms developed to help users to easily access govern-
ment data and also tangible examples of what can be done with published data [10, 12].
For example, OGD portals have offered visualizations, dashboards and success stories
built from the data in addition to raw data, raising awareness of the benefits of Open
Data and showing what can be done with particular datasets [10]. Apart from these
features, some OGD portals have also proposed News and Events sections in their por-
tals, which helps to increase traffic to the portal [10]. Another way to raise awareness
among citizens is the development of practical applications and services accessible
mainly on the web or mobile that use the data provided by governments and facilitate
the daily life of citizens (e.g., the mobility application which helps Namur citizens to
see the location of available parking in a specific area?). These practical applications
are mainly developed either for a specific purpose or as federative applications to pro-
mote existing applications developed from open data (e.g., Datafruit® which summa-
rizes in a mobile application the reuses of open datasets on the French portal). The
problem with this method is that without awareness campaigns like the ones presented
above, these applications cannot be acknowledged by citizens. Another problem is that
each government or developer promotes their applications separately, which increases

2 https://sti.namur.be/
3 http://opendatatales.com/%f0%9f%a5%a5-datafruit-un-argumentaire-de-poche-de-lopen-data/



the funds used to promote the different applications and the need for citizens to go
through (or install) different applications in order to use them.

Word of mouth. This method involves citizens talking to their friends, family and other
people with whom they have close relationships about a topic of open data [21, 22].
This method was less discussed in the literature of open data awareness but was proven
to be one of the most powerful forms of awareness in general (e.g., e-commerce) as
92% of citizens trust their friends over traditional media [21].

3.2 Survey Results

Through questionnaires that participants completed during the rigor cycle, we were able
to gather their opinions related to the research question “What are the appropriate com-
munication methods for raising citizen awareness of the existence and usefulness of
OGD?” In total, 30 participants (22 are aware of OGD and 8 are not) responded to the
survey. All participants are between the ages of 18 and 50 and have at least a high
school degree.

After collecting the citizens’ responses on the channels through which they have
been informed or wish to be informed of the existence and usefulness of OGD, we
associated each citizen response with one of the methods presented in Section 3.1,
where possible. Some citizens’ responses were ambiguous (e.g., Google search or from
municipality) and therefore were not considered. Figure 1 summarizes the percentage
of citizens’ responses on the channels through which they have been informed (A1) or
wish to be informed of the existence and usefulness of OGD (A2).

Regarding the methods used in practice to raise awareness and usefulness of OGD,
Figure 1 (ref. A1) shows that the “word of mouth” channel (mainly through friends or
colleagues), is the channel through which most citizens have been informed about
OGD. This channel is followed by “training and education”, especially “education”, as
many citizens indicate that they have heard about OGD in their classes. After this
method comes public outreach campaigns, and after applications, workshops and con-
ferences and hackathons. The methods “social media” and “public displays” were not
mentioned by citizens. Regarding citizens' preferred methods, Figure 1 (ref. A2) shows
that citizens' preferred channel is "public outreach campaigns,” followed by applica-
tions (suggested by citizens: OGD portals and OGD-based applications), training and
education, and social media.

4 Discussion

This research contributes to the knowledge base in the following aspects. First, this
research provides an inventory of communication methods that have been used in the
literature to promote OGD to citizens. Second, unlike these previous studies that exam-
ine whether a specific method was appropriate [8] or suggest methods to increase
awareness and usefulness of OGD to citizens [10-13] without providing an evaluation,
this research presents the benefits and challenges of each of the methods used in the



literature and evaluates each through an online survey completed by citizens. Fourth,
based on the survey results, this research highlights the discrepancies between the meth-
ods used in practice and those preferred by citizens to raise citizen awareness of OGD
(See Figure 1). Fifth, based on Figure 1, we recommend for governments to use public
outreach campaigns and applications to inform citizens about the existence and the use-
fulness of OGD.

However, the main limitation of this research concerns the representativeness of the
participants for the questionnaires. To increase this representativeness, we suggest us-
ing other communication channels or collecting data on-site in universities or public
places. In this study, this was not feasible due to the COVID-19 situation.
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Fig. 1. Percent of respondents for each method of awareness and usefulness of OGD applied in
the practice (Al) and preference by citizens (A2).

5 Conclusion and Future Work

The purpose of this paper was to identify the appropriate methods for raising awareness
and usefulness of OGD to citizens. To achieve this objective, we first conducted a lit-
erature review to identify methods used to raise citizen awareness of OGD. Then, we
used an online survey completed by 30 citizens to compare the results of the literature
review with the citizens’ perception.

The survey results, along with the literature review, allow us to make the following
recommendations for governments: use public outreach campaigns and applications to
inform citizens about the existence and the usefulness of OGD. The “word of mouth”
method appears to be the most effective method used in practice for spreading aware-
ness of OGD. Governments should therefore use the methods suggested above and en-
courage citizens to disseminate them to those around them. Since applications have
proven to be one of the preferred methods and few studies have been proposed in the



literature to investigate the requirements needed by a usable tool to promote OGD, the
upcoming work is to fill this gap, implement them into a usable tool and evaluate the
tool to see its impact on citizen awareness.
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