
Introduction
The City of Helsinki was one of 24 cities around the world to be awarded a 
Smarter Cities Challenge grant in 2011 as part of IBM’s citizenship efforts 
to build a Smarter Planet™. IBM’s Smarter Cities™ Challenge aims to 
contribute to the improvement of high-potential cities around the world. 

During a three-week period from September 21 to October 7, 2011, a 
team of six IBM experts worked in Helsinki to deliver recommendations 
regarding visualizing open data for Mayor Jussi Pajunen and a wide range  
of stakeholders.

The challenge
The aim of the Helsinki challenge was to apply IBM’s expertise in visualization 
to two opportunities. One opportunity had to do with open data. In early 
2010, Helsinki launched Helsinki Region Infoshare, a program whose aim 
was to make data about the Helsinki region publicly available. The second 
opportunity was that Helsinki had been selected to be the World Design 
Capital for 2012. The World Design Capital is a well-known biennial event 
that seeks to promote cities that are using design as a tool to improve the 
social, cultural and economic life of cities. The challenge envisions 
addressing the two opportunities by using visualization to make open 
data accessible and useful to Helsinki’s citizens, as well as to contribute 
to World Design Capital events. Furthermore, the highly visible nature 
of the World Design Capital events could stimulate further interest in 
open data and its use by citizens.

Conversations with the Mayor and other stakeholders revealed further 
dimensions to this challenge. At the root, the focus on open data is driven 
by a belief in democratic processes: openness will lead to greater awareness, 
greater awareness will lead to increased participation and increased participation 
will enable the city to draw on the knowledge and creativity of its citizens to 
address problems and realize its opportunities. These discussions led to the 
development of a two-part mission. The first part focused on the production 
of good examples of ways in which visualizations could enable citizens to 
benefit from open data. The second part involved defining the components 
necessary to grow a sustainable, repeatable platform, process and ecosystem 
to leverage the principles of open data, and turn data into information, into 
action and into change.

Highlights: 

•	 IBM’s	Smarter	Cities	Challenge	team	
recommended	strategies	to	expand	support	
for	Helsinki’s	open	data	community,	including	
the	expansion	of	Helsinki	Region	Infoshare.

•	 The	City	should	design	feedback	mechanisms	
to	support	the	evolution	of	the	open	data	
ecosystem.

•	 A	social	visualization	website,	platform	and	API	
could	facilitate	understanding	and	use	of	data	
by	citizens	without	requiring	special	training.

•	 Opportunities	exist	for	City	agencies	to	use	
open	data	to	drive	internal	change.
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Both aspects of our mission led us to develop a broader 
understanding of what is meant by “visualization.” We do not 
simply mean a visual representation of data. The challenge is not 
just to produce striking pictures of data, but to produce examples 
that illustrate how ordinary people can understand, discuss, and 
act on what they see. We use “visualization” more broadly to 
refer to both the visualization and the interactive context within 
which it is embedded.

Overall themes
The work of the IBM team focused on four main themes: 
•	 Defining a vision of the future that could result from a vibrant 

open data ecology. This was accomplished by producing a series 
of design sketches, based on conversations with stakeholders, 
and using them to tell a compelling story about citizen 
engagement in Helsinki 2012 and beyond.

•	 Defining a methodology for designing effective visualizations 
that generate conversations that transform information into 
action and action into change.

•	 Laying out a foundation for understanding the ecology around 
open data and the evolving role that the City of Helsinki should 
play to sustain the growth of that ecology.

•	 Describing how open data can be used to drive internal change 
in the organization and information technology.

Recommendations
Continue and expand support for the open data community.
Enhancing the City of Helsinki’s technical and educational 
support for the open data community will facilitate the growth 
of the ecosystem that is emerging outside of the city government. 
We suggest a number of ways of doing this, including support 
for user-centered and participatory design approaches.

Manage and measure the balance between the three 
engagement models. There are many levers that the city has
to directly and indirectly influence the balance of ownership 
and cost between open data services. These levers should be 
used as part of a planned strategy around open data, to drive 
the ecosystem in a way that generates value for all participants, 
including the city. Close monitoring of successful open data 
business models as they emerge from other cities will provide 
the flexibility and sustainability to manage this balance.

Design feedback mechanisms to support the evolution 
of the open data ecosystem. As the ecosystem evolves,
feedback mechanisms become an important way of measuring 
and harvesting the value that can emerge from open data. 
Feedback systems for data owners, publishers, and service 
owners are among the first areas that should be examined.
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Create a social visualization website, platform and Application 
Programming Interface (API). The process of turning data to 
information to action and ultimately democratic change can be 
facilitated by well-designed visualizations and by the ability to 
have conversations about those visualizations. It is important to 
provide this capability as broadly as possible to fuel the open 
data movement so that untrained citizens can produce and 
discuss visualizations.

Continue to evolve the role of Helsinki Region Infoshare. 
The HRI project has done an excellent job as the center of 
gravity for Helsinki’s open data strategy. Continued efforts to 
add potential data to the HRI catalog, unstructured data, and 
other non-government data sources will allow continued and 
additional open data growth by third parties.

Seek opportunities to use open data to drive internal change. 
Adoption of open data by city agencies presents significant 
opportunities to align internal organizational and information 
technology changes. We describe these opportunities, and other 
considerations to keep in mind,  as Helsinki continues to open 
its data.

For more information
To learn more, send an email to ccca@us.ibm.com 
or visit smartercitieschallenge.org

Conclusion
The City of Helsinki is doing an excellent job of leading the open 
data movement in Finland. We were impressed and inspired by 
what we found. We provide some recommendations that we 
believe will allow the city to continue its efforts toward building 
a sustainable and repeatable platform, process and ecosystem 
for open data. We also provide examples – many assembled 
from ideas and observations offered by Helsinki stakeholders 
– that we hope will provide grist for development for the 
World Design Capital events, and for the future beyond. 


