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Community Resource Directory Data

What is it: 

• What services are available?

Health Some Federal/State

Human Some Local/County

Social Mostly non-profit

• Who is eligible for them?

• How, where, and when can one access them?



Complex: 
– Organizations -> Services -> Sites 
–   Elaborate requirements (gender, family size, income, etc)

Semantic Variability: similar services described in 
different ways by different people in different places
Entropic: services change often (funding shifts, staff 
leaves, etc)
No common reporting mechanism
Mostly non-government.

Community Resource Directory Data

A wicked little problem



Information and Referral (I&R)

• Aggregate information, provide referrals

• Started in libraries in early 20th century

• Alliance of Information and Referral Systems 
forms in 1970’s – today reps more than 1k 
“I&R”

• 2-1-1 emerged in mid-90s



2-1-1: the Information-and-Referral Legacy

● Calling centers - almost 250 in North America
● Localized (city and county)
● Decentralized (each independent)
● Often run by or funded by United Way

● Closed platforms – consumer service or pay-for-data
● Some services such as enrollment, case management



The District of Columbia:

•“Worst” 2-1-1, period.

•Government took it over in 2004

•Ran it… into the ground

•Part of the 3-1-1 Calling system, but… Never 

updated the data. 



At Bread for the City: 
2 out of 3 “walk-ins” just 
get referred elsewhere.

Lots of time and energy 
spent managing 
information.

'Walk-ins'

Referral

Intake

Community 
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Community-Driven web-based I&R projects

Open 211DC Food Finder BRIDGE Project



Open211: FAIL

● 211: data on decentralized social 
sector, not one gov system

● 2-1-1s are mostly private 501c3s

● 2-1-1s don’t want to be open. 
Data = competitive advantage (?)

● “The crowd” isn’t great at 
generating this data. It’s 
obscure, complex, and sensitive.

“Open” Civic Technology: Open211 vs Open311

Open311: Success

• 311: municipal service requests

• Open311 = a set of standards 
and protocols

• “Government as platform”

• External applications can read 
from and even write to a city’s 
service request system.

• See: SeeClickFix, other apps. 



Vendors flooding the space:



Vendors:

Pros: 
• Innovative, service-oriented features
• User-friendly design
• Both long overdue!

Cons: 
• Each vendor creates their own database, treats 

data as competitive advantage
• More privatization and fragmentation!



Building the best system.

Developing a healthy ecosystem.

Vs.



STEP 1: 
MERGE THE DATA

UNIQUE ID for every 
service, to be 

recognized by every 
database.



STEP 2: 
Open the DATA COMMONS

Host the data in a 
cloud-based data 

catalogue with Open 
API  (Application 

Programming 
Interface)



STEP 3: 
SUCCESS???



What we need to build an ‘open resource 
directory’:

• Common structure (schema) to describe servs

• Classification method (tagsonomy) to 
ordering different types of organizations

• APIs to expose and receive it

Technical stuff Purpose Opportunity

Schema Structuring AIRS/W3C

Taxonomy Sorting 211/Open Eligibility

API Circulating Ohana



API - Ohanapi.org
Produced by Code for America’s 2013 fellows.

For San Mateo County in California.



Taxonomy: 
System of classification

All 2-1-1 services use same 
taxonomy. Massive -- 10,000 
terms!

The taxonomy is owned by 
LA211. Licensed by Alliance 
for Information & Referral 
Systems (AIRS)

Proprietary: this is all you are 
allowed to see of it without 
paying for it.



A semantic taxonomy in Creative Commons:



Schema.org: ‘Civic Services Schema’

“A new vocabulary… has been proposed to improve search engines’ 
understanding of these services. It is intended to provide enough information 
to determine the service, the area covered by the service, and relevant 
information for using the service.” http://blog.schema.org/



Diff schemas for diff purposes:

• XML developed by AIRS

• For exchange of data 

between 211 systems

• Also used by HUD and 

HMIS systems

AIRS XSD

• HTML markup language 

proposed by Google 

• For search engines and 

associated products

• Designed for federal/city 

services, but extensible to 
social services

• Could be interoperable with 

AIRS? 

W3C Civic Services 
schema

???
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What we need to build an ‘open resource 
directory’:

• Common structure (schema) to describe servs
• Classification method (tagsonomy) to ordering 

different types of organizations
• APIs to expose and receive it

AND!!
• Institutional realignment around data as a shared 

resource rather than property
– i.e. we need to reimagine community resource 

directory data as a commons
• incentive alignment, reciprocal commitments, monitoring, 

accountability 
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A commons is… 
A shared resource that is subject to dilemmas.

Community resource data is a commons: 

• Public information but not a ‘public good’

• Non-subtractive and non-exclusive (can be used by many people 

simultaneously without being depleted)

• Decays rapidly, costly to maintain

Tragedy of the community resource data commons: 

• Enclosure (institutional ownership)

• Not interoperable (not readable by others, people)

• Grassroots collection efforts are unsustainable.

• So: redundant, fragmented, inefficient, etc



Tragedy Drama of the commons 

"At any time that individuals may gain 
from the costly action of others, without 
themselves contributing time and effort, 
they face collective action dilemmas for 
which there are coping methods.” ~ 
Nobel Laureate Elinor Ostrom



Free / Open Source : Some Terms
Public Information

Open Data

Open Source

Stuff that everyone 
has a right to know.

Organized sets of data that can be 
freely accessed, taken, "remixed" with 
other data, etc. 

Media (applications, content, etc) 
that can be seen, modified, 
repurposed. 

Free Speech

Free Beer

Free Puppy

Your constitutional 
liberties.

Hey, thanks!

Got a mop?



Opening data is not enough.
"[I]n contexts where literacy and social capital are unevenly 

distributed, technology tends to amplify inequalities 
rather than reduce them." -- Kentaro Toyama

"This is not to argue against “open data” which in fact is a 
very significant advance and support to broad-–based 
democratic action and empowerment. Rather it is to 
argue that in the absence of specific efforts to ensure 
the widest possible availability of the prerequisites 
for “effective use” the outcome of “open data” may 
be quite the opposite to that which is anticipated (and 
presumably desired) by its strongest proponents." -- 
Michael Gurstein



STEP 4: 
INSTITUTIONAL 
REALIGNMENT



People        Data



Enter: the Open Referral Initiative
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Enter: the Open Referral Initiative

Goal: develop the means to ensure that all this 
stuff is open and  interoperable. 

• A common language for structuring 
community resource directory data, and 
protocols for exchanging it.

• Demo open platforms that can integrate 
existing and new referral systems.



Enter: the Open Referral Initiative

Objectives: 

• Multi-stakeholder Process
• Participatory action research
• Iterative user testing 
• Tiers of Local/global governance 



Enter: the Open Referral Initiative

Local Teams:

• Stakeholders at center: organizations and 
civic groups that make referrals daily

• Vendors and I&R orgs as partners, who 
implement according to user prerogatives.



Enter: the Open Referral Initiative

Working Group

• Subject matter specialists: academics, 
vendors, people with expertise in 
interoperability 

• Reviewing and advising local teams

• Researching options for 
governance/sustainability



What’s at stake:

● Helping people identify resources and make decisions.

● Making service systems more efficient and effective

● Evaluating non-profit sector and policymaking.

● Crisis management.

● Community development (asset and needs assessment)



Thanks for listening.

Let's talk!

bloom@codeforamerica.org
http://openreferral.org



Icons by the Noun Project
http://thenounproject.com 

Application 
by Kyle Sasquie Klitch

Data File 
by iconoci

Group
by Tonielle Krisanski

Library
by libberry

Database
by Romeo Barreto

Category 
by Berkay Sargin

Community Mapping
by Iconathon

Data
by United Nations OCHA

Tag
by Ian Hamilton

Community Health Advocate
by Edward Boatman


