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The buildingcommunityWORKSHOP ([bc]) is a Dallas based nonprofit community design center seeking to improve the 
livability and viability of communities through the practice of thoughtful design and making. We enrich the lives of citizens 
by bringing design thinking to areas of our city where resources are most scarce. To do so, [bc] recognizes that it must first 
understand the social, economic, and environmental issues facing a community before beginning work. 

SUPPORTED BY
As the largest community foundation in Texas and one of the largest in the nation, Communities Foundation of Texas 
(CFT) works with families, companies and nonprofits to strengthen our community through a variety of charitable funds 
and strategic grantmaking initiatives. The foundation professionally manages more than 900 charitable funds and has 
awarded more than $1.3 billion in grants since its founding in 1953. Increasing financial stability of working families is 
one of the two key focus areas of CFT’s community impact funds. To support this area, CFT has launched the Data Driven 
Decision-Making (D3) Institute. The D3 Institute is designed to provide organizations that offer programs and services for 
low-income working families the power to accelerate their development of enduring solutions to the social and economic 
problems facing this population. www.cftexas.org/D3

PREPARED BY



Overcoming the major economic and social issues that affect the working 
poor requires coordinated data gathering and analysis. To address these issues, 
buildingcommunityWORKSHOP has developed a data and analytics team, bcANALYTICS, 
focused on providing high quality services to nonprofit and community based 
organizations. Additionally, bcANALYTICS, has begun researching and discussing a 
variety of ways to improve data collection, analysis, and sharing in the region. 

D3 Analytics
Through Communities Foundation of Texas’ Data-Driven Decision-Making Institute (D3), 
bcANALYTICS has offered graduating organizations an analytics package to answer 
pressing organizational questions - from appropriate locations for a new facility to 
demographic analysis of an organization’s existing service area. To date, bcANALYTICS 
has completed reports for 10 organizations working across North Texas.

Data Ecosystem Project
In 2014, bcANALYTICS began researching national best practices in community-focused 
data analysis, collection, and sharing in order to identify scalable solutions for Dallas. 
This work has been focused in three primary areas: a review of organizations nationwide, 
a survey of Dallas nonprofit data community, and conversations with stakeholders 
working across North Texas. The project seeks to identify practical approaches to 
improving the ecosystem of data and information in the region. 

Fee-For-Service Analytics 
bcANALYTICS offers services to nonprofit and community based organizations. 
Services offered include data collection, analysis, cartography, and visualization. 
Additionally, bcANALYTICS provides support to projects housed in other units of 
buildingcommunityWORKSHOP. 

ABOUT bcANALYTICS
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North Texas faces a myriad of challenges as it moves through the second decade of the 
21st Century. Affordable housing, rapid growth, aging infrastructure, poverty alleviation, 
children’s health, and urban blight are just some of the many complex, interconnected 
problems that require an unprecedented amount of long-term action, cross-sector 
coordination, and development of a common agenda to address. Cities across the world 
have recognized that data is central to both understanding and acting on these complex 
issues and that the importance of making data accessible to a greater population is key 
to reaching these goals. A number of different strategies for achieving these goals have 
been adopted across the country, with each offering unique strengths and benefits.

The Data Ecosystem Project, sponsored by Communities Foundation of Texas, has 
worked with a diverse group of stakeholders to identify a system that can revolutionize 
the ways we collect, share, access, and use data in Dallas. Through research on national 
best practices, the Dallas Data Ecosystem Survey, and local stakeholder engagement 
the Data Ecosystem Project has identified an approach that organizations in Dallas and 
North Texas can work towards to improve the health and vitality of the regional data 
ecosystem.

The wealth of motivated organizations and individuals already working in Dallas and 
North Texas lends itself to collaborative solutions that benefit from the existing skills and 
expertise of the data ecosystem. The single greatest need is a centralized data catalog, 
library, or portal - where data from a variety of organizations, topics, and scales can be 
accessed by anyone and everyone. To do this, a mix of ancillary activities must also occur, 
from the creation of a governing body and governance structure to the development 
of topic specific cohort groups that encourage collaboration and participation between 
and across different parts of the ecosystem. 

The Data Ecosystem Project has identified a data ecosystem model built around a 
number of primary and second functions. To implement these practices across the 
ecosystem, we recommend the following activities take place by Fall 2017: 

1. Recruiting advocates from a variety of sectors and backgrounds to act as champions 
of the data ecosystem.

2. Acquiring preliminary funding to carry out a set of initial work items with oversight 
from a preliminary advisory team. 

3. Forming an advisory team to help guide the development of the data ecosystem’s 
final structure. 

EXECUTIVE SUMMARY



2

4. Conducting a data inventory to better understand the extent of publicly available 
data in North Texas.

5. Developing case studies that help demonstrate the value and potential of enhanced 
data accessibility.

6. Creating a business plan and securing multi-year funding for implementation.

Moving forward with these steps will support the successful implementation of a more 
robust data ecosystem. Whether the advisory team recommends and builds the case 
for a collaborative effort or the development of a university-driven data hub, taking the 
steps to make data more accessible will better enable the region to tackle the problems it 
faces. By maintaining the status quo, organizations must work harder and less efficiently 
to understand themselves, their communities, and make well-informed decisions.
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Making information resources accessible, discoverable, and useable by the public 
can help fuel entrepreneurship, innovation, scientific discovery, and community 
revitalization - all of which improve lives and create jobs. 1 2 North Texas faces a wide 
range of issues that require cross-sector coordination, shared agendas, and reliable 
data to adequately address. While this may seem daunting, cities across the country 
are adopting innovative strategies that utilize a powerful combination of community 
partnerships and data driven decision making to tackle these and different issues.

Increasingly, these new approaches to problems solving rely on data. Technological 
advances, and innovative new applications of technology, have given rise to efforts that 
make data and government more transparent, accountable, and useful to residents. 
While data collection by cities and other government institutions is not new, these 
advances allow for unprecedented access to information by broader community 
audiences interested in making informed decisions and advocating for better service 
delivery, resource allocation, local policy, or a variety of other uses. Through the national 
Open Data movement, all levels of government are beginning to re-think how the wealth 
of information they collect is compiled and shared with constituents. As this expands to 
include more and more governments, it is important to evaluate the systems in place 
for accessing this data and information. This trend will begin to expand to other entities 
that collect and manage large amounts of information. Within the nonprofit community, 
philanthropic foundations have begun to demand more data from the organizations 
they fund to assess impact and evaluate programs. 3

Improving access to data for those with the means to use it is only part of the equation 
- data relevant to the wider community should be available and easily digestible to 
as wide an audience as possible. Through this, communities can be empowered to 
advocate for their needs on the same page as their government and private businesses; 
small businesses can better access information vital to their success; and governments 
can better analyze their performance to improve services for constituents. Across the 
country, moves towards open data are transforming the way problems can be tackled 
by nonprofit, government, and businesses - from tools to better understand blight in 
Detroit, workshops to learn how to use open data resources, and even fellowships to 
promote data driven decision-making in New York City’s Community Boards. 4 5 6

Addressing the major challenges of North Texas requires not only dedicated work 
within  specific focus areas, but also a major focus on the underlying systems for 
collecting, accessing, and sharing data in the region. It is with data that we can make 
the transformative changes necessary to improve the lives of the regions 7.1 million 
inhabitants. 7 Similar efforts across the country have better enabled local governments, 
nonprofits, individuals, and private businesses to work together to collect, share, and 
use data to better inform their decision-making processes. 

INTRODUCTION
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To radically transform the systems of data collection, maintenance, analysis, and sharing 
that exist in North Texas, it is necessary to first understand major barriers to accessing 
data in the region, the extent of on-going activity, and which realistic, actionable steps 
can be taken. To do so, the Data Ecosystem Project (DEP) has involved a diverse group 
of stakeholders to identify the best approaches for improving access to data, enhancing 
existing data analysis and collection activities, and supporting continued collaboration 
to address the region’s major challenges. In the following report, we provide a brief 
history of the DEP before documenting the major elements missing and needed in 
North Texas’ data ecosystem and making final recommendations on how to achieve 
such an ambitious goal.

WHAT IS “OPEN DATA?”

“Open data is data that can be freely used, re-used and redistributed by anyone - subject 
only, at most, to the requirement to attribute and sharealike.” - Open Definition 8

“‘[O]pen data’ refers to publicly available data structured in a way that enables the data 
to be fully discoverable and usable by end users.” - Office of Management & Budget 9
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THE DATA ECOSYSTEM PROJECT

FIGURE 1: THE DATA CYCLE 
Based on best 
practices identified 
through national best 
practice research, 
bcANALYTICS  created 
The Data Cycle to 
better undersand the 
relationships between 
raw data collection, 
analysis, storytelling, 
and community 
engagement. .  

The Data Ecosystem Project (DEP), an initiative sponsored by Communities Foundation 
of Texas, seeks to revolutionize the ways we collect, share, access, and use data in Dallas. 
The Project, led by buildingcommunityWORKSHOP [bc], collaborated with a diverse 
group of stakeholders to understand how organizations in Dallas and North Texas are 
using data, the barriers they face when doing so, and ultimately how they can collaborate 
to build a vibrant, healthy local data ecosystem. 

As we define it, the data ecosystem is the body of data collected and shared across 
the region (resources); the organizations and individuals responsible for collecting, 
distributing, maintaining, analyzing, and using data (actors); and the connections 
between those resources and actors. Similar to an ecological ecosystem, a data 
ecosystem is a complex web of relationships and dependencies between various actors 
and the resources they produce or consume. From the beginning of the project, it 
was understood that our local data ecosystem is unhealthy. While there are a wealth 
of actors, connections between actors and resources are sporadic and resources are of 
varying quality. Across the country, governments and private entities have worked to 
build robust ecosystems for the data community that in turn better enable the rise of 
data-driven decision-making at all scales. 

Unfortunately, no two cities are alike in their activities or data needs. Ecosystems fit 
the need of their communities, however, through the DEP we have identified common 
themes seen in efforts to democratize access to data across the country. Each of these 
best practices represent a different way organizations were found to interact with data 
- such as data collection, analysis, or storytelling - and the way these activities relate to 
internal or external functions of the organization (Figure 1). 
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The focus of this initial best practice research focused on the nonprofit, philanthropic, 
and academic entities that serve as their city or region’s data intermediary. These 
organizations often work with a variety of actors to enhance access to data and research 
needed across their communities. (For more information on these best practices, and 
some of the organizations used to understand these activities, see Appendix A.) 

Best practices observed across the country helped better understand the types of 
projects and programs used to enhance and support data-driven decision-making 
nationally. To better understand the challenges and needs found in North Texas, the 
DEP hosted four key learning and engagement activities: a review of national best 
practices, a survey of the ecosystem, stakeholder-driven focus groups, and labs to 
identify workable solutions. Through each of these efforts, the DEP was able to gain 
greater understanding of the local data ecosystem and its needs. 

A key finding of this work was the identification of 6 Key Functions present in robust 
data ecosystems across the country. Focusing on these 6 Functions, the DEP developed 
an initial model, seen in Figure 2, which was used as a discussion tool and further refined 
into a model to address many of the major issues found across the data ecosystem. In 
the following section, summaries of each phase of work build towards our final, working 
vision for the North Texas data ecosystem. The model that emerged through the DEP is 
presented in the following section.

Data Policy Advocacy Civic Tech Engagement

Data Cohorts

Citywide Reporting

Sm
all-Scale Consulting

Online Data Catalog

FIGURE 2: 6 KEY FUNCTIONS OF DATA ECOSYSTEM
Activities that occur 
across an ecosystem 
were grouped into 
6 functions. The 
functions work in  
relationship with each 
other to reinforce 
relationships between 
data, accessibility, 
capacity, and product. 
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National Best Practices 
Between August 2014 and February 2015, the DEP researched the ways 
organizations and cities are leveraging data to bring positive changes to their 
communities. We spent time meeting, interviewing, and learning about the 
projects and products of leading organizations across the country. We developed 
simple case studies to understand the range of organizational structures and 
approaches in place across the country, the history of their development, and 
how the vast array of community-driven data initiatives can be incorporated 
into the functions of North Texas’ data ecosystem. 

Through this process we identified several best practices that emerged from 
the work of leading organizations to improve their communities, from building 
capacity for data use in organizations to providing access to machine-readable 
raw data (See Appendix A for more information). Learning from the various 
projects and initiatives is a vital part of the DEP. Each best practice provides 
a means for understanding the type of work necessary for transforming 
communities through data, and were used to develop and refine the Data Cycle, 
a tool for understanding how organizations engage with data and the internal 
and external connections of that activity (Figure 1). 

The types of organizations we researched varied from collaborative entities 
with multiple partners to independent 501(c)(3) nonprofits and university 
research centers, with budgets from $200,000 a year to almost $2 million. The 
landscape of these data intermediaries and community indicator systems is also 
varied, with activity in cities and regions of all sizes. The National Neighborhood 
Indicators Partnership, part of the Urban Institute, has 40 affiliated organizations 
in 25 cities across the United States that all work to improve communities 
through data. No single approach appears to dominate this field of work, with 
the needs of the local community and stakeholders appearing to drive much of 
an organization’s activity. 

With this realization, the DEP set out to better understand the data ecosystem 
in North Texas with one overarching question: Where is activity most needed to 
improve the health of North Texas’ data ecosystem? 

Dallas Data Ecosystem Survey 
In late 2014, [bc] launched the Dallas Data Ecosystem Survey to organizations 
across North Texas. Inspired by the work of the Smart Chicago Collaborative, 
the survey was designed to learn what data is used, how it is used, the software 
or technologies used to analyze it, and a wide variety of other information 
regarding the local data ecosystem.10 The survey was primarily distributed to 
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nonprofit organizations in the region, providing much needed information on the 
state of the nonprofit data ecosystem - from major barriers to accessing and using 
data to the types of data respondents want to access.  Results from other sectors were 
limited, but the lack of resources inherent to nonprofit work helped identify barriers in 
organizations with the greatest need. The results of this survey helped identify areas 
where major focus is needed in improving our local data ecosystem. 

Broadly, respondents have little time to dedicate to data work, and when they do they 
have considerable issues accessing the data they need. Beyond that, organizations 
may wish to incorporate data skills into their organizations, but have challenges hiring 
staff with the desired expertise in data collection, analysis, or management. To arm 
existing staff with the abilities needed to undertake this work requires better access to 
data and opportunities to gain new skills. This is particularly challenging for nonprofit 
organizations that cannot afford to buy data, hire consults,  or conduct major research 
projects internally. 

A variety of follow-up questions have been identified, and a second version of the 
survey would help expand our understanding of North Texas’ data ecosystem. 
Understanding not only barriers, but areas of strength can help inform the direction 
of future ecosystem work.

Focus Groups 
Stakeholders from Dallas’ data community were convened for two focus groups in 
early 2015. These half-day sessions were used to confirm the current state of the data 
ecosystem, identify major barriers, and brainstorm ideas to improve it. Building off 
the earlier phases of work, the focus groups were intended to use the knowledge of 
local stakeholders to better understand the history of and possibilities for the data 
ecosystem. 

In Focus Group 1, participants focused on three specific areas: identifying ways data 
can be used to inform a larger community; assessing the many gaps and challenges 
found in the local data ecosystem; and prioritizing where more timely solutions were 
needed to improve the data community. Participants engaged in various activities 
and developed a list of major challenges found across the data ecosystem. 

In Focus Group 2, participants were asked to identify three types of solutions to 
address challenges in the data ecosystem: solutions entirely new to Dallas; solutions 
that exist in Dallas but may need some adjustment to become more effective; and 
successful solutions that exist in Dallas but would need to be scaled up or expanded 
to cover additional topics or geographies. The solutions identified helped us further 
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understand activity still needed in the ecosystem, and areas in the existing system 
where improvements are needed.

Labs 
Through the earlier phases of work, we developed our initial model of the data 
ecosystem (the 6 Key Functions diagram on page 7).  Using this model, we held two labs 
to review and develop a path forward. Each lab identified next steps and reorganized 
our understanding and use of the 6 Key Functions model, resulting in a more refined 
model discussed in the following section. 

In Lab 1, participants were split into work groups based on the 6 Key Functions and 
asked to expand upon their definitions and to identify the extent of, challenges to, and 
key organizations related to the function. Through this activity, participants presented 
a need for governance within the ecosystem (a way for representatives from diverse 
sectors to establish priorities and encourage collaboration). Participants also began 
to refocus attention on the three functions that more directly enhance activity within 
the ecosystem - the Open Data Catalog, Data Policy Advocacy, and Data Cohorts. These 
functions are where changes are more beneficial and impactful for the ecosystem, 
whereas the remaining functions primarily relate to products derived from research and 
analysis. 

This change within our 6 Key Functions model reflected a common sentiment that 
breaking silos of work and increasing access to data are paramount, but that there 
remains an additional level of organizing activity needed in the ecosystem. A second 
iteration of the model was developed from these concepts which introduced a 
dichotomy of activity within the ecosystem between primary and secondary functions 
(Figure 3). 

An overwhelming theme from Lab 1 focused on the need for a cohesive strategy for 
prioritization across the ecosystem, both to jumpstart needed changes and to better 
coordinate and tackle issues that arise across the ecosystem in the future. With this in 
mind, establishing the approach to a governance mechanism became a major focus 
for Lab 2. To create the needed systems, participants identified a number of vital next 
steps that will establish a vision for the data ecosystem, build the case for changes for 
decision-makers, and determine necessary funding for the work. 
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Data Policy Advocacy

Capacity BuildingOnline Data Catalog

Governance

Reporting / Storytelling Civic Technology  Indicator Dashboards

FIGURE 3:DATA ECOSYSTEM VERSION 2
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From it’s inception, the DEP has operated under the assumption that data should be 
readily available and be used to drive positive changes in our communities. We believe 
that data plays a vital role in supporting those policy changes, that promoting equity in 
data access, and building capacity for data literacy and analytics skills is key to growing 
that role. 

To that end, the DEP believes that the data ecosystem should work to build trust, 
collaboration, expertise, and accessibility for all possible users. Doing so requires 
participation from a wide variety of entities with different motivations, needs, and 
capacities. Our vision for the data ecosystem promotes these sentiments. The Data 
Ecosystem should: 

1. Organize public data to be easily available and accessible to all audiences;

2. Create an infrastructure that drives collaboration and minimizes the need for direct 
competition;

3. Build a culture of excellence, trust, and inclusiveness through open sharing of best 
practices, data, and strategies for public good;

4. Consult place and issue specific expertise in the development of research, data 
initiatives, and use of sensitive information to be fully responsive to the needs of 
specific communities; 

5. Improve the skills and capacities of organizations and individuals to both use and 
share data; 

6. Support the local technology sector to accelerate and test civic innovations; 

7. Engage the policy sector to be fully informed by data and research, and to be 
responsive to the needs of the data community.

VISION FOR NORTH TEXAS’ DATA ECOSYSTEM
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Through our review of national best practices we observed similar activities occurring 
in cities across the country. The Data Ecosystem Survey helped grow our understanding 
of the barriers to data use in North Texas and stakeholder engagement activities further 
refined our understanding of activities needed to support a healthy data ecosystem 
in North Texas. Resources and actors within the data ecosystem are not lacking in the 
region - a wealth of data is collected and maintained by a wide variety of entities. The 
DEP has found, however, that the connections between resources and actors are weak. 
Strengthening existing connections and creating new ones will enable the growth of 
the actors and resources across our data ecosystem. 

The DEP argues that a healthy and vibrant data ecosystem should be organized around 
a set of five primary functions that better enable the development of tools, products, 
and research within three secondary functions (Figure 4). These secondary functions 
occur regardless of any changes, but will not drive towards an improved data ecosystem 
on their own. Each primary function discussed in this report is meant to work across the 
data ecosystem, complement existing systems, and support greater access to data and 
information for all users.  

This approach merges national best practices with the needs of the local data 
ecosystem (the primary functions) and products or actions that arise from the use of data 
(secondary functions), as identified through the ecosystem survey and key stakeholders. 
In the following section, each of the five primary functions are defined and our vision 
for each function is laid out. In contrast with the 6 Key Functions, the primary and 
secondary functions we discuss in this section represent types of activities needed to 
build a healthier data ecosystem in North Texas. The functions do not identify a means 
of executing needed work, but represent activities and relationships that must be built 
into the ecosystem.

PRIMARY FUNCTIONS
Each primary function facilitates a number of related activities that build and enhance 
a healthy data ecosystem. A governance element can prioritize strategies, establish 
policies for data standards, and work to emphasize the benefit of data and data analysis 
across North Texas; but other activities are needed to transform the way organizations 
are able to work when it comes to data. An open data catalog is needed to better access 
data, and open data policies are needed to ensure that data is shared through the 
catalog. At the same time those working in related fields can benefit from sharing their 
experiences with peers, and new opportunities for skill development grow capacity 
across the data ecosystem. Through a system that fosters and supports these activities, 
organizations and individuals can better conduct work that transforms the city (through 
secondary functions).

ESSENTIAL FUNCTIONS OF A DATA ECOSYSTEM
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Governance - A governing body and/or governance structures that facilitates the open sharing of 
data and information between organizations and institutions, prioritizes activities, and promotes 
work occurring within the ecosystem.

Open Data Advocacy - A dedicated team that works to promote and encourage open data policies 
in local governments and fosters data sharing agreements between different entities (including the 
Open Data Catalog).

Open Data Catalog / Portal - A centralized and comprehensive web-based platform that documents 
publicly available datasets and resources from cities and agencies across North Texas.

Data Cohorts -  Work groups organized around specific topics, shared work areas, or geographies 
that advise governance, seek to address barriers, share ongoing work, and discuss potential 
collaborations.

Capacity Building - Workshops, seminars, lectures, trainings, or courses that improve data literacy 
by offering resources and skill development in the areas of data collection, analysis, interpretation, 
or visualization.

FIGURE 4: PRIMARY  & SECONDARY FUNCTIONS OF THE DATA ECOSYSTEM

Indicator Dashboards - Tracking performance on key socioeconomic, demographic, economic, or 
other measures to help communities understand themselves and their neighbors.

Reporting / Storytelling - The use of data to inform academic and professional research, as well as 
storytelling reinforced and informed by data. 

Civic Technology - Promoting the use of publicly available data and information to build websites, 
applications, or tools to help citizens better connect to the information and resources they need. 

 



15

Governance
The Governance function brings structure and consensus to the data 
ecosystem. Implementing and sustaining changes within the local data 
ecosystem requires a system of governance that can work across sectors, 
industries, and governments to increase data accessibility, awareness, and 
use in North Texas. Ecosystem governance will bring together representatives 
from a wide variety of organizations from different sectors, industries, and 
governmental or quasi-governmental entities. Major decisions needed to help 
shape the scope of the ecosystem will be determined by the governing body 
- from establishing data standards to setting priorities for collaboration across 
the data ecosystem. Revisiting these decisions and establishing new directions 
for the data ecosystem will be equally as important as technological changes 
enable new and different approaches to work across the data ecosystem. 

As trust between data producers and consumers is built, expanded collaborative 
work will play a key role in guiding the development of standards for data 
collection, quality, accessibility and documentation. When stakeholders agree 
to these standards - across organizations and entities - consumers of data will 
be able to increase the scale and quality of their work and inform the systems 
used by data producers to collect and compile data. Achieving these goals 
would be much more challenging without some system of governance in 
place. 

Open Data Advocacy
The Open Data Advocacy function brings attention and action to open data 
policies and their adoption across the region. Governmental and organizational 
policies often have a major impact on how data is collected and ultimately 
used, but in many cases there is no policy in place to shape how data can be 
accessed or shared by third parties. 38 city governments have adopted Open 
Data policies in the United States (there are more than 19,000 municipalities 
and 16,000 townships in the United States). 11 12 Most of these policies were 
implemented in the wake of sweeping federal changes to data accessibility 
implemented by the Obama Administration starting in 2009, and as additional 
changes to federal open data policies occur state and local governments must 
begin to adopt similar practices. 13 A dedicated team is needed to promote and 
support these types of policy changes across North Texas. 

An Open Data Advocacy team would support the overall data ecosystem by 
negotiating data sharing agreements between entities, promoting open data 
policies, and developing relationships to help organizations access needed 
data. The team would focus a bulk of its work on developing data sharing 
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agreements or memoranda of understanding with data producers to either 
allow access through an open data catalog or for use in specific projects of 
other organizations. This can include sharing document templates that 
organizations can use to share their data and protect themselves from the 
misuse of data. Advocating for the expanded adoption of open data policies in 
governments across the region would be a secondary focus of the team. To do 
so, the team must demonstrate the value of open data locally, in coordination 
with the Data Cohorts and Governance functions.  

To succeed at both of these roles, the team must build strong relationships 
with data producers to help better advocate for the needs of consumers - be 
they nonprofits, universities, or small businesses. The Open Data Advocacy 
team would be the go-to group for finding and accessing needed data that is 
not publicly available. 

Open Data Catalog / Portal
Finding locally relevant datasets is a major challenge in North Texas, and a 
means to address this is one of the region’s greatest needs. Creating a system 
where publicly available data can be easily found, and data needs can be 
identified, is a cornerstone to a healthy data ecosystem. In execution, this 
should be a single, centralized location that will minimize users frustrations 
when looking for resources that are often difficult to identify or access. A core 
team or entity is needed to manage this catalog and ensure that resources are 
up to date, accurate, and complete. This design would not include access to 
personally identifiable data, and all necessary steps must be taken to ensure 
that data cannot be used to identify or endanger any person. 

Ultimately, the Open Data Catalog promotes greater transparency by arming 
researchers, business leaders, government officials, students, and community 
members with access to data and information regarding their businesses, 
communities, and lives. As changes continue to occur within the data 
ecosystem and more data becomes publicly accessible, a centralized data 
catalog must be able to adapt to the needs of the ecosystem. Long-term needs 
of the data catalog should be consistently evaluated to keep the region on 
pace with technological change.

These changes, however, are not simple. City employees are already over-
burdened, and adding new job responsibilities require funding and additional 
staff. Identifying a team or organization to maintain and build this catalog 
is paramount. The team can take on a variety of tasks, determined by the 
governing body, that will expand access to data across the region and better 
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enable the creation of secondary products, such as community indicator 
platforms and mobile applications.

Data Cohorts
Data Cohorts bring awareness and collaboration to defined areas of the 
data ecosystem, and provide expertise and on the ground knowledge to the 
governance function. The Data Cohorts will primarily be formalized through 
the creation of cohorts for different topic areas, geographies, or sectors that 
are able to build and support strong relationships between practitioners. 
Providing opportunities for data analysts, researchers, government officials, 
and community members to engage with one another, share work with, and 
identify common challenges within a specific domain (such as education, 
health, the environment) will strengthen the ability of the individuals who 
make up the data ecosystem. 

The ecosystem’s priorities are established through governance, but input from 
those working closely with data will help identify where changes are needed. 
The Data Cohort function will act as a means to monitor activity and health 
within the data ecosystem. Organizations or sectors that struggle to access 
or use data will find opportunities to share their issues with relevant cohorts, 
identify possible solutions, or drive action across the ecosystem by informing 
the governing body. If problems are consistently identified within a cohort or 
across several cohorts the Governance function might work to address the 
solution or bring attention to the issue from a higher level. 

Capacity Building 
Capacity Building brings expanded learning opportunities to those interested 
in engaging with the data ecosystem. Building a healthier data ecosystem 
in North Texas requires more than increasing access to data. At one end of 
the spectrum, increasing the understanding of data’s importance and uses 
can expand data literacy across the region, and at the other, current data 
analysts, data scientists, researchers, and technologists can expand their skills 
or keep up with changing technologies. This involves increasing community 
awareness of existing resources, how they can be used, and why they matter, 
but also a better understanding of how to critically evaluate data and analytic 
products. Consistent opportunities must be available to those with different 
skillsets and backgrounds, ranging from workshops on using data software to 
small courses covering best practices for data collection.

While Capacity Building opportunities are needed for every level of user, it 
is likely that initial activities will focus on nonprofits and small businesses. 
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Developing a wide range of data and analytics techniques can be incredibly 
important to those sectors, especially as foundations and investors demand 
to see an ever-greater amount of data and information to justify investments. 
Avenues for gaining these skillsets exist across the region, but identifying 
opportunities for new programs or approaches will be just as important 
as ensuring the continuation of existing programs. 14  Stakeholders from 
organizations currently providing these types of opportunities should be 
identified to establish gaps in the region’s current offerings, and determine how 
best to expand offerings to new audiences and topic areas. This might emerge 
through new providers, guides created by Data Cohorts, or incorporating 
needed activities into existing programming.

SECONDARY FUNCTIONS
For the most part, secondary functions emerge as the result of data and are 
found in places with both vibrant and limited ecosystems. With increased access 
to data, it is simpler to conduct research, build applications, make important 
organizational decisions, and understand one’s community. In most scenarios, 
however, data awareness is increased through public demonstrations of its 
use. As such, much of the DEP has focused on ways to embed this support into 
the ecosystem to help secondary functions thrive across the region. 

Indicator Dashboards
Creating and tracking appropriate metrics to measure community health and 
performance is a key role of certain actors within a data ecosystem. Taking 
data from a variety of sources and creating platforms to compare and explore 
data across cities, neighborhoods, or governing districts is a great asset for any 
community. With enhanced access to data, it becomes possible to generate 
timely insights on a neighborhood to drive decision-making at all scales. These 
systems currently exist, but can continue to improve only through better data 
sharing practices and communication across the ecosystem. 

Reporting / Storytelling
Academics, consultants, journalists, and other researches are adept and agile 
when it comes to finding the right data for their needs. Unfortunately, this 
often comes with a large price tag related to data purchase requirements 
or staff time needed to compile and clean data. This high cost of data and 
research provides a challenge for small organizations and entities that wish 
to undertake these tasks on their own. Better access to data enables a wider 
range of data analysis and research activities across the ecosystem, and 
contributes to a better community-wide understanding of the issues affecting 
communities across the region. 
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Civic Technology 
The rise of open data has reshaped how technology can enhance civic and public 
participation. These innovative new applications are able to perform a wide variety 
of services, from streamlining the process of paying a speeding ticket to connecting 
citizens to quality information about their community and health needs. 15  16 Without 
quality access to machine-readable or API-enabled open data, civic innovators may 
choose to seek regions where access to this type of data is possible. Enabling resources 
for entrepreneurial actors can help stimulate the creation of small-businesses across the 
region.
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The DEP believes that the North Texas data community should work together to create 
a healthy, vibrant data ecosystem with improved systems of collecting, accessing, 
and sharing data. Achieving this goal will take a concerted effort and investment 
from a number of individuals and organizations who recognize the value of data and 
are committed to seeing these changes occur. The DEP strongly believes that vested 
stakeholders should work to create a collaborative entity that will develop and oversee 
work falling under each of the 5 Primary Functions discussed in the previous section. 

To do so, we recommend a series of short term actions that will carry this work forward 
and lead to a more vibrant data ecosystem in North Texas:

1 - Acquire preliminary funding to carry out a set of initial work items 

Everything has a price. To make progress towards a healthier data ecosystem, funding 
is needed in the short-term to carry out a specific series of tasks outlined below. 
Identifying and acquiring funding to see this work through is vital to its success, as each 
of the remaining recommendations begins to formalize different aspects of the primary 
functions (Governance, Open Data Advocacy, and the Open Data Catalog, in particular). 

2 - Recruit advocates from a variety of sectors and backgrounds to act as champions 
of the data ecosystem

Building the case for Open Data and promoting the great work conducted in the local 
data ecosystem requires the attention of individuals and organizations of all types. 
Identifying existing champions of open data, technology, and transparency is key. These 
individuals should work to build trust, goodwill, and awareness of the data ecosystem 
and advocate for needed changes. 

3 - Form an advisory team to help guide the development of the data ecosystem’s 
final structure
 
Key stakeholders, both organizations and individuals, should be approached to 
participate in a preliminary advisory team. This group will facilitate the implementation 
of governance and funding structures for the data ecosystem and act on the short-term 
work items that must occur prior to official funding (outlined in these recommendations). 

RECOMMENDATIONS



21

To encourage collaboration across the data ecosystem, members of the advisory team 
must come from a diverse group of organizations and entities. A balance between data 
producers and data consumers must be found to incorporate knowledge from different 
perspectives within the ecosystem. 

4 - Conduct a data inventory to better understand the extent of publicly available 
data in North Texas and create a preliminary Open Data Catalog

A wealth of data is available for different areas across North Texas, but understanding 
the full scope of data collected across the region is a daunting task. Building a working 
inventory of locally relevant data is a key task of the preliminary advisory panel, and 
will help shape and form the content available in the Open Data Catalog. The inventory 
process should yield a preliminary Open Data Catalog that is publicly accessible.

5 - Develop case studies that help demonstrate the value and potential of enhanced 
data accessibility

There are many areas where the lack of data, or lack of access to data, can limit the 
opportunities of small businesses, governments, nonprofits, and researchers. The 
advisory panel and other advocates should work to demonstrate the challenges of 
using data in key topic areas and bring attention to the problem as a whole. Identifying 
and documenting pertinent examples of these barriers and what is possible when they 
are removed will help clarify the need for changes to the status quo. 

6 - Create a business plan and secure multi-year funding for implementation.

A business plan and multi-year funding will establish this effort in Dallas. The creation of 
a new organization or collaboration will provide the needed to resources and dedicated 
focused needed to carry out the core body of work. This process will establish the needed 
resources (staffing, monetary, technological) and identify the full scope of this entity’s 
roles, responsibilities, and work items. This is a critical step in moving this initiative 
forward and key to the creation of a new entity in the North Texas data ecosystem. 
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The Data Ecosystem Project has sought to understand and improve the health of North 
Texas’ data ecosystem since 2014. We have seen examples of amazing work in data 
ecosystems across the country and are determined to see similar changes occur in our 
own communities. Organizations across North Texas are hungry for data. To address 
this appetite, governments, nonprofits, businesses, universities, and community groups 
must work together to bring about the needed changes. 

Recommendations laid out in the previous section offer an approach to implementing 
the 5 Primary Functions through the creation of a singular data intermediary or a 
collaboration with actors taking on various roles based on expertise and need. The 
ultimate form of this intermediary must be determined by the broader community, but 
must build trust across the ecosystem to strengthen its activities and the changes it 
must oversee. Without these changes, it is difficult to imagine any change within North 
Texas’ data ecosystem. Sporadic, intermittent changes will occur and slowly begin to 
spread to new areas, but this will only reinforce the challenges faced by actors in the 
status quo. 

We have developed a model that supports existing work, creates vibrant networks of 
practitioners, enhances access to data for all audiences, and encourages collaboration 
across sectors and between actors. The 5 Primary Functions outlined in this report 
offer a way to tackle barriers that stem from similar, if not related, issues. By listening to 
stakeholders and organizations across the region we know that changes are needed. 
Where the Open Data Catalog and Open Data Advocacy functions improve the ways 
that individuals and organizations find and access data, the Data Cohorts and Capacity 
Building functions empower individuals by expanding their professional networks, 
increasing awareness of other work, and providing opportunities for gaining new skills. 
To oversee activities in each area, the Governance function incorporates knowledge 
from across the ecosystem to set priorities and drive forward some of the most needed 
changes. In concert, this activities seek to overcome the issues of the status quo and 
democratize access to data across North Texas.

CONCLUSION
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