
WHAT IT MEANS
 ̿ Adopt and expand existing open 

standards.

 ̿ Open data and functionalities 
and expose them in documented 
APIs (Application Programming 
Interfaces) where use by a larger 
community is possible.

 ̿ Invest in software as a public good.

 ̿ Develop software to be open 
source by default with the 
code made available in public 
repositories and supported 
through developer communities.

Too often in international development, scarce, public 
resources are spent investing in code, tools, and innovations 
that are either locked away behind proprietary, fee-based 
firewalls, or created in a bespoke way for use in sector-specific 
silos. Principle #6: Use Open Data, Open Standards, Open 
Source, and Open Innovation provides a framework to consider 
an “open” approach to technology-enabled international 
development. 

USE OPEN DATA, OPEN 
STANDARDS, OPEN SOURCE, 
AND OPEN INNOVATION
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As the international development 
community matures in its use of 
information and communications 
technologies (ICT), many hard 
lessons have been learned. The 
Principles for Digital Development 
are “living” guidelines, designed 
to be updated and refined over 
time, which can help international 
development practitioners 
integrate established best 
practices into technology-enabled 
programs. This document is one of 
a series taking a closer look at each 
Principle. For more information 
visit digitalprinciples.org.

ABOUT THE 
PRINCIPLES

A well-functioning supply chain is 
critical to the delivery of  vaccines and 
other medical supplies. Where supply 
chains are broken or where inadequate 
information distorts a clear picture 
of  health needs and medical supply 
availability, the result can be stock-outs 
of  essential medicines and death due 
to preventable causes. Open Logistics 
Management Information System 

(OpenLMIS) is an effort to improve 
health systems through the creation 
of  a shared platform of  health supply 
chain tools and knowledge. It seeks 
to address the whole of  the supply 
chain, rather than isolated efforts that 
address only a particular disease or 
supply chain layer. Built using open 
source software, OpenLMIS supports 
shared investment in and benefits 

from a system that is interoperable 
with other medical information 
systems, while being customizable to 
the unique needs of  specific countries 
and projects. It is currently being used 
in Mozambique, Tanzania, Zambia, 
and Benin.

CASE STUDY
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RESOURCES
 ̿ Open Source Initiative 

http://opensource.org/   

 ̿ Open Logistics Management  
Information Systems 
http://openlmis.org/ 

 ̿ Open Health Information Exchange 
https://ohie.org/  

 ̿ Open Government Partnership 
http://www.opengovpartnership.org/ 

 ̿ International Aid  
Transparency Initiative 
http://www.aidtransparency.net/

 ̿ World Bank Open Data 
http://data.worldbank.org/ 

 ̿ USAID Development Data Library 
http://www.usaid.gov/data 

COMMUNITY INSIGHTS
OPEN INNOVATION 

 ̿ Participate in “open” communities—
such as code sprints, hackathons, meet-
ups, and working groups—to encourage 
a free flow of  ideas that permeate 
organizational boundaries.

 ̿ Contribute to building a culture of  being 
“open” by encouraging training and 
knowledge development about how to 
leverage open resources within your 
organization.

 ̿ Consider investments in open data, 
open standards, and open software as an 
investment in a public good by enabling 
code and tools to benefit the wider 
community.  

OPEN DATA 

 ̿ Treat open data as the norm: it results 
in better services, innovation, and 
economic growth.

 ̿ Treat open data as a resource that can 
increase value to your organization, to 
the communities where you work, and 
to the broader public commons.

 ̿ Consider how data generated by your 
project can be shared publicly; in the 
case of  data collected with funding from 
USAID, it is now required that the data 
be shared.

 ̿ Engage with counterparts in the 
national government to understand 
and contribute to emerging open data 
strategies, and to support a culture of  
data collection and use. 

 ̿ Protect individuals’ privacy and data 
security by using layers of  access 
between public (non-sensitive) and 
private (sensitive). 

 ̿ Use an open license to qualify how the 
data can be used, such as following 
the guidance available at www.
opendatacommons.org/guide. 

OPEN STANDARDS

 ̿ Understand how to apply standards—
including both terminology (a set of  
common terms with standardized 
definitions), and interoperability 
(a set of  formats determining how 
information is shared.)

 ̿ Use open standards to promote 
interoperability and open access, 
improving accessibility to information 
when it is “pulled”  
by users. 

 ̿ Ensure there is clear buy-in and 
mandate from the government, 
including demonstrating efficiencies 
created through data exchange and 
interoperability of  systems while 
avoiding vendor or software lock-in.

 ̿ Align incentives among all stakeholders 
through use cases that provide evidence 
of  broad utility of  data collected 
and shared. Include producers and 
consumers of  data to raise awareness of  
mutual interests.

 ̿ Address privacy and security by using 
standards to dictate what information is 
exposed, and an interoperability layer 
to control what information is public or 
private, and who has access. 

 ̿ Consider non-technical inputs, such  
as ensuring there is a strong community 
behind the standards, and a strong 
governance model guiding the use  
of  standards. The technology is the  
easy part. 

OPEN SOURCE

 ̿ Make an informed decision about 
whether to use open source, considering 
factors such as cost, community, 
standards, stakeholder ownership, and 
buy-in.

 ̿ Consider cost: the “free” in free and 
open source software (FOSS) does not 
mean the long-term use of  a tool is 
without cost. 

 ̿ Ask: Is it community-supported? Open 
source is typically only as strong as the 
community around it. This includes 
the staff  within your organization 
managing projects built on the code, 
the developer community, and other 
external stakeholders.

 ̿ If  open source is determined to be a 
suitable option, determine whether 
there is an existing open source solution 
to contribute to, and ensure there is 
alignment with your project’s long-term 
goal, as well as clarity on the technical 
specifications required to guide open 
source code adaptation.

 ̿ Consider hybrid models: Open source 
does not mean non-profit—proprietary 
products can be built using open 
source software, open data, and 
open standards. Consider engaging 
consultants or private sector groups, 
particularly those with local experience 
and knowledge, to adapt and maintain 
the code.


