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Introduction and context
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The problem to solve

• Thousands of local services are there to help

• Local and hyper-local

• No one has a full picture – even on local basis

• Local government is complex (needs expert navigation)

• People have complex needs

• Circumstances, location, mobility, needs, aspirations

• Help to discover service availability and match to needs
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The issues

• Do we know what services & activities are out there?

• Difficult to collect

• Unreliable data, ever out of date

• Diversity: 350 councils & 1000s of partners

• Unable to work across boundaries

• Hard to discover, filter and re-use
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The solution

• Make use of the crowd

• Use standard schema

• Develop data collection guidelines

• Encourage local custodians and governance groups

• Align with national taxonomies

• Use a consistent means of publication

• Enthuse data platform and app developers

• Open the search capability to wider groups
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The benefits

• Frontline can use reliable data to raise awareness of 
preventative services

• Easier data discovery

• Geographical and organisational boundaries create less 
challenge

• Efficiency and effectiveness of data collection improved
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Objectives of the approach

• Provide useful data – relevant, up-to-date, locally oriented
• Keep it as simple as possible for publishers & consumers
• Resolve fragmentation, inconsistency and discovery
• Enable data users to accurately interpret data and aggregate it across places – 

innovative “apps”

Hull City

North Yorks

Any Place

Any local HUB

AgeUK

Br. Red Cross

Any partner
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The building blocks

• Controlled definitions (or semantics)

• Technical data specification (or schema)

• Publishing guidance and support tools

• Data collection, validation, governance procedures

• Custodian services

• Discovery tools

• National endorsement and support

• Practical examples for deployment
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Loneliness open services data reports

https://e-sd.org/IGODN/ https://e-sd.org/VdVca/

https://e-sd.org/IGODN/
https://e-sd.org/VdVca/
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The business case for deployment

• Better use of partner wide resources through collecting information once and 
sharing it between partners

• Rationalise software by sharing the capability

• Saving frontline workers time from researching their own information

• Providing a reliable set of information for people at risk of loneliness or health, 
care or other statutory services to self-serve and self-refer into local 
community activities and services

• Most importantly, ensuring that initiatives such as social prescribing are 
successful in identifying the most appropriate support and activities to keep 
people safe and well.



Beyond LGA and roadmap to wider take-up

2014 2017 2018 2019

Open Referral 
founded

Piloting data 
standards  in 
Lancashire and 
North Yorks

OpenCommunity 
discovery

LGA and DCMS project on 
standard for services to 
address loneliness.
Blackburn with Darwin, 
Bristol, Elmbridge, Hull

20212020

OpenCommunity 
alpha and Family 
Services Directory
Buckinghamshire

2022

Open- 
Community 
beta

Leeds, Croydon, 
Enfield, 
PennineLancs, My 
Best Life, North 
Yorks...

Open 
Standards 
Board



Support for Open Referral UK

Cabinet Office - backed by the Data Standards Authority

MHCLG / DLUHC - backing via the LocalDigital Fund Open Community project

DCMS - adopted in the LGA run Tacking Loneliness project

NHS - mandated by the Social prescribing procurement framework

LGA - adopted by the Tackling Loneliness project and supported by LGA 
taxonomies and tools

Open Referral (international) - adopting UK extensions and joining communities

CAST - adoption by this charity helping organisations use digital for social good

NPC - adoption by this think tank and consultancy for the social sector

My Best Life - adopted for directory of Lambeth youth services

Open Data Institute - supporting adoption and governance mechanisms

Local Authorities including: Bristol, Blackburn, Buckinghamshire, Elmbridge, 
Hull, North Lincs, North Yorks, South Gloucestershire

Private companies including: Doc&Tee, FutureGov, Placecube, Public 
Partnerships, VidaVia, WellAware



Business case and infrastructure 
What is Open Referral UK? Why use it and how?

Mike Thacker mike.thacker@porism.com @MikeThacker

mailto:mike.thacker@porism.com


What is Open Referral UK?
A standard for the 
interchange of open data 
describing services via an 
Application Programming 
Interface (API)



Modular design of 
service directories - 1



Modular design of 
service directories - 2



Modular design of 
service directories - 3



Modular design of 
service directories - 4



The business case

Good quality data maintained once for many purposes

Reduce vendor tie-in

Better targeted services

See:
● OpenCommunity Discovery report (savings of < £73k pa per council)
● LGA / DCMS Loneliness project report (save 30% of link workers’ time)
● Open Data Institute - The role of data in unlocking the potential of social prescribing (diverting 3+ million GP 

appointments)

https://opencommunity.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2019/05/Report-OpenCommunity-Data-standards.pdf
https://e-sd.org/IGODN/
https://theodi.org/article/the-role-of-data-in-unlocking-the-potential-of-social-prescribing-report/


The mandate

Government Open Standards Board - mandates in central government

Required by NHS Health Systems Support Framework (HSSF) for Social 
Prescribing (see Buyers’ Guide)

Implicit in the Local Digital Declaration commitment to:

● Openness
● Interoperability
● Modular design

https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/open-standards-for-government/record-and-share-information-about-public-services-in-local-authorities
https://future.nhs.uk/HSSF/view?objectID=112584965
https://www.localdigital.gov.uk/declaration/


“We will ‘fix our plumbing’ to 
break our dependence on 
inflexible and expensive 
technology that doesn’t join 
up effectively. 

This means insisting on 
modular building blocks for 
the IT we rely on, and open 
standards to give a common 
structure to the data we 
create.”

The Digital Declaration



Separate deliverables

1. Services database - insist on API compliance - see live feeds

2. Front-end tools - appropriate to different audiences

3. Data maintenance - apply an SLA

See Steps to adoption

https://openreferraluk.org/dashboard
https://openreferraluk.org/how-it-works/standard-adoption-steps


Maintaining Services Data

Kevin Peltonen-Messenger - The Care Forum



Systems applying the standard
Adam Harris - Placecube 

















Deployment
Simon Dickinson - Digital Cooperation



Open Referral UK



Agenda

 

• Introductions
• Have a clear purpose / ambition
• Get a good baseline
• Have a model / FAQs answered
• Other thoughts



Have a clear purpose

 

• Don’t make this about implementing Open Referral UK
• ORUK is the sensible / inevitable decision – where you are looking to 

work collaboratively / inter-operably on service information
• Implementing a new tool / algorithm around self-care / self-support
• New contract related to a specific tool – like Local Offer or IAG contracts
• Improving the accuracy of a specific data set
• Gaining a better view of what exists across the place – and what is 

being accessed / searched for 
• Improving the experience for people – in a specific area / process (like 

SPLW or ASC or Local Offer or Early Help) 
• Improving the information related to safeguarding checks of services
• Enabling service quality feedback – professionals / citizens



Have a clear purpose

 

• Don’t make this about implementing Open Referral UK
• ORUK is the sensible / inevitable decision 

• Implementing a new tool / algorithm around self-care / self-support
• New contract related to a specific tool – like Local Offer or IAG contracts
• Improving the accuracy of a specific data set
• Implementing a new service offer with very strong self-resilience angle
• Gaining a better view of what exists across the place – and what is 

being accessed / searched for 
• Improving the experience for people – in a specific area / process (like 

SPLW or ASC or Local Offer or Early Help) 
• Improving the information related to safeguarding checks of services
• Enabling service quality feedback – professionals / citizens



Good Baseline

 

• Service Providers perspective

• Citizens’ experiences

• Professional experiences

• Numbers of current “lists” / current model

• Accuracy / overlap of the data





Good Baseline

 

• About 50% of citizen searches “fail” – as people just give up
• Over 80% of all local providers maintain their own list
• They tend to rate this as 3 out of 5 – in terms of accuracy / experience
• There is about 40% duplication across existing directories.  30% of these 

records tend to be different 



 

Collecting

Assuring

Publishing

Have a Model





Other thoughts / tips

 

• Start at the front-end – it is demand that drives buy-in
• This is about data / information – and the accuracy and re-use of it
• Win:win:win - it has to be a better end-to-end experience for all 

stakeholders, or they wont change 
• Start small – but ambitious
• Get your FAQs addressed 
• Taxonomy, taxonomy, taxonomy
• It is not about finding services – it is about accessing them
• Simple English
• Empower the crowds
• It is about culture, trust and collaboration – about relying less on what 

you can remember and more on sharing what you know



Thanks for listening
simon.dickinson@digitalgaps.co.uk

https://www.digitalcoproduction.co.uk/

https://digitalgaps.co.uk/



Connecting with health

Linda Vernon - Lancashire and South Cumbria Integrated 
Care System 



Lancashire & South Cumbria ORUK 
Adoption

The health perspective on reliable local service data for Directories of Services

Linda Vernon, Digital Culture and Transformation Clinical Lead, 
Lancashire & South Cumbria Health & Care Partnership
     @vernonlinda

ORUK Overview for Local Authorities
21st April, 2022
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Partners
Health and Care Partnership

▪ Five place-based partnerships 

▪ 1.8m population

▪ 8 CCGs

▪ 5 Trusts

▪ 2 upper tier, 2 unitary and 14 district local authorities

▪ NHS England and NHS Improvement

▪ Wider partners such as voluntary, community, faith, social enterprise 
and education



Our Challenges

• Health Inequalities & Digital Exclusion
• A need for proactive, preventative care
• Demand on services (particularly primary care) that could be met elsewhere
• Clinical pressures & lack of headspace to change behaviours

•Short appointment times
•Dislike of multiple systems/login
•Lack of clarity/trust in information sources

• Multiple sources of information on commissioned and non-commissioned services 
~ inaccurate, out-dated, duplicated effort
~ upfront investment but lack of sustainable funding & resource to maintain

• New opportunities – social prescribing link workers, care navigators, etc. 
• Multiple digital systems with potential siloed data
• Inability to make data-driven commissioning decisions
• COVID-19 adding a sense of urgency



User-centred design ~ ensuring we are meeting the needs of those we serve



User-centred design ~ ensuring we are meeting the needs of those we serve



Vision

• A single accurate and assured set of information 

• Covers local and digital support, statutory services and Information/Advice and Guidance

• Captured and maintained to a data standard so the information can be re-used across all 
frontline worker (health and beyond) and self-help processes and tools – and websites

• A set of tools that provide non-digital access to the data set – for those digitally less able / 
ready

• Tracking and monitoring capability – to enable monitoring of attendance at local groups (to 
evaluate the impact on health outcomes)

• As a digital asset it can be re-used and can help accelerate digital transformation generally 
(chatbots, algorithms / health-checks that signposts people to the best support)



Model Overview



Progress

• Over 1200 services collected and being assured monthly – Pennine Lancashire
• Every record has the date of last update / assurance
• Over 300 providers have information live
• 70 users pan Pennine Lancashire – SPLW, Early Help Social Work, Prevention Partnership, INT 
• Integration with ORCHA – search for apps and traditional services
• Monthly training and online training videos
• Filter by time, attending type, location, cost, service type, target audience, provider, venue



Web healthierlsc.co.uk | Facebook @HealthierLSC | Twitter @HealthierLSC



Service Finder Demonstration



Illustrative Service Finder



Using standard taxonomies



What do you need?
Accessible 
transport Adult education Better health Care at home Child care Child protection

Dealing with 
chronic illness

Dealing with 
substance abuse Digital skills Disabilities and special 

needs support
Emotional 
wellbeing Employment

Service: Adult Care Plan (1757) Service: Assisted garden maintenance (147)

Service: Care at home (242) Service: Community alarms and telecare(313)

Service: Home adaptations and aids (178)

Service Service Service Service Service Service Service Service

Legend
Mapping from need to service type

Lookup of services of a given 
type via Open Referral UK



Questions
Chaired by Tim Adams - LGA 



Further help
openreferraluk.org

Open Referral becoming the norm for sharing open information on services - 22 March 2022
Fixing the plumbing — What that means for local service data - 29 March 2020
Not another directory of services! - 29 September 2019

Helping to tackle loneliness through open data on local services
Open Data Institute - Forming an institution

Open Referral UK discussion forum 

Knowledge Hub Open data forum

transparency@local.gov.uk 
hello@openreferraluk.org 
Mailing list

https://openreferraluk.org/
https://medium.com/@MikeThacker/open-referral-becoming-the-norm-for-sharing-open-information-on-services-3b2ecca39538
https://medium.com/@MikeThacker/fixing-the-plumbing-what-it-that-means-for-local-service-data-fcef9b9ec138
https://medium.com/porism/not-another-directory-of-services-a24bb08c6343
https://e-sd.org/IGODN/
https://theodi.org/article/odi-announces-its-first-hosted-data-institution-for-the-open-referral-uk-data-standard/
https://forum.openreferraluk.org/
https://khub.net/group/localopendatacommunity/group-forum/-/message_boards/category/25897466
mailto:Transparency@local.gov.uk
mailto:hello@openreferraluk.org
https://openreferraluk.us1.list-manage.com/subscribe?u=9cdac16b200ed03ca1159653a&id=00056900bd

