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Building Agency within the Agency and in the Community: 
Improving Web Access to Public Health Data in New York 
City 
 

ABSTRACT 
In the interest of open government data, public health departments have been making public use data available via their depart-
mental websites. The New York City (NYC) Department of Health and Mental Hygiene (DOHMH) has been making survey, 
surveillance, and administrative data available to the public since the early 2000s. In an era of increased public use of health 
data and increased demands on public health practitioners’ time, NYC DOHMH is investigating ways to make these data more 
widely attractive and usable and at the same time easier to maintain. To do this requires internal coordination, user-centered 
design, software development and testing, and plans for outreach and evaluation. One important enhancement in this redesign 
is to improve the site’s dynamic data visualization capabilities using modern tools. This work catalogues NYC DOHMH’s 
redevelopment efforts as it better understands users and reimagines uses for its public use data. 
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INTRODUCTION 
In an era of open government data (Calzada Prado & Marzal, 2013; Currie, 2013; Gurstein, 2011; O’Reilly, 2009), public health 
departments are expanding the public’s access to health data to increase transparency and inform research, programs, and 
policy. NYC DOHMH makes survey, surveillance, and administrative data available to the public through web-based interac-
tive data tools like EpiQuery, first released in 2003, and the Environment & Health Data Portal, relaunched in 2014. Users are 
internal and external to city government and include students, educators, researchers, policy makers, community health organ-
izations, and advocates. Users are interested in accessing public use data from the NYC DOHMH, however a needs assessment 
conducted from November 2015 to February 2016 highlighted the need to improve access to the department’s data resources. 
Recommended updates focused on improving the landing pages, the search interface, supporting specific data intensive tasks, 
and facilitating the generation of dynamic community profile data. 

METHODS 
To execute this work, the project team conducted the following activities: 

1. Conducted a needs assessment of the extant EpiQuery and related datasets along with areas of overlap with the Environ-
ment & Health Data Portal. 

2. Developed a set of redesign recommendations based on the needs assessment that focused on ways to expand to reach the 
broader NYC community. 

3. Selected an approach to the redesign from the recommendations and developed an execution plan for vendor selection. 

4. Creation of an overarching Governance Group and individual Working Groups to help establish development criteria. 

5. Selected a vendor with appropriate subcontractors and identified a technology stack for the redesign. 

6. Planned and initiated three stages of user acceptance testing as a component of the evaluation of the work. 

Each step involved an element of user-centered design by fully engaging the broad team of internal and/or external users to 
help inform the process. 

From November 2015 to February 2016, NYC DOHMH conducted a needs assessment of its data webpages by developing a 
catalog of existing resources, reviewing site utilization data, interviewing more than 50 stakeholders, and holding usability 
sessions with nine internal and external users. 

The needs assessment results were compiled into a set of tiered recommendations. The recommendations addressed cost, time-
line, technology considerations, and overall impact on identified needs. The goal was to develop low-, medium-, and high-
impact options for the internal team to consider as they began to plan for the redesign. A low-impact solution would involve 
shoring up the existing technology and expanding the limited feature set nominally. A medium-impact solution provided for a 
content management system backend and development work to redesign the data infrastructure and provided a dynamic tool 
for data visualization. The high-impact option offered more of a customized dashboard approach for highly dynamic content 
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manipulation, storage, and retrieval. The needs assessment and implementation plan were circulated internally to develop sup-
port for planning a redesign. The review process included weighing time and cost against value to the end user and leveraging 
new technologies to lessen the maintenance burden. 

To engage internal stakeholders, build capacity for website management and project direction, and encourage collaboration 
and sharing of resources across the agency, a cross-cutting Governance Group and a set of topically focused Working Groups 
were formed. The Governance Group met once monthly to prepare for the vendor initiation and reviewed and discussed planned 
activities and shared resources. The self-governing Working Groups, formed around specific problem areas identified in the 
needs assessment, were charged with providing some direction in the form of work products to the project team once the vendor 
work began. The working groups’ efforts were supported by using Basecamp to collaborate, share work products and other 
files, and manage timelines and other project activities. The redesign initiation required significant internal coordination to 
prepare for the vendor to begin work. Their efforts culminated in a final work product for the project team to review and use 
as the vendors began their work on the redesign.  

The vendor selection process involved reviewing bids from up to eight candidate vendors. The project team worked with the 
top two to three vendors to conduct in-person reviews of the proposed approaches with a focus on obtaining the right skillset 
for the data visualization and its components. Final vendor selection involved project team review of subcontractors with spe-
cialized skills in health data visualization and data migration across various statistical platforms. Once the vendors were iden-
tified and the testing scenarios could be charted on the project timeline, planning began on the user acceptance testing and 
related evaluation activities. The work was divided into phases, and all planned activities were tied to those phases to ensure 
that iterative changes could be made before proceeding to the next phase. 

RESULTS 
The needs assessment identified gaps in the information that could be used to understand the system’s existing users and 
provided some detailed information about overall system usability, which was somewhat poor based on an outdated user inter-
face and unintuitive site organization and structure. Usability studies conducted during this phase indicated that users were 
experiencing problems with the search interface and had significant difficulty understanding all the site’s offerings. The project 
team further refined the project’s overall goals to focus on a content management system for internal users to manage the 
public-facing site, a virtualization platform to assist with data management, and a Tableau-based tool to help with dynamic 
data visualizations. The Governance Group helped develop cross-agency collaborations and lists of pooled or shared resources, 
and they gave insights into duplicate efforts or activities. The redesign vendor team has begun the work, which has greatly 
benefited from the Working Group activities and associated work products. These activities are helping to coordinate efforts 
in NYC DOHMH and are focusing the redesign team on the development work rather than building consensus among the 
project team members. Detailed specifications for user acceptance testing and related evaluation components are under way. 
Development work is being conducted and evaluated in three distinct phases beginning in July 2018. 

CONCLUSION 
Public health departments are increasingly working to make their efforts more transparent by offering public access to certain 
data. This could make them more efficient and effective with their work. These efforts extend the reach of the health department, 
play a key role in information research activities, and increase the development of appropriate programs and policies to support 
NYC citizens. Understanding the end user’s needs (internal or external) and ensuring that the user perspective is integrated into 
the design process will help guarantee that broad user populations can access these tools.  
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