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Juliette Powell: Giving power to
the people
Dave Baxter

17 July 2013 •

The founders of a campaigning website want members of the
public to take control of their lives by harnessing their data.

Entrepreneurs and data experts have come together to start the Wethedata
project, which started out with research into how the public can use data but
then focused on raising awareness about how data is used by large
organisations.

Juliette Powell, one of the founders of the group, is keen to empower people
by making them aware of how they could use their own data.
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She says: “Given the news headlines about PRISM, it has become abundantly
clear to a critical mass of people that our personal data is being used for us
and against us.

“Yet we the people have little or no control over it, even though it is our data
that is being used and is often at times abused. So if you visit our website, you
will find stories and videos of what our data is being used for on a daily basis
– good and bad.”

She says that the public is becoming more aware of how some organisations
are using their personal data, but also stresses the importance of people using
or benefiting from the data themselves.

“Thousands of people are using open data sets today to create solutions for
local problems through sponsored hackathons set up for this purpose,” she
says. “The first White House-sponsored civic day of hacking in June was a
good example of citizens consciously using data to solve real world problems
in their communities.

“At the same time, entrepreneurs and budding entrepreneurs are inventing
new business models built on public data sets like Airbnb, Zipcar and Uber to
empower everyday citizens to monetise their unused assets – like renting out
cars and spare rooms that would remain unused otherwise.”

Wethedata is one part of a movement where communities and people are
increasingly getting involved in the use of their personal data.

Groups have also begun crowdsourcing data exploration, asking people to
send in personal data to help causes. One project, Army of Women, looks to
fight breast cancer, and asks women to choose a breast cancer research
project online and then send in their tissue samples to help.
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Powell says: “Projects like Army of Women have the potential to shift power
and control from big pharma [pharmaceutical companies] and put it back in
the hands of the people.

“The people want to see breast cancer eradicated, not for monetisation
purposes, but because it is personal for most women. We’ll be seeing more
and more of these crowdsourced, data-driven initiatives in other areas like
disaster relief, social and economic reform and education.

“The advent of big data has the ability to shift power from the data collectors
to the data creators.”


