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Presenter
Presentation Notes
A few months ago, our data team at the Washington Geological Survey had a great talk with staff at the Montana Bureau of Mines and Geology. Their team was interested in how we built our data portal and our conversation led from the technical aspects of web development to the idea of how a Portal meets the needs of different users and some of the pros and cons of developing this kind of tool. I wanted to use DMT as an opportunity to dig into this topic a bit more and hopefully spark some discussion. So for the next 10 minutes I want to talk about (1) how we as state geological surveys serve a broad user base; (2) options for providing data to the public; and (3) how we can find out what our users need and want. I’ll do a brief survey at the end to understand how you provide your data and collect feedback from your users.



As state geological 
surveys we publish 
geologic information 
for the benefit of the 
citizens of our state.

Presenter
Presentation Notes
This often ties into our mission statements.



We serve many different user groups

• Government cartographers and GIS specialists
• Geologic mappers
• Geotechnical and environmental consultants
• County and city planners
• Emergency managers
• University researchers and professors
• Students
• Policy makers
• K–12 Teachers
• Homeowners

GIS-Savvy

No formal GIS 
experience

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Our ‘citizens’ encompass many different user groups with a range of levels of comfort with technology and GIS.



We have had 133 respondents to our anonymous online survey since 2017

Other (mostly consultants)

Researchers

Students

Homeowners

Casual geology enthusiasts

Decision-makers

~25%

~30%

~40%
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To better understand who is using the Washington Geologic Information Portal, we have a simple feedback survey that users can choose to answer. Based on 133 results since 2017, we found out that we have three main groups of users. Consultants make up about a third of our survey respondents, researchers a quarter, and homeowners and casual geology enthusiasts make up about 40 percent of our users. This means that potentially 40 percent of our users are less GIS-savvy and may be uncomfortable using standalone GIS software.



Our users have many different reasons for 
browsing our data

• Looking for well logs and geophysical data for 
geotechnical assessments

• Looking for surface geologic mapping to support 
environmental assessments

• Making planning and zoning decisions based on 
geologic hazard mapping

• Buying a home and wanting to know whether the 
property could be at risk from geologic hazards
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Presentation Notes
Our surface geologic mapping and subsurface databases are two of our most popular datasets. Landslide, earthquake, and tsunami hazard data are also important data sets with implications for life safety.



They have different needs and wants in terms 
of data access

• I know what I’m looking for and what format I need 
it in. I just want to download the data.

• I think I know what I’m looking for but I want to see 
it before I download, just to make sure.

• I know I want geologic data, but I don’t know which 
dataset I need. I want to look at a variety of datasets 
to compare them before I download anything.

• I don’t have any GIS skills. I just want to see 
whether I’m inside a tsunami inundation zone.
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Our users have a range of needs from ‘I just want to download the data’ to ‘I need a good graphical interface to browse and query data because I don’t have ArcGIS and don’t know enough to install and use QGIS’.



How can we best meet the needs of such a broad audience?

Comprehensive Data 
Exploration Tool

View
Query

Download

Themed Data
Viewer

View
Download

Webpage with List or 
Catalog of Datasets

Download

Resources: staff, equipment, knowledge, and time needed to build and maintain
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There are three main ways in which geologic geospatial data tend to be provided to users. They lie on a continuum of resources available to build and maintain each site or app. This includes dedicated staff, equipment, knowledge, and time. On the left is a simple website providing lists of data for download with minimal graphical interface and no ability to view the data. Another method is to provide a themed viewer where the user can browse data relating to, for example, just hazards, or just geophysics. These viewers have limited numbers of layers, simple legends, and few GIS-like tools to query and interact with the data. At the high end is a comprehensive portal providing all data layers in one interface with a variety of GIS tools, allowing users to query and browse attribute tables. There is no one ‘best option’. Each of these tools serves a different type of user with different needs.



How can we best meet the needs of such a broad audience?

Comprehensive Data 
Exploration Tool

View
Query

Download

Themed Data
Viewer

View
Download

Webpage with List or 
Catalog of Datasets

Download

Resources: staff, equipment, knowledge, and time needed to build and maintain
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Presentation Notes
I’m going to talk a little more about the Washington Geologic Information Portal, which is a comprehensive data exploration tool.



The Washington Geologic Information Portal

Interactive tools

All datasets in table of contents

Zoom to location
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At the Washington Geological Survey we have a comprehensive Geologic Information Portal that provides all of our digital datasets in one interface, as shown in the Table of Contents on the left. One of the big benefits of this is that users can compare different datasets simultaneously for their area of interest without needing a stand-alone GIS software or any GIS skills. There is a search bar at the top that lets the user zoom to their area of interest. The Portal also provides a variety of tools that let the user query attributes, view the attribute table, make measurements, draw shapes, print maps, and add their own data. On the down side, if somebody just wants to look at a single layer it will take longer to dig through everything on the Portal. For example I heard from one user who said the graphical interface got in the way of him finding what he needed. He wanted a simple text list with download links. So we also have a simple website that lists our digital datasets and provides download links.



How do we know if our tools are meeting the needs of our users?
• Can they quickly find the information they need?
• Can non-GIS users figure out the interface and know what they’re looking at?
• Is it clear how to download the data?
• Are the metadata adequate for the intended purpose?

FEEDBACK!
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So what I’m really curious to find out is whether our tools are meeting the needs of our users. We have to get this information if we want to make sure we are serving our citizens to the best of our ability.



Let’s try an experiment!

I want to use Mentimeter to run a quick real-time survey.
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Mentimeter allows viewers to use their phone, tablet, or computer to respond to polls and see the results in real time. Let’s try it!
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Results from the presentation
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I would love to talk with you about this
and hear your success stories!

Tell me about a time you got feedback that helped you tailor your data services.

Please send me an e-mail and we can set up a time to chat.

Susan Schnur
Publications Group Manager
Washington Geological Survey
susan.schnur@dnr.wa.gov
360.869.8252 (cell)
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