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ABSTRACT

Human service providers play a critical role in improving wellś

being in the United States. However, little is know about (i) how

service seekers find the services they are looking for by navigating

among available service providers, and (ii) how such organizations

collaborate to meet human needs. In this paper, we report the first

outcomes of our ongoing project. Specifically, we first describe a

data acquisition engine, designed around the particular challenges

of capturing, maintaining, and updating data pertaining to human

service organizations from semistructured Web sources. We then

proceed to illustrate the potential of the resulting comprehensive

repository of human service providers through a case study show-

casing a mobile app prototype designed to provide a oneśstop shop

for human service seekers.

CCS CONCEPTS

· Information systems → Web crawling; Information systems

applications; · Human-centered computing → Graphical user

interfaces.
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1 INTRODUCTION

Navigating among service providers is an essential part of seeking

for help [2, 7, 8, 11, 16, 20, 23, 25]. And yet, the process of seeking

and providing services is often slow and fragmented: (i) service

providers often work in silos [4, 10, 14, 15], whereas (ii) people

who seek help carry the burden of navigating through available

services and eligibility criteria [2]. In our ongoing project, we focus

on the world of human service providers [12] with the ultimate

goal of understanding how service seekers find the services they

are looking for. Unlike the Web where people can find and access
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relevant information by reviewing websites or navigating webpages

by following hyperlinks, no comprehensive resource exists to date

for service seekers to find service providers. Additionally, the net-

work structure (if any) among service providers is unknown. Thus,

service seekers must rely on the information they already have

(e.g., list of food pantries in an area) or new information they can

obtain (i.e., through referrals) in order to eventually reach a service

provider that can cater to their needs.

To understand how human service providers come together

to address the grand challenges associated with meeting human

needs, the most crucial problem to solve is finding an appropriate

data source. To overcome this barrier, we leverage the medium

that most (if not all) human service organizations rely upon for

their public communication, i.e., their websites. The advantage of

using websites to collect information about human service organi-

zations is twofold. First, websites are publicly available online and

their content is machineśreadable. Second, they provide rich and

semiśstructured data that can be used to develop a comprehensive

database of organizations and their partners, which can in turn

be subsequently used to (i) develop technologies that enable novel

capabilities, such as the one described in this paper, and (ii) analyze

the interactions among human service organizations.

The limitation of using Web data is that it may lead to an imper-

fect representation of the actual set of human service organizations

and their connections. For instance, organizations may choose to

(i) not have a web presence at all, (ii) not list their partners on

their websites, or (iii) use offline resources such as printed books

similar to yellow pages to connect to other organizations. From the

perspective of a service seeker however, information available on

the Web may be the only resource to find services due to reasons,

including but not limited to, restricted mobility (e.g., a homeless

person may be unable to travel the distance to a referral organiza-

tion so as to ask questions) or personal preferences (e.g., someone

may prefer the anonymity of the Web to investigate for available

options). Even though a subsequent study to understand the quality

of this approximation may be necessary, it is beyond the scope of

this work.

We begin by providing the key goal of our ongoing project (Sec-

tion 2), and subsequently describe our data acquisition engine (and

associated challenges) to collect the greatest amount of potentially

useful information possible (including the mission and scope of

an organization, hours of operation and list of services provided)

about human service providers in a given locale (Section 4). We

then illustrate the potential of the resulting repository of human

service providers to create public value through a mobile app for
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as well as how to best improve the mobile app userśexperience.

Beyond userśevaluation, we are working towards developing quan-

titative evaluation metrics for the comprehensive system, including

its ability to limit noise (i.e., organizations beyond the human ser-

vice domain), correct classification of organizations and coverage

as compared to manually curated sources such as GuideStar and

GreatNonprofits.
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