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My API blog mashup.se
Swedish API news + API directory with over 230 swedish APIs
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Most companies and public agencies have a lot of complex backend systems that are presented to the end user via a website. It might be a company selling its products through their website, google giving access to 
their search engine or a city informing citizens about opening hours in the local library. Having a website has been a must for the last 10 years or so.

Today the world is a bit more complex and a lot of end users demand and expect that the information and functionality that is available in the website also is available in their mobile via an iPhone app or and Android 
app. This can partly be solved with responsive design where the website simply adapts to the size of the screen of the mobile, but in some cases a native app has it’s advantages. 

Maybe there is also a 3rd party website that wants to show some of the compaines data or use some of the companies functionality. Maybe the local newspaper automatically wants to show the local bus schedule or a 
affiliate site wants to sell some of your products on their site to earn a percentage of each sale.

Add to the mix that you have a business partner that need to integrate with your backend systems to know details about your stock or your common customers. In this case the end user might be an employee of this 
business partner that access this integrated data via their internal systems.

We are seeing a lot of rapid development in the TV-set market and soon all TVs will be connected to the internet and many of them will run apps just as cell phones do today. When that is the case you want to present 
your services in the TVs as well. 

These are just a few of the possible ways that your data and your functionality might be accessed by a user. Of course there might also be special needs that only applies to a fraction of your user base. Should you 
make a special iPhone app for people with reading disabilities? Should you make a new website selling products to people that speak a minority language? Are a few percentage of your user base early adopters of new 
technologies and use the latest and greatest new mobile device that requires a new form of application?
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In this environment your website is no longer your product, it is just one of many ways to present your service to your end users. 

Not even your website + your iPhone app is your product, however nice looking and functional that iPhone app is.
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Instead your core product is the backend system, or in other words the DATA in your backend systems.

In many cases your core product will of course not be data but a physical service in the real analog world, such as the car you are selling, the garbage that you are collecting or the electricity you are delivering. But on 
the web and in the digital world all this is represented by data so online your core product is, and will always be, DATA.

So how do you deliver this data to all these devices and services without having to do a lot of work in each and every case?
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You introduce a new layer and a new interface called an API. The API is like a contract between you and everyone that wants to use your data. This contract states how they should request data from you and what data 
you will then send back to them. It means that you have to do less work in publishing one API compared to integrate with all devices, services and partners. There are a lot more advantages with this approach that we 
will get to soon and I will also show some examples of how an API looks like and how they can be used.
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So let’s talk about what an API acctually is...

API stands for Application Programming Interface. The term API has been around for a long time and can mean many things, the most basic is that it is a defined interface to a system. Every programmer in the world 
use APIs since every programming language is an API, without it we would be writing zeros and ones. There are also APIs into operative systems, such as Windows or iOS. If you are writing a iPhone app and want to 
use the camera you need to use an API that Apple is providing.

However, it is not exactly this type of API I am talking about here today, but something slightly different...
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The way I define an API in this presentation is...

- That it communicates over the web. These are APIs that can be called in the same way as if you would load a web page into your web browser.

- That the API is open for anyone to use. This is not a must, there are great advantages to having APIs that are used just internally or between a handful of partners, but to really reap the benefits of APIs they should 
be open for anyone. This does not mean that they automatically need to be free of charge, it is perfectly OK to charge for the access to the API. After all it is your valuable data you are giving access to.

When talking about charging for APIs I would like to mention the term “open data” that are often used together with the term “API”. Open data is data that is freely available to everyone to use and republish without 
restrictions or cost. Some open data can be published in the form of an API, but that is not a must. A lot of government data is published as open data and with the European PSI-directive we will see a lot more of 
this in the near future. This presentation do not focus on open data, but on APIs, which is a way to make data available.

- Easy to use, at least easy to use for programmers. An API should not be tied to a specific programming language or platform. It should be possible to use and API from PHP, C# or Javascript.

- APIs that are web based, open and easy to use together create an ecosystem, an ecosystem that all of us are using every day. Every time you go to a web page and see the Facebook Like button or the possibility to 
login with your Facebook or LinkedIn credentials you are seeing examples of this API ecosystem.

In technical terms this means that I am talking mainly about REST APIs returning XML or JSON, but also somewhat about SOAP Web Services. Don’t worry if you don’t know what any of those things mean, we will not 
dig deeper into technical details in this presentation. If you have technical questions please do not hesitate to grab me after the presentation and I will be happy to talk about it.

So let’s look at the benefits of using APIs...
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There are many benefits of using APIs, I will highlight a few of them for you...

- Simpler interface. You have already decided what the interface to your data will be, and this interface, or API, can then be used by anyone you give access to. It might be an internal project or some outside 
developer building an accessible version of your own inaccessible website

- Loosely couples systems had been a key ingredient in system architecture for decades. A few years ago this was achieved with SOA (Service Oriented Architecture), now it can be done quicker and cheaper with APIs. 
The basic idea is that different systems are connected in such a loose way that one system can be replaced easily and things can still continue to work.

- The key benefit though is that Others can build solutions on your data. You know your data best, but you do not know how to combine it in an optimal way with other data that you might not even have heard 
about. Your data might be fantastic and useful in itself, but in combination with data from other sources something completely knew can be created that you never would have thought about yourself.

- All this leads to More innovation. However large your company is there is always more innovation outside it compared to inside it. You can never have all the ideas yourself, and if you have, you can never have the 
resources to implement them all yourself. Let others do that instead. 
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Kundo is a swedish service for online customer service. A company uses Kundo to allow their customers to ask questions, report problems, come with suggestions or give praise. Kundo is used by several Swedish 
companies such as SVT, DN, Hemnet and also have customers in other Scandinavian countries. Other similar services internationally are getSatisfaction and and UserVoice. 

Of course Kundo has a website, kundo.se, where users can interact with companies. In this example it is a Swedish book vendor called Bokus that are using Kundo.

What Kundo has understood is that it is not kundo.se that is their product. Their real product is a system to facilitate the interaction between customer and company, and this system can be accessed in multiple 
different ways...
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The most basic way that Kundo makes their service accessible to the end users are via a javascript widget. Bokus installes this widget on their website and get a little button on the side or the site that says “Tyck till”, 
roughly translated to “Let us know what you think”. When a user clicks this button...
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A popup window is opened and the user can enter their question or report a problem. This all happens outside of kundo.se and without the user having to leave the Bokus site.
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This is an example from the Kundo API.

With this URL I can retreive data about all the praise customers have written about Bokus at Kundo. You can see that the URL looks just like a URL you would use in a web browser to load a web site. 

When I call that URL I get back data about the praise in JSON format, which is a format that can be used in any programming language and on any platform. 

With this API it possible for anyone to build their own client to Kundos service. Almost everything that can be done on kundo.se or in the javascript widget can be done via their API. 

If you want to build a windows phone Kundo app there is nothing stopping you. 
If you want to present the Kundo interface in Farsi there is nothing stopping you. 
If you want to integrate Kundos customer service into your callcenter software so that the telephone operators can answer questions on Kundo when there are no calls to answer, there is nothing stopping you.

Kundo has even taken this one step further and build a Facebook app on their own API so that the customer service now is available on Facebook. They have also built an iOS library so you can integrate Kundo 
customer service directly into your iPhone app. Of course they could have skipped this last steps and let somebody else build the Facebook app and the iOS library, but they deem those important enough to develop 
themselves.
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Twitter has used their API to build a very successful ecosystem of apps, sites and services. Without their API Twitter would not have been as big as it is today and disappeared into oblivion just as similar services such 
as Jaiku, Plurk and Identi.ca. It is a brilliant example of how an API enables a company to be much more than their website and instead be a platform and the center of an ecosystem. 

In addition to the official Twitter mobile apps there are 100s of mobile apps that communicate with Twitter via their API. Whatever fetures you want and whatever platform you want there is probably an app for you. 
Twitter themselves have not develope these apps, instead they have published and API that enables others to integrate easily into Twitter. There are also websites and many services that in different ways integrate 
with Twitter via the API. One example is EasyChirp.com that have made a accessible version of the Twitter.com site, complete with keyboard shortcuts etc.

Twitter has over 13 billion API calls/day and 75% of their traffic is via the API and not to the website Twitter.com (this last number is almost 2 years old, so it might have changed a bit). There are over 900.000 
registered applications using the Twitter API and over 600.000 developers using the API. This shows that APIs are not just a sidenote, it is the basis on which a whole business can be built.

It is also interesting to note that several of the services that uses the Twitter API also publish an API. One example is Klout.com that uses data from Twitter, Facebook, Google and others to calculate a users influence 
in social media. They then make the influence ranking available via their API. That means that they are analyzing loads of Twitter data and then publishing the result themselves. The Klout API has over 10 billion calls/
month and has been the basis for a lot of venture capital investment in the company.
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The API from Face.com would be Science Fiction just a few years ago. Send in a photo of a person and get back details like name, age, gender, mood, if they wear glasses etc.  Really complicated stuff that you can 
use in a few minutes. What could facial recognition do for your system?

Think about how much data you have hidden away in emails. Every one of us have 1000s and 1000s of emails in our email archives, a virtual treasure trove of data. WIth context.io you get an API to all the 
information you have in email. List all emails sent to and from a contact or get access to all attachments your boss has sent you. This is a perfect API to use if you have a CRM and want to track the correspondence 
with certain customers for example.

With the API from 46elks you can send and receive SMS and MMS. If you have an application that would benefit from SMS-integration you can no implement that without caring about the complexities of telecom 
systems. WIth 46elks you can also route voice calls, in effect you can build your own virtual switchboard.

Trafiklab.se is one of my customers and they provide APIs for public transport. The Stockholm Transit Authority (SL) is part of the project so via Trafiklab.se you can use APIs to plan trips in the Stockholm subway, get 
information about delays and access timetables. If you planned your trip here today in a iPhone app or mobile app you probably used these APIs. 

These are just a few APIs to give you examples of the power of using APIs. Do not develop things yourself without first checking if there is an API for that, it can save you significant time as well as give you access to 
fantastic new functionality.

So where do you find all these APIs...

http://fraktjakt.se/services/api
http://fraktjakt.se/services/api
http://fraktjakt.se/services/api
http://fraktjakt.se/services/api
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The largest directory of APIs is ProgrammableWeb.com that have over 5500 APIs listed. This is a great place to start.

If you are interested in Swedish APIs my own site mashup.se has a directory with over 230 APIs and opengov.se lists a lot of public data that you can use.
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We have now covered some of the possibilities and advantages of using APIs, but what benefits could you reap if you published an API to your own data? The benefits depends on how you make your API available, so 
let us look at the 3 possible ways you can publish an API.

First you can publish the API only internally so that it can be used within your own company or organization.
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There are several benefits of having internal APIs, let us look at some of them

550k+ iOS apps, 400k+ android apps

Internal can easily become public, major swedish banks, swedish railways, Ministry of Transport
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Without an API is is very likely that potential partners use a competitor that it is easier to get started with
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The developers are the new middlemen, the ones that produce the products that the consumer/end user sees

You need to make the developers (independent hacker or IT Director of a Fortune 500 enterprise) happy

6 things needed for a successful API
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