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a + b = ?

Open API Best Practices

Making web sites into web services 

John Musser, ProgrammableWeb
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Today’s Session on Open APIs

1) The Big Picture

2) Planning & business models

3) Design & technology

4) Risks & Issues
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Quick Introduction

ProgrammableWeb

• Launched summer 2005

• API, Mashup & Tools directory

• News, community, reference

• 400 APIs

• 1700 mashups
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APIs & Mashups: Why bother?

• Make money
� Over 45% of all products get listed via their APIs

� 3 billion API calls per month

• Save money
� Smugmug saves $500K/year with Amazon S3 Storage

• Build brand
� Google Maps 300% growth vs 20% MapQuest

• Build empires
� Over 50% of all transactions via their API

� Platform for enterprise verticals. 500 apps so far.

• Innovate
� 100’s of Flickr apps. Is Twitter next?
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Birth of the Web 2.0 Mashup

+

HousingMaps.com, circa spring 2005

=

Company 1 Company 2 Person
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Application Programming Interface

Old Model New Model

PrintFile UpdateRow

UpdateContact

FindProductDrawMap

• APIs are now Software as a Service

• Access to valuable, networked data

• Open, global

• APIs are now Software as a Service

• Access to valuable, networked data

• Open, global
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Web 2.0 API Timeline

2001 2002 2005

Facilitating 
Power Sellers

Extending the 
Affiliate Network

2006 2007

105 APIs Listed 
at PW

352 APIs Listed 
at PW

? APIs

2003

Enterprise SaaS 
Platform
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What Makes an API Successful?

• Rule #1, the underlying service
• Or, a good API on a bad service is lipstick on a pig

• A plan and a business model

• Simple, open, easily adopted

• Providing choices

• Good developer support
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Planning: Know the Players

Number of API providers in each of the top 10 categories

Based on sample of 400 APIs listed at ProgrammableWeb, March 2007
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Know the Expected Sources
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And the Unexpected Sources



13

And the Unexpected Sources
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API Business Models

Pay-as-you-goInfrastructureAmazon.com

HowWhatWho

PartnershipsMusicRhapsody

IntegrationASP Tee TimesCypress Golf

Tiered pricingBulk EmailExact Target

SeatsCRMSalesforce.com

APIs for listingsAuctionseBay

Affiliate ModelRetailAmazon.com ECS

Best practice: Build your business model into your API
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API Pricing & Licensing Models

Pricing in volume bucketsTiered

Commissions and referrals (Yahoo! Mail)Pay per conversion or sign-up

API is free, but fee for resources (CPU, 
storage, bandwidth)

Utility

Per time period; classic SaaSSubscription

Different calls priced at different levels 
(Google AdWords)

Units

See ad and branding-free premium mappingAd-supported is free, ad-free is 
premium

Fee per API call (see StrikeIron)Per-call metering

Via affiliates; advertising (see new AdSense 
API)

Revenue Sharing
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APIs as BizDev Enabler

• Decentralized business development
• An API can lower barriers to working with you

-Toni Schneider

Consumer/Hacker Business/Partner

Flickr API
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Design

=

Best practice: Design for people & computers
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Technology: The Big Debates

• Protocols
• REST vs. SOAP vs. …

• Data Formats
• XML vs. JSON vs. …

• Tools
• Data vs. Presentation vs. Hosted vs. …
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API Protocols & Styles

• REST: Representational State Transfer 68%

• SOAP: Simple Object Access Protocol 40%

• JavaScript 7%
• OK, not a ‘protocol’, but key API model

• XML-RPC 6%
• See blog tools

• APP: Atom Publishing Protocol 

• Is RESTful; see Google GData

• Specialized / proprietary: XMPP, OSCAR

20% support > 1 
protocol

20% support > 1 
protocol

Percentages based on sample of 265 APIs at 
ProgrammableWeb, March 2007

68%
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REST vs. SOAP with Flickr

<s:Envelope xmlns:s="http://www.w3.org/2003/05/soap-envelope" 

xmlns:xsi="http://www.w3.org/1999/XMLSchema-instance“

xmlns:xsd="http://www.w3.org/1999/XMLSchema" > 

<s:Body> 

<x:FlickrRequest xmlns:x="urn:flickr"> 

<method>flickr.photos.search</method> 

<api_key>abc</api_key> 

<tags>cars</tags> 

</x:FlickrRequest> 

</s:Body> 

</s:Envelope> 

http://api.flickr.com/services/rest/?method=flickr.photos.search&api_key=abc&tags=cars

REST Call

SOAP Call

Note: Protocol and data formats alone do not 
answer the “simple vs. complex” question! 

You can design bad or complex REST and  
some SOAP is simpler than others

Note: Protocol and data formats alone do not 
answer the “simple vs. complex” question! 

You can design bad or complex REST and  
some SOAP is simpler than others

Lack of standards; tool support 
challenges

Simplicity; built on 
how the web works

REST

Complexity; interoperability 
issues

Established standard; 
tool support

SOAP

ConsPros



22

Comparing Protocol Choices

Favor simple designs

Use > 1 to broaden your base

Be as consistent as possible
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Data Formats: Many Choices

XML, JSON, RSS, Atom, YAML, iCalendar, 
CSV, Serialized PHP, HTML, PNG, GeoRSS, 
vCard, Text, RDF, OPML, VML, TV-Anytime, 

hCalendar, XSPF, SQL, GML, CDF

Favor simplicity and standards

Use > 1 to broaden your base

Provide domain-appropriate alternatives

25% of new APIs listed at PW in 2007 support JSON

8% of APIs listed before 2007 support JSON

25% of new APIs listed at PW in 2007 support JSON

8% of APIs listed before 2007 support JSON
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JSON: Fat-free XML?

Objects and simple types; fast 
parsing; good fit for client side 
scripting; bindings for 20+ languages

XML JSON

Well established, general purpose; 
greater parsing overhead; well suited 
for documents; wide tool support

Best practice: Support both
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A Flexible API 

REST

SOAP

XML-RPC

RSS (5 revs)

Atom

PHP

Serialized PHP

CSV

JSON

SQL

YAML

CDF
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Know the Tools Ecosystem

• Data Mashup Tools

• Scraping Tools

• Visual Development Tools

• DIY Consumer Tools
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#1 API Provider Issue: Adoption

• How many steps from zero-to-code?
• Easy sign-up & self-service is key

• Offer a free level of API use

• How well do you treat your developers?
• Developer network and evangelism

• How’s your pre-code support?
• Docs, gallery, forums, mailing lists, and lots of code

• Media: videos, screencasts, podcasts

• Any post-code support?
• Certification, marketing, events

• System status, usage reporting
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Mashup and API Issues

• Dependencies: business and technical
• Strategize accordingly – go in eyes-open

• Mashups: know switching costs (consider tools like MapStraction)

• Lack of service level agreements
• Consider commercial license models (ex Google Maps Enterprise)

• Mashups: should also disclaim warranty (“trickle-down terms”)

• Commercial vs. non-commercial use
• Most API terms of service differentiate these, but vaguely

• If you place ads on your mashup, is that “commercial use”?

• Copyright law issues
• What data can be re-used and how? 

• See: Flickr API integrates Creative Commons license
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The Big Issue: Identity

• Where are the ‘personal mashups’?
• High-value data locked behind IDs and passwords

• Limited standardization & consensus
• Even in new competing “authorization APIs”

• Yahoo! BBAuth, Microsoft LiveID, Google Web Auth

• Solutions
• OpenID?  Meta-identity networks? TBD…

• In the meantime
• Phishing Mashups coming soon

• Mapping mashups are so safe, right?
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Privacy Issues. Beware.

Readers of “1984”

Data Mining 101: Finding Subversives with Amazon Wishlists
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Trends

• Battle of the Platform Players 

• Having an API as a checklist item
• Got an API? Check. 

• Lightweight services & data
• REST protocol & JSON data format

• New Tools
• For developers and non-devs

• Enterprise mashups

• New business models
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Recommendations…

• Have an API strategy and a plan

• Keep it simple
• Protocols, formats, tools, adoption

• Provide choices
• In order to reach the widest base

• Treat developers well
• And they will treat you well in return
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thank you

Questions, ideas, comments? 

Email me: john@programmableweb.com


