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Forward: Developing the API Mindset


Open, semi-open, or closed? The degree of an API’s openness was the question we had on our minds at the beginning of 2014. We had been running into many people that were dismissing APIs because they weren’t interested in or able to launch public APIs. People were coming to our events, but leaving disappointed because they weren’t able to open up their services. This recurring phenomenon showed us that there was an association in many peoples’ minds between APIs and unfettered data access. We wanted to break this incorrect stereotype that an API is always a public one.


We started this with a series of blog posts that we published on our site. It was great to see how engaged people were with this content. We connected with more and more people online, showing that APIs can also be very useful for internal purposes and within a partner network. 


This was a good start, but we wanted to really drive this point home and move the industry beyond this incorrect mindset. To this end, we set off on a tour that took us to Sweden, Denmark, Finland and Norway. In four days, we met a couple hundred people who were implementing APIs in these four cities. We were joined by regional and international API thought leaders that reinforced the notion that APIs are sometimes public but often private or semi-open. Since this Nordic tour, we have held various other events and are committed to continually publish content that plays a part in the ongoing development of the API scene. This publication is an example of this determination. 


Irrespective of how open or not open your API may end up, this e-book is intended to help you develop a successful API strategies. To do this, we show very clearly in this book that there are three key API adoption patterns: 


	Private APIs, AKA internal or enterprise APIs;

  	Partner APIs that facilitate integration between a business and their partners; and

  	Public or open APIs.


Launching a successful API starts with the right mindset. Should you develop your API for internal use, for partners, for the general public, or a mix of these? Should you plan to be closed at first, but then open up over time? What are the consequences of this strategy? What aspects of your API program should you prioritize at what points? After reading this e-book, you will be able to answer these questions and many others. With the correct outlook on how open your API should be, you will be able to execute your API strategy with confidence. 


As you read this book (and afterwards), check out the Nordic APIs YouTube channel for a deeper dive into the fascinating presentations that were shared on our 2014 tour. Also, surf over to our site and make plans to attend an upcoming event. Signup to our newsletter to be notified of new events, e-books, blog posts, and other info.


Thanks again, to our sponsors, presenters, participants, and the online blogosphere for helping build a dynamic, forward-thinking business community. I’m very glad to be apart of it, and happy that Nordic APIs can play a part in the API scene. 



  Travis Spencer, Nordic APIs, Co-founder
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How to use this E-book
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Our Goal

Application Programming Interfaces (APIs) are at the centre of a digital transformation that is enabling businesses to do more with less, to reach new markets, and to speed up product and service development time. (See a complete definition of APIs in the introduction.)


This e-book aims to help maximise the Return on Investment (ROI) you are able to generate through the use of APIs. We will explain the potential entry points for businesses embarking on an API strategy, help you prepare a strategic API vision and roadmap, and identify best practices and key resources that have been designed to assist you while building your successful API portfolio. 


Prerequisites

No prior knowledge is assumed in this e-book; it is aimed at three key audiences:


	Business Developers and Managers who are starting their API journey. This applies to those who have managed an API pilot project and now want to incorporate an API-driven approach into their organisational business plan.

  	Developers working within a business, who need a resource guide for best practices. This includes those responsible for ensuring that the API implementation is aligned with an overall business approach.

  	Enterprise architects who lead technological integration efforts. These are the individuals who document how processes and technology can be leveraged to improve business workflows and multiply the impact of the business value chain.


Structure of this E-book

The following is an introductory section on the types or the category of APIs that can be implemented. Subsequent sections focus on each of these API types in detail, and follow this general outline:


	A summary overview of the particular type of API

  	The benefits of the API type

  	Challenges and security issues to consider when implementing this type of API

  	A case study for each API type showing how businesses currently implement it

  	A set of reflective questions that prompt you into considering ways to implement the API type, and help you use all this new information in a practical way

  	Further resources and community outlets.


A final section discusses some of the roadmap and implementation issues facing businesses as they increase the use of APIs in their enterprise. It also assists any businesses that have started with closed APIs – accessible to a select group of either internal stakeholders or to key partners – and explains how to manage the process of opening these APIs to a wider audience.


Inviting your Feedback

This is our second Nordic APIs e-book, and we have future plans to support businesses with a range of other online and print resources. To help us improve this and future publications, we invite you to share your feedback and thoughts. Please tweet your comments about this e-book using the hashtag #nordicapis.   You can also post on our Facebook wall, or email us at info@nordicapis.com.





1.5 Reflections

	What initial use case is motivating an exploration of APIs? What processes that involve copying and moving data from one system to another are performed most often? What data entry processes are prone to the greatest amount of human error?

  	What datasets are employed in this use case? What other internal stakeholders use this dataset?

  	Does the dataset have a data dictionary that includes common naming conventions and rules for defining how to maintain time and date, location, currency, etc? Are these rules standard across the entire business or do some parts of the company use the datasets differently?

  	Who are the internal customers who will be consuming the API, and who will be responsible for integrating it into their departmental systems? Who will be receiving the value from automating processes or accessing business data via this API? How are you involving these players in the API design project?

  	What resources are available for your business’s intranet? Can some of that be allocated to the * Have you identified metrics to assess the effectiveness of the private API, such as time saved over current manual processes, reduction in accidents or errors from integrating data to avoid re-entering it from one system to another, etc?  

  	Do you have a process to track API calls? What about error messages? Is there an existing alerting and monitoring system in use that you should leverage with your new API (e.g., one that is being used with your website).

  	Are there Cloud-based software tools that you are currently using in your business? Do you use their APIs to integrate the software with your legacy systems and databases? Do you use their tools to make it easier to use their software across business departments? What feedback can you get from business stakeholders who are using these APIs in their work?
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      MoreResources

  	Adapting to an API Enabled World (Panel Debate)

    	The Business Impact of Private, Partner and Public APIs

    	Twitter accounts to follow: 
      	Ronnie Mitra

        	Nordic APIs

        	Tweet feed of all past, present and future Nordic APIs presenters

      


    	Nordic APIs newsletter

  

  

  






2.1 Overview: Building a Successful Partner API Strategy
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Using specifically-designed APIs to work more collaboratively with partners can build trust in business relationships and enable 24-hour access to your business’ supply chain. However, one-off Partner API strategies can also be costly to manage.  They can challenge existing relationships with trusted suppliers and business contractors. The following sections address some of these issues. 


Where to Start with Partner APIs

When starting with Partner APIs, Mark O’Neill, VP of Innovation and Product at API management provider Axway, encourages businesses to start with the ‘low-hanging fruit’, which is usually what partners are looking for anyway:



  Often there are clear interfaces that make sense with APIs: price catalogs, order status lookups and shipment lookups, for example. B2B will require ways to go in and look at these interfaces, so they are good candidates to have available to partners as an API.


  Beyond these more straight-forward API use cases, identifying Partner API opportunities often requires case-by-case communication at the start. When the first use case is identified, as with Internal APIs discussed previously, it is important to look for a similar use case with other partners. This can help identify common datasets, and makes it easier to scale a Partner API with additional partners at a later stage.




With all types of Partner APIs, monitoring of API access is essential for measuring the value and future potential of a Partner API strategy.


Building Partner APIs That Can Scale



  [image: ]




Swedish banking and insurance group Skandia is working with partners who have not previously had an API to help them integrate with the group’s IT systems. This has created challenges for the financial institution as they have sought to scale their partner strategy. Dennis Skantz, Solution Architect at Skandia Norden explains:


” Historically, we have not been able to bring on new partners and integrate them easily with APIs. So, it makes it really expensive to take on new partners, as in the end we have ended up with a specific service for each partner.”


Dennis is confident that Partner APIs will be the answer. As a financial company, Skandia aims to keep its focus on its core business, and is keen to build secure systems that will restrict data access to selected partners only. For example, by using an API rather than a one-off system, Skandia’s partners will be better able to build customer-facing apps.


“Our APIs are primarily for partners. We don’t currently have any plans to release an open or even semi-open API. We may do so in the future though,” Dennis hints. This successive opening of APIs is very normal.


To manage the way Skandia works with Partner APIs as it grows, Dennis uses a term from the Swedish traffic authority. “They have a ‘zero vision’ where their goal is to have zero fatal accidents in traffic. So, they need to design roads such that it is not possible to have a fatal accident. I like to think of our work as having a zero vision: we should need to have zero lines of code to integrate with a new partner. It is naive. You will never reach that, but that’s the goal in our API design.”


According to Dennis, there is a clear-cut business motive for striving towards scalable partnership APIs in future: 


“Collaboration is not going away. Business success will depend on who can collaborate with the most partners at the least cost. We want to create a platform for Skandia where we don’t just bet on one horse. We want a platform where it doesn’t hurt us so much to work with multiple partners.”


Making Partner APIs work effectively, and being able to scale the on-boarding process when bringing in new collaborators is still a business process in its infancy. 


In fact, many companies find it difficult to create scalable API infrastructure. They find themselves taking relationship-specific approaches with the APIs they provide to external partners. This challenge has by no means been solved, but innovators like business network platform Tradeshift as well as Skandia are at the international forefront of experimenting with processes they hope will reveal new ways to conduct partnership on-boarding.


Partner APIs Reflect Your Business Relationships

Tradeshift sees that for many partners it all comes down to the ability to communicate around API needs. “It’s a people thing,” says Jeremy Glassenberg, Platform Architect at Tradeshift. He adds:


“You need to be able to just hear what the partner’s particular challenges are. You’ll talk with partners to understand their needs and coordinate on the design of a compelling solution, and from there, you will support them on a technical level throughout development. What I found on any good enterprise platform team, is the ability to properly listen to partners. Don’t just listen for the features they’re requesting, but rather ask why they want that feature. You may hear a proposed solution first, but it’s important to dive into their problem. From there, you can give a different perspective that results in a higher quality, and easier-to-build solution.”


Sumit Sharma, Director of API Solutions at B2B integration and API management provider MuleSoft, echoes Jeremy’s engineering advice. 


“This notion of B2B integration is nothing new,” Sumit says. The means of achieving connectedness has progressed, he says, but “there has always been the objective that we need to collaborate. We have always been trying to securely transact relationships with partners. What is different is that now there are multiple B2B protocols spreading out and that requires a much more thorough orchestration and integration play.”


Sumit strongly suggests that a ‘whiteboarding approach’ is needed when designing B2B APIs. Mapping out the process flow, identifying data and other sources, and ensuring all stakeholders are involved is important when designing Partner APIs. He also urges API developers to use API service descriptions as part of a best practice design, so that partners are better aware of how to consume and integrate the API into their systems.


As APIs become a key tool enabling businesses to communicate and share information effectively across their boundaries, API service descriptions will allow the humans managing the interactions to better understand each other – and what is possible via API capabilities. While not there yet, Sumit sees a time when API service descriptions will be written in plain language that can be composed by non-developers. This will allow other than engineers to understand what data and functionality an API is enabling.
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Using Metrics to Understand Partner API Usage


Skandia, Tradeshift and Norwegian life insurance company Storebrand all look to API metrics to help them understand partner usage and to control access. This may involve setting usage quotas, such as number of calls per hour, and setting up throttling limits for excessive usage. 


Jeremy at Tradeshift notes that setting quotas may not necessarily lead to rate throttling. More supportive techniques are available to improve the flow of data with business partners, he explains:



  Try to understand what your partners are doing. They might be polling APIs out of necessity, and would be more than happy to work with webhooks or long-polling if you can provide it. That could reduce performance hassles for you and for your partners. That path can help you avoid having to set restrictions that limit the ability of connected apps, and creating more challenges for partners.




Life insurance company Storebrand has a sophisticated measurement system in place, according to Terje Borgen, Platform and Integration Department Manager: 



  We have our own custom-made monitoring system and a custom logging system as well. The monitoring system monitors selected services, and the logging system logs all traffic including errors, payload, response time and more.




Mark O’Neill from Axway agrees on the need to measure partnership usage of APIs. By tracking partnership API consumption, it may be possible to see new product development opportunities down the track. He states that: “For business partner APIs, you can still set quotas. Then you can see trends over time that can help you see the take-up of the partner service. This can help enable ecosystem development and lets you later introduce monetization strategies, which you can’t do if you don’t have a quota in place.”





2.5 Reflections


	Can you open up your product catalog or a service directory via an API with selected partners?

  	What dataset(s) would be referenced when working with business suppliers, partners and agents? What information is most often requested by partners and how is this currently provided?

  	Who is considered your most valuable partners? Who manages these relationships? What do these relationship managers - and the partners themselves - think would be most valuable to open up as a shared resource via an API?

  	What regulation guides your industry? What specific tracking must you perform to ensure communications are documented as required, or that shared information is stored correctly? How is this currently done and can this process of ensuring authorisation of shared information and storage be done via an API? 

  	What customer market segments do your partners provide services to? What services or products would you like to offer to these customer segments? Can you package your products and services is a way that allows your partners to be the front-end for making these available to their customer segments? 

  	What metrics will you need to put in place to monitor the commercial opportunities that might be available if you open Partner APIs to a wider audience? What API resources are requested most often? What are the use cases that your partners are implementing via your API? What resources are seeing the greatest increase in use? For what reason? 

  	Are there cloud-based software tools that you are currently using in your business? Do you use their APIs to integrate the software with your legacy systems and databases? Do you use their tools to integrate use of the software with external teams?
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      Additional Resources

  	Why everyone speaking “Apish” makes your whole business more agile, by Marjukka Niinioja of PlanMill

    	Who Cares About APIs? by Anne-Sofie Nielsen of Kapow Software

  

  

  






3.4 Case Study: Podio
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How Podio’s Success Depends on Third-Party Developer Success


Podio is a Danish cloud software company that has built interchangeable widgets for business-specific workflows and processes. Customers can create dashboards and project management toolkits for their HR, marketing, sales and finance operations. As a bonus, Podio can be used to oversee all stages of a particular project, such as new product development.


Podio’s clients range from startups and independent contractors to enterprise customers wanting to use a composable project management software system that is flexible enough to match their specific needs.


The Podio API is a Public API designed for two audiences:
> Customers can use the Public API to integrate their Podio workspaces with their existing enterprise and business systems (this is similar to a Partner API, in that you must already have a relationship with Podio to use the API in this way,)
> Third party mobile app developers can build and commercialize new integrations and products using the Podio API. The products created by these developers are aimed at Podio customers as the primary target market.


To help developers use the Public APIs, Podio provides a range of support and educational materials including:
- Immediate API key registration
- Tutorials
- SDKs in PHP, .NET, Ruby, Java, Python, Objective C and Mobile (iOS and Android)
- Video examples
- Developer code for sample projects stored on Github
- Developer forums
- A blog focused specifically on developers using the API and SDKs
- Showcase pages and a marketplace webpage showing what developers have built with the APIs.


Gustav Jonsson, Product Manager at Podio, shared with Nordic APIs further details on two of the above strategies: making SDKs available, and showcasing pages that demonstrate what developers have built. 


SDKs Speed Up Developer Onboarding

Gustav sees the SDKs as an important pathway to help developers get up and running quickly.


“We already have an active and dedicated developer community,” says Gustav. “SDKs are an important part of that puzzle. It’s really about creating a seamless and easy way for developers to get started with the API… we really saw the potential for developers building a lot more on mobile, and we wanted to make that a lot easier.”


For other API providers planning to provide SDKs for their API, Gustav shared that “Historically PHP has had around 50% of the usage. With Ruby and .NET tied for second. We haven’t really pushed mobile SDKs in the past and we’re very much looking forward to seeing what people will build on mobile.” 


The Success of an API is Measured by the Success of its Users

Gustav shares: “I heard a quote from an executive at Amazon the other day which said, ‘We want to build a platform to make others successful’. I think this also sums up our approach pretty well.”


To demonstrate this, Podio has developed a number of showcase pages aimed at helping developers market the products and solutions they build using the Podio API.


The Podio Extensions showcase contains example apps built by third-party developers that can be connected to a Podio customer’s existing account. These developers receive new business by either selling their extensions to Podio customers, or by using the extensions to market their services as a Podio-accredited partner that can help businesses optimize the use of Podio in their operations.


For example, Oval Business Solutions offers free apps like the Timeline for Podio. While this integration is free, when you click on the business link, you are also referred to Oval’s home page, which offers business consultancy services to make best use of Podio in your business workflows and processes.


Meanwhile, Danish developer shops like BendixKiel and Phases are building ‘freemium’ or paid apps that use the Podio API, and marketing them to other Podio customers via Podio’s Extensions showcase webpage. 


“There are multiple ways that extension developers are charging for their products at the moment,” Gustav adds. “We acknowledge that there could be multiple ways for the people using Podio to pay for the extensions. For example, a document printing extension might have a credit-type system where you pay for usage, while a Gantt-chart extension charges for the amount of users of the extension. We think that giving this freedom to the developers is a good thing, since they can be flexible in the ways that they’d like to charge. We want to share data with the developers on what model is most efficient, and that’s in our plans for the future.”


At present, while Podio builds up the developer ecosystem, API calls are free of charge. Although,  Podio has begun metering API usage and “are looking at revenue share for the near future,” confirms Gustav.


Key Lessons

	Build quality support materials including tutorials, videos, and clear API documentation.

  	Help third-party developers commercialize off your API by helping market the products they develop with your API.

  	Consider the use of SDKs in relevant coding languages to help speed up initial third-party product design.

  	Offer a free version of your API to ignite your developer ecosystem, but start metering and measuring usage so you can see when it is time to introduce a revenue-sharing business model.

  	Collate data on how third parties are leveraging the use of your API to generate new income. Be open to sharing an analysis of this data in aggregated form to help third-party developers identify the most viable business model for their API usage idea.







3.5 Reflections


	What Public APIs can be used from external sources (e.g.. from partners or available in SaaS products used) that can generate productivity benefits and demonstrate business value?

  	What Partner APIs are used regularly or at high volume? What are the use cases in which partners are using these APIs? Do similar use cases exist for customers and third-party developers?

  	Can any of the following datasets be opened up with a Public API?
    	product catalogues

      	customer preferences

      	historical purchases

      	logistics information

      	seasonality of products and services

      	location of historical purchases

      	user recommendations

      	services providers and networks?
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