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Elaine Kempson

Rural Community Information Services: Guidelines for
Researching Need, Setting Up Services and Evaluating
Performance

Introduction

Recent years have seen a growing awareness of the importance of information

services that meet the needs of rurad communities in developing countries. This

prompted the BFLA Section of Public Librarics to convene a small working group

which met at the 1987 IFLA Conference in Brighton. The group recommended

that a project should be set up which would promote and assist the development

of such community information services. The four stages of the project are:

- Aliterature review to establish the state of the art and to provide guidelines on
the devefopment of rurad community information services.

~ Rescarch in a small number of locations 1o establish the nature. scope and
cxtent of the need for community information services.

- Establishment, monitoring and evaluation of a small numbher of ¢xperimental

services.

Dissemination of the results.

L Fhis paper summarizes the dralt guidetines which were prepared from the

literature review, The intentionis that they will be tested and refined at the second

and third stages of the project. They are intended 1o assist librarians, community

development workers, cultural officers and others who are trying to set up

information servicesin rural arcas. The aimof the servicesisto help people to deal

with the problems which they face in the course of their daily lives and to

participate in the development of their socicties.

The underiying philosophy of these guidelines is that a participatory approach
should be taken. That is, the local communities themselves should play an
important part in analyzing their own needs, establishing the scrvice and
monitoring and evaluating its success. The services which result from these
guidelines should be appropriate to local needs and they should form anintegral
part of the community they serve. To achicve this it is necessary for the services to
be developed by people who are:

- Known to the community and considered by that community to be appropriate
people for the work.

- Chosen by the community, or who at least work with the acceptance of the
commuaity.

- Introduced to the community in ways which satisfy all the traditional and
current political protocol requirements,

- Constantly present in the community providing help and attention.

Itisimportant to stress these points. The services we arc attempting to develop
can only succeed if they grow up as part of the community and if they are owned
by the community. This calls for sensitivity, commitment and identification on the
partof the workers helping to establish the services. Finally itis worth making the
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point that these guidclines concentrate solely on the provision of information. The
importance of traditional library services is not denied - it is simply outside the
scope of the guidelines.

Analyzing Conmumuanity Needs

The first stage in the establishment of a rural community information service is a
thorough analysis of the needs within the community. There isalways a temptation
to move quickly to the establishment of an actual service. It is important to resist
this. If the service isto be successful, itisnecessary to spend aconsiderable amount
of time and effort working with the community to identify what its needs are.
The review of research has indicated that the nature of the information needed
in rural areas varies from community to community and that in most cases people
meet their information nceds by talking to friecnds, neighbours and relatives. This
does not provide sufficicnt detail to cnable the service to be planned and it needs
1o be supplemented by the collection of detailed local information.
To collect the detailed information it is necessary to build up a picture of:
- The community to be served — the community profile
- The primary information providers in the community — the information
providers’ profile
- The information nceds of people in the community and the extent to which they
are being met - the information needs profile.
To collect the information for these profiles it is necessary to undertake some
rescarch. As with all the other stages in the development of the information service
itisimportant toinvolve the community in the design and conduct oftherescarch.

The community profile. The aim of the community profile is to enable the project
workers to get to know the community as a whole. The profile should cover the
community’s sociocconomic and political features, its culture and traditions, its
leadership and power structure, its cconomic potential and how its resources are
distributed and the nature of its local institutions and decision-making processes.

To achieve this it helps to divide the task into three parts: 1) a description of the
environment; 2) an analysis of the population; and 3) an understanding of how
people in the community spend their lives.

To collect information about the environment, or the context within which the
community exists, it is worth starting by trying to identify and obtain copies of
national or regional plans. Try also to identify national or regional agencies which
may collect and store information about the community. Try to identify and obtain
relevant reports or surveys. ‘Iry also 10 arrange interviews with planners and
administrators. Spend time talking to key people within the community.

All these sources of information will provide a picture of the community and the
~ontext within which it exists. They will, however, give an official or formal
account of the situation. It is necessary to complement this with a view from the
position of someone who is not in authority. To obtain this attend informal
meetings in the community; talk to ordinary people at their meeting places, at
work and when they are at leisure. Try to sce things through their eyes.
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The section of the community profile which is concerned with the environment
might contain information on the following topics: patterns of settlement and land
use; the economics of the community and the nature of employment: transport and
communications: utilitics and services such as electricity, water and sewerage:
facilitics such as shopping, health services and leisure facilities. and local
government and administration.

The next part of the community profile concerns the population in the
community. 'To obtain this information, start with the most recent census. if one
exists. This will provide the basic framework of information. 1t will be necessary
to build on this framework, collecting more detailed information about the
community in question. To do this try to identify reports and surveys which contain
relevant information. These may have been produced by government
(!cpartmcnts. non-governmental agencies or community development organiza-
tions.

Try to collect information on the following topics: the size of the population; its
ethnic composition: levels of education and, particularly. levelsof literacy; health;
income levels and the distribution of income: housing; cmploymcnt.' and the
cultyral background of the community.

The information about the community’s environment and the analysis of the
population will, however. provide only part of the picturc. Experience shows that
itis vitally important to get to know people in the community - to appreciate not
only their physical circumstances and social and political environment. but their
beliefs, traditions, values and psychological outlook, their tife style and the dailv
demands on their time and energy. What do they worry about if they cannot slcci)
at night?

Information of this kind can only be obtained slowly by getting to know the
community and the people who live there. It will be necessary to make informal
contact, to talk, to observe and above all else. (o listen.

Developing a community profile could become a major task on its own, taking
years to compile. It is important, therefore, 1o keep the work in perspective. Be
guite clear why you are collecting the information — it is to build up a basic picture
of the numbers. lifestyle and needs of the people in the community and it will be
used to design and to plan the development of the service. The secondary purpose
of the process is every bitas important - it is to begin the process of participation
by local people and to see needs through their eyes.

To make the task manageable, keep things simple and collect only the
information which is essential. If more detail is needed it can be added later. Too
much information will confuse rather than clarify the situation.

The information providers’ profile. No information service exists in a vacuum. It
is important to have a clear picture of existing information provision before any
steps are taken to plan a new service. Thisshould include both the formal channels
for information provision and the informal, traditional ways of information
exchange.

It is perhaps easiest to start with the formal channels. These could include the
information provided by government services, non-governmental organizations.
themassmediaandtraditionalsourcessuch nslrmlitionnl('nurtxnn’ill;(gc‘cldcrs.



ERY, Elainc Kempson

Most of these should have been identified through the community profile.
Establish contact with each of the information providers and arrange a meeting or
an interview to gather information on the following aspects of the service:

— Who provides the money for and manages the service?

- What is its prime objective? . )

~ 1Is there a permanent office in the community or are visits made by extenston
workers?

- When is the service available? .

- How many staff provide information and what training have they received?

- On which subjects do the staif give information?

- In which formats is the information provided?

- How many people do they provide information with each year?

~ s there a mechanism for feeding information back from local people as well as
to them?

- Where do they get their own information from?

— What contact do they have with other information providers?

Interviews with traditional. or informal, information providers should f.ocus on
their role in the community, the people to whom they provide inf(mmmfm, .th.c
subject matter and the format of the information and the method by which it is
provided. .

The - information collected in the interviews and meetings s!muld .be
supplemented hy impressions of the services gained from discussions with
individual members of the community.

The information needs profile. 1t is very difficult to assess pCf)plf:'s need .for
information but an attempt to do so must be made if the community information
service is to be relevant. The review of the literature indicates that there are many
ways of attempting to assess information needs. Itis possible for.ex:\m.plc. to lcfirn
a considerable amount from the community profile and the profile of information
providers. . . .

‘The community profile will indicate areas of social need. I.,Qw levels of h'\cr_acy,
for example, suggest that there is a necd for.infmmahon about lncmc.y
programmes. Similarly, high levels of infant mortality (.:Oll!d suggest that there is
a need for information about health, nutrition and sanitation.

The .information providers’ profile will also indicate dlffercm needs for
information. In the discussions with information providers a picture should have
cmerged of the gaps in information provision and of the areas where the
information providers themselves feel that they are unable to mect all the needs
with which they are faced. . .

While these two profiles can give much useful information (hey are unhkely. to
provide a full enough picture. There isno substitute for acommunity survey which
sets out specifically to identify information needs.

When planning such a survey, it is necessary to be clgar about the nature of fhe
information nceds which are being surveyed. It is possible l().survcy |f1f0rmat|0n
needsindifferent waysby asking people ahoutdi[fcrentlypesohnfgrmatnon needs:
_ Perceived needs. 1t is possible to learn a lot by simply asking ‘pe.oplc what

information needs they think they have. The best way to do this is to allow
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people tosay what they consider to be their main necds and then toprompt them

by asking about the information they nced in particular subject arcas such as

health or education.

The problem with perceived needs is that people are frequently unaware that

they need information. This may be because they do not see that information

can be used to solve a problem which they face - they may simply not appreciate
that there is a solution 10 the problem.

~ Actual needs. Another way to explore information needs is to ask people about
the information which they have actually needed over the last month or year.
Here it is worth noting that for many people “information™ is a rather vague
concept and it is often more helpful to ask them whether they necd to find an
answer 1o a question, solve a problem or to make a difficult decision.,

Itis important to usc a timescale which is relevant to the experience of the

people being surveyed. One month is quite a short time. and might exclude

many information needs. Equally a year may be along time for some people
unlessthe timescale canberelated tosomethinglike a harvestorawetscason.

~ Hypothetical needs. Here intormation necds are explored by asking people what

they would do if they needed information about a particular prohlem or

situation. This may give a good picture of the strengths and weaknesses of the
cxisting information services.

The problem with asking about hypothetical information needs is that it is

necessary to sclect problems and situations with which people can identify.

Eventhen, many people finditdifficult torespondto ahypothetical situation.

= Existing information services. Much can be learned about information nceds by
asking people about the use they make of the existing information services and
about their views of the services.

— Preferred wavs of meeting needs. Finally it is possible to ask people how they
would most like to satisfy a perceived or an actual need. This approach has the
advantage that the responses are not restricted 1o the services which arc alrcady
provided. The limitation is that people often find it difficuit to think of or to
describe services which are outside their experience.

The main benefit of this approach is that it is the one which is most likely to

identify ways of building upon existing informal methods of acquiring and

exchanging information.

It is important to stress that these approaches are not mutually exclusive.
Indeed. it would he sensible 10 use more than onc in any survey to get the fullest
possible picture.

‘There are three main rescarch methods which can be used for a survey of
community information nceds: 1) self-completed questionnaires; 2) interviews:
and 3) group discussions. Before deciding upon which method touse. it is worth
beginning with some informal discussions in the community to ensure that the
survey approach adopted is best suited to the community.

These discussions should be held with each of the main groups inthe community,
taking care not to exclude anyone. Discussions should be hetd with women as well
as with men, with members of all ethnic and caste groups, with farmers as well as
commercial and industrial workers.

tHaving introduced the idea of a survey 1o this way and baving gained the
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acceptance of the community, itis possible to begin the design of the survey. The
first question to answer is which of the three research methods is to be used.

Self-completed Questionnaires

These surveys are very common in developed countries, but they are likely to be
of limited value in most rural communities in developing countries unless levels of
literacy are very high.

If questionnaires of this kind are used they should be short and designed so that
they are very casy to complete. Careful thought should be given to the sequence
of guestions and to the ways inwhich they are linked together. Ideally respondents
should be required to answer each guestion inturn.

The questions themselves should be kept as simple as possible and should use
words and language with which the pcople will be familiar. Questions should be of
the closed type — that is, the respondent should be able to answer by choosing
between a limited number of alternatives. Open questions, where the respondent
is asked to write in an answer, arc less likely to obtain a response and are much
more difficult to analyze.

The success of the questionnaire willimprove ifitis carefully designed. ftshould
look attractive and should encourage the respondent to spend the time necessary
to complete it.

Sel{-complcted guestionnaires are administered in four stages. Having
designed the questionnaire it is always worth pre-testing it with asmall numbef of
people who can suggest ways in which it can be improved. It is also worth !’)ll(?l
testing the revised version of the questionnaire. In a pilot test the questionnaire is
sent to a small sample of respondents to check that it can be completed without
difficulty and that it produces the information required.

Having pre- and pilot-tested the questionnaire the amended version can be
administered. This is usually done by post with a personal covering letter which
explains the purpose of the study. who is carrying it out, what the results will be
used for and stressing that the information supplicd will remain confidential. The
questionnaire should give a date and an address for the return of the form and a
stamped addressed envelope should be enclosed.

Once the return date is passed it is usual to send reminder letters to those who
have not returned the form.

The other major point to consider is sampling. If statistically rcliabl? and
generalizable data is required, then a random or probability sample will .hc
needed. In such asample everyone in the community has an equal chance of being
included and. if the sample is sufficiently large. the replies should provide a true
representation of the views of the community as a whole. Where such precision is
not required a purposcful or opportunity sample can be useq. In these samples
people are selected from different groups in the community in order to cover a
range of community nceds. -

The whole question of sampling is a complex one and there is insufficicnt space
tn deal with it satisfactorily here. [tis strongly recommended that an experienced
research worker or statistician is consulted about this aspect of the survey.
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The main advantages of self-completed questionnaires are that they are cheap,
they can be used to survey a large number of people and. if the questions are
designed carefully, there should be little scope for bias. Against this, they are alien

to many cultures, they rely on high levels of literacy and the response rate is likely
to be low. ’

Interview Surveys

Intervicw surveys overcome many of the problems assoctated with questionnaires.
In their most structured form, the interviewer simply reads out questions from a
schedule which looks very much tike a self-completed questionnaire and records
the replies by ticking the appropriate responses. Otherinterview surveysare much
less structured and the interviewer will simply have a list of topics to be covered.
These are much more difficult to conduct as the interviewer must encourage and
control the flow of information, yet do so without introducing any bias into the
interview. They also have to record the responses as they go le(.mg..

tn many rural communities firmly structured intervicws are neither appropriate
nor possible. Tn such cases it is necessary to use an unstructured approach and to
avoid hias by attempting to retain a neutral stance. The skill lics in being able to
show interest in what is being said without becoming personally involved.

A problem arises with recording the results of interview surveys. The
interviewer can only write down a small proportion of whatissaid in the interview
and in selecting and summarizing the information recorded it is likely that some
bias will be introduced. To overcome this many people use tape recorders. These
have their own disadvantages. First, the equipment can, and doces. break down.
Secondly, tape recorders are not necessarily familiar to the people being
interviewed and they may feel uncomfortabie knowing that everything they say is
being recorded.

Anatyzing unstructurcd interviews can be very difficult. Itisseldom possible, or
destrable, to have the complete tape recording transcribed. Instead itis necessary
to listen to the tapes and to make notes which can then be analyvzed.

The main advantages of interview surveys are that they can provide a detailed
understanding of needs and they will give a much higher response rate than self-
completed questionnaires. They have clear advantages in communitics where
levels of literacy are low. The main disadvantage is cost. Interview surveys need a
lot of time on the part of the researchers and this is always expensive. ’

Group Discussions

Group discussions are another way of gathering the same type of information as
the unstructured interview. With this technique. a smail group of people - usually
between six and eight - mect to discuss specific topics in a relatively structured
way. The role of the rescarcheris tointroduce each new topicin turn and to ensure
that cveryone contributes to the discussion. Ttis also nccessary to control and to
stimulate the flow of the discussion.,
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Group discussions are good for getting a detailed understanding o.f a small
number-of issues. Each discussion should last less than an hour and it is seldom
possible to cover more than three or four topics. ThF disc.ussions should be
recorded and analyzed in the same way as unstructured interviews. o

Each of the research approaches has its strengths and weak.ncsse.s anditisoften
worth using more than onc. Interviews, for exampl.c,. could |dcpt|fy a number of
key issues which could be explored in greater detail in group fhscussmns. When
designing the survey it is worth following these genem! guidelines:

— Involve local people from all groups in the community at all stages.

- Borrowtechniqucsfmmmhcrrcsearchstudicsandk.t:\rnfrom.(hewm\stakes.

- Keep things simple and straightforward. Use techniques which themselves are
uncomplicated and which arc within the competence of the people undertaking
the research. .

~ Do not collect too much information; restrict it to what is really needed.‘ A
simple study fully analyzed and interpreted is worth far more than one which
collects complex data that cannot he analyzed. . ‘ .

~ Bring in research experts where necessary Lo give zu:iwcc on the dc.mgn.of the
study, to provide training, to help with the survey itself or to asstst with the
analysis of the results. . o

_ Be aware of the distortion which the research itself can cr.ezne. Fhis is
parlicularlyimpormmincommunities where researchitselfis'anahcnconcept.
Having canducted the community information survey a picture should have

emerged which shows: . . . dth

- The range of information nceded by different groups in the community and the
priorities which should be assigned to lh().sc nceds. .
- The existing formal providers of information and the extent to which they meet

the identified nceds. o ’ J
The main informal methods by which information 1s obtained and exchange

within the community. . . .
_ The different factors which will determine the design of the informationscrvice,
such as the educational and literacy levels; the languages spoken; the penod§ in
the day when people will be free to use the service: the nu)st'appropnale
location for the service: the availability of transport and communications, and
SO on. . .
‘These results should be discussed with individuals and groups in the community.
Not only does this provide an opportunity to chcc.k that the results anq the
interpretation placed upon them are valid, it also pmvndcs.anmher qpponumty to
involve the community in the project and to reinforce its commitment to the
eventual information service. ' y
1t should be possible at the end of this process to hZ.lVC aclear 1dca.0f the r(]mlm
groups in the community who have needs for information and t.hc subJe.cls andthe
nature of those nceds. It should also be clear how the proposed |r.1f(?rma'l|on service
will need to work alongside and build upon the work of' existing |nf(wr|n§11011
providers. Indeed one possible conclusion is that existi.ng information providers
already have adequate means of disseminating inform'atmn to thc.loca‘l people :?nd
what is needed is a resource centre to supply them with appropriate informatton

resources for their work.
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Istablishing Appropriate Services

Itis impossible to say in advance what the most appropriate service will be for any
community. Each service should be designed to meet the particular needs of the
community and to fitin with the existing pattern of information provision. Ttis for
this reason that so much emphasis has been given in these guidelines to the
assessment of community needs.

Once those necds have been assessed, however, itis possible to begin to design
and to plan the development of the community information service. A number of
basic principles should be followed during this design and planning process.

- Use a community development approach. It is crucial to accept that effective
services cannot be imposed on communities. but must be set ap from within the
community itself. Further. the service should be designed so that it is managed
and controlled by the community.

— Build on existing services. Vhe existing information providers should be
involved in the design of the new service and an attempt should be made to
coordimate developments. In some cases the most appropriate information
service might be one which meets the needs of other information providers,
leaving them to provide the service direct to people in the community.

- Usearange of information formats. An information service intended for direct
use by rural people cannot be based on printed materials alone. 1t should build
on traditional patterns of information seeking, and this will mean using oral
communications reinforced by poster, charts, photographs, slides, films, audio

" tapes and realia.

~ Use active information warkers. The workers must understand the information
that they are handling and they must be able to interpret and apply that
information to the particular necds of the user. They should be able torepackage
information from government and other organizations into formats that are
more appropriate to the villagers™ needs. They should also record traditional
knowledge.

~ The information service should be two-way. The service should act as a
communication channel from, as well as to, the local community. The service
should enable the local community to feed back to government and others
information on the impact of their policies and on areas of nced not being met
by policies or programmes.

— Learn fromothers. Build on the experience of others who have established rural
community information services.

With these principles in mind, it is possible to hegin the actual planning and
design. Again it is worth emphasizing that members of the community should be
involved in the process. This involvement might be achicved through informal
discussion groups or it might be more appropriate to establish a formal
management group or committee.

The first task should be to specify the objectives of the service. These objectives
should cover: the groups in the community that will be served by the information
service: the subject areas on which information will be provided: the relationship
with other information providers: the style of work of the service, and the extent
to which the service will do more than simply provide information,
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It will be necessary to decide on a management structure for the service, to
locate suitable premises and to decide on the opening hours. The planning will also
have toinclude a consideration of the numberand type of staff that will be required
and whether they will need training.

At this early stage it is also worth thinking about the information materials and
equipment which the staff will need.

Finally, carcful thought needs to be given to the financial element of the service.
How much money will be needed and where will it come from?

Monitoring and Evaluating Performance

‘To ensure that an information service remains effective and that it responds to the
needs of the community which it serves, it is necessary to monitor and to evaluate
its performance.

‘The monitoring and performance system should be designed in accordance with
eight basic principles. These are:

- Performance monitoring and evaluation should be an integral part of the
management process.

- The measures used should relate performance to the needs of the community.

- The measures should assess performance within the limits set by the levels of
resources available.

~ Performanceshouldbe monitoredinthe contextofthe objectivesof the service.

- Community information services should provide an amalgamation of different
services.

- Thelevelof monitoringshould be determined by the amountof detailrequired.

- Comparison is an essential aspect of performance monitoring and evaluation.

- Basic measures should be adapted to suit local circumstances.

The starting point should be the measurement of the resources used by the
information service. The resources should be related to the size of the community
served and figures should be expressed “per thousand population™.

Information should be collected on the number of staff, their training and
cxperience and their language skills. The monitoring process should also assess
the extent to which the staff reflect the composition of the community.

The information resources should also be measured, both in terms of the
resources available to the service and the capacity of the service to produce
resources to meet the nceds of the community.

Finally the premisesand equipmentavailable for the service should be monitored.

Having measured the resources used by the service, attention now focuses on
the performance or output of the service. Here a range of different aspects of the
service can be measured. The particular combination of measurements must be
determinced by the objectives of the service. The following range of possibilities
should be considered:

— The range of enquiries. This will give a good indication of what the people in the
community feel the service is good at doing.

- The number of enquiries.

- The number of people returning with a second enquiry. This is a good indicator
of the extent to which the service is satisfying needs.

——
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= The type of user. This shows whether the service is meeting the needs of all
groups in the community.

= Detailed help and assistance. It may be worth recording separately enquiries
which required detailed help. ’

= Information feedback. The volume of this work should be recorded.

- .R(’.v(mr(‘(’ centre work. Where the service aims to provide support to other
information providers the extent of this work should be measured.

= Information work with groups. This is a significant element in the work of some
centres and should be monitored.

= Repackaged information. The amount of work involved with producing new
matcrials should be measured.

Mcasurement of resources and an appropriate range of outputs will provide a

basis for the regular monitoring and evaluation of the service. This should be
supplemented by occasional surveys to assess the attitudes and perceptions of
people generally in the community. the users of the service and the providers of
other services. Self-completion questionnaires, interviews and group discussions
arc the techniques which can be used to colleet this information.
. Evaluation can he a challenging and threatening experience for people working
in a service and it is therefore important to involve them in the design of the
mon!'mring and evaluation processes. They should bhe cencouraged to provide a
Cont.muous flow of information about the efficiency and the effectiveness of the
service.

The local community should also be involved in the cvaluation, The final
responsibility, however, must rest with the management group or committee.

l?lanning a community information service should be scen as a cyclical process
which involves assessing the nceds of a community; establishing objectives in the
light of those needs: developing services which will enable the objectives to be
achieved; providing services: monitoring and evaluating their performance;
revising objectives in the light of performance and changed needs, and so on.
Involving staff, management and the local community in this whole process will
help to ensure that the community information service is appropriate to the needs
of the community it serves.
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