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Rural Community Information Services: Guidelines Tor
Researching Need, Selling Up Services and Evaluating
Performance

Introduction

Recent years have seen a growing awareness of the impor tance of i n fo rma t ion
services t h a t meet the needs of r u r a l communi t i e s in developing countr ies This
prompted the IH .A Section of Public Libraries to convene a smal l w o r k i n g group
which met at the \W1 IIT.A Conference in Br igh ton . The group recommended
t h a t a project should he set up which would promote and assist t he development
of such communi ty i n f o r m a l ion services. The lour stages of (he project are:
- A l i t e r a t u r e review to establish the state of the a i t and to provide gu ide l ines on

the development of ru ra l c o m m u n i t y i n f o r m a t i o n services
- Research in a sma l l number of locations lo establish the na ture , scope and

e x t e n t of the need for c o m m u n i t y i n f o r m a t i o n services.
- /" .stablishmcnt. mon i to r ing and eva lua t i on of a sma l l n u m b e r of e x p e r i m e n t a l

services.
- Disseminat ion of the resul ts .

This paper summarizes the d ra f t guidelines which were prepared from the
l i t e r a t u r e review. The i n t e n t i o n is t h a t they wi l l he tested and ref ined at the second
and th i rd stages of the projec t . They are in tended to assist l i b r a r i a n s , c o m m u n i t y
development workers, cu l tu ra l officers and others who are t r y i n g to set up
i n f o r m a t i o n services in ru r a l areas. The aim of the services is to help people I ode a I
wi th the problems which they face in the course of t h e i r d a i l y lives and to
participate in the development of their societies

The unde r ly ing philosophy of these guidel ines is t h a t a p a r t i c i p a t o r y approach
should be t a k e n . That is. the local communi t ies themselves should play an
i m p o r t a n t part in ana lyz ing the i r own needs, es tabl ishing the service and
moni to r ing and eva lua t i ng its success The services which result f rom these <-
guidelines should be appropriate to local needs and they should form an in teg ra l
part of the communi ty they serve. To achieve this i t is necessary for the services to
be developed by people who are:
- Known to the commun i ty and considered by t h a t c o m m u n i t y to be appropriate

people for the work.
- Chosen by the communi ty , or who at least work w i t h the acceptance of t h e

community.
- Introduced to the c o m m u n i t y in ways which sa t i s fy al l the t r a d i t i o n a l and

c u r r e n t poli t ical protocol r equ i remen t s .
- Constantly present in the communi ty providing help and a t t e n t i o n .

It is i m p o r t a n t to stress these points . The services we arc a t t e m p t i n g to develop
can only succeed if they grow up as part of the commun i ty and if t h e v arc owned
by the community. This calls for sens i t iv i ty , commitment and i d e n t i f i c a t i o n on the
part of the workers he lp ing to es tabl ish the services. Nna l ly . i t is worth m a k i n g the
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point that these guidelines concent nilc solely on the provision of information. The
importance of trnclitionnl library services is not denied - it is simply outside the
scope of the guidelines.

Analyzing Community Need*
The first stage in the establishment of a rural community information service is a
thorough analysis of the needs within the community. There is a I ways a temptation
lo move quickly to the establishment of an actual service. It is important to resist
this. If the service is to be successful, it is necessary to spend a considerable amount
of time and effort working with the community to identify what its needs arc.

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 needs by talking to friends, neighbours and relatives/Phis
does not provide sufficient detail to enable the service to be planned and it needs
to 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 he served - the community profile
- The primary information providers in the community - the information

providers' profile
- The information needs 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

research. As wit hall the other stages in the development of the information service
it is important to involve I he community in the design and conduct of the research.

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

To achieve (his 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. Try also to arrange interviews with planners and
administrators. Spend time talking to key people within the community.

All these sources of in format jon will provide a picture of the community and the
context 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 lo see things through their eyes.
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The section of MR- community profile which is concerned with the environment
might contain in forma I ion on I he following topics: pa tie ins of sett lement and land
use; the economics o f t he community and the nature of employment: transport and
communications; utilities and services such as electricity, water and sewerage;
facilities such as shopping, health services and leisure facil it ies, 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. It 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
departments, non-governmental agencies or community development organiza-
tions.

Try lo collect information on the following topics: the size of the population; its
ethnic composition; levels of education and, particularly, levels of l i teracy; health;
income levels and the distribution of income: housing; employment, and the
cultural background of the community.

The information about the community's environment and the analysis of the
population will, however, provide only part of the picture. F.xpcrience shows (hat
it is vitally important to get to know people in the community - to appreciate not
only their physical circumstances and social and political environment, hut their
beliefs, traditions, values and psychological outlook, their life style and the daily
demands on (heir time and energy. What do (hey worry about if they cannot sleep
at night?

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

Developing a community profile could become a major task on its own. taking
years to compile. It is important, therefore, lo keep the work in perspective. Be
quite clear why you are collecting the information - it is lo 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 I he development of the service The secondary purpose
of the process is every bit as important - it is to begin the process of participation
by local people and lo sec 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 Io plan a new service. This should include both the formal channels
for information provision and the informal, traditional ways of information
exchange.

It is perhaps easiest to s ta r t with the formal channels. These could include the
information provided by government services, non-governmental organizations,
the mass media and traditional sources such as traditional courts or village elders.
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Most of these should have been identif ied through the community profile.
Establish contact with each of the information providers and arrange a meeting or
an interview to gather informat ion on the following aspects of the service:
- Who provides the money for and manages the service?
- What is its prime objective?
- Is there a permanent office in the communi ty or are visits made by extension

workers?
- When is the service available?
- How many s t a f f provide information and what training have they received?
- On which subjects do the s ta f f give informat ion?
- In which formats is the in format ion provided?
- I low many people do they provide in fo rma t ion with each year?
- Is 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 wi th other information providers?

Interviews with t radi t ional . or informal , information providers should focus on
their role in the communi ty , the people to whom they provide information, the
subject mat ter and the format of the in format ion and the method by which i t is
provided.

The informat ion collected in the interviews and meetings should be
supplemented by impressions of the services gained from discussions with
individual members of the community.

The information needs profile. I t is very d i f f i cu l t to assess people's need for
informat ion but an a t t empt to do so must be made if the community information
service is to be relevant. The review of the l i terature indicates that there arc many
ways of at tempt ing to assess in form at ion needs. It is possible for example, to learn
a considerable amount from the c o m m u n i t y profile and the profile of information
providers.

The community profile w i l l indicate areas of social need. Low levels of literacy,
for example, suggest t h a t there is a need for information about literacy
programmes. Similarly, high levels of i n f a n t mortal i ty could suggest that there is
a need for in format ion about heal th , nu t r i t ion and sanitation.

The information providers' profile will also indicate different needs for
in format ion . In the discussions with information providers a picture should have
emerged of the gaps in in format ion provision and of the areas where the
informat ion providers themselves feel that they are unable to meet all the needs
with which they are faced.

While these two profiles can give much useful information they are unlikely to
provide a fu l l enough picture.There is no subst i tute for a community survey which
sets out specifically to ident i fy information needs.

When planning such a survey, it is necessary to be clear about the nature of the
information needs which are being surveyed. It is possible to survey information
needsin different ways by askingpeople about d i f fe ren t types of information needs:
- Perceived needs. I t is possible to learn a lot by simply asking people what

informat ion needs they th ink they have. The best way to do this is to allow
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people to say wha t t h e y consider lobe t h e i r main needs and then to prompt them
by asking about the i n f o r m a t i o n they need in pa r t i cu la r subject areas such as
health or education.
The problem w i t h perceived needs is t h a t people arc f r e q u e n t l y unaware t h a t
t hey need i n f o r m a t i o n . This rn;iy be because they do not sec t h a t i n f o r m a t i o n
can be used to solve a problem which they face- they may simply not appreciate
t h a t there is a solut ion to the problem.

- Actual needs. A n o t h e r way to explore in fo rmat ion needs is to ask people about
the i n f o r m a t i o n which they have ac tua l ly needed over the last mon th or year.
Merc it is wor th no t ing t h a t for many people " i n f o r m a t i o n " is a r a t h e r vague
concept and i t is o f t en more h e l p f u l to ask them whether they need to f ind an
answer to a quest ion, solve a problem or to make a d i f f i c u l t decision.
It is i m p o r t a n t to use a t imescale which is relevant to the experience of the
people being surveyed. One m o n t h is qu i t e a short t ime , and might exclude
many in fo rma t ion needs. F.qually a year may be a long t i m e for some people
unless t he I i mcscalc can be re la ted to something I ike a h;ir vest or a wet season.

- Hypothetical needs. He re in I or ma t ion needs a re explored by asking people w h a t
they would do if t hey needed in fo rma t ion about a p a r t i c u l a r problem or
s i t u a t i o n . This may give a good pic ture of the s t rengths and weaknesses of the
ex i s t ing i n f o r m a t i o n services.
The problem wi th a sk ing about hypothe t ica l i n f o r m a t i o n needs is t h a t it is
necessary to select problems and s i t u a t i o n s w i t h which people can iden t i f y .
K v e n t hen. many people f i nd it d i f f i c u l t to respond to a hypothet ica l s i t u a t i o n .

- Kxixling information services. Much can he learned about i n f o r m a t i o n needs by
asking people about the use they make of the exis t ing i n f o r m a t i o n services and
about t h e i r views of the services.

- Preferred \vavx of meeting needs. F ina l ly it is possible to ask people how they
would most l ike to s a t i s f y a perceived or an ac tua l need. This approach has the
advantage t h a t the responses are not res t r ic ted to the services which arc a l ready
provided. The l i m i t a t i o n is t h a t people of ten f i nd it d i f f i c u l t to t h i n k of or to
describe services which are outside t h e i r experience.
The main benef i t of t h i s approach is that it is the one which is most l i k e l y to
iden t i fy ways of bu i ld ing upon e x i s t i n g informal methods of acquir ing and
exchanging i n f o r m a t i o n .
I t is impor t an t to stress t h a t these approaches are not m u t u a l l y e x c l u s i v e .

Indeed, it would be sensible to use more t h a n one in any survey to get the f u l l e s t
possible picture.

There are three ma in research methods which can be used for a su rvey of
c o m m u n i t y in fo rmat ion ticeds: I ) self-completed ques t ionnai res ; 2 ) in te rv iews;
and 3) group discussions. Before deciding upon which method to use. it is worth
beginning w i t h some in fo rma l discussions in the c o m m u n i t y to ensure t h a t t he
survey approach adopted is best sui ted to the communi ty

These discussions should be held w i t h each of the main groups in the communi ty ,
t a k i n g care not to exclude anyone. Discussions should be held wi th women as well
as wi th men. w i t h members ol all e t h n i c and caste groups, w i t h fa rmers as well as
commercial and i n d u s t r i a l workers .

Hav ing int roduced the idea of a survey in th is way and h a v i n g gained the
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acceptance of the community, it is possible to begin the design of the survey. The
f i rs t 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 l ike ly to be
of limited value in most rural communities in developing countries unless levels of
literacy are very h igh .

If questionnaires of th is k ind are used they should be short and designed so that
they are very easy to complete. Careful thought should be given to the sequence
of quest ions and to the ways in which I hey arc l inked together. Ideally respondents
should be required to answer each question in turn .

The questions themselves should be kept as simple as possible and should use
words and language w i t h which the people wi l l be famil iar . Questions should he of
the closed type - that is, the respondent should be able to answer by choosing
between a l imited number of a l ternat ives . Open questions, where the respondent
is asked to wr i te in an answer, are less l ikely to obtain a response and are much
more d i f f i cu l t to analyze.

The success of I he questionnaire will improve if it is carefully designed. It should
look at t ract ive and should encourage the respondent to spend the t ime necessary
(o complete it.

Self-completed questionnaires are administered in four stages. Having
designed the questionnaire it is always worth pre-testing it with a small number of
people who can suggest ways in which it can be improved. It is also worth pilot
testing the revised version of the quest ionnaire . In a pilot test the questionnaire is
sent to a small sample of respondents to check that it can be completed without
diff icul ty and that it produces the informat ion required.

Having pre- and pi lot- tested the quest ionnaire the amended version can be
administered. This is u sua l ly done by post w i t h a personal covering le t ter which
explains the purpose of the study, who is carrying it out, what the results wil l be
used for and stressing that the information supplied 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 statist ically reliable and
generali7.able data is required, then a random or probabil i ty sample will be
needed. In such a sample everyone in the community has an equal chance of being
included and, if the sample is suf f ic ien t ly large, the replies should provide a true
representation of the views of the communi ty as a whole. Where such precision is
not required a purposeful or oppor tun i ty sample can be used. In these samples
people are selected from different groups in the community in order to cover a
range of community needs.

The whole question of sampling is a complex one and there is insufficient space
to deal with it satisfactorily here. It is strongly recommended that an experienced
research worker or s ta i is t ic ian is consulted about th i s aspect of the survey.
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The ma in advantages of self-completed quest ionnaires are ( h a t they are cheap,
they can be used to survey a large number of people and, if the questions are
designed careful ly , there should be l i t t l e scope for bias. Against th i s , they are alien
to many cu l tu re s , they rely on high levels of l i teracy and the response rate is l ike ly
to be low.

Interview Surveys
In terv iew surveys overcome many of the problems associated wi th quest ionnaires.
In the i r most s t r u c t u r e d form, the interviewer simply reads out questions f rom a
schedule which looks very much l ike a se l f -comple ted ques t i onna i r e and records
the replies by t ick ing t h e appropria te responses. O the r i n t e r v i e w surveys arc much
less s t ructured and the in t e rv iewer wi l l s imply have a l i s t of topics to be covered.
These are much more d i f f i c u l t to conduct as the in terv iewer must encourage and
control the flow of i n f o r m a t i o n , yet do so wi thou t in t roducing any bias in to the
interview. They also have to record the responses as they go along.

In many ru ra l communi t i es f i r m l y s t ruc tu red interviews are ne i the r appropriate
nor possible. In such cases it is necessary to use an u n s t r u c t u r e d approach and to
avoid bias by a t t e m p t i n g to re ta in a n e u t r a l stance. The s k i l l lies in being able to
show interest in what is being said w i t h o u t becoming personally involved.

A problem arises wi th recording the results of i n t e r v i e w surveys. The
in te rv iewer can only wr i t e down a small proportion of w h a t is said in the in terv iew
and in selecting and summarizing the in fo rmat ion recorded it is l i k e l y t h a t some
bias wil l be introduced. To overcome this many people use tape recorders. These
have the i r own disadvantages. First , the equ ipment can, and docs, break down
Secondly, tape recorders arc not necessarily f a m i l i a r to the people being
in terviewed and they may feel uncomfor t ab le knowing t h a t e v e r y t h i n g t h e y say is
being recorded.

Analyz ing u n s t r u c t u r e d i n t e r views can be very d i f f i c u l t . I t is seldom possible, or
desirable, to have the complete tape recording transcribed. In s t ead it is necessary
to l isten to the tapes and to make notes which can then be analyzed.

The main advantages of in terview surveys are tha t they can provide a detai led
understanding of needs and they wil l give a much higher response rate than self-
completed quest ionnaires . They have clear advantages in communi t i e s where
levels of literacy arc low. The main disadvantage is cost. I n t e r v i e w surveys need a
lot of l ime on the part of the researchers and th i s is always expensive.

Disciix.iions
Group discussions are ano ther way of ga ther ing the same type of i n f o r m a t i o n as
the u n s t r u c t u r e d in terv iew. W i t h th i s t echnique , a srn; i l l group of people - u s u a l l y
between six and eight - meet to discuss specific topics in a r e l a t ive ly s t ruc tu red
way. The role of the researcher is to introduce each new topic in t u r n and to ensure
t h a t everyone c o n t r i b u t e s to the discussion. It is also necessary to cont ro l and to
s t imula te the flow of the discussion.
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Group discussions arc good for get t ing a detailed understanding of a small
number of issues. Ench discussion should last less than an hour and it is seldom
possible to cover more than three or four topics. The discussions should he
recorded and analyzed in the same way as unstructured interviews.

Each of the research approaches has its strengths and weaknesses and it is often
worth using more than one. Interviews, for example, could ident i fy a number of
key issues which could be explored in greater detai l in group discussions. When
designing the survey it is worth following these general guidelines:
- Involve local people from all groups in the community at all stages.
- Borrow techniques from other research studies and learn from their mistakes.
- Keep things simple and s t ra igh t forward . Use techniques which themselves are

uncomplicated and which arc w i t h i n the competence of the people under tak ing
the research.

- Do not collect too much in fo rmat ion ; restrict it to what is really needed. A
simple study fu l l y analyzed and interpreted is worth far more than one which
collects complex data tha t cannot he analyzed.

- Bring in research experts where necessary to give advice on the design of the
study, to provide t ra in ing , to help wi th the survey itself or to assist with the
analysis of the results.

- Be aware of the distortion which the research itself can create. This is
particularly important in communities where research itself is an alien concept.
Having conducted the communi ty informat ion survey a picture should have

emerged which shows:
- The range of informat ion needed by different groups in the community and the

priorities which should be assigned to those needs.
- The existing formal providers of in format ion and the extent to which they meet

the identified needs.
- The main informal methods by which information is obtained and exchanged

w i t h i n the community.
- The di f ferent factors which will determine the design of the information service,

such as the educat ional and literacy levels; the languages spoken; the periods in
the day when people will lie free to use the service; the most appropriate
location for the service; the avai labi l i ty of transport and communications, and
soon.
These results should he discussed wi th individuals and groups in the community.

Not only does this provide an opportunity to check that the results and the
interpretat ion placed upon them are valid, it also provides another opportunity to
involve the communi ty in the project and to reinforce its commitment to the
eventual informat ion service.

It should be possible at the end of this process to have a clear idea of the main
groups in the community who have needs for information and the subjects and the
nature of those needs. I t should also be clear how the proposed informat ion service
Svill need to work alongside and build upon the work of existing informat ion
providers. Indeed one possible conclusion is that existing information providers
already have adequate means of disseminat ing information to the local people and
what is needed is a resource centre to supply them with appropriate information
resources for the i r work.
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Establishing Appropriate Services

It is impossible to say in advance what the most appropriate service wi l l be for any
communi ty . F.ach service should be designed to meet the p a r t i c u l a r needs of the
communi ty and to f i t in wi th the ex i s t ing pa t t e rn of i n f o r m a t i o n provision. I t is for
this reason t h a t so much emphasis has been given in these guidel ines to the
assessment of c o m m u n i t y needs.

Once those needs have been assesscii. however, it is possible to begin to design
and to plan the development of the c o m m u n i t y i n f o r m a t i o n service. A number of
basic principles should be followed dur ing th i s design and p l a n n i n g process.
- Use a cotnmunitv development (//>/»roach. I t is crucia l to accept t h a t effect ive

services cannot be imposed on communi t i e s , but must he set up from w i t h i n the
communi ty i t se l f . Further, the service should be designed so t h a t it is managed
and controlled by the communi ty .

- liiiild on existing services. The ex i s t ing i n f o r m a t i o n providers should be
involved in the design of the new service and an a t t e m p t should be made to
coordinate developments . In some cases the most appropr ia te i n f o r m a t i o n
service m i g h t be one which meets the needs of o t h e r i n f o r m a t i o n providers ,
leaving them to provide the service direct to people in the communi ty .

- Use a range of information formats. An i n f o r m a t i o n service in tended for direct
use by rural people cannot be based on printed mater ia l s alone. I t should build
on t r ad i t i ona l pa t te rns of i n fo rma t ion seeking, and th is will mean using oral
communicat ions reinforced by poster, charts, photographs, slides, f i l m s , audio

' tapes and rcal ia .
- Use active information workers. The workers must unders tand the in fo rma t ion

t h a t they are h a n d l i n g and t h e y must be able to in terpre t and apply tha t
in format ion to the pa r t i cu l a r needs of the user.They should be able to repackage
i n fo rma t ion from government and other organizat ions i n t o fo rmats t h a t are
more appropriate to the villagers' needs. They should also record t r a d i t i o n a l
knowledge.

- The information service should he two-way. The service should act as a
communica t ion channel f rom, as well as to. the load communi ty . The service
should enable the local c o m m u n i t y to feed back to government and others
i n fo rma t ion on the impact of t he i r policies and on areas of need not being met
by policies or programmes.

- Learn from others. Bui ld on the experience of others who have established r u r a l
communi ty in fo rma t ion services.
With these principles in mind, i t is possible to begin the a c t u a l p l a n n i n g and

design. Again it is worth emphas iz ing t h a t members of t he c o m m u n i t y should be
involved in the process. This i nvo lvemen t might be achieved th rough in fo rma l
discussion groups or it might be more appropria te to establish a formal
management group or commit tee .

The f i r s t task should be to specify the object ivcsol I he service. These object ives
should cover: the groups in the c o m m u n i t y t h a t wi l l be served by the i n f o r m a t i o n
service; the subject areas on which i n f o r m a t i o n w i l l he provided; the r e l a t ionsh ip
wi th other i n fo rma t ion providers: the style of work of the service, and the e x t e n t
to which the service w i l l do more t h a n s imply provide i n f o r m a t i o n .
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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 wil l also
have to include a consideration of the number and type of staff tha t will be required
and whether they will need training.

At this early stage it is also worth th ink ing about the information materials and
equipment which the staff wi l l need.

Finally, careful thought needs to be given to the f inancial element of the service.
Mow much money wi l l be needed and where will it come from?

Monitoring and Evaluating Performance
'16 ensure that an information service remains effective and tha t it responds to the
needs of the communi ty 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 arc:
- Performance monitoring and evalua t ion 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 wi th in the l imits set by the levels of

resources available.
- Performance should be monitored in the context of the objectives of the service.
- Communi ty informat ion services should provide an amalgamation of different

services.
- The level of monitoring should be determined by the amount of detail required.
- Comparison is an essential aspect of performance monitoring and evaluation.
- Basic measures should be adapted to suit local circumstances.

The starling 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".

Informat ion should be collected on the number of s ta f f , their t raining and
experience and their language skills. The monitor ing process should also assess
the extent to which the s taf f 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 needs of the community.

Finally the premises and equipment avai lable for the service should be monitored.
Having measured the resources used by the service, a t tent ion now focuses on

the performance or output of the service. Here a range of d i f fe ren t aspects of the
service can be measured. The par t icu lar combination of measurements must be
determined by the objectives of the service. The following range of possibilities
should be considered:
- The range of enquiries. This wi l l 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 sa t i s fy ing needs.
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- The type of user. This shows whe the r the service is mee t ing the needs of all
groups in the community.

- Detailed help and assistance. \( may he worth recording separately enquir ies
which requited detailed help

- Information feedback. The volume of th i s work should be recorded.
- Resource centre work. Where the service aims to provide support to other

information providers the ex t en t of this work should be measured.
- Information work with groups. This is a s ign i f ican t e lement in the work of some

centres and should be monitored.
- Repackaged information. The amount of work involved w i t h producing new

materials should be measured.
Measurement of resources and an appropriate range of ou tpu t s wi l l provide a

basis for the regular moni tor ing and eva lua t ion of the service. This should be
supplemented by occasional surveys to assess the a t t i t u d e s and perceptions of
people generally in the communi ty , the users of the service and the providers of
other services. Self-completion quest ionnaires , i n t e r v i e w s and group discussions
are the techniques which can be used to collect th i s i n f o r m a t i o n .

E v a l u a t i o n can he a cha l lenging and t h r e a t e n i n g experience for people working
in a scrviee and it is t he re fo re impor t an t to involve Idem in the design of (he
monitoring and evaluat ion processes. They should be encouraged to provide a
continuous flow of informat ion about the eff ic iency and the effect iveness of the
service.

The local communi ty should also be involved in the e v a l u a t i o n . The f i n a l
responsibility, however, must rest w i t h the management group or commit tee .

P lann ing a communi ty informat ion service should be seen as a cyclical process
which involves assessing (he needs of a communi ty ; es tabl i sh ing objectives in the
light of those needs: developing services which will enable the objectives to be
achieved; providing services: moni to r ing anil e v a l u a t i n g t h e i r performance;
revising objectives in the light of performance and changed needs, and so on.
Involving staff , management and the local communi ty in th i s whole process w i l l
help (o ensure t h a t (he communi ty informat ion scrviee is appropria te to the needs
of the communi ty it serves.

About I lie author
Elaine Kempson is a Consultant at Acumen. Brompton Ralph,TauntonTA4 2RU.
UK.

|Ms Kcrnpsnn's paper was deliveicd during rite 5<>th 11-1, A ( jcncral Conference. Stockholm. Sweden. IH- 2-J August
1'IW.J


