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Background

1. In order to assess user needs for development information in Africa, in

1990 ECA/PADIS commissioned two independent studies on this topic, both of

which were completed in 1991. The first was undertaken in 23 francophone

African countries, while the latter concentrated on three countries of the North

Africa subregion. In order to obtain comparative results, both studies followed a

similar research methodology to that of a previous study, undertaken in 1989 in

Ethiopia, Nigeria and Zimbabwe. * The study of francophone countries was

financed jointly by the United Nations Development Programme (UNDP) and

the United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organization

(UNESCO), while the study of North African countries was financed by UNDP

alone.

Objectives of the studies

2. The purpose of the studies was to better know user needs in order for

PADIS to improve its products and services to fit these needs. Both the 1991

studies were based on the analysis of results of a questionnaire survey sent to

nearly 1000 respondents selected from a random sampling of the ECA mailing

list of development information users 2.

3. The studies permitted PADIS' actual and potential users to clarify for

PADIS the value they accorded to development information, provided PADIS

with information on their practices, attitudes and behavior vis-a-vis PADIS'

information system, and established their profile for PADIS, the categories into

which they fall and their needs, both expressed and latent. The studies also

allowed PADIS to evaluate to what extent its resources, current products and

services respond to identified needs; to focus on the gaps that exist in its

products and services; and to detect weaknesses in the objectives, structure and

organization of its system.

4. Such studies can guide PADIS in the choice of strategies, planning and

execution of projects as far as adaptation of its products and services to the

needs identified, the creation of new, innovative and appropriate products and

1 The 1991 studies differed from those of 1989 in that the former utilized

personal directed interviews, based on a questionnaire, while the latter utilized a

translation of the same questionnaire administered by mail. The latter two studies

aimed at securing a wider sampling of opinion of development information users.

2 Comprised of persons from the Africa region whom Divisions of ECA had

requested to be placed on the mailing list to receive ECA publications as well as

those who had made this request themselves.
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services, the promotion of efficient use of its different products and services,

and the improvement of its financial and organizational structure.

5. The studies also had several secondary objectives including the

identification of actors in the development decision and planning process, the

determination of information necessary for development decision making and

planning, the identification of sources and information services utilized by this

group, the evaluation of the place accorded to the products and services of

PADIS, and the projection, in the form of recommendations and in the

framework of marketing, of roads for PADIS to follow in order to improve its

necessary development information products and services.

Identification of users

6. Those surveyed include development planners, information professionals,

researchers, professional employees of non-governmental and inter

governmental organizations from 26 African countries. Questionnaires were

sent to between 13 and 65 potential respondents per country, depending on the

relative population of the country. The response rate was 30 percent, which is

fairly good for a questionnaire administered by mail in Africa. However, the

rate varied from country to country and from subregion to region; the highest

response rate was from Burkina Faso, where 58% of recipients returned the

questionnaire; the highest sub-regional response rate was found in West Africa

(40% overall).

Respondents' characteristics

7. Regarding the composition of the respondent population, 44.7% were

administrators, 28.2% were information professionals, 8.5% were high ranking

government officials, 10.6% were academics and/or researchers and 8.1% were

"others". However, in the sample from North Africa, 42.1% were academics

and/or researchers. Nearly 46% overall were employed in government

organizations, while 18.6% worked for intergovernmental organizations and

18.9% at training institutions. Forty-five percent said that they were involved in

development planning.

Education and work experience

8. Of those from francophone sub-Saharan Africa, 30.5% were holders of

doctorates, while this was the case from more than half (55.3%) of the

respondents from North Africa. From francophone Sub-Saharan countries, a

further 32 percent held master's degrees and another 32 percent held first

university degrees; fewer than 6% had only a "baccalaur^at" or less. In both

areas respondents averaged nine or more years with their present employers.



E/ECA/PSD.7/31

Page 3

Thus, the researchers felt that the sample was well representative of the

population in the countries surveyed who need and use development

information.

Development information definition

9. Development information was defined for the recipients of the

questionnaire as all data, information and knowledge usable for planning,

decision making and evaluation related to development, whether statistics,

information contained in articles, books, files or even verbal information.

Importance of information

10. Users in francophone Sub-Saharan Africa said that they spent one-quarter

of their working time looking for information, and another quarter of their time

using it (reading). Thus, fully half of their professional time was spent in

information search and use. Clearly, this gives an important place to

information in development planning in the region and underlines the vital role

that information systems and services have to play in development. If one adds

the further one-quarter of their time that these professionals spent in drafting

documents and reports, which also constitutes information usage, then the

percentage of professional time related overall to information reaches seventy-

five percent! In North Africa, while less time was spent in information search

while more was spent in reading and communicating within the work place, the

total percentage relating to information use remained relatively the same. 3

Information search habits

11. Significant results were obtained on information search habits. More

than three-quarters of development information users in francophone Africa did

the research themselves (77.6%), in contrast with 64.6% in the anglophone

countries studied earlier. While the Anglophones tended to rely heavily on

colleagues (73.2%), only 55.2% of the francophones went to this source for

information gathering. As for other sources of information, 53.9% of the

francophone group used in-house information specialists, while less than

half(48.6%) availed themselves of the services of information professionals
outside their work place. This latter result does not speak well for the regard

shown towards librarians within Africa; similar results also emerged from the

anglophone countries. Barely one-quarter of the francophone group (26.9%)

3 For the purpose of this paper, when results were within 2.5% of each other
between the two studies, they are regarded as not differing significantly. In

general, differences will be reported only when they are greater than this range.
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used research assistants in information gathering, while more than half of the

anglophone group surveyed had done so (57.3%).

Cycles of information use

12. From the francophone respondents, two-thirds said that their information

needs were greatest at the tune of the formulation of ideas; 26.2% said that the

time of greatest need was during planning, while 4.9% said that it was at the

period of evaluation. Since the results on this section of the questionnaire

differed widely between the Sub-Saharan Francophone group, the three

primarily anglophone countries and North Africa, it is apparent that PADIS

must be ready to supply information at all times during project and programme

planning cycles.

Forms of information desired

13. Very significant results, and contrary to those that might have been

expected, were obtained from the section of the questionnaire dealing with the

form in which potential development information users wanted to receive their

information. Given that the recipients were on the whole well educated,

occupying responsible positions with heavy workloads, it could be assumed that

they would prefer to receive information in summary fashion in view of the

limited time available to them. However, fully 85.3% from francophone

countries preferred having the full document to a critical summary (58.4%) or a

descriptive summary (35.3%). The results from North Africa showed the same

preferences, although not in the same magnitude (45.3% preferring full text).

They also cited being disturbed at not being able to access the full document

after having seen document summaries. It is possible that this response results

from the information shortage in Africa, in contrast to the information explosion

of developed countries. Development professionals may also not have full

confidence in documentalists making the abstract that the information they need

will come through. However, seeing that the results followed the same pattern

for Ethiopia, Nigeria and Zimbabwe, PADIS can conclude that it should

concentrate its efforts on the development of full text data bases, such as those

that are possible through the use of CD-ROM media.

Location of information sources used

14. When asked where they went regularly to get information, more than 90

percent of respondents both in francophone Sub-Saharan countries as well as in

the North African countries surveyed said that they used either the information

unit in their work place (which included documents collections in their own

offices) or the libraries and documentation centres of international organizations

or foreign cultural centres. This result is highly significant because it shows the
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lack of use, resulting from lack of confidence in, national information services,

such as university libraries, national documentation centres and national

archives. This in itself is the outcome of the insufficiency of these facilities and

the absence of information policies in most African countries.

Aspects of information use

15. When asked what aspect of information they regarded as most important,

95.6% of the respondents in francophone Sub-Saharan Africa said that it was its

reliability, followed by its timeliness (94.4%). However, in the North African

countries nearly all (97.6%) said that the most important factor in information

was its timeliness, with reliability taking second place at 95.4%. Users also

stressed that they were very disturbed by delays between requesting information

and its receipt. Clearly, with results so high in both areas on these factors,

these two together must be taken as primary in any attempt to define an

information system. Other factors that were regarded as important by more

than two-thirds of respondents were ease of access to information services and

resources (83.6%) and matching information supplied to user information needs

(76.4%). One factor that has been regarded as important by UNESCO as well as

by many information science schools, that of repackaging of information, was

regarded as not significant by the users in either of the three studies undertaken

by PADIS. Only 27.5% of the francophone respondents (and 31.7% in North

Africa) said that it mattered to them that information be presented in simple,

direct form devoid of technical jargon. Similar results were obtained in the

anglophone countries. When asked directly about technical information, eighty-

six percent said that "too technical language" was not a problem; again, this

result was consistent throughout the region.

Financing of information

16. Over four-fifths of development information users (with slightly higher

commitment being registered in North Africa) in the countries surveyed felt that

their countries should invest in information. Ninety percent of francophone

respondents agreed with the statement that their countries should invest in

information because "information is power." Another 82.4% felt that their

country should devote a percentage of its Gross Development Product to the

production, processing and dissemination of information. On the question of

who should pay for the provision of information, they felt that it was the state

and not the individual who should pay. When asked if they would support

charges for information services, reluctance or inability to pay was evident.
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Knowledge of existing information systems

17. Gratifying to PADIS was the fact that respondents were more familiar
with PADIS that with any of the other information systems operating in the
region (e.g. AGRIS, INFOTERRA, POPIN-Africa, RESADOC, etc.). Of all the

sub-regions considered, PADIS was most widely known in North Africa, where
77.1% of the respondents were familiar with it, as compared to 68.2 % of

respondents in the francophone Sub-Saharan countries. This reflects the greater
familiarity in North Africa with information systems in general. (Both of these
percentages were higher than the recognition factor in the three anglophone

countries studied.) None of the other systems had a recognition factor higher

than 52% in any of the areas covered. POPIN-Africa, for example, had a
recognition factor of 36.3% in francophone countries as a whole, and 23.5% in
North Africa. Within the francophone areas, PADIS was most well known in
the North and West and less so in east and central African countries 4.

Utilization of PADIS

18. While PADIS can claim that it is the most well known information system
in Africa, it must still measure that against its relative underutilization. In

francophone countries, less than half of those who knew of PADIS had used its
services or products; the results were more encouraging in North Africa, where

more than half who knew of it had used it. On the other hand, the knowledge-
usage ratios were higher for PADIS than for the other information systems

mentioned in the questionnaire. While 24.1% of total respondents said that they
used PADIS, only 17.6% had used POPIN-Africa, for example. Still, there is no
question that information systems are underutilized in Africa in comparison to
their capacities. Some of the reasons for this are the weakness of

communication infrastructure in the region (including postal services), the retard

in the acquisition of information technology, weaknesses in the skills of

information professionals (e.g. training in traditional librarianship, lack of

knowledge of how to exploit information systems). The products most heavily
used were PADIS' publications, while that least used was its Selective

Dissemination of Information (3.5% of respondents). Sixty-one percent said that
they didn't use it because they didn't know of it. This was the case with

PADIS' publications as well: low percentages of utilization went hand in hand

with lack of awareness of the product. Clearly, a marketing effort is needed in
this area.

4 Here it is to be noted that the survey was mailed before PADIS' 1990-1991
intensification of efforts, through advisory services and training, in central African
countries.
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19. Of those that didn't use PADIS' services and products, one-third said

that it was because they said that they didn't have access to a computer. Again,

this could be rectified by marketing actions, such as the publication and

distribution of a brochure on accessing PADIS' services without a computer.

Accord with PADIS' objectives

20. Persons surveyed were presented with a list of PADIS' stated objectives.

Eighty-three percent said that they were in agreement with PADIS' overall

objectives and regarded them as pertinent to their needs. With regard to

specific objectives, the one found most relevant (92.9%) by respondents in

francophone countries was that of helping African countries reinforce their

national capacities to collect, store and process data 5. However, in the three

North African countries, the creation of statistical and numeric data bases was

regarded as the most important (this ranked only fifth in francophone countries

as a whole and in the three anglophone countries).

21. Through the survey, respondents rated priority actions that PADIS

should take to improve its services. That rated as most important (92 percent

were in agreement with it) was for PADIS to develop a way for them to access

its resources and services at low cost. Another ninety percent felt that it was

very important to develop a programme to sensitize African decision makers and

managers to the importance of information for development. Also highly

regarded was the mounting of a marketing campaign to make PADIS' products

and services better known. Lesser agreement was accorded to the statement that

PADIS should develop and maintain training services for information

professionals (79.1%). Perhaps this received a lower rating because of the

strength of professional information science training institutions in francophone

countries both north and south of the Sahara, such as the Ecole des sciences de

Vinformation in Rabat and the Ecole des Bibliothe'caires, Archivistes et Documentalistes

in Dakar.

Conclusions

22. For the 23 francophone countries surveyed, some characteristics of the

information behaviour of the population studied can be discerned. The group is

not a homogenous one, but comes rather from different levels of training, of

intellectual levels and of of institutional affiliations. What unites them is their

service to development planning in their respective countries. The group as a

whole divides its time almost equally between searching for information,

reading and writing of documents, as well as discussions, meetings and

telephone conversations in their field. Their information search tactics are

This took second place in the three North African countries surveyed.
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personalised, that is done by the planners themselves, or at most with the help

of an information specialist or a colleague. The librarian is relegated to the last

resort. The personalization is also reflected in the desire to have the full

document rather than summaries (not trusting in abstracts made by someone

else) and in the frequenting of information collections within the individual's

own work place. Users throughout the region showed their dissatisfaction with

national documentation centres.

23. Information needs are greatest at the moment of generation of ideas.

Usage is most dependent on the reliability of the information, its timeless and its

ease of access. Factors regarding as impeding information use are difficulties in

getting information, unavailability of documents and the tendency of managers

and decisions makers to not integrate information with policy making.

Recommendations

24. On the basis of the survey results, the consultants who undertook the

studies made a number of recommendations for PADIS to be undertaken over a

five-year period. These included:

a. That PADIS undertake a study of the needs of its different clientele

in order to improve the efficiency of its marketing; this would allow

PADIS to target the most important users and to adjust its products and

services to their needs, as well facilitate better communication with them.

Such a study would be a continuation of the three already undertaken.

b. PADIS should re-examine its products and services, in order to

evaluate them and decide which to retain, which to discard and which to

develop further. It was suggested that PADIS might concentrate its

training activities on in-service training, which is almost non-existent in

Africa 6. One aspect of this could be improvement of the knowledge on

the part of information professionals of development planning; it might in

part be their lack of knowledge in this area which keeps development

planners from using their services. PADIS' training could focus on co

ordinating and orienting training existing in the region, e.g. delivering

advisory services to information science schools in the region, awarding

fellowships, etc. PADIS could also serve as an information resource in

this area by alerting information professionals to appropriate courses in

their field.

6 ESI in Rabat and the University of Ibadan in Nigeria are notable exceptions to

this.
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c. PADIS should increase its concentration on technobgical expertise.

This appeared to be PADIS' strong point, which PADIS should take

advantage of. Activities in this area could include an advocacy role in the

utilization of new technologies, working towards policy to reduce

telecommunication barriers which affect the transfer of information,

furnishing technical assistance in this area, working towards the adoption

of compatible norms and standards, promoting the interconnection of

systems and the sharing of available resources, including information

exchange. Thus, PADIS should increase its activities in promoting the

utilization of new information technologies.

d. PADIS should undertake a study of the possibility of cost-sharing

for its services, with attention to the question of who should pay: the

state, the intermediary, the institutions, all or some of the final users?

e. PADIS should revise its distribution policy. More attention should

be placed on the dissemination of information by electronic means, i.e.

computer-mediated communication. PADIS should strengthen its efforts

to develop its electronic network.

f. PADIS should pay more attention to the question of language.

Information should be available in French and Arabic as well as in

English. With regard to Arabic, this should start with the newsletter,

DEVINDEX-Africa and the Directory of African Experts, followed by the

Arabisation of the SDI service. Later steps could involve the Arabisation

of software.

g. Attention should be paid to regionalisation - working with the

PADIS network. The studies showed that regionalisation had a positive

effect on the distribution as well as the popularity of products and

services. Thus, it is important that PADIS work through its network of

national, subregional and institutional participating centres.

h. PADIS should evaluate its personnel needs and try to secure

resources to increase them in accord with the magnitude of the task

before it. Personnel must be competent and sufficient in numbers.

PADIS' resources should be sufficient if it is to become the African centre

for the exchange and transfer of information concerning development.

i. PADIS should develop a marketing plan to improve the knowledge

of its products and services. The elements in this should include both

direct (i.e. targeted) and indirect marketing, publication relations and the

production of promotional materials.
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j. PADIS should concentrate on improving information access and

exchange in the region. This means working on the problem of locating

and transferring information within the region. This is a real problem in

the region, given the absence of national bibliographies and related

materials; thus, locating information becomes an arduous task. PADIS'

actions in this area would be in line with its objective to improve

information infrastructure in the Africa and reinforcing bibliographic

control.

Follow-up by PADIS

25. This study leads to a number of conclusions and possible

recommendations for further action by PADIS. In attempting to learn as much

as possible about its user needs, with a view to improving the quality of

information services provided to them, PADIS found out that its users had a

clear need for relevant and timely information, regardless of technical content,

length or quantity. This particularly enforces the need for PADIS to continue to

investigate new technologies for transmission of information, such as those that

would permit on-line access to its data bases as well as rapid transmission of full

texts or reviews, the preferred formats described by the users studied in this

sample,

26. The study also calls for a review of PADIS bibliographic products and

services. This should be done in the context of the promotion of a vigorous

marketing for PADIS, in particular the development of a more precise targeting

for its products and services. In the case of future information products and

services, market research should precede their introduction.

27. The apparent lack of awareness on the part of information professionals

of the vast field of development brings out the need for sensitization and

training of Africans in the information field to the importance as well as the

essentials of development planning and development economics. This could be

done in the context of training information professionals at African schools of

library and information science; it could also be introduced as an element in the

curriculum of in-service training which PADIS delivers to information

professionals in its national and institutional participating centre.

28. On the whole, the present study reinforces the need for further studies

on the topic of user needs. PADIS intends to build user needs studies into its

on-going work programme. As recommended, they should go beyond the

general study of information needs and habits to the targeting of specific groups

and products.
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29. PADIS also needs to follow-up its connection with several hundred users
contacted in this study. All of them are among the users PADIS wants to reach.

They have been already added to the PADIS mailing list to receive the PADIS
newsletter as well as other printed outputs and invited to subscribe to the

Selective Dissemination of Information Service (SDI);regular and individualized

contact should be maintained to ensure that they become informed users of the
PADIS system who will spread information about its utility to other potential
users.

30. PADIS has taken note of the above recommendations and has attempted
to incorporate them into its project documents being developed for the next five

year period. It is hoped that in this way PADIS can increase its relevant to
those in the region who need development information.




