Communications strategies for IFI-watchers: 

new tools for networking and collaboration

Terms of Reference for a consultancy

Bretton Woods Project
www.brettonwoodsproject.org 

“The big players of globalisation, the World Bank and the International Monetary Fund, have never been so much on the defensive before. Not only have they had to cut their week-long annual meeting in Washington next month to a hasty two days in an effort to lessen the street protests. They also face a growing cyber-jungle of critical websites run by a global network of non-governmental organisations and fair-trade activists.” 

Editorial, The Guardian, 22 August 2001
“International non-government organisations (INGOs) are increasingly regarded as important in their capacity to influence global policy on development issues such as poverty alleviation, sustainable development, and human rights. This has been possible through simultaneous attachment to local places and cultures on the one hand, and critical engagement with global institutions on the other. With recent advances in information and communication technologies, an increasingly connected INGO community is finding considerable scope for networking and information sharing at multiple levels. However, despite the strategic advantage of INGOs, their contribution to date remains limited more to small-scale success stories than to affecting development directions more broadly. INGOs will have to strengthen institutional structures and learning skills to achieve a greater developmental impact.” 

Shirin Madon, International NGOs: Networking, Information Flows and Learning, Institute for Development Policy and Management, 2000 

“Networks are an organisational form with extraordinary capacities for innovation, managing risk, building trust, facilitating joint action and gathering information in a manner that flows around and between geographical, legal and institutional barriers. When networks include the active participation of decision makers they have the potential to influence policy. The norms, values and aspirations of networks can have a significant impact on the climate of elite opinion and the culture of public debate. The world is still a long way from global governance; however in the absence of global institutions, networks are filling much of the void”
Diane Stone, Banking on Knowledge, Routledge, 2000

“If we want to use the net to help advance our struggles for social justice or global equality, then we've got to learn how to use it in ways that enhances our communication efforts, rather than to non-thinkingly just use it to force a growing amount of information through "pipes" (i.e., individuals' interests, abilities, time, willingness to respond with concrete activity) that can only grow so wide. We must tailor our communications to our audiences.” 

Kim Scipes, Communications Practices For Progressives, March 2001

BACKGROUND

Overall objective

Short consultancy to examine communications among World Bank-monitoring/campaigning organisations, and suggest improvements, particularly using information and communications technologies. Pilot the use of one or more such new technologies to facilitate interactions. 

Suggested methods: research on web and in written reports, interviews in person and by phone/fax/e-mail, produce draft report to circulate for comments to respondents, then finalise on basis of comments. Use conference calls and other methods.  Possibly include visits to one or more of the following: 

· EURODAD annual meeting (late November);

· a strategic meeting/organisation in a Southern country or Washington DC. 

Expected results: 

· Map current communications;

· Highlight good examples of communications on complex international issues; 

· Pilot one or two new approaches useful in this sector;

· Outline possible improvements to communications practices – whether incremental and individual or collaborative and collective. 

Context

Many civil society organisations are monitoring and campaigning on the international financial institutions. Many others are working on policy issues over which the IFIs are intimately concerned. The web and e-mail are vital communications and publishing media for work across borders. Yet there is poor collaboration among groups, poor strategising about how to reach new audiences despite strong demand for independent information about the IFIs. The IFIs are increasing their communications outreach (through the web and e-mail especially) systematically and cleverly, outflanking its critics. It is even establishing new, apparently independent, sites, e-mail lists etc. This is troubling for those who want to open space for real changes in the way development is conceptualised and carried out. 

Scope

Whilst this consultancy is being managed by the Bretton Woods Project, with the benefit of a grant increase from the CS Mott Foundation, it aims to provide useful lessons for a range of organisations the Project and the Foundation works with. These include organisations in a number of countries, approaching the issues from different perspectives. A list will be drawn up by the Bretton Woods Project, to include NGOs, other civil society groups, academic commentators and officials from a number of countries. The consultancy is designed to produce interim lessons and suggestions which can be discussed at an international strategy meeting of IFI-watchers in November 2001, followed by a further-reaching set of lessons to be produced and disseminated in January 2002. 

Some options fall into a category of incremental improvements to existing practices. Others involve deployment of newer technologies and levels of collaboration, for example the construction of a portal, shared online databases, news sharing, or the creation of new websites for special initiatives (such as posting leaked World Bank documents), and the use of e-mail campaigning, marketing and conferencing techniques. 

Desired outcomes

It is hoped that this will provide an assessment of current communications strategies and practices, and help people think more clearly about options for the future. It can take an initial look at the pros and cons of various new approaches both at the level of individual organisations and as joint initiatives between several groups. One or two incremental improvements may be implemented by one or more participating organisation in collaboration with the consultant. 

For the Mott Foundation and other funders it will give a clearer idea of where some money might be strategically spent. Some of the common questions which arise for funders and NGO strategists include:

· How can different groups work together more effectively? 

· What are main obstacles to adopting new approaches (institutional, practical, financial)? 

· What are training needs? 

· What re financial needs and options (direct funding, subscription models, advertising model) 

· What time and money can be saved by introducing new, collaborative, communications approaches?

· What are the North/South issues with such approaches? Can Northern groups do more to build a communications infrastructure that would help Southern groups post, obtain and publicise material? 

Report format

Suggested format of written report: assess what is being done at present, then outline pros and cons of a variety of new approaches. Set out some goals and ways to measure progress against them. Should be written in non-technical language, to appeal to policy strategists and potential funders, not technical managers. Should include clear summary with possible action points, and perhaps some initial briefs for taking particular options forward, referring to working pilots in one or two cases. Technical aspects can be further developed in one or more annexes. Report to be made available in hard copy to selected groups and posted to Bretton Woods Project website. 

ISSUES

1. ASSESSMENT OF CURRENT COMMUNICATIONS PRACTICES

It will be useful to examine and assess communications among IFI-watchers at present. The Bretton Woods Project is concerned that there are dual problems of information vacuums and information overload. These apply both to ‘internal’ communications between groups in the same networks and to external communications between such groups and other audiences. There are many players in the IFI-watching scene, so this exercise will have to develop rough typologies rather than try to be comprehensive. It will be interesting to see how different interviewees perceive these issues. Some of the academic commentators on virtual communities and network strengths can also be contacted (ie Vikas Nath, Diane Stone, Shirin Madon). This section, combined with tools to be discussed in the following ones, will help people decide what to do with the information they receive.

Analysis could cover:

General information flows mapping. Who is exchanging what types of information with whom with what aim? Rough categories include: 

- Officials, decision-makers, researchers, campaigners, activists, journalists, lecturers, students. People with interest in WB/IMF as primary concern/people with interest as secondary, but important for their work.

- Primary documentation or research, secondary précis comment or analysis, news stories, press releases, action alerts etc. 

- Inform, persuade, warn, convert, provide contacts, refer/forward/link etc.

E-mail use. Are people using e-mail intelligently? Either sent to a few people only, or to lists that are too general or too small. Could contacts management software and listserves be used better, as also e-mail announcing longer documents available on the web or by auto-responder/web to e-mail etc.  

Websites. Are most organisational websites in this area too limited in scope and too infrequently updated to attract and maintain a regular flow of site visitors? How can material be put on the web in a more accessible and timely way? Marketing and organising within current structures, or new approaches? 

Southern NGOs (and some Northern) don’t have facilities to post material on web, or easily build websites only have small part of their work on the web. Southern NGOs face difficulties when web material is posted in complex formats.

Collaboration, competition or cliquism. How well do people share information? What are the main barriers to good information flow (sectoral, geographical, research/campaign, language)? Are the obstacles to doing so mainly institutional or technical? How might new techniques and software help?

Division of labour. How well are groups organising among themselves to fulfill different roles, ie producing, summarising, editing, distributing, archiving, publicising information? Can certain organisations take responsibility for being info-hubs on specific sectors or areas? Can the time and/or money spent by certain information producers and receivers be reduced?

2. INCREMENTAL IMPROVEMENTS

Before outlining more strategic, further-reaching options, it will be good to briefly state ways to improve basic approaches to communications, from strategising, to implementing. This can be done by summarising solutions/options to meet the needs identified in part 1, referring to useful online ‘how-to’ resources where they exist. A few of these steps can perhaps be initiated/implemented by one or more organisations, in collaboration with the consultants, to provide a working demonstration. 

Inclusivity. 

How to meet the needs of low-end users, ie people with limited time/bandwidth/processor speed/browsers etc. Issues include page sizes, javascript, frames. Possible useful approaches include: 

· Auto-responder and web to e-mail options.

· CD Rom dissemination of web content for badly connected groups

· Continued use of paper, phone, faxes for such users. 

Interactivity.  

E-mail lists, e-conferences and e-zines. Using contacts management software/Listbot, e-lists etc. Moderation, frequency of postings, good titling/summarising, archiving in convenient/searchable way. 

Development of more targeted e-mail lists, including use of e-lists to alert people to web postings (or material available through auto-responders etc). 

Advocacy: 

Establish webfax service for WB Executive Directors by producing either a new site or code which can put on various sites (modelled on www.FaxyourMP.com).  Include possibilities for archiving letters between NGOs and officials generated by this service and in other ways. 

Automated sign-on letters/on-line petitions. On own sites or using sites such as www.thepetitionsite.com 
Evaluating and marketing

Tracking site and sub-site stats for funders (also click-throughs to organisations in same network – to demonstrate mutual benefit effects).

Search engines: how to get well-listed. Use of virtual signposts (ie, worldbankenvironment.org), webrings etc. 

3. OPTIONS FOR ENHANCED COLLABORATION

As well as incremental improvements to existing communications practices (which can be carried out by individual organisations) what more ambitious ways could organisations working in this area improve their division of labour and adopt collaborative approaches to communications content- and contact-management. It will be helpful also if some examples can be given of how TNCs, researchers, NGO networks in other fields use intranets, extranets, internet, helpdesks etc to share information across dispersed sites. For options which seem to generate significant interest among participating organisations it will be important to begin to outline the requirements needed to take them forward (time, money, skills, etc). 

Options may include: 

Create Overlapping resource libraries of documents and contacts and opportunities to share news, ie using APC’s new Action Apps: http://www.apc.org/actionapps/english/general/uses.html
Creating one or more portals like www.realworldbank.org building on such libraries (while making sections available to others). 

Maximise visibility/use of existing sites and newsletters, ie by common indexing, some collaborative marketing, use of webrings. Could consider future moves towards .xml-based multiple database harvesting. 

Cyber activism: Explore using www.actionnetwork.org and similar services

Better use of existing aggregators (Alternet, Oneworld, Debtchannel, ELDIS etc). Also possible new alliances, ie with moreover.com or similar.

Anonymous posting and file-sharing options – including for leaked WB and IMF documents, gossip etc (www.fuckedcompany.com, X-file, Freenet). 

Ways to assist Southern organisations establish web presence (ie Women’s Eyes on the Multilaterals). Virtual volunteering, providing web structures, etc.  

4. Task-focussed case studies

As well as examining general approaches to communications and ICTs, the consultancy should examine a few case studies illustrating potential new approaches to achieving the same ends as the organisations currently seek to meet. These should be examined in more detail, assessing what it would take to move from the current position to implementation (ie new time, money and expertise needed, time and money savings, extent of collaboration required). It should also examine any issues on the sustainability of the initiatives, once launched. Piloting one or more of these approaches will make the discussion more real.

a. Overcoming web fragmentation 

Recommend different approaches to overcome the problems of civil society information in this area being hard to find, infrequently updated and posted on an organisation by organisation basis with no common indexing or pooling. Different approaches to collaboration bring different benefits and difficulties. Main options include a portal site or a more decentralised approach for pooling and providing information which can easily be featured across a range of sites. 

Option 1: Portal

Create a central site to index material on a range of sites. The following issues would need to be closely examined: editorial judgements, editorial time, extent of active community participation, admin rights, registration/personalisable, languages, low-impact users, languages, information display issues – topic, country, depth/density, competition with existing or planned portals.  

Option 2: Enriching information-base of diverse sites

Create common databases (e.g. of news stories, documents, contacts, upcoming events, weblinks). Make available to participating organisations (plus others?) to feature on their own sites and use in other ways (ie to respond to incoming queries). Possibly use APC’s Action Apps software. Would present challenges of establishing the architecture and protocols, also in changing existing work practices (information production/storage, site design, site maintenance).

b. E-advocacy

World Bank and IMF-watchers frequently recommend people to write to their country’s representative (Executive Director) at the World Bank and IMF, or to other decision-makers in Washington. A list of current Executive Directors is maintained by Bank Information Center. This enables people to e-mail to officials but does not offer the functionality of services such as www.faxyourmp.com. A similar service where you could select your country name (or topic of concern) then enter text, which would be faxed, to the relevant official. If the fax text can also be archived (plus the reply) this would achieve extra pressure on the institutions. If this can be made available on (or through) many sites this would be a powerful tool. 

For further information contact Alex Wilks, Bretton Woods Project
awilks@brettonwoodsproject.org 
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