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Alistair Scott outlines briefly how ID21 is putting
development knowledge on the Net.

NGOs, academics and consultants based in the UK produce a
constant stream of development research findings. Yet all too
often, those who make or implement development policy do
not receive this valuable new knowledge and are unaware of
its policy implications. In 1995 a report commissioned by the
then UK Overseas Development Administration found there
was a major communications block which prevented research
outputs from being turned into development outcomes. Poor
dissemination meant that those who stood most to benefit
from the fruits of development research were often scarcely
aware that it existed. So how could researchers make sure the
work they were doing reached people who could actually use
it? 

At the time the ODA report was being written, advances in
ICTs were creating a whole new range of communication
possibilities, and as a result the ODA called a tender for a
‘development research dissemination programme’, costed at
£200,000 a year. A successful bid by the Sussex-based
Institute of Development Studies and the Panos Institute in
London led to the creation of ID21 or ‘Information for
Development in the 21st Century’. 

ID21 is essentially a development research shop window
that includes a hard copy and on-line periodical, Insights, an
email news flier, ID21News, and a searchable on-line
knowledge bank. This latter is the core of ID21 – a textbase of
one-page (500-word) digests of current and recent social and
economic research studies across 30 key fields. As new
digests are entered into the system they are announced on
email via ID21News, and they can then be accessed directly
from the ID21 Web-site (www.id21.org).

A big challenge for any Internet-based service is to try to
ensure that those who have only slow or intermittent access
can still make effective use of the system. A key factor is how
much Internet ‘bandwidth’ the system uses. Efforts have been
made to ensure that the ID21 Web-site doesn’t waste precious
bandwidth on cosmetic features. But this is only part of the
picture. The World Wide Web and email are by far the most
heavily used communications channels on the Internet, but
email generally uses a minute amount of bandwidth compared
to the Web and is therefore the preferred Internet medium for
those with limited access. This is particularly important for
Southern users who frequently have to contend with much less
bandwidth than their Northern counterparts. 

Even users who enjoy high bandwidth access are
increasingly turning to email as their preferred way to receive
information from the Internet. Swamped by the vastness of the
Web and the time required to search for information, many
serious users are starting to demand that information providers
to do their searching for them. ID21 plans to build on this

trend by using an email-based keyword
subscription system that will allow
users to register particular interests.
Users will then receive regular,
personalised updates covering a range of
development topics that are of direct relevance to them. And
by using email rather than the Web, Internet access problems
should be significantly reduced. 

But this doesn’t mean that ID21 will neglect the Web. The
role of ID21 is to enhance, rather than replace, existing
communication and dissemination networks, and this is where
the Web comes into its own. The Web’s unique hypertext
environment means that all Web-sites and pages can
ultimately be linked through hotlinks. In effect the entire Web
is one huge, cross-referenced document. It is therefore an
excellent medium for linking different sources of existing
knowledge together. For ID21 this means providing a sign-
posting service, directing users to quality sources of
development information.

For those accustomed to traditional mass media, it is
tempting to view the Internet as just another broadcast
medium. And indeed many successful Web-sites thrive
precisely because they broadcast to a mass global audience.
But the Internet also opens up the possibility of
‘narrowcasting’: providing information services that are
targeted at particular user groups. ID21’s mandate is to
communicate development knowledge to an audience of
policy makers and development practitioners, but ID21 also
has strong links to some of the more populist development
information sites, such as the hugely successful OneWorld
Online. In this way the architecture of the Internet enables
organisations such as ID21 to complement, rather than
compete with, the mass broadcasters.

As outlined elsewhere in this journal, the Internet is
growing at a staggering rate and although developing
countries are part of this explosion, there are still major
problems with access and the domination of the field by
Northern companies. Used properly, ICTs such as the Internet
can be used to promote social and economic development. But
an ever-widening information gap between rich and poor is
equally possible. For its part, ID21 aims to counter this
negative trend by attempting to use the power of the Internet
to ensure that research-based knowledge is swiftly reflected in
anti-poverty development policy and practice.

� Alistair Scott is the ID21 programme Webmaster. 
Email: alistairs@ids.ac.uk

ID21 can be found at: http://www.id21.org. To
subscribe to ID21’s free email newsletter, ID21News,
send a blank email message to id21news@ids.ac.uk
including the words ‘subscribe id21news’ in the subject
field. For general information call 01273 678787. 
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