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ta* N :the field of intemational de-
‘I velopment, much. time and effor.
" has been devoted to setting up struc-
# qurés . and orgapizations. Much less
_time, however,-has traditionally -been
gwen to studying how vital informa-

tion and learning should flow through -

organizations and between indi-
viduals. As a result, ‘bureaucratic
‘organizations often rely on a few
$ ¢-people “at the top” to make broad-
T brush decisions on_enormously com-

plex problems, while lower- -ranking -

. “spectalists” remain firmly locked in
their smal} and isolated compartmenis
‘ of thuught This can lead to stifling
inefficiency and mammoth blunders.

In develnpmg countries—where €x- -

pertise is frequently scarce but rapid,
mntrnlled change is desirable—open
and direct flows of information along
a variety of paths are crucial to the
effective intraduction of new ideas
and technology. But changes can be
 slowed or even halted when important
“information travels only along a
. straight and narrow route of opinion
" and decision-making.
| Information flows .often " lead
straight from the bottom to'the top
and back down again, “overloading
managers’ desks and simplifying com-

iplex problems. Major issues might be”

uverlnuked because they are consi-
-dered tod much of an inconvenience
or nobody knows where or how to
_start researching them. Good ideas

can also go ignored whien there is little:

. time to comsider them or they are
' proposed by someone on the lowest
rungs of an organizational ladder.
* Worse.  still, ~lower-and mddie-
. management people eager for promo-
tion may feed those higher up with
what they want to hear, not with the
zinconvenient truth. '
After a boardroom decision is made
on a complex problem, the down-
" ward-directed -information path fre-
queatly consists of “filling .in the
detarls” —often done by a compietely
different set cf people than the group
that had considered the problem on
its way to the boardroom. At this
point,
Igruups might well be discouraged
since -such communication could be
interpreted” as’ challenging the deci-
ismn power of management. Critical
etrors of judgement may go uncor-
rér:ted as a conseguence.
In practice, organizations operate
largely through information “leaks”
I from ‘department to department and

. from organization to organization--— -

" often across a canteen table or in the

focal bar. It is this informal flow of

. tacit knowledge that can actually stop.
' the system from collapsing in a heap..,
ilmm&nsel}r practlcal tacit knowledge,

) is. ~how; the. world  reallyLis™ rather-..;

dialogues between the two.

Free Flow Of Informatlon Vltal
For Development

,—-Dave Andrews and Bob Everett . -

than “what the book says.”

When a new type Of laser was first
built in Canada, it was done sO° agiunst.
assurances by many scientists that it
could not possibly work. Even when it

“was working no one fully understood

how it perated It is not surprising

.that other laboratones . aruund the

world had great difficulty in rephcat—

ing the device, even given precise

constructional details. it actuatly took
many visits of personnel from one
laboratory to another, together with
freqeuent telephone calls, to transfer
the knowledge. The written word
alone could not transmit all of the
necessary information. 7.
Transferring new ideas and technol-
ogy -around the world can be ex-
traordinarily ‘difficuit. In such inst-
ances the written word has distinct,

limitations.- So much is ‘watten by

people who are considered experts on
their particular subjects, yet those

same experts do not know how to.
- write to the level of knowledge of

their teaders. They siudy their spe-
cialized journals, attend conferences

and develop a “jargon” by which to

spcak with other experts 'in their
ficld—all the time widening the com-
munication  gap between themselves
and “outsiders” who rely on them for
information. Cultural and language
barriers only serve to exacerbate this
pmblem SN !
But it can be extremely embarras—
sing for an “expert” to venture ouf of
a cozy ivory tower. In 1980, one of
these authors attended a symposium.

‘on bilharzia,"a crippling -disease car-

ried by water snails and widespread in
devéloping countries. The conference
was attended by doctors, engineers

and biologists, all experts in their

fields. During one of the presenta-
tions an engineer stood up suddenty
and asked the speaker in a shocked
tone, -“Are you téling me that any
body of fresh water in Nigeria is likely

to becotne infected with biharzia, and"

that the local population will contract

the disease if they bathe in it?” The

answer he got was “Yes™. .
Unfortunately,  his cnmpan}r had
just designed a new town in Nigeria,
deliberately locating it near and aban-
doned gravel pit as -an amenity’ fos
water sports. The engineer, .living in
his specialized world, -had not. ¢on-

‘sult:d health experts and was com-

pletely oblivious to information that
theUnited Nations has been dissemi-
nating since the 1950s on the controi
of irrigation canals and shallow lakes
to reduce snail populations. |

Conversely, a flow of mformation
from some unexpected direction can
save a large amount of work,.When a
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.of London.

. “troublemakers”

tionless knee and elbow joints for

‘space suits, a chance contact sug-
.gESIEd that thE)r take a’ IDDk at old

suits of armour exhibited in the Tower
The engineers were
amazed to find that one suit worn by
that. portly English. mnnarch Henry
VIII, actually covered the. back of his
knee and’inside of, his elbow with
intricate and  efficiently-designed
armour plates. Properly inspired, the

‘engineers returned 1o their drawing

boards with -some great “old” ideas.
" There are a number of possibihities
for 1mprnvmg information flows with-

T n.gamzatmns Some can be im-

plemented in even the most formal
hierarchies. Others call for morc
radical measures that may not be too
pnpular with those who prefer to
work. quictly.

Quality circles arc groups of people-

with diverse skills (the more the

" better) who work together to investi-

gate organizational problems and re-
commend solutiofis; The circles hud-
dlé "at regular. intervals for group
discussions and to air their views
before management.

Members of one such quahty circle
af the Wedgewoad Pottery Company
in ‘England’ saved . that company
SSU,UU'U annually:by discovering that
cup handles were regularly breaking
after ‘being stored. at. the  Wrong

_tempemture In another instance, an

Englisih weaving company sent its
quality circle to visit a manufacturer
that for some reason seemed unable
to supply the right type of thread. The
quality circle. quickly uncovered the
problem: the manufacturer was get-
ting the orders wrong because it used

. different terminologies than the com-

pany it supplied. In other words, the
companies did not speak the same
business language.

Quality circles have their shnrtmm—
ings, however. For example, a quahty
¢ircle might have to present its views
and sugpestions to a middle manager,

‘union shop steward or another admi-

nistrator who sees it as a group of
rather than prob-
lem-solvers. Managers may feel that
their authority is being undermined,

. or they might be embarrassed when

faults thai-they should have spotted
are pointed out to them by subordin-
ates. As a result they might attempt to
block .the efforts of a qualty aicle .

Tather than nisk “losing face.”

Another formal short-cut from the
bottom to the tnp is to use worker
directors as conduits for information.
Worker directors typically take the
needs and concerns of workers before |
management, sitting in -on company
decnsmns if-necessary., g et T

d‘gueni; !renrganlggynns  are, oy
thir ethod f::-r upf:nmg mfunnatlnn s
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at first sound like an admiy
nightmhare, department - réf
tions can bring new people Wi
ideas into closer contact “ﬂtﬁmanage-
ment. Moving people {roaf depart-
ment to department also shemvs where
misunderstandings arise md ncovers
problems, that were hiddey before.

In addition, regular compgny social
gatherings provide ideal rtunities.

for managers to find out what their

workers are really like, dnd vice-;

'_hes, soft- {

versa. Company cricket nao?
d chips”

ball games, -and “beer al§

sessions held at a tocal plu:r bar on 1

Fridays are ways in whicl! informal !

discussion can occur outsife the con- §
fines of a office or factolf setting.
In order to open chanogls for the

- flow of tacit knowledge' tqand from

the outside, pedple must igve both a
méans of communicatigyand some
method for discovering wibm to con-
tact. Information Rnut_ Groups
(IRGs)—informal or semiformal res
ferral groups—are one sucly means for

estabhshmg points of confact among
various groups and 11131 uals .

IRGs have many furm ‘most with
useful apphcaunns m eveloping
countries pOSSEssing a g Y mty of re-.
sources. Like other grauf, TRGs are

comprised primarily | e mdwlduals _

who share similar int&refs, whether §
football !
fans, rockhounds or bigdh
its simplest form an JR> functions
“only as a common m Fest group. ¢
However, the tinks bet-.w gn IRGs can

encompass businesses pmfessmn-
als in countries arnund e world—
especially with the r&t prolifera-
tion of personal and offigé computers.
Computers can serve & g “clectronic
noticeboards,” mstan e §nding mes-.
sages to computers 111; Al countries
via modems that cogv@yt computer
mgnals into various tofegfor transmis-

sion over phone linds.. Many IRGs:
function through % P! electronic.
medium, providing othg IRGs with'

data on the skills ‘#nd 1nterest5 of
group members. Electrdfhic mail soft-;
ware is becoming a Stagdard part :::lf
multi-user computer fs .'* ems.

This kind of techndjty q_. is still in its
infancy in. Western] oyuntries, and;
prices of computer ternhals and data’
links must fall dram call} before ’
glubaﬂy—mtercunnectt TRGs can be-

come a widespread reffity. But sys-.
tems for rural arcas’ afe now under
development around fge world for

access by radic—both fpr mmputenﬂ
on the ground and on beg ird satellites !
It was only 30 years mgw that the first:
commercial transistor gdio was pro-,
duc:deWIm Ibmuws whilt the next 30
yéars w:tll rng? , « evelupmenh
Férum g'mi' ',P §




