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In-Depth Study Proposal Coversheet
	Date: 25 May 2009



	Title of Study:

Infomediaries: Brokers of public access



	Submitted by:
Name of person submitting this proposal

Ricardo Ramirez and Balaji Parthasarathy, co-Principal Investigators



	Researcher Contact Information:
Name, address, email and telephone numbers of the primary contact person for this proposal
Ricardo Ramirez

Ricardo Ramirez Communication Consulting

44 Caledonia St., Guelph, ON. N1G 2C9 Canada +1 519 824 5519


	Hosting Institution:
Name, address and contact details for institution that will host research budget

CIS, University of Washington




	Abstract (summarize the proposed study in no more than 150 words)

This in-depth study will provide evidence about the impact on users across a range of infomediary roles, their differences across types of sites, and the conditions under which their services are effective.  In terms of their ROLES and PRACTICES we expect to document their skills and attitudes, the extent to which their job is formalized, the type of venue they work in, and the rules they improvise as gatekeepers.  We expect the CONTEXT and type of PAV where they perform their work will influence the reach and effectiveness of the services.  Their IMPACT will vary across patrons’ livelihood priorities, including health, education, finances, jobs, and democratic engagement. The findings will inform policy debates about the merits of further investments in public access venues by describing and qualifying the different roles played by infomediaries in each type of venue, and by verifying the extent to which their work influences patrons’ outcomes.


Proposal  

Section I: Research Participants

[Please attach resumes for all research participants named in this section]

	Principal Investigator (the main contact person for this study) 

	Name:    Ricardo Ramirez
Address: 
44 Caledonia St.

Guelph, ON

N1G 2C9 Canada
Email:    rramirez@uoguelph.ca
Telephone: 

+1 519 824 5519


	Co-Principal Investigator(s) (other lead researchers)

	Name:   Balaji Parthasarathy
Address: International Institute of Information                              Technology

26/C Electronics City

Bangalore – 560100, India

Email:   pbalaji@iiitb.ac.in

Telephone: 91-80-28527627; 91-80-41407777; 

                   91-80-41407720 (Direct)


	Name:   Andy Gordon
Address: 
Center for Information and Society

University of Washington

Center for Information & Society UW Roosevelt Commons Building 4311 11th Avenue NE, Suite 400 Box 354985 Seattle, WA 98195
Email:   acg@u.washington.edu
Telephone: 

(T) +1 206.616.9101 (F) +1 206.616.5149



Section II: Research Questions and Study Justification
	A. The Global Impact Study has six areas of research interest. Which of them does the proposed study address?

(1) Reach of Public Access ICTs                                            (4) Public Access Venue Services and Operations

(2) Usage of Public Access ICTs                                            (5) Information Ecologies

(3) Physical Design and Location of Public Access ICTs   (6) Policy and Regulatory Context

	1, 2, 4, and 5 more directly than 3 and 6. 




	B. What are the specific research questions for this study?

	1. What are the practices, skills and attitudes exhibited by infomediaries across different types of PAVs (libraries, telecentres, cybercafes) and job descriptions (formal Vs informal)?

2. What outcomes do patrons provide as evidence of a positive experience from using a PAV (across sectors like health, education, finance, job, democratic engagement)? 

3. To what extent do users point at infomediaries’ practices, roles, skills, attitudes as contributors to their positive or negative experiences, outcomes and motivation to use PAVs (and how do they vary across sectors)?”
4. Under what conditions are infomediaries most able to contribute to positive impact in terms of ‘effective use’ (Gurstein, 2003) and improved info-ecologies?



	C. What are the hypotheses?

	· The different ROLES played and PRACTICES by infomediaries will influence the impact of the PAV on users. This includes their skills and attitudes, the extent to which their job is formalized, the type of venue they work in, and the rules they improvise as gatekeepers.

· The CONTEXT and type of PAV where infomediaries perform their work will influence the reach and effectiveness of the services.  The context includes: information ecology, policies, pricing of services and trust issues across the different types of PAVs. In turn, infomediaries in PAVs change the information ecology (e.g. Lithuania tax advisors come to PAV to assist people; Chile advisors for using e-government; in Bangladesh enabling access to relevant information by illiterate people.)

· The IMPACT of the infomediaries will vary across patrons’ different livelihood priorities, including health, education, finances, jobs, democratic engagement, etc.



	D. What is the theoretical justification/rationale for this study?

	Theoretically, the challenge is to identify the specific mechanisms, the context and the conditions that allow infomediaries to broker the needs of users. 

Drawing on Shapiro and Varian (1999:3), we can understand information to mean anything that can be digitized or encoded as a stream of bits.  But, unlike in formal information theory, where, “…the semantic aspects of communication are irrelevant to the engineering aspects” (Shannon and Weaver, 1964:8), not every bit-stream qualifies as information: following Bell (1999), there must be a context to understand its structure and meaning.  As a result, providing access to information is not enough; people’s information and communication needs must be met by providing them with relevant services, networks, and other contacts (Legris et al, 2003).  

Along with such provision, there may also be a need for mediation to empower individuals for whom the services would otherwise appear unfathomable.  Empowering individuals or the underserved, to bridge class, gender and other social gaps, or even helping individual users migrate from basic services to more advanced levels of information utilization (van Dijk, 2006), depends on well-established relationships of trust.  This is where infomediaries play an important role.  

For example it is important to understand whether illiterate people can become the beneficiaries of PAVs through infomedairies, as in many countries illiteracy and other print-disability exclude a large number of population from any possible benefit of PAVs (Raihan et al, 2007).   



	E. Which public access stakeholders (e.g., governments, donor agencies, users) could benefit from the findings and other outputs of the study (e.g. research reports, survey instruments, software)? 
Please note research outputs that would be particularly relevant to the library community.

	Infomediaries, users, local authorities, civil society organizations and supporters (members of Panels) of the PAVs that are directly involved in the study will benefit from a process of reflection and analysis. 

Governments, donors and investors will benefit from the findings of this study as they will inform policy debates about the merits of further investments in public access venues by describing and qualifying the different roles played by infomediaries in each type of venue, and by verifying the extent to which their work influences patrons’ outcomes.
The findings will be of interest to the library community with regards to the attributes, training, motivation, working conditions, and continued support needed for and by library staff. 

It is premature to know whether the methodology will be of interested to these stakeholders (qualitative data collection combined with participatory analyses with panels).




	F. Does this study overlap with or complement other in-depth studies in the Global Impact Study? How?

	The “community studies” to be developed by the Survey Working Group will complement this in-depth study especially in terms of the concept of CONTEXT (see explanation below); a shared selection of site selection is therefore planned.   

The diagram on the right summarizes the three interrelated dimensions of this study:
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ROLES addresses the range of infomediary skills (a continuum from technical to social) and attitudes (a continuum from aggressive to empathic). Skills and attitudes will evolve over time [an issue that will be of interest to study together with the LifeCycle study]. Roles will be different when the infomediary fulfills a formal role Vs. an informal job. They will also very across different types of PA venues.  

CONTEXT is a dynamic concept: it is both about the change that a PA venue brings to a community (more information “reach”) and about how the conditions (information ecology, policies, pricing, trust, etc.) shape the different types of PA venues. It is also about conditions that enable infomediary services and PAV technologies to be effective. 

IMPACT is about the quality of outcomes as seen by patrons across different aspects of their livelihoods (sectors). Impact will also be affected by the conditions surrounding the PA site/service and the formal vs informal roles of the infomediary. The emphasis on outcomes as a proxy of impact stems from the fact that the benefit of a PAV on patrons depends on many factors that lie beyond the control of the venue (learning about a medical treatment when there is no clinic that can provide it will lead to a change in awareness - an outcome that is valuable; but not to a measurable health outcome).




Section III: Methodology
	A. In which countries will this study take place?

	Country: 

Chile

Bangladesh

Lihuania


	Local research partner (if applicable):

Rodrigo Garrido 

Universidad de La Frontera,  Montevideo 0830, Temuco, CHILE
rgarrido@iie.ufro.cl
T +56-45-325252 / +56-45-734044

Alernate: Christian Labbé: clabbe@iie.ufro.cl

Ananya Raihan, Executive Director, D.Net (Development Research Network), 6/8, Humayun Road, Block B, Mohammadpur, Dhaka 1207, BANGLADESH. 

T: +880 2 912 9779, Cell: +880 1819 238 258. F: +880 2 814 20 21, email: ananya@dnet.org.bd, alternate email: ananya@raihan.net
Alternate contact for other non-research matters:  Mr. Forhad Uddin, T: +880 2 913 14 24 (ext. 147), Cell: +880 1715 781 307. F: +880 2 814 20 21, email: forhad@dnet.org.bd
Birute Mankeviciute, JSC S4ID, e-mail: bmankeviciute@s4id.com, address: Aukstaiciu st. 7, Vilnius, LITHUANIA

T: +3705 266 1110, Cell +370 686 11088. Responsibilities – planning, finances, administration, contractual questions, inventory.
Vida Beresneviciute, Institute for Social Research, email:  vidaberes@takas.lt; same addess as above, T: +370 685 04920. Responsibilities – all questions connected to the research.


	B. Methods 

What methods will be employed?  What types of primary data will be collected?  What types of secondary data (if any) will be incorporated into the study?

	Preparatory

· Obtain the approval for the ethics protocol and consent forms (for focus groups, interviews, panels, and other data collection tools). Ensure each is adapted to the three country contexts (written or verbal).  
· Develop or adapt a printed, illustrated summary explaining the IPAI project; the scope of the Infomediary Study; additional possible data collection exercises (surveys), and the reasons this community is a candidate for research. 
Entry into community, data collection tools (tentative steps)

· Informal visits to PAVs to introduce the research project to the operator.

· Situational analysis to identify information density (types and numbers of information sources and services); explore possible informal infomediaries, existing communities of interest and other mechanisms to convene users.  

· Formalization of data collection plans (convening of operators, convening of users, schedules, appropriate locations, incentives, logistics). [Some of these activities to be combined with the community studies done by the Survey Working Group.]

Site visit by co-PIs prior to implementation

· Site visits to fine-tune/pre-test research tools and work plans

· Develop and field-test the FOCUS GROUP and SEMI-STRUCTURED INTERVIEW GUIDE(S) for OPERATORS; assign roles to data collection team; develop data summary format.  [Develop the tools on the basis of the data needed to respond to Research Questions.]

· Develop and field-test the FOCUS GROUP and SEMI-STRUCTURED INTERVIEW GUIDE(S) for USERS; assign roles to data collection team; develop data summary format. [Develop the tools on the basis of the data needed to respond to Research Questions.]

· Finalize the work plan for data collection across all sites; possible overlap with other data collection activities (surveys) and community studies (traffic monitors; photo or video documenting of most significant stories, etc.). [Of particular relevant to the Research Question on context.]

Participatory analyses of user’s perspectives (what they learn, value, do differently) and types of infomediary and roles.
· Panels with representatives of the main user groups and representatives of the main info-mediary categories (e.g. 5-6 users and 5-6 infomediaries). Ideally, the Panel members would be convened at several intervals during subsequent years.  The Panels will be able to detect trends and address elements of the Research Questions.

· Possible: Panel to identify trends between users’ gains and info-mediary roles, making use of techniques from Social Analysis Systems (www.sas2.net). This will require additional capacity development. 

Review and adjustment of methodology

By the end of the first round of data collection we expect to have:

· Emerging findings from the Infomediaries and Users focus groups and interviews.

· Initial trends from the Panel analysis; these may be service and application-specific and may point us towards more specific questions to focus on.

· Identification of gaps in terms of findings, data collection tools, data summary and data analysis.

We will then review and adjust the methodology for repeated application of some tools during late 2010 and 2011. For example, we may want to introduce additional methods such as Outcome Mapping to capture what users learn and do differently between 2009 (our baseline) and 2011 (Earl et al., 2001).



	C. Sampling strategy and sample size 

What types of public access venues and user/non-user populations will be included? What sampling methods will be used?

	Site selection.
· Sites will be selected to contrast across two variables [at least]: urban Vs. rural communities; and commercial venues Vs. libraries.  A further variable will be the density of options (communities with many information services/sites Vs. those with few; socio-economic or ethnic composition. Indicative total number of sites: 8-10. 

· Determine user categories for focus groups and in-depth interviews: gender, age group, plus other combinations or groupings.  

· Sites selection will be made in consultation with the Survey Working Group to maximize collaboration with the Community Studies.  



	D. Impact measurement 

i) How will the study assess “impact”? What type(s) and/or level(s) of impact will be measured? What indicators will be used?

ii) The Global Impact Study highlights six areas of impact: employment and income; education; civic engagement; democracy and governmental transparency; culture and language preservation; health). Which of these will the study address and in what ways? If other areas of impact will be examined, please specify which areas.

	The causality of info-mediary services is assumed to be indirect in most situations.  A student who is encouraged to utilize an information source may apply the information to her choice of career, but other factors will intervene in her decision.  Therefore, the focus on impact will be at the level of the PAV user or patron.  

This focus is informed by Outcome Mapping (OM) (Earl et al. 2003). A central assumption in OM is that the impact trajectory between an activity and an impact is not linear. The fact that there are numerous and unpredictable factors at play makes it difficult to determine a causal, linear linkage between a project input (a user accessing health-related information at a cybercafe) and an impact (the user exhibiting improved health outcomes).  In OM mapping, the emphasis is placed on measurable attitudinal and behavioural changes among individuals, with attention to the contribution instead of attribution of a project activity. 

Having said this, we remain open to circumstances where a shorter, causal trajectory may be established, as may be the case with some e-government services.  The example of a citizen being able to receive an official document in minutes -as opposed to months with bribery- does provide evidence of impact. In many other impact areas – such as health or employment – the attribution of impact from using the Internet will be much more difficult to establish, and a focus on contribution will be more appropriate.       



	E. Cost-benefit analysis
Specify how the study will incorporate cost-benefit analyses – for example, what level of cost information will be collected, from whom (e.g., public access venues, users), what perspectives on costs and benefits will you focus on (e.g., venue management, user, policymaker)?

Note: There will also be project-wide guidance on this topic with a view to have both global standards as well as project-specific flexibility. You may be required to incorporate some common elements in your research design.

	If comparable PA sites exist where the main contrasting variable is the existence or not of an infomediary, then cost-benefit comparisons may be possible. Alternately, comparisons across otherwise similar venues with different types of infomediaries may lead to relevant cost-benefit comparisons.  However, in either case, the cost-benefit calculation will be affected by the indirect nature of causality between infomediaries and impacts.


	F. Gender analysis
Specify how the study will incorporate gender analysis 

	We expect to find important gender-based differences across different types of infomediaries.

The importance of female infomediaries is evident in the Grameen Village Phone and the Mobile Ladies (Raihan et al., 2005) where female phone operators attract women phone users that would otherwise not experiment with the service. In diaspora countries female-headed households are common and PA operators make special allowances for incoming calls for women with husbands working overseas.


	G. Capacity building

How will local research capacity-building be built into the study?

	Each CRT will build research capacity among its local teams of researchers.

The CRT research teams, and the co-PIs will strengthen each other’s research capacities during the inception visit, and during the proposed second country visits. These exchanges will also shed light on the justification for additional, specialized training in complementary research and evaluation approaches (examples: Outcome Mapping, Most Significant Change, Social Analysis Systems). To the extent possible, we will identify national or regional trainers if/when there is scope and interest in integrating these approaches.


Section IV: Research Outputs

	A. What specific outputs will this study produce (e.g., research reports, publications, questionnaire instruments/tools, software)? List with descriptions and anticipated delivery dates.

	REPORTS

· Three InceptionTrip Reports by co-PIs following the first round of visits to each country. (Tentative dates: October ‘09, January ’10 and March ‘10; ie the month after each inception visit.)

· A report on methodology and instruments once all country inception repots are complete (6 months from the first inception trip). 
· Three county interim reports with emerging findings. (Tentative dates: June - July ’10)

· Three country Panel Reports (Tentative date: Oct-Nov.’10)

· Three Country Draft Reports integrating any second round of data collection and analysis (Tentative date: July’11)

· Consolidated final report (Nov-Dec’11)

PRESENTATIONS

· A power point summarizing the interim report findings and panel analyses (Dec.’10 or Jan’11)

· A power point summarizing the consolidates final report findings (Dec. 11)

PUBLICATIONS

· At least one article or paper summarizing the overall infomediary study, submitted to a refereed journal and/or presented at a conference.

· Country teams will be encouraged to publish their findings in local or regional publications as well. 

AUDIO-VISUALS

· We will explore the potential of integrating systematic photo or video documentation, possibly using university student research projects in communication, media or rural development fields. Another possible approach is to organize competitions to engage youth in using media and narratives to share their understanding of their community and express their views about the changes brought about by the public access venues. 




Section V: Work Plan and Timeline
	A. What is the expected duration of the study (in months)

	3 years (2009-2011)




	B. Work plan 
Please provide a work plan with major milestones and as much detail as possible

	Provisional time line

2009

May 31 submission of proposal

June 30 Contracts and subcontracts signed; Survey Working Group instruments are finalized with inputs from this study.

July 1 – Aug 15: Field preparation (deliverables: site selection, draft data collection tools, draft work plan that integrates joint action with other studies)

Aug 31: Finalization of site selection, data collection tools, work plan. 

Late Sept: Field visit by co-PIs to Country 1 – possibly Bangladesh. [Deliverable: Trip report including research instruments.]

Oct 1: Country 1 starts implementation.

Early Dec. Field visit by co-PIs to Country 2 – possibly Chile. [Deliverable: Trip report including research instruments as adapted.]

2010

Jan 1, 2010: Country 2 starts implementation. 

Late Jan/early Feb: Field visit by co-PIs to Country 3 – likely Lithuania. [Deliverable: Trip report including research instruments as adapted.]

Feb, 2010: Country 3 starts implementation.

By June 30: All countries complete Focus Groups and In-depth interviews with infomediaries and users. [Deliverable interim report with emerging findings.]

Between July-Sep:  3-country meeting to review the emerging findings. Timing to coincide with overall project meeting; travel funded by overall project [dates?]

Sep-Oct: Panels in each country. [Deliverable: Panel reports.]

2011

Jan-Feb, 2011: Filling in data gaps (additional data collection, further triangulation.)

March-June:  Second visit to each country for data analysis and integration with survey findings, and community studies. [Deliverables interim report with work plan for final report preparation]

Sep-Oct: Review of country reports, preparation of consolidated study report.
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