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Introduction 

Introduction 

Bret Harris and Renuka Bery traveled to Boston May 1-2,1997 to meet with several 

organizations to discuss potential areas for collaboration in providing information 

electronically in Mrica. They planned to visit Management Sciences for Health 

(MSH) , whose Family Planning Management Development (FMPD) department is 

working on an electronic system called the Electronic Resource Center, and 
SatelLife, an organization pioneering the use of computer-based communications 

technology to build communities of health care professionals worldwide. In addi

tion, through AFRONETS, a listserv service to which SARA staff members subscribe, 

Renu and Bret learned about Project Scope, a Boston-based organization that has 

established community-based telecenters in Mrica and scheduled a short visit to 

learn more about its activities. 

Trip Activities 

MeetingwithProjed Swpe 

We met with Carolyn Manjourides, President of Project Scope, and a friend and col

league of hers, Sosthene Acljibodou, who runs a small-enterprise development com

pany in Benin. Project Scope is a one-woman international organization with a wide 

variety of initiatives that attempt to match resources with requests for assistance 

from the field. The activity most interesting to SARA is its attempt to establish 
telecenters to provide distance education and computer literacy and training within 
a community, although it was unclear just how far this effort has progressed. Be

cause of the uncertainty surrounding some of Project Scope's activities, and the fo

cus on activities on the community level, Bret and Renu concluded that there was 

little opportunity for SARA to work effectively with this organization. We provided 
Project Scope with information about the LearnLink project, in the event that the 

telecenter idea evolves. Project Scope maintains an ambitious website at: http:// 
www.projectscope.org 

Meeting WtthManagement Sciences far Health 

Bret and Renu met with Thaddeus Thompson, Marjorie Smit,Jim Wolff, Kim Aus
tin, Bea Bezmalinovic, Janice Miller of MSH/FPMD to learn about their Electronic 
Resource Center (ERC), and to discuss possible collaboration between SARA and 
MSH to disseminate SARA and illiRAA documents using the ERC. 

ERe 

The ERC is an information service for users in the family planning and reproduc
tive health sectors. Available as part of the standard e-mail software distributed to 
all HealthNet subscribers, the ERC is accessible to anyone with an e-mail account. 



Trip Activities 

The ERe also can be accessed through the Internet via the World Wide Web for 
those who have real-time Internet access and a browser such as Netscape Navigator 
or Microsoft Internet Explorer; however, the ERe is designed primarily to address 
the needs and limitations of users with e-mail access only. 

MSH conceived the ERe as a mechanism to disseminate information in a way that 

puts the power of choice back to the user. It can be viewed as a value-added library: 

documents are available for viewing and searching, but due to the vast amount of 

material available via the Internet, the ERe also was designed to act as an informa

tion filter. Thus, MSH staff review research and literature on particular topics and 

repackage it in a form that is suitable for e-mail users. Although MSH might refor
mat a document for readability in a text-only mode, or create and post a summary 

of the document, MSH also will post a listing of the available documents, divided by 
subject matter, that includes the actual address on the Internet where the original 

document may be found. Using a text retrieval tool developed by SatelLife (dis

cussed later in this report), the interested parties can use these addresses to request 

actual documents that will be sent to them via e-mail. The idea is to assist e-mail us

ers in locating information that might otherwise take a long time to gather. 

An important feature of the ERe is the membership database. Users join the ERe 
Member Database by registering their name, e-mail address, organization, profes

sion, and areas of expertise, which then makes him or herself available for network

ing with others who share professional interests. By making it easier for users to 

find others with similar interests and expertise more easily, MSH hopes that more 
south-south exchanges will develop. Members also receive MSH's bi-monthly ERe 
News bye-mail, with the latest information for family planning and health profes
sionals. MSH, with assistance from SatelLife, also is able to track who is using the 
ERe, and what areas they are accessing. This will give MSH and SatelLife the ability 
to assess what information people are accessing electronically and what formats are 

most popular and appropriate for users. 

Other features of the ERe are: 

• a calendar of conferences, seminars, and training events; (this is an effort 

to get contributions from the field and to coordinate all the events into 

one central location) ; 

• a forum section, where subscribers can share experiences, post an
nouncements, and ask questions of other users. The ERe contains 

an archive of past forum activity; 
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Trip Activities 

• a reader contribution section, the "Learning Exchange," where readers 

can post their own experiences with project management, or help with 

the development of future issues of MSH's publication "The Family Plan

ning Manager." 

In more general discussions of electronic communication tools, we agreed that un

less people perceive a need or feel that electronic communication has something to 

offer them that they cannot get elsewhere, it is a tool that will not be used properly. 

The ERC is attempting to address this issue by easing people into electronic com

munication. Although it encourages members to search for their information and 

communication needs actively, it does not require people to understand the com

plexities of electronic communication or participate in more complex activities until 

they need or choose to do so. 

opportunities for Collaboration 

SARA and MSH discussed areas of collaboration such as adding SARA-sponsored 

family planning documents to the ERC-especially those available in French. MSH 

also expressed interest in creating an "Advocacy /policy" section in the ERC docu

ments area. The advantage of SARA using the ERC to disseminate documents would 

be to utilize an existing resource rather than creating a new one in an electronic 

marketplace that is overburdened with information. Centralizing information helps 

those with limited Internet access make the most of their resources, as less time is 

spent searching for and navigating to different information providers. The docu

ments themselves would either be stored here in Washington, and linked to the 

ERC, or stored at the ERC itself. SARA would have to manage this document area 

and we expressed reservations about the current capacity to manage this activity. 

However, it seems an ideal time to explore the possibilities. 

One of the most important aspects of this collaboration would be to avoid duplica

tion. As electronic communication is more widely used, an organization's need to 

be visible electronically sometimes takes precedence over what users feel they need. 

Electronic web pages, listselVS, conferences, and bulletins are emerging at a fast 

pace and flooding the marketplace-leaving e-mail users reeling with the weight of 

information. We discussed the need to educate the users not only about how to use 
the electronic communication tools, but how to analyze the information that they 
receive. 

We discussed different methods for collaborating at various levels--most of which 
will have to be explored further. SARA/MSH agreed that a first step would be for 

SARA to submit to the ERC a SARA document on Family Planning/Reproductive 

Health that has been translated into French. SARA would work with MSH to pre

pare this document for this type of electronic distribution. This step would enable 
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Meeting with SatelLife 

the two organizations to get acquainted with each others' working styles and limita

tions as well as help to build trust for future, more complex collaborations. 

Another suggestion was to discuss ways that might be appropriate to put the advo
cacy modules on-line. This is something that would require careful thought and 
planning, along with appropriate teaching tools that were designed for electronic 
use, but it is something that we should consider. 

The ERe can be accessed at: http://www.msh.org!fpmd/erc/erc.h1m 

Meeting with SatelLife 

Our discussions with SatelLife were very exciting. Renu and Bret met with the Ex

ecutive Director of SatelLife, John Mullaney, and several members of his staff. 

SatelLife is the organization that started and operates HealthNet, a computer-based 

telecommunications system that links health care workers around the world. 
HealthNet provides access to medical information, e-mail connectivity, electronic 
conferencing, and other services via a network of "nodes" in each country where 

HealthNet operates (See Annex 2: SatelLife Services). These nodes are electronic 
distribution centers-computers that relay messages and other data to and from 

each point in the network, much as a local post office collects and distributes mail. 

HealthNet has approximately 4,000 subscribers worldwide. 

PriorSatelLife/SARA Collaboration 

Early in the project, SARA worked with SatelLife to create, produce, and help dis
tribute a directory of HealthNet users. SatelLife indicated that this collaboration 

influenced the development of their Global Database of Health Professionals. This 

database not only helps SatelLife track users of its services, but also enables regis

tered users to locate others who share their professional interests and expertise. 
This directory is linked to and searchable from the ERe Member Database; new 
ERe members also are automatically added to the SatelLife Global Database. 

SARA also contributed documents and summary reports to SatelLife's electronic 

publications archive, which is distributed to HealthNet nodes so that users can ac
cess this information locally, rather than through international e-mail communica

tions. 

Other SatelLife Adivities 

In their recent subcontract with MSH, SatelLife provided technical assistance in de

veloping the ERe. They developed several tools that enable people to access infor

mation and web sites using only e-mail. Their tool, "GetWeb" delivers on request 
the text content of a web page to anyone with an e-mail account, and allows these 
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Meeting with SateILife 

users to search the Internet for information. Although this method of access is time

consuming, it is the first step towards making the Internet available to the vast ma

jority of users who only have access to e-mail. In addition, SatelLife is developing a 

more sophisticated tool that will enable e-mail users to retrieve and store complete 

web sites from the Internet on their local computer. Users would then be able to 

browse these sites on their computer using tools such as Netscape, without having to 

be actually connected to the Internet. 

SatelLife runs several electronic conferences. Each conference is moderated and 
has a steering committee that helps determine the content of these discussions, and 

monitors the quality of the information presented. SatelLife sees this management 
as one answer to the issue of reliability of information and the need for some "qual

ity control." An effort to give structured guidance to users, this can be seen as a 

stamp of approval to documents produced by reputable organizations and research

ers. One issue to consider when providing such a filter is whether the filter consti

tutes censorship. SatelLife feels that censorship would not be an issue since all users 

would still be able to get any information from any site. The benefit of the filter 

would be to direct people to the highest quality, most informative research and in

formation for a wide group of people with common interests, concerns and activi

ties. SatelLife hopes that user needs will soon drive the filtering process. 

Another SatelLife service provides access to medical databases at the National Li

brary of Medicine in Washington, D.C. Although direct access to this information is 
either unavailable or prohibitively expensive, SatelLife allows users to search data

bases such as MEDLINE, CANCERUT, and TOXLINE at little or no cost. 

SatelLife would like to produce an online publication to encourage in-country re

searchers to get their information into the public domain, while addressing the is

sues of quality and reliability of information. This is being done in print with the 

African Indicus; SatelLife believes this could be done electronically. They are work

ing with the Cochrane Colklbomtion, an initiative whose mandate is to prepare, main

tain and disseminate systematic, up-to-date reviews of Randomized Controlled Trials 

in health care, and, when RCTs are not available, reviews of the most reliable evi
dence from other sources. (More information on the Cochrane Collaboration can 
be found on the Internet at: http://hiru.mcmaster.c:a/c:oc:hrane/default.htm). 
SatelLife is most interested in developing critical appraisal methods that provide a 
standard for conducting-and criticizing-research. Such an effort would involve a 
peer review of Africans involved in the field Starting on a small scale, SatelLife 
plans to choose four documents and have a team of researchers review the material 
using the critical appraisal method. This effort would then be evaluated and modi

fied as necessary. 
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Meeting with SatelLife 

SateILife realizes that the landscape of information technology in developing coun
tries is changing rapidly. As more and more people request access to e-mail and the 
Internet, SateILife has found its systems operators overloaded and unable to main
tain quality connections themselves. At the same time, other means to access the 
Internet, both commercial and state-controlled, are increasing, so SateILife has 
been encouraging new users to subscribe to these local services as they become 

available. SatelLife plans to make a HealthNet "package" available to these service 

providers, and working through them, continue to seNe the needs of HealthNet 

subscribers. 

Recognizing that training is the most important part of electronic communication, 

SateILife is currently seeking funding to develop a regional information training 

center in Nairobi that will be based in the medical school where the current 
HealthNet node is located. This training will be structured much like the SARA ad
vocacy training-they would conduct a regional TOT. Those trained will then be 

able to train users locally. 

PotentUzl Sate1Life/SARAAreas ofCoUaboration 

We discussed ways to build further on the initial collaboration, by doing research to 

find the answers to questions that many organizations are asking about electronic 

dissemination and communication: How is the technology actually being used? By 
whom? Is technology itself viewed as the solution, or is there a need to focus more 

upon the content of information? What types of training are most appropriate to 

the projected end users? The questions we raised and discussed with SateILife are 
hardly new, but SateILife believes that it and SARA are well positioned to explore 

these issues. 

Following are some suggestions for potential collaborative efforts between SARA 

and SateILife: 

SARA and SateILife agreed to start by convening a collaborative meeting with orga
nizations working on electronic communication initiatives in Africa. A task order 

has been drafted and approved that provides for the meeting and a jointly devel

oped position paper on the status of electronic communications initiatives and the 

needs of users in the field. The meeting would address the issues of: 

• Technologyvs content 

• What is the current role of electronic communication in policy mak 
ing? What role could it play? 

• How do policy makers get information? 
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Conclusion 

• How do people use infonnation? 

• How can people use these technologies? Are these technologies 
based on real needs? 

• How can technology hybrids be used more effectively? 

• How can CD- ROM technology be used? 

Potential invitees would be from AED's LearnLink, Leland Initiative, World Bank, 

SatelLife, MSH, and others identified as doing critical work in this area. We feel that 

due to its commitment to electronic infonnation dissemination and its analytical ex

pertise, SARA is well positioned to host this meeting, and to develop with SatelLife, 

guidelines for what technology and training is actually needed in the field. The 

meeting should be small and focused on better understanding common issues and 

concerns as well as sharing experiences and opportunities for electronic communi

cation as it develops in Africa. 

SatelLife maintains a Home Page on the Internet at: http://www.healthnet.org 

Conclusion 

This trip was fruitful in helping SARA understand the opportunities that exist in 

electronic communication. As was stressed throughout the meetings, electronic tech

nology is simply one tool that can facilitate a communication process. As much or 

more emphasis must be given to developing communication skills than to the tech

nology, since without these skills the technology will not be seen as nec~ssary or 

used. If people do not have a reason to communicate, then all the newest electronic 

tools will be wasted. 

Focusing the electronic communication strategy should be a priority for SARA in 

the next two years. Although we have pioneere~ several strategies for using elec

tronic communication more widely with our African partners, there are still several 

areas that need to be examined. Several opportunities for collaboration with the 

organizations we visited in Boston might assist SARA in achieving this focus. More
over, SARA is in a unique position to be able to influence USAID and CAs as well as 
glean new understanding from experiences with African institutions and users in the 
field 
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Persons Contacted 

Carolyn Manjourides 
President 
Proj ect Scope 
25 Huntington Avenue Suite 331 
Boston, MA 02116 
(617) 424-1121 
fax: (617) 437-9329 
e-mail: cmanjourides@projectscope.org 
homepage: http://www.projectscope.org 

Sosthene Adjibodou 
S.A.T.A.D. (Societe Africaine de Technologie Appropriee et de Developpement) 
P.O. Box 44-1323 
West Sommerville, MA 02144 
(617) 321-8162 

Management Sciences for Health 
FPMD Project 
400 Centre Street 
Newton, MA 02158-2084 
(617) 527-9202 
fax: (617) 965-2208 
homepage: http://www.msh.org 

Marjorie Smit 
Regional Director, Africa 
msmit@msh.org 

Thaddeus Thompson 
tthompson@msh.org 

Janice Miller 
Director, Publications and Communications 
jmiller@msh.org 

Kim Austin 
kaustin@msh.org 

James Wolff 
jvvolff@msh.org 

Bea Bezmalinovic 
bbezamalinovic@msh.org 



SatelLife 
1360 Soldiers Field Road 
Boston, MA 02135 
(617) 789-5455 
fax: (617) 789-4771 
homepage: http://www.healthnet.org 

John Mullaney 
Executive Director 
jmullaney@usa.healthnet.org 

Leela McCullogh 
Information Director 
leela@usa.healthnet.org 

Kerry Gallivan 
Chief Programs Officer 
kgallivan@usa.healthnet.org 

Frank: Elbers 
Programs Officer 
felbers@usa.healthnet.org 

Alexander Fraser 
Technical Director 
afraser@usa.healthnet.org 

Muriel Hodges 
Project Manager 
mhodges@usa.healthnet.org 
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1. SUBJECT: 

2. PURPOSE: 

3. PRODUCT: 

Consultative meeting with organizations working on electronic 
communication iQ.itiatives in Africa. 

The meeting will be held with organizations involved in implementing 
electronic communication initiatives to discuss and better understand 
common issues and concerns , experiences and opportunities as electronic 
implementation efforts increase in Africa. SARA has demonstrated a 
commitment to introducing electronic communication activities as well as 
analytical expertise; in an effort to remain at the cutting edge, SARA is 
particularly well positioned to host this meeting and to help establish 
guidelines for what is needed inthe field. Some of the questions that will 
be discussed include: 

• Technology vs content 
• What is the current role of electronic communication in policy 

making? What role could it play? 
• How do policy makers get information? 
• How do people use information? 
• How can people use these technologies? 
• Is the technology based on real needs? 
• How can technology hybrids be used more effectively? 
• How can CD Rom technology be used? 

SARA would host the meeting but not sponsor participation unless some 
key consultants were identified as vital. Potential invitees would be from 
AED's LearnLink, Leland Initiative, World Bank, SatelLife, MSH, and 
others identified as doing critical work in this area. 

Consultative meeting and a jointly developed and produced position paper 
on the status of electronic communication initiatives and the needs of users 
in the field. 
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4. SCOPE OF WORK: Planning meetings. Organizing and hosting the meeting here in 
Washington. Joint writing of position paper with SatelLife and 
perhaps others. 

5. LEVEL OF EFFORT: Staff time to plan the meeting. SARA participation in the meeting, 
possible need to hire a facilitator for the meeting and provision of 
staff time or consultants to write the paper. 

Approved/Hope Sukin/SD/HRD Date 

Approved/Technical Officer/HRD Date 

.. 


