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Abstract

Traditionally, technology has been thought of as the center piece of any e-governance
strategy. However, recent experience from around the world shows that actually information is the
key element of e-governance.

This is because most e-governance initiatives envisage the delivery of services from
government to citizens. And these services are either made up of information (such as databases of
land records, government reports) or have information as the key ‘completing' factor for the service
(as in citizen polls where the framing of the issue correctly is a pre- requisite for the citizen to ‘vote
appropriately).

Governments are the richest source of information that is dways useful and often critica for
the ctizen. Governments are dso usudly very poor a information management- archiving,
presenting and making this information available.

This lack of information or content proficiency hampers every egovernance initiative since
information is a very critical component in any value chain of service that the government is
supposed to provide for the citizen hedthcare, law and order, public transport and so on. And while
intrindc limitations of resources are a major reason for deficiency of services to the citizen, the
satisfaction level of the government citizen interaction can often be dramatically improved merely by
making quality information easily accessible.

Therefore, this paper seeks to sendtize decison-makers that information strategy is the
foundation of any egovernance initiative. It aso seeks to highlight general principles that can guide
such information strategy devel opment.

Detailed Paper
The Problems of Governancein real life

What is the most common barrier to satisfactory government-citizen interaction?

The absence of the right information. Why do hundreds of harassed businessmen run
from one desk to another in the Secretariat? Because they do not know the five smple steps
to gpplying for a land permit. Why do dozens of people crowd around a single clerk in the
Sub- Divisond Magidra€es office? For getting as smple a piece of information as the
correct process for a court mariage. Why does an unscrupulous policeman oppress a
villager? Smply because the citizen does not know that a copy of the FIR report is his right,
not afavour to be given only upon a monetary consideration.

Information is the most empowering tool. But just securing accurate information in a
timely manner takes up countless hours of the people, lowers the productivity of government
officids, prevents vauable work from being done and unnecessarily creates friction between
wedl-meaning bureaucrats and frugtrated citizens.

Evey new initigtive that the government may launch ends up peforming worse than
expected. The reason is not only inefficiency or corruption. It is commonly due to the fact
that the initiative has not made the al-important connection to the people. People are either
not aware about it or have a vague knowledge and therefore cannot be bothered to know
more about it.

Thus it is tha even forward thinking initiatives like the introduction of Consumer
Courts in the dae, are bogged down by the weight of cludess citizens who mill about the
court premises.

Of course, the government spends condderable time and money in communicating
criticd information to the people through its Information & Public Reaions department as
well as gpecidized media And now increasingly, through webstes launched with greet
fanfare.

Unfortunatdy, these ventures often fal. The mgor reason for this is that the content
itsdf is not atractive, interesting or informative.



So why do Government communication initigtives fail?

Why are government-commissioned news-reels (now broadcast by law before every
film exhibited in cinema hdls) grested with derison and disnterest, while detailed, historical
dramas like Chanakya and Mahabhar at atract aloyd audience of millions?

Why do some content busnesses like Time magazine and Discovery Channel
successfully reach out to audiences of millions, despite that fact that they are knowledge-
based and not entertainment-based businesses? Why does India Today outsdl by millions,
government-subsidized communication media like Yojana (Journd of the PHanning
Commission) and Science Reporter (amagazinefrom CSIR)?

Which is why, more than the thousands of hours of government-sponsored
documentaries, one film made by a Britisher (Richard Attenborough's Gandhi) is responsble
for the identification with 'our’ Bapu.

Why is it that advertisng jingles for indant noodles are hummed by rurd children
who will never see the product, while they remain blissfully unaware of important measures
that are arguably directed to their benefit?

The answer is clearly, compeling content. Information as a package. Content is the
magnet that will attract or repe people. Content will ensure that your message ether gets

completely forgotten or getsindelibly seared in the minds of
people.

Unfortunatdly, it is rare that such compelling content is produced in e- governance
initiatives led by bureaucrais with generd management &bilities. This unfortunate fact has
ensured that many e-governance initiatives usudly fail to communicate.

How isInformation or Content related to E-Gover nance?

E-governance includes measures that dlow a more participaory, interactive and
meaningful interaction between the government and the ditizen. An interaction that enables
the people b teke their own decisons, benefit as much as possble from the initiatives of the
government and aso contribute to make the process of governance more efficient and useful.

Obvioudy, the backbone of e-governance is not technology, but an informed citizen.
Technology (fibre-optic state-wide backbone for data transmisson, community internet
access centers in villages) can only make access possible. But this possibility does not mean
that participation will happen. Just as equipping thousands of villages with tdevison sets
made no perceptible difference to ther awareness leves, equipping them now with
community internet access and developing officid web-dtes (which is what e-governance is
usudly understood to mean) will not Sgnificantly benefit them.

The missng link is content. Content that is built up in co-operation with the audience
for whom they are meant to address. Content that informs them, enlightens them, and
empowers them to actively participate in the process of governance.

Content thet has the ability to deliver memorable messages needs to be produced by
quaified, skilled specidists who possess an understanding of the principles of information
desgn. Who have awareness of the principles of cognition, a degp indght into consumer
behavior, senstivity towards good writing and layout and the skills to use modern computer-
based tools to bring this together.

The badc framework of such powerful content will be the foundation of any e
governance initiative.

Content that connects the Government with its own people.

So how can Information be used in E-Gover nance?

If Information Dedign is to be the Foundation of e-governance, then these are the
assumptions:

I. Governments are the riches source of information that is dways useful ad often
critica for the citizen

. Governments are usudly very poor a information management- archiving,
presenting and making this information avallable



iil. Informetion is a very criticd component in any vaue chan of service that the
government is supposed to provide for the citizen hedthcare, law and order, public
transport and so on.

iv. While intringc limitations of resources are a mgor reason for deficiency of service to
the dtizen, the satifaction level of the government citizen interaction can often be
dramaticaly improved merdly by making qudity infor mation easily accessible

Therefore, if every e-governance initiative should make avalable to every ditizen,
atractively desgned and essly accessble information that is dructured for his needs, not
from the point of view of the government.

This information transformation will pogtively influence the experience that dtizens
have with their government.

Such an initiative usudly involves the following seps:

a) An assessment of the basic information ne~ds of the target audience of that particular
€-governance program

b) Gathering the information required, which is likely to be scatered across various
departments and agencies

) Converting the information into adigitd form

d) Trandation of the content into the loca languages where required

€) Applying Information Desgn processes to dructure the content in the appropriate
format

f) Porting the content into the appropriate, web-ready format

s)! Devdoping the citizen gateway- a website or scattered kiosks- through which the
audience can access thisinformation

One example is Understanding USA, a private project by Richard Saul Wurman (a
famed information designer who coined the term ‘information  architect’) that explans many
agpects of the functioning of the government of the United States. Wurman used the best of
graphic atists, writers and researchers to create a wonderful encyclopedic sngpshot of
important aspects of American governance. Complex issues such as Crime, State Budgets,
Education and Federal Income were captured in a manner that they became understandable to
even a person with average education and intellect.

The entire content was printed in the form of a book and then put up on a webste
www.understandingusa.com. As he says.

"Public information refers to everything that explains our ditizenship...everything thet
we agree should be avalable to the body politic. Making information public means
presenting, desgning and dructuring this information so that it is accessble, avalable,
understandable and free."

Therefore, just as e-governance efforts are now initisted by technology discussons,
they must early on, involve experts who understand how to present information. It must be
understood that dnce every project largey involves the disssmination of information, it
should plan to involve visudisers, writers, illustrators and researchers to create content that
answers the basic questions and problems of citizens.

This content cannot be in the sandard ‘government' format that is usually associated
with complexity and confusion.

The communication vehicles of the e-governance initiative (kiosks, webgtes,
downloadable files, CD-RaM's) should use the most advanced principles of information
desgn- graphics, cartoons showing characters that the people can identify with, smple flow
charts- which will make the process of understanding significantly essier.

Arethereany 'Tips& Tricks toremember?

Firg, remember that the purpose is to ensure communication, not to impress or to
follow convention. Therefore every informaion component must be a quantum- lesp above
the sandard ‘government’ format that is usudly associated with complexity and confusion.

Helpful guiddinesare:



Digital Flow: Be Future ready

This content should be created in a completely digita work process, therefore making
it suitable not only for digribution through the print format, but adso dlowing its smple
converson for digribution through the interactive multimedia (CD ROM, kiosks, DVD) and
Internet medium.

Resear ch to under stand problems, useinformation as a solution

Rather than enumerate meaningless facts, the communication should work backward
from a problem and endeavor to collect dl information related to that. For example, a
downloadable brochure, should not be organized by adminidrative sections, but from the
user's point of view.

Rules rdating to the Didrict Hospitdo thus can be re-structured as 0 How can |
discharge a patient prematurely'? This could then go on to illustrate step by step, what a
person needs to do, where he needs to go, which forms he needs to fill. Current phone
numbers, designations of important officids, samples of forms required, directions and
addresses of offices dl of the information that a person would need to completely answer the
question from one smple ledflet.

Updated Information

The process of creating the materid should be digitd and only as many printed copies
as are required should be produced at ore time. This would keep the information current and
do away with the outdated directory’ syndrome that affects al government departments who
produce communication materia only annudly or biannudly.

I nteractivel Feedback

Participation, corrections and suggestions from users need to be activey solicited. No
materid should be prepared until the potentid users of that materid have been involved in
the process of creation of that materiad. An online 'Handbook for Industries for example,
should not be prepared until the team cregting the maerid has finished ground leve
conversations with the audience to determine what kind of information they need.

So can taking a'information’ approach to ‘e-governance redly work?

Let's recdl that while most of us were repdled by our standard history books in
school, we received a wonderful ‘education’ in the higtory, culture and mythology of our
country through the unique approach of the founder of Amar ChitTa Katha, Anant Pa. The
message was interesting and memorable and we leant effortlesdy. And dl the time, never
consdered it 'learning'.

The intention is to create in a digital format, something as interesting as an Amar
ChitTa Katha (obvioudy not only in a comic form!) for al e-governance initiatives that the
people need to beinvolved in.
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