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L ooking Behind the I nter net:
Empowering Women for Public Policy Advocacy in Central America
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... there has been very little research done to
understand the information needs of women- in
terms of the strategic information they wish to
receive or produce. A knowledge sharing model
which puts women in a greater control over the
kind of information they need and produce
becomes fundamental to the empowerment for
women.

(Nath 2001)

|.INTRODUCTION

Research on the incorporation of information and communications technologies (ICTS) into
Centra American public indtitutions and policy has found that the resulting changes are not focused on
promoting gender equity or on increasing opportunities for women (Martinez and Gomez 2001).
Instead, “e-government” initiatives have focused primarily on modernizing government administration
and service provison, and promoting e commerce (Relly 2002a& b). Current research in Costa Rica
and Nicaragua is based on the notion that the dominant gpproach to gender and ICTs mirrors the
dominant approach to egovernment in which women are viewed as individud recipients and users
rather than organized actors.

The authors are part of the research team currently conducting a project with Fundacién
Acceso of Coda Rica on “Public Information for Public Policy Advocacy: Action Research with
Women's Organizations in Costa Rica and Nicaraguad’, sponsored by the Internationad Devel opment
Research Centre (IDRC) (Martinez 2002a). The project looks a the role of public information,
information sysems, and ICTs in mediating state-civil society relations. Gender issues and the work of
organized women are used as the backdrop for this study. A particular focus of the work is the
production and didribution (or lack thereof) of “public information,” meaning data concerning
governmental  decisons, performance and the impact of government actions on the population,
regardless of who produces this information, which rightfully belongs in the public domain (Martinez
2002c).



A primary hypothesisis that access to public information is a key ingredient for the participation
of civil society organizations and socid movements in the shaping of public policy. Additiondly, ICTs
may play akey rolein improving access to public information. But the possibility of ‘access can only be
taken advantage of insofar as organizations are capable of demanding what kind of information they
require, how they need the information to be presented, and what concrete means would help them
access it. Because thisisawork in progress, so far it has generated many more questions than answers,
but some interesting hypothesis are emerging.

Certain core idess behind this research differentiate it from other efforts in the area of gender
and ICTs. Fird, the primary focus is on women and policy, rather than on ICTs. As a reault, the
agenda is not ensuring that women have access, or studying their activities in the virtua world. Insteed,
the focus is on women's needs and concerns in the red (offline) world, and how public information and
ICTs can contribute to solutions. Thus, the identification and andyss of problems comes firs — the
technology is just one of many possble means to facilitate changes that address the problem.
Additiondly, this means that the focus is not on ICT policy, or affirmative action or gender action plans
in creating ICT policy. Rather, the focusis on the role of ICTs and information in the political arena that
is policy process, something that we call “1CTsin policy” . This differentiates the gpproach from those
that focus on ensuring “the inclusion of gender concerns in nationd 1T [information technology] poalicy,
as most developing countries are either in the process of or about to start eaborating these policies’
(Hafkin and Taggart 2001).

An implication of this focus is that women are not just users, recipients, consumers, or
individuds meking use of ICTs or recaiving information, but organized (i.e., collective) political
actors (as opposed to individual user) seeking to participate in policy and decison making processes.
Thus, the focusis not on women at large, but on organized women who can use public information as an
input to their agendas, and put it to the service of women at large. And, when thinking about the
Internet, the focus of attention is often on the information appearing on a web browser, rather than the
information systems, often built around ICTs, which generate the information. To the contrary, in
redizing this work, both the decision-making processes and information processing systems behind the
information which appears on the Internet, and the information itself, are being consdered.

These darting points reflect the difference between the dominant gpproach to ICTs for
development and an dternative approach (Martinez 2001; FUNREDES 2002). In the dominant
gpproach, the focus in on connectivity, particularly on fadilitating individua rather than collective use,
and ICTs are seen as the solution to closing the so-cdled “digitdl divide’. An aternative approach
recognizes that access aone does not ensure that the technology will have a pogtive impact. In this
view, the digital divide is the result of existing socia and economic divides. ICTs are seen asatool with
the potential to empower groups to close exigting socid divides but they are rot the only solution, nor
are they the entire solution. Without addressing the underlying political and socid divides, ICT for
development projects cannot be expected to close the digital divide. The same can be said for the
particular ingance of gender differentials as a socid divide. In terms of gender differentias, as per
Ggjdaand Mamidipudi (1999: 8),

There are two questions of central importance: First, will women in the South be able (allowed) to
use new technologies under conditions tat are contextually empowering to them, because they



are defined by women themselves? Second, within which Internet-based contexts can women
from the South truly be heard? How can they define the conditions under which they can interact
on-line, to enable them to form coalitions and collaborate, aming to transform social, cultural, and
political structures?

Here the firgt question reflects socia divides, while the second focuses on the gender digitd
divide. According to Tauli-Corpuz (1999: 98):

Women are not mere users or consumers of technology and information. They are appropriate
creators, shapers, and producers of technology and aso providers of information. If we have to
make an impact analysis of technology we should look not only &t its end use but all the phases of
its development and use. This means making a full real-cost accounting of the technology. We
aso have to look at the social, political and cultura context in which these technologies are
developed and used.

While we aree with these statements, we are concerned that this is not reflected in current
government policy with regards to ICTs or the role of ICTs in mediating sate-civil society reations.
Tauli-Corpuz goes on to suggest that the women’'s movement must “Promote effective participation of
women throughout the process of developing information systems, from determinaion of needs to
system design, access, management and control” (ibid.). However, little has been done to advance this
agenda. The project is seeking concrete ways to understand how the agenda can be advanced, and we
have chosen to do it working together with women leadersinvolved in policy advocacy.

II. GENDER AND ICTs: Understanding State-Civil Society Relations

Before addressing the specific concerns of organized women, this section explains how we
understand the interface between state and civil society. “ICTsin policy” implies addressing advocacy
agendas for changing the (often contested) interaction between the state and civil society. Organized
women can - and in fact currently are seeking to - change the way in which they relate with the sate by
changing the information and communitation flows (or lack of) that nourish this interaction. This section
will describe how the state, and the state-civil society interface, are understood in this document.

Central American governments are rgpidly incorporating ICTs into their own work, and are dso
edablishing the conditions for ICT use nationdly. Costa Rica, the most advanced country in the region
in terms of date policy intervention on ICTs, has established a “Nationd Digitdization Agency” to
coordinate and focus its 10 years worth of work in this area. El Sdvador, ahighly minimdist ate, has
participated in severd arms-length hitiatives dedling with nationd digitalizetion. The Nicaraguan and
Guatemaan gates have focused more on wiring the government agencies and putting them online, but in
both countries government is aso participating in many scattered Internet initiatives.

A survey of government ICT use in Centrd America conducted recently established a
framework for looking at gtate ICT use from the perspective of civil society. (Rellly 2002a). State ICT
initiatives are often labdled “e-government” or “digital democracy”, however these terms are vague and
sometimes confusing. From the perspective of civil society, (and setting aside the activities of other
actors), government ICT activities can be divided into e-government, e-governance and e-democracy,
three inter-related concepts. E-government is the use of ICTs by governments to modernize the Sate.
E-governance is the use of ICTs by governments to improve the ability of government to aggregate
societd demands and to identify solutions. It is associated with ICT structures that are implemented to



suit the government’s purposes and to facilitate the ability of the government to manage the sate. E-
democracy is the use of ICTs to facilitate citizen participation in democratic processes through the
improvement of trangparency, accountability, and access to information. Because democracy by
definition comes from the people, e democracy is not primarily the domain of governments. However,
governments certainly can and do affect e democracy when they are using ICTs to facilitate the ability
of dl societd actors, including organized women, to participate in the management and governance of
the date (Reilly 2002b). In the case of the women's movement, government ICT use can promote e
democracy by facilitating the production and distribution of public information that dlows for more
effective offline policy monitoring and advocacy activities around issues of interest to women.

1. E-gover nment and E-gover nance

The above-mentioned study looked at 5 different countries in Centra America, each with
different state-society relationship and different state structures. However, despite this, it was found
that, overdl, the focus of activities in the region is consggtently on e-government for modernization of the
state. Within these activities, a heavy emphasis is placed on updating internd administrative systems o
that government services, and information about them, can be digitalized and placed online.

E-governance has focused on finding solutions for business concerns. In particular, government
e-commerce activities in this area have concentrated on getting micro, smal and medium business
(SMEs, induding tourism) online, and providing on-line spaces to grease the wheedls of internationd
trade or to foster nationa business linkages. Universa access and education initiatives are dso found
throughout the region. However, there is a link between these and projects aimed a enabling e
commerce and e-services provison. For example, in Costa Rica, government officids daim that thereis
a vicous cycle in which a lack of on-line information leads to a lack of Internet use. Thisresultsin a
negetive incentive for Internet use by SMEs, which undermines e-commerce. The government istackling
this by putting government services online, lowering the costs of connectivity, and providing public
access points. Universd access initiatives will adlow citizens get connected to the Internet, while
education initiatives encourage citizens to become ‘users of the medium. This, it is thought, will creste
an incentive for e-commerce.

The flip Sde of these findings is that the focus of e-governace in the region is not on making
fundamenta changes in the sets of demands that governments are aggregating. In particular, ICTs are
not being used to facilitate the aggregation of the demands of the less privileged members of society.
Where governments have considered gender issues, it has been in terms of programmes that ensure
women's access to the Internet, projects to put information online directed a women (such aswomen's
hedth information), or ICT education for girls. While these are important initiaives, they focus on
individud (rather than organized) women's access to and use of the technology — but they do not
address decision-making processes around how and what public information of interest to women as
actors, is being produced. And the finding makes sense: how could dectronic means contribute to the
aggregation of socia demands which governments themselves are not currently considering?

The upshot of these findingsiis that, when e-government and e-governance are strong, privileged
groups in society have an enormous advantage as compared to the rest of the population, since they
dready participate of the politica networks that determine what appears on the Internet. Moreover,
they have access to the technology. On the other hand, where e government and e governance are



weak, as is the case in Centra America, disadvantaged groups are made worse off by the lack of
access to government channels for agenda setting. In ether case, Internet does not seem to be helping
governments listen to their congtituencies.

In terms of organized women, weak egovernment and e governance can mean that groups
have less capacity to advocate change. While stronger government adminigtration could benefit
organized women, there is little evidence of government programming that seeks to actively shift the
ba ance between those who benefit from public information or government ICT use, and those who do
not. These issues are being explored in the current research.

2. E-democracy

Overdl, the incorporation of ICTs into government activities in Centrd America is being done
with little reflection on how to broaden the bass of democratic structures. ICTs are being used to
provide superficid information, or information that does not respond to the needs of organized women.
For example, government agencies put public image websites online in response to pressures to improve
access to information. But, governments are not using ICTs to increase the ability of marginaized
groups to participate in the public policy process.

This pardlds the findings of Jenkins and Goetz (1999) who chalenge the access to information
for anti-corruption movement as. 1) overemphasizing the role of the gate in the solution, 2) faling to
recognize the role of civil society in combating corruption, and 3) having a limited concept of the
relationship between information and accountability. As they say, “[iJn spelling out the means by which
information can lead to accountability, the emphasis is on relatively uncontroversial forms of
information. It thus has much in common with the recent atempts by politicians and bureaucrats in
Indiato pre-empt radical change by unveiling (and loudly trumpeting) their own rather tame
transparency initiatives. These tend to center on village-leve ‘information kiosks'...” (emphasis
added). Generdly, neither the needs of women as individuas, nor those of organized women, are taken
into account in information production or information system design, even in policy aress traditiondly
directed at women (e.g., domestic violence, family planning). Nor are they considered in the production
of information outputs.

Here is t important to reflect on the meaning of trangparency. The problem is that the term
transparency is frequently abused — especidly given the anti- corruption movement. One way of getting
at the heart of transparency is to separate out “clarity”. When publishing websites and putting services
onling, governments often claim that they are becoming more ‘trangparent’, when in redlity, what they
are doing is becoming more “clear”. That is, the government’ s structure and service offerings are made
cear to individud citizens, and this makes it easer to undergand and manoeuvre through the
bureaucracy. In other ingances, governments publish information that makes ther activities more
trangparent — the information alows citizens to know, understand, and make va ue judgments about the
activities of the date, as well as to affect change. While darity is important — and useful — to the
individual woman, trangparency is key for organized women.

This take on the issue suggests that all information published by a government tells us
something about its activities, and helps us to make judgements. But some types of information are



more useful than other types in making judgements. Adding to this, transparency is a necessary but not
sufficient condition for accountability:

Accountability = information (trangparency) + sanction and reward mechanisms.

We can vaue the usefulness of public information directed & citizens in terms of the following
measures. complete, updated, timely, valid, verifiable, and incorporating the effects of public policy on
the socid and economic Stuations a hand. But even if information is highly ‘useful’, without properly
functioning sanctions and rewards, access to information cannot lead to accountability.

Expanding on this point: in Centrd America, states and public policy are weak in terms of
vertical accountability (State-society accountability). Vertica accountability is both the publication of
information that explains decisons or actions, as well as mechanisms to sanction ingppropriate activities.
Improving accountability involves more than putting data on web pages, it dso involves changing
organizationad and politica structures and processes. In this regard the work of Jenkins and Goetz
(1999) is indructive. They point out that trangparency does not automatically result in accountability but
rather this term can be useful “as a euphemism for ‘means of combating corruption'”, dlowing
government policy makers and aid agencies to avoid openly admitting the existence of corruption. They
go on to say that the trangparency and anti-corruption movement is “so much repackaged libera-
plurdist theory” which “does nothing to address existing power inequdities” We learn from this that,
not only must information systems must be set up or modified to produce the required information, but
aso palitical processes must be changed to ensure the existence of the sanctions and rewards that make
accountability function.

An empowering gpproach to ICT use in democracy building would focus on methodologies to
bridge with closed date inditutions. In this conceptudization, women are politica actors who use, or
seek to use, public information and their understanding of information syslems as monitoring, policy
advocacy and accountability tools. But, lacking an agenda to incorporate ICTs into governance and
democracy building, the incorporation of ICTs into government and public policy creetes digita divides
which reinforce exiging politica divides and power differentids. By thinking about how ICTs can
fecilitate access to drategic public information, women's organizations can advocate fundamental
changes in the public service to make it more participatory and responsive to the drategic and
immediate needs of women and the women’s movement.

1. THE PROJECT

In order to make ICTs more responsve to gender advocacy goas, the project (Public
Information for Public Policy Advocacy: Action Research with Women's Organizations in Cogta Rica
and Nicaragua) will use an action research gpproach to study organized women's efforts to look behind
the Internet and turn public inditutions indde out so that they respond to citizen information needs. As
such, the project will pursue a cycle of problem definition, strategic planning, advocacy and evauation
aound questions such as What are the government information systems that accompany the
implementation of public policies? How can they better respond to the strategic information needs of




women? What are the implications of information systems for organizationd sructures and exigting
public policies? And, whét role can ICTs play?

Given these questions, the primary goals of this research areto:

- determine whether women's organizations have access to public information that is relevant for
policy advocecy,

- identify the primary shortcomingsin thisvein, and

- explore strategies to overcome these obstacles.

The research involves key women's organizations and leaders in Costa Rica and Nicaragua
These range from locdl to nationa, as well as community to research oriented, and al form part of the
national women's movements. The groups participating represent about 40 per cent of dl women's
organizations conducting policy advocacy at the nationd leve in each country. An intentiondly-designed
(rether than random) sample aso includes leaders from al networks and coditions currently operating:
Agenda Politica de las Mujeres, Consgo de los 12 Puntos and Foro Auténomo de las Mujeres in
Codta Rica; the Red Naciond de Mueres contra la Violencia and Comité Naciond Feminista in
Nicaragua. Altogether, we can confidently say that the project is reaching the core of the women's
movements in each country.

An action-research approach was chosen for this study in order to tightly link study process and
results on the one hand, with political practice on the other. This qualitetive reseerch methodology
draws on Strauss (1987) grounded theory approach. The methodology is an inductive framework, in
which raw data is built into categories, relationships and eventually exploratory theoretica statements,
which in turn can be used for the generation of new data sets.

A drategic planning methodology developed by Fundacidon Acceso lies at the centre of the
data-gathering strategy. The adaptation of this planning methodology for political processesis, in itslf,
one of the outputs of this work. It mirrors the grounded theory approach while taking participants
through a process of reflection on their long-term politica project and the design of strategiesto redize
change. It creates the space for collective sdlf-reflection as well as idess for transforming the current
gtuation.

Another source of data, which supports the strategic planning exercises, is the andlysis of public
information systems, using another technique developed by Fundacion Acceso (Camacho 2002). We
are currently investigating the interface between women's organizations and public policy by andyzing
the public information systems in place in date agencies. This andyd's involves mapping information
flows both between and within the state and civil society. The maps of each group are drawn separately
based on how both public officias and organized women per ceive information flows, and then they are
compared to identify mgor differences. Points of divergence can then become the basis of advocacy
agendas. The process is viewed as a tool that could improve drategic planning to advocate access to
public information.*

! For an example of the application of this approach see Reilly 2002c. The results of this mini-study showed that in
Costa Rica, the implementation of the Law on Domestic Violence involves several institutions and victims often visit
several offices during their trajectory through the system. Asthey leave one office, they are given references to remit
at the next. These offices could publish statistics about the number of new people entering the system, the number



These two data gathering methodologies are also complemented by more traditional research
methods including individud interviews, and case dudies on the role of public information in recent
examples of policy advocacy attempts.

Figure 1 below shows the current stage of research in reation to the cycle that will be followed
in the course of the entire project. This papers draws from data gathered in step 1, targeted at
identifying public information requirements among women participating in the project. But, given the
grounded theory methodology, based on stage 1, areas for action for stage 2 are beginning to emerge.

Figure 1. Research Cycle
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So far, two collective meetings have been redized in each country, as wel as a first round of
individud interviews. The empirical evidence for this paper is based on priminary findings concerning
public information requirements among women organizations in both Costa Rica and Nicaragua. By the
same token, comparisons between the two countries are preliminary, and we have avoided dating
conclusons of thiskind in this document. The full project has atarget end date of August 2003.

of people they send to each other offices, and the number they receive from each other office. In this way, the
number of people who never make it through the system, as well as the trgjectory taken by victims, could be
pinpointed. Theideal would be aweb-based system to keep track of each individual’s case in a centralized file, but in
the mean time, use of basic software to track data, and publication of basic statistics on a website once ayear would
have a large impact in terms of edemocracy. With this information, the civil society organizations that advocated
domestic violence legislation could better understand the implementation of the law and advocate improvements in
implementation.



V. FINDINGSTO DATE

Drawing from 16 individua interviews and 2 collective workshops we have been able to identify
women’s mgjor concerns and needs in terms of public information. So far, perceptions have been fairly
homogeneous among women in each country as well as between countries.

1. Obstacles concerning public information

Interviewees were asked, “What are the primary obsacles you face in terms of public
information?’ Responses revolved around three kinds of obstacles. The fird refers to the availability of
relevant public information, which we refer to as access. The second challenge has to do with knowing
what to do with information once available or, in other words, problems of use. Yet a third chalenge
involves appropriation, that is, the ahility to trandate public information into policy advocacy. Below
we refer in more detail to each of these matters, providing examples from the women interviewed.

a. Access

“ the information is not accurate”

“there isn’t access to many documents”

“we go straight to trading favours to access information”
“ there is manipulation of information”

“information is fragmented, compartmentalized”

Access refers to whether women can readily count on complete, timely, verifigble and reliable
information. Women in Costa Rica and Nicaragua do not currently have access to public information
with these characteridtics. In fact, access to public information is a scarce resource among women as
well as men. What access there is largely depends on persond contacts and informa mechanisms, but
given differentids in resources and power, as well as culturd biases, this means that organized women
have less access than men.

Accessis, most definitely, a key bottleneck in women's policy advocacy. Public information is
hardly avalable and when it is, it is incomplete, unrdiable, outdated, fragmented, and usudly not gender
disaggregated. Besides, actud information outcomes should involve raw data, indicators, and reports.
Our research dso indicates that in addition to the frequent lack of available public information, organized
women do not necessarily know how public agencies work and what mechanisms might be available to
channd relevant public information.

Access problems involve not only women's own technical and political capacities but aso,
relations between the state and civil society. In both countries, key obstacles to accessng public
information identified by women included:

- Thaitisnot framed asaright for dl citizens
- That it isapower resource
- That date officids handle information asif it were their own

b. Use
“we do not share information”
“we do not have a culture of information”



Use has to do with the cgpacity to manipulate and interpret public information. Women
interviewed fed strongly about their limitations in this area. Partly, this is due to how information is
presented (language, specidization, hard copies of very complex and lengthy information). However, in
part, the problemsin use are due to the lack of skillsto apply the information to the primary objective at
hand.

For instance, Nicaraguan women point out that they require a more cregtive use of information
and improved capacities for andysis of the scarce public information to which they do have access.
Smilarly, Cogta Rican women indicated that public information is not ways shared among women
themselves.

c. Appropriation
“we do not know how to use information for policy advocacy”

Appropriation refers to turning public information into policy advocacy, whether through
lobbying, demongtrations, policy proposals, etc. Where women fed they lack capacities to properly use
public information, they aso fed chalenged in their capadities to turn the little public information they
have access to, into sound politica action. Just as with use, we 4till need to explore why thisis so. As
yet, our research shows that organized women do not always have a clear sense of what kind of
information they need in order to make politica dams.

For ingance, Nicaraguan women sad they have a difficult time identifying what public
information is most relevant for policy advocacy. An important god is to identify the particular
formatting and content needs of women's groups as well techniques for gppropriation. It is dso
interesting to note that, lacking the ability to appropriate public information either due to access or
capacity condraints, women's groups are a a disadvantage for improving their access to information in
thefirg place.

Mogt literature on ICTSs, gender-related or otherwise, focuses on only one component of what
we see as important to benefiting from ICTs - access. Yet, in the context of this research, women
repeatedly point to these three key aspects of their relaion with information, which call for strengthening
various capacities, including yet transcending, access, use and appropriation of the technology itself.

At this current phase of our action-research the emphass will be in learning how to improve
access rather than use and appropriation capacities. For this purpose, in each of the two countries we
will choose two cases of policy advocacy, one success story and one failure. In each case we will
recongtruct the role played by public information and the specific information-related mechanisms a
work in advocating policy change. However, behind the scenes, the research and data gathering
methodologies are contributing to the development of methodologies that women's groups will be able
to gpply to the use and appropriation of public information. Furthermore, many eements of access are
determinants of use and appropriation. Below we explore access in more detal.

2. Processes behind access to publicinformation

Among access problems, women's perceptions point in three parale and complementary
directions. First, obstacles relate to the production of public information induding the sdlection of
indicators and the gathering of data. This stage is important for determining what kind of information
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could be made available. That is, if doors are closed at this stage, certain types of information cannot be
produced and disseminated later on. Secondly, obstacles relate to the for matting of public information,
including andysis and production of reports. This stage determines whether women as “ non-experts’ in
any given fidd can understand and use information. It is so a sage that reflects politica decisonsin
data andysis. Findly, obstacles rdlate to the dissemination of public information, including the extent to
which public information is made available to those who need it, aswdll as how it is disseminated.

Digtinguishing among these processes is useful, both for the analysis as well asfor developing
drategies for change, snce each of them involves specific stakeholders, resources, technical expertise,
etc. Table 1 summarizes prdiminary findings.

Table 1: Characterigtics of public information accor ding to women'’s per ceptions by country.

How infois. Costa Rica Nicaragua
Produced “...about activities but not their impact - poorly registered
(indicators, data | upon women'slives’ - outdated
gathering) - Arbitrary information (carriesthrough to| - activities are not known, no alocation of
formetting) resources and benefits for women
Formatted “too aggregated” (e.g., by sex and age) | - not systematized
(andyds, - information is not understandable; - too aggregated (e.g., by sex and age)
reporting) requires speciaiststo interpret - information is not understandable;
requires speciaigts to interpret
Disseminated | - itisintentiondly hidden - through informal mechanisms
(towhom, in - through informa mechaniams - depends on persona contacts
what format, and | - depends on personal contacts - it isnot gpproached as acitizen' sright
how) - sometimes it costs money
- informetion concerning where to find
information islacking
- even offices amed at protecting citizens
do not disseminate information properly
- itis not gpproached as a citizen' sright

Sources: interviews April and May, 2002, in Nicaragua and Costa Rica, respectively, to a sample of 16 women; first
workshop conducted in April and May 2002 in Nicaragua and Costa Rica, respectively. Fundacion Acceso , 2002a &
2002b.

As shown in Table 1, responses among countries are highly homogeneous. Later stages of this
research will provide clues as to why. Note that this information is under production, and until it has
been further processed, it will be difficult to identify differences between the two countries. Below we
describe and provide examples for each process:

Production of public information - Public entities do not dways eaborate the information that citizens
need. Sometimes, the problem is in the indicators selected for the gathering of information (for example
the gender of individuas who receive services). Other times, it has to do with the processing of data
(for example, gender data is collected on paper, but it is not entered into computer databases and/or
tabulated, and thus does not show up in public data sets).

11




Formatting of Public Information - Formatting difficulties begin with the andysis of the information
collected (for example, gender disaggregated data is collected, but a the moment of anayss,
tabulations do not present gender differentiated information). The andyss is closdy linked to the
presentation of information In relation to this, civil society organizations repeatedly manifested the lack
of amplicity and precison in public information.

For example, in the first Nicaraguan workshop, it was pointed out that what little information is
available often requires specidids to ‘trandate’. In this sense, the format in which information is
presented can affect access, even though the information is produced and disseminated, it is ill
irrdlevant and/or unintdlligible to those who need it.

Dissemination of public information - The find process having to do with access is the actud
dissamination of public information, deding both with the informaion made available, and the
mechanisms through which it can be accessed. In thislatter category, we aso include, where necessary,
the technical support and processes required to have real access to information.

Currently, in both Costa Rica and Nicaragua, the women consulted found that access to
information is through friendships, influence and other informa mechaniams.  Also, it is principaly
through this type of mechanism that one finds out that information has been produced, and where to find
it. Findly, much of the information that one discovers should be published, but in redity is not available
to the generd public.

3. Quality of publicinformation

Another transversa dimension of the processes behind access to information is the qudity of
public information, an dement that can be layered on top of production, formatting and dissemination.
The women consulted stressed the low quality of information ‘end products, which has the effect of
broadening the gap between the information needed and the information produced. Problems identified
(Table 2) included:
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Table 2: Quality of public information accor ding to women’s per ception, by country
Process CostaRica Nicaragua
Completeness - Fragmented - Scarce
- Atomized - Segregated
- Incomplete - Fragmented, fractioned, disperse
- Onepointintime - Not sequentid but one point in time
- Actions, not results
Autherticity - Biased - Hardly rdiable
- Smdl samples - Manipulated, biased
- Sources lack legitimacy
- Communities show something dse
Timing - Sow - Not timdy
- After decisons have been made
Sources : interviews April and May, 2002, in Nicaragua and Costa Rica, respectively, to asample of 16 women;
first workshop conducted in April and May 2002 in Nicaragua and Costa Rica, respectively. Fundacion Acceso,
2002a & 2002b.

V. CONCLUSIONS: EMERGING GROUNDED THEORY

From the data collected to date, the project has begun to generate some basic understandings
of the role of ICTs and information in mediaing the relaionship between civil society and the State.
These basic premises will form frameworks for the upcoming rounds of data-gathering workshops and
interviews in the projects iterative process of building up grounded theory. Two of the findings are
presented below.

1. Citizen Information Systems

The fact that the women contacted through the project were able to characterize and explain the
shortcomings in public information shows that, in both Costa Rica and Nicaragua, public information is
available. But as both groups pointed out, this information is not perceived as belonging to citizens. A
magjor problem resulting from this is that public informeation is not generated with the citizen in mind (as
decison-maker and political actor). Instead, it is developed for use by decision-makers within state
inditutions. Public information is generated for the individua citizen, but for clarity purposes more than
for trangparency — see section 11-2.

Following thisline of thought, one of the areas of grounded theory emerging from the research is
the difference between managerid information systems and citizen information systems, a divide that
reflects the difference between e-government and e-democracy respectively, and highlights the
important difference between trangparency and clarity in public information. Civil society groups need to
make clear to government their specidized information needs, as different from the information needs of
public adminigtrators. As per Martinez (2002b), “For civil society, alarge problem in terms of building
capacity in policy advocacy is access to citizen information that measures the “pulse’ of public decisons
and public performance.”
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The very nature of information requires us to consder who will use it, and for what purposes.
For example, in Costa Ricawe found that the only statistics collected by Family and Domestic Violence
Courts in reation to the Law No. 7586 Agangt Domestic Violence reflect the movement of cases
through the system and the types of resolutions brought in these cases. Court adminigtrators use this
information to monitor the performance of judges and assure the timely redization of jusice. This
information system assures ‘ good management’ and ‘ good governance’ and of course, this isimportant
to women and the women’s movement. However, the problem is that this information system does not
produce data that can help explain issues of public concern such as why certain resolutions are reached,
or what percentage of women vs. men are goplying this domegtic violence law. In other words, this
information does not show us the effects, results and impacts on the socid Stuations targeted by the
policy, and therefore, the information does not capture the interface between society and public palicy.
In the case of Cogta Rica, a very high proportion of cases are dropped before the sentencing stage, and
there is no data produced which would help to shed light on why this might be. The women's movement
lobbied for the implementation of this law, but they have little data to use to monitor itsimpact.

The point is that there is a large difference between wanting to know how many women
presented cases in different offices, in order to re-alocate human resources within the court system, and
the characterizations of cases and the women who presented them, a well as the responses the system
gave to these women, in order to learn whether cases were resolved “ satisfactorily”.

Information produced for public adminigtration may be difficult for women to use or understand,
and therefore to appropriate in their policy agenda. Civil society thus needs to make clear to
government their information needs so that contents can be formatted appropriately. And government
has a responghility for providing this information as part of its accountability commitments. For avil
society, making information demands implies looking behind www.government.com, and identifying
gaps or issues with the systems that produce public information.

The difference in information reeds cals for research into the differences between managerid
and citizen information systems. What characterizes a citizen information system? Can the same data be
used by both sysems? What responsihbilities does this imply for state and for civil society inditutions?
Certainly, the assurance of access, use and agppropriation will be important to the establishment of
citizen information systems. Also, this research is important because it is one mechanism for establishing
the interface between civil society and the state that will truly begin to establish e-democracy.

2. Enabling ICT Mediation of State-Civil Society Relations

We have explored the various types of problems that organized women face in accessing public
information, a problem which sets them back in terms of being able to use and gppropriate it in their
policy advocacy activities. In both countries under study, Costa Rica and Nicaragua, there is no public
policy amed a providing citizens with public information suited to their needs. Many of the women
leaders we have interviewed claim that access to public information depends on persona contacts and
informa mechanisms, making access very unequa among women who have, and women who do not
have access to these mechanisms. Additionaly, thereis no policy aimed a generating public information
with a gender perspective, nor are gatistics disaggregated by sex.
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The lack of public information makes it harder for women to promote policy changes. The
reason is Smple: most of the time, public information is required to even make the argument that a policy
change is needed. And regardless of how much women have developed their capacities to put ICTs to
ther service, (for example in networking and codlition building) the state is a primary implementer of
programmes for women. The lack of production of meaningful and relevant information about women's
programming produces a barrier to effective policy advocacy.

But as both groups pointed out, this information is not perceived as belonging to citizens A
maor problem resulting from this is that the citizen (as decison-maker and politica actor) is not in mind
when public information is generated. Instead, it is developed for use by decision-makers within date
inditutions.

Women's groups need to begin producing agendas for changing information-related policies,
but this requires an understanding of the public administration information systems behind the information
that is produced, and this implies a need for new skills. For example, in order to request strategicdly
ggnificant changes in the production of datistics on domestic violence, it is important to understand the
court system and the information systems used to generate dtatistics on domestic violence cases. We are
working on methodol ogies to address these concerns.

Changing information production requires changes in policy. And policy does not come out of
the blue, but results from poalitics. Research that addresses policy without acknowledging politics leaves
us without clues as to how to get there. In order for ICTs to empower women, we need to be thinking
about policy formation, including the various actors participating in policy making, their interests and
agendas, as much asin the actua outcomes of policy women wish to accomplish. The interface between
public policy and socid movements is hardly explored, even in the United States, where academic and
applied research iswell developed (Meyer 2002).

In this regard, the work of Jenkins and Goetz (1999) is very refreshing. In pointing out thet the
right to information movement is ditist, and artificidly separate from resource rights, they suggest that the
“... nature and utility of rights are linked to the process by which they are obtained, and that the
meaning of established democratic concepts can be transformed through political practice...”. This
point is particularly hepful in making the working link between transversd ICT or information advocacy
agendas and other policy areas such as gender. And in reflecting on participatory development models,
they suggest that grassroots information projects avoid direct confrontation between people’s
knowledge and officia accounts. They go on to say, “It is hard to see how peopl€ s knowledge can
trandate into power without critical engagements with the bureaucracy, or exposure and prosecution of
corrupt practices...”

% This quote provides an effective basis from which to respond to Nath (2002) who expresses the following concern:
“while [knowledge] networks have a strong role to play in enhancing (and sometimes creating) the space for women
to impact the governance processes, not many such networks exist which are engendered to foster participation of
women. ... In absence of engendered networks, the loop of empowerment which subsequently leads to participation
in governance remains incomplete.” As informed by Genkins and Joetz (1999), we would suggest that knowledge
networks are more focused on exchanging information than on conducting political action and bringing confrontation
between people’s knowledge and official accounts, and that until this occurs, just creating the conditions for
women'’ s participation in networkswill not be enough.
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But on the whole, as per Meyer (2002),scholars working on public policy and socia movements
acknowledge each other, and quietly incorporate each other’ s findings. The research described in this
paper seeks to shed light on the relation between these two areas of study from the vantage point of
public information. It is an area where more work is required.

Recognizing that exiging socid divides reed to be closed in order to close the digital divide,
people working on gender and ICTs should look at how ICTs can play aroll in political agendas. The
firdt step towards having access to public information relevant for policy advocacy isto design advocacy
drategies to clam the right to access public information. Before these Strategies can even congder
whether ICTs can pay any service to the cause, women will address what kind of information they need,
how they need it to be presented, and what technical means will support it, whether it be the Internet,
printed reports, etc.

Or, in the case of implementing information systems to generate regular reliable evauations of
government programming for women, achieving this policy god is only hdf the battle. Putting in place
sanctions to ensure that those in charge are made responsible is a political battle as well. Information
systems are politicaly charged — they are not just a network of computers — they are sets of norms and
webs of human interactions responding to a variety of interests. To change the policy of how
information is generated, women will need to tackle the sysem. In short, putting cyberspace to the
service of these women requires first, making improvements in the world that surrounds cyberspace.

In sum, this action-research seeks to empower women to use ICTs and redize ICT policy
advocacy by working with women on

Pacing public information sysemsin the context of ate-civil society reations

More readily understanding information systems and gpplications of ICTs

Measuring the vaue of public information based on an understanding of where it comes from

and how it is produced and disseminated

Identifying key obstacles to the access, use and gppropriation of public information

Prioritizing possible solutions for the production of public information - solutions which may

involve ICTs

Approprigting public information in solutions for a wide range of socid, economic and political

problems

With these kills in hand, women can work together to challenge the dominant approach to
government ICT use, and advocate fundamental changes in the public service that make it more

participatory and respongve to the drategic and immediate needs of women and the women's
movement.
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