
2 INSTITUTIONA L SURVEY 

2.1 Overvie w 

When large numbers of organisations are involved in a survey, it may become very 
demanding in both cost and time. Taken from the design of the questionnaire to the 
analysis of the final results, a survey conducted a t the nationa l level , for example , 
covering upwards of 50 organisations, could take up to six months to complete. For 
this reason, it is essential to engage the full support and resources of the network's 
partners, by making it clear to them why the survey is being conducted and how it will 
be used to benefit them. Specifically, participating organisations can expect to: 

• develo p ties with other organisations; 

• hel p plan the development of the network; 

• understan d better where to obtain data and information on complex, cross-sectoral 
issues, such as conservation and sustainable use of living resources; and 

• revie w (and , potentially , address ) interna l strength s an d weaknesse s i n 
information managemen t capacity . 

To ensure that the survey is taken seriously, it also needs to be recognised as being 
completely impartia l (i.e . beneficia l t o th e networ k a s a  whole , no t specifi c 
organisations). Thu s i t i s desirabl e fo r th e surve y t o b e overseen , i f no t actuall y 
implemented, by a steering committee , body or other group which represent s th e 
interests of the network's partners (e.g. a network hub). This group can be charged 
with the task of initiating the survey, and ensuring that its results are employed to the 
maximum effect . 

In many cases, a comprehensive survey of capacity may be unnecessary. The main 
requirement i s to determine the availability of necessary capacities , rather than all 
capacities, some of which may not be needed. A key question to bear in mind when 
conducting the survey is 'what capacities will be needed by the network to deliver its 
goals?', as well as the more elementary question of 'what capacities currently exist?'. 
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2.2 Factor s to Asses s 

The surve y shoul d empowe r manager s t o revie w and,  perhaps , restructur e thei r 
information managemen t activitie s i n suc h a  wa y tha t thei r corporat e goal s ar e 
consistent with those of the networks in which they operate. It should address all of 
those capacities outlined in Box 1, plus additional capacities where these are relevant 
or specific to local conditions. Aspects of an organisation which might be considered 
for inclusion in the survey are summarised below (these are expanded in the sample 
questionnaire presented in Annex 2). 

• Institutiona l detail s 

Basic institutiona l detail s need to be recorded, fo r exampl e the ful l nam e (with 
acronym if applicable), address and further contact details. The overall mission of 
the organisation , plu s detail s o f specifi c programme s an d projects , shoul d b e 
described as they relate to the network's goals. In particular, brief suggestions on 
how th e networ k i s expecte d t o contribut e t o th e organisation , an d vice  versa, 
should b e solicited . Finally , detail s o f th e individua l o r grou p completin g th e 
survey should be obtained, for example their role within the organisation, and their 
contact details for follow-up . 

• Direc t assets 

1. Dataset s 

Summaries o f th e datasets  fo r whic h th e organisatio n act s a s custodian , fo r 
example thei r theme , scale , completeness , currency , reliability , precisio n an d 
pricing strategy, plus an indication of how they were collected, their intended uses, 
and th e dat a standards  an d quality-assuranc e procedure s whic h hav e bee n 
employed. Particularly important datasets (i.e. essential datasets - se e Volume 3) 
should be highlighted, as should priority data needs. 

2. Expertis e 

Descriptions o f th e expertis e availabl e t o th e organisatio n whic h i s o f mos t 
relevance t o informatio n production , fo r exampl e th e numbe r an d education / 
training-level o f researchers , dat a managers , librarians , statisticians , analysts , 
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designers, publishers or communicators. Particularly strong or relevant expertis e 
should be highlighted, as should priority needs. 

3. Facilitie s 

Descriptions o f th e mai n facilitie s accessibl e b y th e organisatio n t o enhanc e 
information production , fo r exampl e measurin g equipment , compute r softwar e 
and hardware, data input and output devices, and physical facilities (e.g. dedicated 
premises, transport) . Particularl y usefu l o r relevan t facilitie s shoul d b e 
highlighted, as should priority needs. 

• Indirec t assets 

1. Managemen t systems 

The best evidence for effective managemen t systems is productivity, and a good 
means of measuring this is by reviewing the organisation's portfolio of projects as 
they relat e t o th e provisio n o f dat a an d informatio n t o users . Particularl y 
impressive o r illustrativ e project s shoul d b e highlighted . Weaknesse s i n 
management systems , wher e thes e ar e widel y recognised , shoul d als o b e 
described. 

2. Partnership s 

Memoranda o f Understandin g (MoUs ) provid e indirec t evidenc e o f externa l 
partnerships, although these do not guarantee cooperation in themselves. Further 
indicators include the extent to which data and other commodities are shared with 
other organisations (e.g. lists of data sources), the number of joint projects, and the 
degree to which common standards and policies for information management are 
employed. Organisation s shoul d be encouraged t o prepare diagram s illustratin g 
the natur e o f thei r linkage s wit h othe r organisations , i n particula r thos e whic h 
involve th e transfe r o f dat a an d informatio n (se e Sectio n 3.4) . Productiv e 
partnerships should be highlighted, and weak ones also noted. 

2.3 Metho d o f Assessmen t 

One of the earliest tasks for the group undertaking the survey is to define its scope, in 
terms of both the number and type of organisation to include. In the simplest case, 
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this ma y b e th e membershi p o f a n existin g networ k focuse d o n conservatio n o r 
environmental issues . Under such circumstances i t may be desirable nevertheless to 
include additional organisations — both nationally and abroad — where these have 
important contributions to make (e.g. data holdings). 

Where no existing network is established, a policy of inclusion is normally the best 
strategy. This may lead to a larger, more diverse survey, but avoids the possibility that 
some organisations will feel neglected. In countries with rich institutional structures, 
where a policy of inclusion would lead to an impractically large workload, the survey 
may be conducted i n two stages . Initially , a  letter of invitation i s delivered to all 
potential organisation s explainin g th e purpose o f the surve y an d invitin g the m t o 
decide whethe r the y woul d lik e t o participate . Th e lette r ma y als o invit e eac h 
organisation t o describ e briefl y ho w i t expect s t o hel p mobilis e biodiversit y 
information. Man y organisations wil l decide not to participate a t this point, savin g 
both themselves and the survey team much work at a later date. 

Once the task of selecting organisations has been completed, the next challenge is 
to identify specifi c people within them to take charge of the survey. These people are 
sometimes referre d t o a s foca l peopl e o r foca l points . Variou s option s ar e the n 
available fo r implementin g th e survey . Th e simples t optio n i s t o produc e a 
questionnaire an d distribut e thi s t o foca l point s i n the selecte d organisations . Th e 
main problem with questionnaires is that they have a notoriously poor response rate. 
Various techniques exist to improve this (see Section 2.4) but, even when these are 
employed, the response rate still may be too low to be effective. Som e form of active 
engagement o f th e organisation s i s usuall y necessary . Variou s suggestion s ar e 
presented below. 

• Befor e distributing the questionnaires, invite participants to a workshop to discuss 
the purpose , time-scal e an d metho d o f completio n o f th e questionnaire . Thi s 
provides an opportunity to engage them in the process and assist by reviewing the 
questionnaire. 

• Telephon e or visit each of the selected organisations after the questionnaires have 
been distributed , o r invit e the m t o a  'surgery ' wher e thei r reservation s o r 
difficulties ca n be addressed. 

• Afte r mos t o f th e questionnaire s hav e bee n returned , invit e participant s t o a 
further worksho p to review the survey's findings, and consider how these can be 
transformed int o strategic capacity-building plans. 
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In complex cases , more intensive sit e visits may be necessary t o assis t with the 
completion of questionnaires. For instance, it may be necessary to conduct individual 
or group meetings , brainstorming session s an d othe r for a i n orde r t o generat e th e 
required leve l o f commitment . Interactiv e dialogu e i s especiall y usefu l whe n 
addressing the more subjective aspect s o f the survey, such as the requirements the 
organisation has of the network, or the success of its external partnerships. Ideally , 
the surve y encourage s staf f t o review thei r persona l an d corporat e strategie s wit h 
respect to information managemen t and consider how efficiencies ca n be made. 

2.4 Questionnair e Tip s 

Typically, a response rate of less than 1 0 percent is likely from a  questionnaire sen t 
out 'blind ' withou t an y forewarning , involvemen t o r contribution b y the receivin g 
organisation. Thi s figur e ca n b e improve d upo n substantiall y b y anticipatin g th e 
problems which may occur. One of the simplest ways of improving response rate is to 
ensure that the questionnaire is written in an appropriate language. Naturally, this 
applies mainly to international surveys, but also applies to individual countries where 
multiple languages are spoken. Further ways to improve response rate are described 
below: 

• Generat e interest 

Organisations are unlikely to commit a lot of time into filling ou t questionnaire s 
unless the y perceiv e tha t tangibl e benefit s wil l b e gained . Benefit s shoul d 
therefore be made explicit in a covering letter, together with an indication of why 
the involvement of the organisation is essential to the survey. Annex 1  presents a 
sample covering lette r based on several excellent examples  drawn from survey s 
world-wide (fo r example , se e Governmen t o f th e Unite d Kingdo m 199 5 o r 
Government of Sri Lanka 1996a) . Where possible, questionnaires should be sent 
to a specific uni t or individual foca l poin t in the organisation who can be relied 
upon to take appropriate action. 

• Mak e it brief 

Questionnaires should be kept as short as possible and should remain focused on 
questions which directl y suppor t th e network' s developmenta l goals . Wherever 
possible, questionnaires shoul d be complete d a s fa r a s possible befor e the y ar e 
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distributed (e.g. the name and address of the organisation is already printed). It is 
far easier and more compelling for recipients to correct existing data than to enter 
details from scratch . 

• Mak e it clear 

The thematic scope of the survey should be made clear, the questions simple, and 
jargon o r confusing term s avoided . Fo r example , the term 'biodiversity ' woul d 
need t o b e define d sinc e i t commonl y ha s severa l meanings , includin g al l 
lifeforms, th e diversit y o f lifeforms , o r simpl y th e conservatio n o f livin g 
resources. A good way of clarifying how the questionnaire should be completed is 
to includ e a n 'example ' questionnair e whic h ha s alread y bee n fille d ou t b y 
another, perhaps fictitious, organisation . 

• I f all else fails . . . 

On rare occasions, questionnaires will not be returned due to lethargy, low priority 
or suspicion of motives. One solution is to publish an interim set of survey results 
showing blanks where organisations did not respond. When these are sent to the 
organisations concerned , accompanie d b y detail s o f a  final  publicatio n date , a 
rapid response may be forthcoming, since few organisations would wish to be seen 
as uncooperative. 
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