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Executive summary

The Q&A service is an opportunity for IRC to share sector knowledge with others and forms as such an essential part of one of the core tasks of IRC. Through a user-satisfaction survey insight was gained into the usefulness of this service. 

The Q&A Service
Questions come in through various entry points at the IRC web site: Ask IRC, library, general, portal, publications, webmaster, InterWater organisations, WASH in Schools, and via the Source editors. However, not all these questions have been registered. So far only the questions that come in via the web pages or mailboxes for the AskIRC service, the library, or the IRC portal have been registered and counted. This latter group can be divided into two main categories:

1. General questions, i.e. on IRC as an organisation, requests for funding, collaboration or partnerships;
2. Technical enquiries or more content-related WASH  questions.
In the last two years we have handled more than 1,600 technical and general, however 2009 is not analysed in this report. 

A user-satisfaction survey was sent out in the first quarter of 2009 to the people who submitted their questions through IRC’s Q&A service in three languages: English, French and Spanish. The survey focused on the user satisfaction for the technical enquiries
, not for the general questions. The survey is based on the answers to the technical enquiries only.

In order to answer questions several resources are researched. Many of these are set up and maintained by IRC and serve as reference bases for the Q&A service. Until mid-2008, IRC contracted its partners Cinara (Colombia) and CREPA (Burkina Faso) to answer the Spanish and French questions coming from the respective regions.
Survey Reactions 
More than half of the users of IRC’s Q&A service come from developing countries. The main users come from within NGOs and Educational institutions (including students).

The past years, about 60% of the questions are directly linked to the themes IRC is working on: they are either on water or sanitation issues, on cross-cutting issues, such as cost recovery, or on (library) documents or references on these themes.
Conclusions
1. Overall the service is appreciated and the answers are found useful. However, not for everyone it is clear that answering questions is part of the information services IRC offers.
2. Although IRC focuses on the intermediate level, that is the level between the national government and the community level, it appears that the main users come from NGOs and Educational institutions (including students). 

3. Asking how people got to know the Q&A service, almost everyone mentions that this is through the internet, so apparently this is an appropriate medium to reach the users of the Q&A service.

4. Email is a preferred  channel to communicate the answers to the users.

Next steps

· Improve access to the information

· Link the Q&A to selected themes and regional pages on the IRC web site
· Collaborate on a joint WASH Helpdesk with other WASH organizations

· Link up with major innovative IRC programmes such as WASHCost and Triple-S

· Consider Q&A as feedback for IRC

Introduction
IRC started in 1968 as a reference centre. Ever since, providing access to information for policy makers and sector professionals has been a core activity of IRC. IRC provides various documentation services—including bibliographic searches, desk studies, selective dissemination of information and a question and answer service (Q&A service). 

Rationale for the survey

Providing a Q&A service is a time consuming activity.  About 50 days of IRC staff time (mainly content and some ICT related), is needed to keep up the quality of this service. Is it worth it? Do people actually appreciate the service? Do they find the answers they receive useful?
To find the answer to these questions, a user-satisfaction survey was sent out in the first quarter of 2009 to the people who submitted their questions through IRC’s Q&A service in three languages: English, French and Spanish. The survey focused on the user satisfaction for the technical enquiries
, not for the general questions.
The survey also fits into the activities for the IRC Monitoring Protocol. One important indicator of the Monitoring Protocol is the satisfaction level of the users of the IRC products and services. IRC sees the strategic importance of the Q&A service, and the fact that some changes have been planned regarding the processes behind this service, made IRC decide to evaluate the satisfaction level of the users of the Q&A service. 
Finally, the satisfaction survey also fits into the ambition of the Information and Communication Section at IRC to evaluate one of IRC’s services each year. 

Before going into detail on the survey results, it is important to understand the background of the Q&A service, to know a bit about the process behind it and the workflow of the questions and answers within IRC.
Background to IRC’s Q&A service
The Q&A service is part of IRC´s Global programme – Products service and channels.  The service is available to anyone interested in water and sanitation information and it relies on in-house library resources and expertise, other major online databases and web sites, and contact with external specialized information services of our partner organisations.

The main objective of this programme, as formulated in IRC’s business plan of 2007 – 2011 is: “Improved WASH sector learning – particularly targeting decentralized local WASH governance levels and supportive to the relevant MDG targets– through disseminating information, improving accessibility to sector-relevant knowledge and engaging in advocacy for effective use of knowledge”.
In this context the Q&A service has been defined as one of the strategies for achieving this objective.
The Q&A service is an opportunity for IRC to share sector knowledge with others and forms as such an essential part of one of the core tasks of IRC. By means of the Q&A service IRC can keep track of relevant projects and activities in the field. It is also a way to showcase what IRC stands for in the water and sanitation sector.
Table 1: number of questions handled by IRC from 2007-2009

	Year
	Technical questions
	General questions (through portal@irc.nl)
	Total

	2007
	514
	787
	1301

	2008
	330
	1357
	1687

	2009
	237
	1373
	1610


Questions come in through various entry points at the IRC web site: Ask IRC, library, general, portal, publications, webmaster, InterWater organisations, WASH in Schools, and via the Source editors. Additional questions come in through individual colleagues. Not all these questioned are captured in the Q&A service. So far, we were only able to register and count the questions that come in via the askirc, library, or portal mailbox which is more than 1600 in 2008 (technical and general questions). In 2009 IRC received again more than 1600 requests, however 2009 is not analysed in this report. 
Current workflow 
The process from receiving the questions to archiving the answers entails several steps, depending on the category the question falls in. 
There are two main categories of questions: 
3. General questions, i.e. on IRC as an organisation, requests for funding, collaboration or partnerships

4. More content-related WASH  questions / technical enquiries

The general questions come in via the email addresses portal@irc.nl; general@irc.nl; via the “contact us”-submission forms on the IRC web site, and sometimes via telephone. These general questions are answered using a workflow indicating how certain questions should be dealt with:  send it to an IRC colleague who is working in that particular area, select an answer from the IRC Frequently Asked Questions concerning IRC
 that are published on the IRC web site, or select a standard reply from the list of standard replies developed by the IRC information specialists.
The technical enquiries follow a slightly different path: they are either answered by one of the information specialists of IRC, by an IRC thematic or regional specialist, or they are answered by referring to other WASH organizations better equipped to answer that particular question. 
A selection of questions and answers are published on the internet, on the WASH Helpdesk Blog, to make them publicly available.
The core components of the Q&A service consist of five elements: 
1) Receiving requests
2) Answering routine as well as technical inquiries
3) Forwarding inquiries to experts/colleagues 

4) Filing questions and answers
5) Monitoring and follow-up 
The full IRC Q&A process is shown in the diagram below.

Diagram 1: workflow IRC’s Q&A service 
– for the general as well as technical enquiries in English, Spanish and French
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Information bases linked to the Q&A service
The Q&A service entails more than just answering questions. In fact, answering the question is the last part of the process. In order to answer questions several resources are researched. Many of these are set up and maintained by IRC and serve as reference bases for the Q&A service. These bases include: 
· Ask IRC Resources: web page with a selection of key resources, ranging from country profiles and fact sheets to bibliographic water and sanitation databases, is often used to answer questions. They are available for everyone to use, http://www.irc.nl/page/7933 

· WASH Helpdesk Blog, a selection of questions and answers handled by information specialists as well as content specialists at IRC, http://washhelpdesk.wordpress.com/
· IRC frequently asked questions, web page with answers to the most frequently asked questions concerning IRC, http://www.irc.nl/page/3254 
· WASH in schools FAQ, http://www.schools.watsan.net/page/157 

· IRCDOC library database, http://www.irc.nl/docsearch 

· Source News Service, http://www.irc.nl/source 
· InterWater Organisations, http://www.irc.nl/interwater
Technical enquiries

The Q&A service is mostly referring to the technical enquiries: more in-depth questions on WASH topics that cannot be answered by sending a fixed standard reply.
Table 2: Technical questions by language

	Year
	English
	Spanish
	French
	Total

	2007
	261
	167
	86
	514

	2008
	204
	75 
(until Aug.)
	84 
(until Aug.)
	363


 Until mid-2008, IRC contracted its partners Cinara (Colombia) and CREPA (Burkina Faso) to answer the Spanish and French questions coming from the respective regions. The contract has not been continued. IRC’s regional programme is expected to raise and discuss this opportunity with Cinara and CREPA or with other relevant parties.
Requests per theme- technical enquiries
The past years, about 60% of the questions are directly linked to the themes IRC is working on: they are either on water or sanitation issues, on cross-cutting issues, such as cost recovery, or on (library) documents or references on these themes. The remaining 40% is related to questions about IRC and its partners, for example questions on projects IRC is involved in, questions to the editors of the newsletters, or on World Water Day. A small percentage (6%) entails requests for funding.
Table 3: requests per theme – Spanish, French and English combined – in 2008
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Satisfaction Survey

A survey was developed and sent out in the first quarter of 2009. People who made use of the service in 2007 and 2008 appreciated the service, as 84% of the persons were positive about the usefulness of the answer they had received through the Q&A service. In addition, 97% of the respondents said “Yes, I would suggest the service to others”.  

Methodology

The survey is developed by the information and communication officers at IRC and published on Survey Monkey
, an online survey and questionnaire tool. The survey contained a minimum of ten questions and all invitees were asked to fill in the questionnaire online (see Annex 1 for the questionnaire).

765 Emails were sent out to invite users to participate in the survey. Since all email addresses were registered we could send personal emails to each respondent, directing them to the survey available on internet. This led to a high response of 17%: 765 emails were sent out; 132 persons responded. 

[image: image4]
Although we have only used the email addresses of those users who got an answer (either tailor-made or a standard reply), thirty six of the total number of respondents mentioned that they did not receive an answer. An explanation may be that the Q&A service is not recognised as an institutional service but rather as a service of individual IRC staff members. 

User groups

Researchers, professors, and students (Educational and research institutions), together with staff from NGOs appeared to be the most active respondents. This matches with the enquiries we have received the past two years in which NGOs and universities and students were also the largest group. 
Table 4: respondents to the survey by type of organization
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Table 5: users of IRC’s Q&A service in 2008 by type of organisation
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Please note that students and individuals not linked to organisations could not be disaggregated here. Furthermore, 60% of all the Spanish-language Q&A service users are categorized as ‘independientes’. In our table they would fall under ‘private’; ‘students/individuals’, and ‘other’. They are not included in this table as it was not possible to disaggregate them according to the above categories. The conclusion however remains that the main users come from NGOs and Educational institutions (including students).
To the question ‘Was the answer you received useful?’ 84% of the persons responded positively. The majority of the people working for the (local or national) government, as well as staff from international NGOs and independent consultants found the answer useful (resp. 100%, 88%, and 100%). However, of the people working for national NGOs, 60% found the answer useful against 40% who did not find it useful. This could depend on expectations / formulation of the question / mismatch of the answer to the question. However, to the question ‘Would you suggest our service to others?’ 97% of the respondents gave a positive answer. 

For the French survey, 70% answered positively to the usefulness of the answer they had received; for the Spanish survey it is 78%. The group least satisfied is the private sector, in the Spanish and French survey. However, the number of people who filled in this question (23 French, 18 Spanish) is too low to make more relevant and detailed distinctions between the various groups here.
Respondents per region
More than half of the users of IRC’s Q&A service come from developing countries. This was very well reflected in the number of respondents. About 70% of the respondents come from Africa, Asia or Latin America and the Caribbean. 

Table 6: respondents to the survey per region
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Table 7: users of IRC’s Q&A service in 2008 per region
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Most of the users from Latin America came through the Q&A service handled by Cinara; most users from Africa came through the service handled by CREPA. IRC does receive requests from African countries, but hardly from Latin American countries.

How did users get to know the IRC Q&A service?

More than half of the respondents (53% of the English survey respondents; 62% of the French ones and 55% of the Spanish language respondents) found the Q&A service through the internet. Other channels mentioned were colleagues/friends and newsletters, such as the IRC news service Source. 
94% of the English language respondents wish to receive an answer to their question by e-mail, instead of by web page / forum, SMS / text message, or telephone. All of the respondents to both the French and Spanish survey indicate that email is the most appropriate channel. However, this may not be an unexpected answer from people we have targeted through email.
Conclusions from the survey for the technical Q&A service
a. Overall the service is appreciated and the answers are found useful. However, not for everyone it is clear that answering questions is part of the information services IRC offers.
b. Although IRC focuses on the intermediate level, that is the level between the national government and the community level, it appears that the main users come from NGOs and Educational institutions (including students). 

c. Asking how people got to know the Q&A service, almost everyone mentions that this is through the internet, so apparently this is an appropriate medium to reach the users of the Q&A service.

d. Email is a preferred channel to communicate the answers to the users.
Challenges
IRC spends a maximum of 50 days on the Q&A service and is not spending time on generating more questions at the moment, out of fear of a question overload.

The following challenges need to be addressed in order to keep up a quality Q&A service: 
a. Maintaining and updating the information bases linked to the Q&A services is time consuming.
b. Since contract work with CREPA and Cinara finished, referring to them for Spanish or French questions has become more difficult; the organisations are only involved at an ad hoc basis, mainly on topics they are focusing on. 
c. Until mid-2008, almost all questions from Latin America came through Cinara. IRC receives much less requests from Latin America now.
d. Language skills of the information specialist are a barrier to deal with Spanish and French questions. Requests from Francophone African countries are more difficult to handle without support from Spanish and Francophone organizations. 
e. Not all answered questions are publicly filed, only a selection of questions are published on the Internet after editing which is a labour intensive and time consuming task. 

f. Each year the questions and answers are manually sorted, analysed and reported upon. However, they are (until now) not used for planning additional information products, such as a Thematic Overview Paper.
g. Synergy with IRC themes and programmes is not developed optimally yet. We need to improve on integrating activities at thematic, regional and programmatic level. For example: questions asked about WASHCost should be integrated in the overall Q&A service of IRC.

The future of the Q&A service - next steps
The Q&A service has the potential to play a bigger role in the work of IRC and partners. To make this happen the following could be done to give it a start:

a. Improve access to information. To continue the quality of the service we need to improve the availability and access to information, both the information bases used for the Q&A service as well as access to answered questions.

b. Allocate sufficient resources to operate the service.

c. Link to selected themes and regional pages on the IRC web site to improve the integration of the various information sources on the IRC web site.
d. Collaborate on a joint WASH Helpdesk with other WASH organizations, such as WaterAid, DfID/DEWPoint, Practical Action, WEDC, WASTE, RedR, and CTA. An email/web-based discussion group has been set up to facilitate communication around the regular meetings by this group of people.
e. Link up with RCN Ghana who wants to set up an enquiry service.
f. Link with major innovative IRC programmes such as WASHCost and Triple-S.
g. All questions coming in at IRC should be seen as some form of feedback from users. It is therefore important to stimulate this and to actively promote the Q&A service.

h. Make better use of the content analysis of the Q&A service for monitoring and planning purposes.
i. Integrate the standard replies with the FAQ on the IRC web site.

j. Monitor the page views of the FAQ page, as these reflect the number of users looking for answers to frequently asked questions.

Annex 1: Survey 
Q&A English 2009
Please help us make our service better with your opinion of our Question & Answer (Q81A) service and choose to get an IRC publications CD-ROM, full of useful information on water, sanitation and hygiene, and/or our Source Newsletter.
In 2007/2008 you contacted us and made use of IRC International Water and Sanitation Centre's Question 81 Answer service. Were you satisfied with it? We would be very grateful if you could answer the following questions in this very short survey. This should take no longer than 5 minutes.
The survey will be available for 4 weeks and the results will be shared with you.
Thank you
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1. Did you receive an answer to the question you submitted through our Q&A service?
[  ] Yes 

[  ] Yes, but it was too late
[  ] I did not receive an answer (skip Q3)
2. What was the topic area?
[  ] Water

[  ] Sanitation and Hygiene
[  ] Finance / Transparency
[  ] Documentation / library resources / literature references
[  ] Funding opportunities
[  ] IRC general information
[  ] I don't remember (skip Q3)
[  ] Other (please specify) …………………

3. Was the answer useful?
[  ] Yes

[  ] No

Could you describe how our service has helped you (or not) in your work? ……………….
4. What would be the best way for you to receive an answer?
[  ] E-mail
[  ] SMS / text message
[  ] Telephone
[  ] Web page / Forum
[  ] Other (please specify) ………………………
5. How did you hear about our service?
[  ] Colleague / friend  

[  ] Web site 
[  ] Newsletter
[  ] Other (please specify) ………………..

6. Would you suggest our service to others?
[  ] Yes

[  ] No
7. At what level do you work? (Select the option which fits best)
[  ] International level (more than one country in different parts of the world)
[  ] Regional level (e.g. francophone West-Africa, South Asia)
[  ] Country level (e.g. Burkina Faso, Nepal, Honduras)
[  ] Sub-country level (municipality, province, state, district, ...)
[  ] Community level (village, city/town, neighbourhood, ...)
8. What type of organisation do you work for?
[  ] Government organisation or department (local/district/national)
[  ] National NGO
[  ] International NGO
[  ] UN organisations (e.g. Unicef, WHO, ...)
[  ] Private sector organisation
[  ] University / college / school
[  ] Independent consultant
[  ] Individuals / not linked to an organisation
[  ] Other (please specify) ……………………
9. Please fill in your contact details in order to receive the CD-ROM or the sector newsletter Source
Name:
Organisation:
Address: 
ZIP/Postal Code:
City/Town: 
Country: 
E-mail: 

Address: 
Male/female:
10.
Please tell us which product(s) you would like to receive;
[  ] CD-ROM with all electronically available IRC publications 

[  ] Source sector newsletter - e-mail version
11. Additional comments and suggestions

Example of a general question





“We are an NGO based in India into rainwater harvesting. At present we are working on a project in a school to make Lined pond to capture 50 lakh litres of rainwater. We would like to know if we can get some funding for this project.” (A Foundation based in India)








Example of a technical enquiry


“I am looking for standard designs for disabled latrines in rural areas. Such as dimensions, wheelchair access, design of toilet seat, handrails, ramp, door width …” (Caritas Switzerland, South Sudan)


For the answer, see  � HYPERLINK "http://washhelpdesk.wordpress.com/" �http://washhelpdesk.wordpress.com/�





Using work-flow





Example of a technical enquiry on a cross-cutting issue: microfinance


 “I am conducting fieldwork on several case studies where community participation and local finance are used to supply clean water and/or sanitation. I would like to have some information on the use of microfinance techniques for water and sanitation.” (Doctoral Fellow, Max Planck Institute, Germany)


For the answer, see  � HYPERLINK "http://washhelpdesk.wordpress.com/" �http://washhelpdesk.wordpress.com/� 





Out of the 442 English emails sent, 79 people responded.


Out of the 175 French emails sent, 31 people responded. 


Out of the 148 Spanish emails sent, 22 people responded





“I got a better idea on prevailing situations in different regions and the correlation with our situation.” (Survey response from project officer in Bhubaneswar, Orissa, India)





« Your service provided ideas and supported me in planning activities for my work and in identifying plans of action. Merci. « ( Ministry of Agriculture, Djibouti)�[Note: freely translated from French]








� With technical enquiries we mean: content specific enquiries which can be on technical issues such as water treatment, but also on approaches such as Community Led Total Sanitation or on handwashing.


� With technical enquiries we mean: content specific enquiries which can be on technical issues such as water treatment, but also on approaches such as Community Led Total Sanitation or on handwashing.


� See http://www.irc.nl/page/3254


� Until mid-2008, French questions were forwarded to and answered by CREPA in Burkina Faso; the Spanish questions by CINARA in Colombia. CINARA publishes a selection of their Q&As on the CINARA web site and the IRC web site links to this. Since mid-2008 IRC handles these questions ourselves, following the flow as described in the diagram.


� IRC has subscribed to the service of Survey Monkey to be able to make use of this tool to create and publish custom surveys, and then view results graphically. See � HYPERLINK "http://www.surveymonkey.com" �http://www.surveymonkey.com� 
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