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=INFORMATION SUPPORT SY

alUAGEMENT INFORMATION FOR PROBLEM SOWING

Nancy A. Mead

There are a number of reasons, for sharing our experience in developing and

implementing the Information Support System (ISS), a management information

system for the National Drug Education Program. First,
)

we made a lot of

mistakes and learned a great deal in the prqcess; some of this can certainly

be passed on to others. Another reason is that our system has some innovative

approaches that are'readily adaptable to a wide variety of situations. Finally,

I think some of the philosophical 'underpinnings of the system are unique and

worthy of discusiion.

The-National Drug Education Program U.

Beforej begin to discuss the ISS itself, ; need, to provide some backgrOund

regarding the National Drug Education Program (NDEP). This is essential

because the ISS was designed not only to meet the needs of the NDEP but also

to mirror scale of its important goals and premises% It is important that

the methods for collecting information not only yield the needed data1but also -

that the system be congruent with the drerall program philosophy. For example,

a program orierted Word providing specific services to a well identified

population lends itself to a quantitative reporting system; a program directed

at responding to Local II identified heeds in a variety of areas lends itself

to a more flexible system.

The National Drug Education Program was established in 1970 within the U.S

Office of Education for the purpose of supporting drug abuse prevention

programs for youth. The program recognizes that there is no single approach

for solving the dung problem. Since drug abuse problems in the inner city are

3
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not the sane as those in the suburbs, it is necessary to deve]4p projects

based on specific local needs. Mot only are different drugs being abused,

but different social institutions influence the youth. In some communities

the home and church provide strong direction for young people; in other

communities peer groups and schools are more prominent. In order for a

project to be effective, the community must deftne its own particular problem

and assess its resources. And because the drug scene changes so quickly and

in such complex ways, it is necessary for project developers to experiment

with new approaches and to measure their effectiveneSs.

On a national basis, the NDEP accepts the fact that there is no one strategy

for dealing with the drug problem. For this reason they have launched a

variety of different approaches. These have includedt 1) major training and

coordination programs witnin State Departments of Education, 2) College and

community based demonstration projects, 3) innovative school based projects,

4) short term training and long term demonstration projects for preservice drug

education in Schools of Lducation, and 5) training and follow-up assistance

for community and school drug prevention teams. Admittedly, some of this'

variety is due to the changing priorities of congress and the administration.

nowever, It is primarily the result of creatively experimenting with a number

of national program strategies.

Within all of this variation, the NDEP must manage and account for all of its

activities, a task which requires several types of information. First, there

is the unending need for quantitative information which feeds into the various

program planning and budgeting processes and are utilized during congressional

and executive branch hearings. Seoondly, there is need for information for

A
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project monitoring, particularly data on project activities and financial

matters. Finally, the NDEP is a demonstration program. pith a budget which

at its height approximated only 13 million dollars annually, the program

has no possibility of substantially reducing drug abuse. It therefore has

a responsibility to experiment with strategies and to document results for

those populations that the program cannot hope to reach directly.

In addition to these rather typical information requirements for federaIN

programs, t1DEP strives to establish a facilitative relationship between the

program and the projects. These relationships invavenatUal problem solving,

where both successes and failures contribute to future strategies.

The Information Surt System

In response to both these sets of needs, the ISS was designed to serve three

functions:
47

. 1) To provide managenentjinformation for program monitoring and decision

Making;

2) go provide information for project growth and development; and

3) To document project activities for identifying successful strategies.

The major cthponents of the ISS are: 1) the Project Growth Record which

provides a tool for project self-evaluation and for communication between

NbEP Project Officers and Project Directors; 2) the Quarterly Project Summary

which providesbquantitative and administrative data for program managenent

and for congress and the administration; and 3) the Shared Experience Bank,

the prime vehicle for informally sharing project activities.

4

The Project Growth Record is made up of four simple-reporting formats which

record quarterly the progress of each project. These are provided in Appendix A:
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The essence of the Project Growth Record is a management by objectives approach

combined with discrepancy evaluation. It asks each project to lay out an

Action Plan for each major project area. The information is laid out in three

columns indicating what activities are planned, for, wham, in order to change

what need or condition. At the end of each quarter, a project provides an

Accomplishment Report in each major prcdect area, again in a three column

format, indicating what specific activities were accomplished, for wham, with

what progress toward changing specific needs opconditions. These 'formats

allow for a systematic comparison between the Fah and the accomplishmenzs,

thereby providing an immediate self-evaluation report for the project, as well

as a simple narrative on project operations fOr the NoEP Project Officer.

tilawever, additional reporting is necessary to pursue the important problem

solving emphasis of the program. 'therefore, on the back of each Accomplisturent

Report, the project records its Growth Report for the quarter. In a loose

narrative format the project indicates what problems they encountered in each

project area and what they learned from their experience. This is followed

by a Change Report in which the project provides a rtarratiVetIndicging any

changes they intend to initiate. Finally, on the back of each Change Report

the project fills out a new Action Plan, which includes the activities for

the coming quarter, incorporating any project changes. This becomes the new

baseline, against which the next quarter's accomplishments are compared.

Visualize a Pro)ect Growth Reocrd whidh is divided by major project~ areas

er with Accomplishment Reports, Growth Reports,and which builds quarter-by-

/ k4
Change ..Reports and Action Plans.

oN,

4111.
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was added to provide an informal communidation network between individual

projects. It sets up a process whereby projects voluntarily submit material's

$

In addition to the Project Growth Record, projects are also required to fill

out a Quarterly Project Summary. This admittedly unexciting report asks for

information.on staff, budget and quantitative outputs of the project (e.g.

number of people strained) for the quarter. This feeds into important

administrative reports for the program. This report is flexible and changes

from time to time ao the needs of the office change. For exaMple,,we modified,

the reportiphanx... needed to start getting project staftdata by #ex and job

position in order to meet our equal opportunity reporting requirements.

The final canponent of the system is the Shared Experiende Bank. Thip mechanism

they have developed or descriptions of significant experiences, both successes

and failures, which they would like to share with other projects in the program.

This paper network facilitates personal contacts between projects with similar

problems .er activities.

marts
-A

These corcorents, the Project; Growth Record, the Quarterly Project Summary

_.
.

.,
..,

.

and the Shared Experience BAnk, provide the input for a series,* reports

that meet the various needs identified in' the beginning of the article. As

indicated earlier, the Project Growth Record is organized in such a way,Eitat
A

the act of fillip v ode the forms provides an immediate report. The comparison

of plans and accomplishments prOvides a means for self - evaluation for the
4111

project and a progress report for the MEP Project Officer.

There are also a series of summary reports which meet a variety of information

needs. The Quarterly Project Summary is summarized by region and by national

7
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totals to provide quantitative data fdr progrmnmanagement and external requests

for infoxmatfon. The NDEP Project Officers may use regional reports to identify

the strong and weak projects within their assigned region. They may use the

'national reports to gauggtheir projects against national trends.

The narrative material in the Project Growth Record is coded by activity type,

target group, intended outcomes and goals, and then summarized in a number of

ways. First, concise project profiles are developed, including'all the

e activities, target groups, outcomes and goals for each project. Secondly,

several indices are created: by activity type, target group, outcomes and

goals. These may be used in a number of ways: 1) to identify activity types

which, are being utilized; 2) to compare bargee groups in terms of degree of

epresentation; 3) to indicate typei of outcomes attempted; and 4) to describe

types of project goals. Besides describing national trends, the indices may'

be used to identify and link projects involved in siniiar activities or with

similar target groups. These data may also be analyzed over time to measure

program impact. The ISS was originally designed to include an evaluation

component. Although this element was droppell.the system still has the;potential

tfor evaluative analyses.

S stem Development, len en tatimand tenance

4.T.1

Besides the structure. of the syitEkit is important to, some_details_

bf.the development, implementatibn and maintenance of the system. In the

.. ,
.

.

spirit of problem solvingj. would like to share with you some of the probleis,

P . . ,. ft

as well as some of the solutions we reached. The ISS was-developed and
.

implemented under contract-with a management consulting firm; E. F. Shelley .

and Company of Washington, D.C. The key aspect of our contractual relationship
, ,

was continuous interaction between the contractor and the,program. This

8
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element was essential btcause systems development cannot be accomplished in

a vacuum., Program input was necessary tcridentify information requirements.

Another important element of the development process was field testing the

system and beginning to establish feelings of ownerthip with the program

staff and the projects. Projects helpedadentify information sources and

potential reporting problems.

Implerentatioo began with building a relationship bepoeen the program and

...../.

the projects through the information system. Initial contacts Were uncertain

and hesitant, and expectedly so. Information systems are inherently distasteful

to projects; they additional demands. In the process of orientation,.
.

the techniwLfoilleaUtvila# indifferent or negative attitudes is critical.
4

Strong programisuppoit for the system is'necessary, ae4all program levels.
e '

The program director must be visibly mumitted to the system. Each Project

Officer must reinforce, *on a regular basis, this point of view. Trairang is

also important. We developed a day long training session fovall Proje6t

Directors on the system: This was backed up by written material, printed in

the front of each Project Growth Records

Projects are likely to need help in their initial adoption of the systdm.

This requires individualconsultation.witii_xespect-to-specific prab7.em areas

or situations. Ve ud.two.approaches for this.- Pirst, we trained the MEP

Project Officers to be "experts" in the system, thus reinforcing our effort ko -

give the7ProSect Officers ownership in thefirtem. Secondly, we establishdd
. .

a Oroup of consultants who were skilled in. program planning, information systems

"and emluaAion. Like most information systems, the ISS presupposes a certain

level of skill in program planning and information collection. This assumption

-7-
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'e

. was not always valid.0 For example, our college kissed projects were developed'

and implemented by students who had little programming experience. The

consultants assisted projects with general planning and managerent problems,

`leading to theispeciiic skills necessary for the ISS relporting

Let me reemphasize the fact that a new system never goes smoothly at first.

we cannot expect projects imiddiately see the "utility" of suCh,ansapproaCh.

The_maintenance of the system is a function of extent to which the program

.

and projects both find that the system meets some of their important information

----------needs_.2141!!!!1.op t remenal process. First, it requires providing useful

feedback from the system. 'Projects and program staff must reoeive,reports in

formats that are easy toread, useful for their needs, and timely. Another,

important aspeCt, particularly initially, is the need, for feedback on the

t

feedback. Projects and program staffs need to be shoran how to *ad the reports,

hcw to locate useful data, hag to use the for a variety of purposes.

We used an approach.of providing short written analyses of the data, pointing

out important trends. Group briefings and freguent-individual consulta tions

were also conducted.

Tardiness is a major systems maintenance problems Late receipt of information

leads to late report production, which leads to out4of-date reports,. which

leads right back to-low incentives for getting the information in on time.

Ourlexperience bears out lihe demoralizing nature of this cycle. This situation

is probably best-alleviated by rigidly enforcing due dates.

Adaptations
9,

At this point, I think it is important to note that the system can beedapted,

to a variety of situations. This is evidenced by several adaptations which

-8- 0
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were made of the system within the MEP. First, the system was adapted to be-- .

,

used withthe Help Caurminities Help Themselves Program. In this effort, the
\ ,:tr.

, MEP supported regional training centers which provided training and technical

assistance to teams of individuals from camtunities from all over the United

States. Up to 1,060 teams havecbeen trained during the sourseNof a year.
1

It was important for the NDEP.to measure the overall results of this major .

flN\ 4

effort,. ball was impossible for the program to monitor the activities, of

.0
each team. In any case, folic up was the respLibility of the training

centers. The system was modified for use byiphe.program-and the training

centers. "The centers included action planning as an

training sequence and used progress reporting to det

rtant part of the

e needs for technical

assistance. Summaries of reports were provided to ti;le,NDEP for determining

overall effectiveness of the effort. The.,ISSimas simplified for a smaller

training effort directed toward teams from SChoolg of Education. Wen some
a

of our original training and,demcnstration projects aaapt_ed the technique for-

their own purposes, especially State Department of_Education programs who found_

it useful for monitoring their own statewide efforts. Theideas are adaptable.,

therefore, to a variety of contexts,

t

22glilying Philosophy

It is difficult to tell hcw. much cf our philosophy aboOt information 'systems

was imposed on the ISSoand her much of it evolved from our experiTce with tee

, . . 4 "

system. However, I think it is important to identify some of theseAssumptions.
0

First, we pave a bias toward a naturalistic type, of information system.

-heading a Projel Growth lbcord is not like reading a typical management

information report. It is primarily a narrative, with same structure impceed

though not' necessarily followed) . This makes, for difficult-summarizing and

4 - . -
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2

analyzing, but I believe it canes closer to the type of information which is

vuseful at the-prOject and program operations level. We are all natural

information processors; we are constantly making plans and checking our own

progress. Et& somehow, when this all becomes concretized in a typical

management iniontation system the results are disasterous. One of our basic

strategies isbto try to, tap this naturaomxcess,and capitalize on it in a

way that is useful to peOple at many levels in ,a program.

'A second assumption underlying the system is an emphasis on theproblem solving

proceps and facilitation.. It is not expected that projeCts will accomplish

EnIwthirt that-is set out, in their action plans. However, the projects, are`

expected to set plans, checK out their own progress and make appropriate changes..t

This is accountability for a pro'cess, not a specific product. Critical to this

process is a willihgness to share information, both poiltive and negative.
.-.

%thin this system., those receiving information have a responsibility to assist,,

k
in. thobe.piOviding info tion n their problem solljing process.

Finally, a third preMise of the system is a people centered approach. The
ti

focus of the system at all levels iS on the tirget'group"out there" and hpw

.

,#e available resources can Lest be directed toward meeting those needs. .This
4

allows a Varifty of'groups with different functionsand different capabilities
;,.

tocooperatively direct their efforts toward a single end.,

. .
,

.-. ,

The develtpent and imptementation of the Information SuppOkt System provided
k f

""a testing ground for ttliese assumptions, 0 well as for the overall philosophy
"/

,

of the National Drug, Educat ion Prograi.tNot all of our expectations were met, ,-

but the exnerience provided us with same new insights into the function of .

informlion in providing a facilitative environment for rutual Federal-local
..

problem solving.

-10-
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The following material, extracted from a quarterly report from the Awareness

Muse project in Sioux Falls, South Dakota, is ev!dence of our success;

Our attitude on reporting to supporting agencies has been that it is

a necessary and distasteful, time-consuming task,' and that we gained

nothing for our own organization. With a change in attitude, i.e.,

an opportunity to closely look at ourselves as wellas the involvement

of all of our staff--qach reporting on his area of in st and activity,

we now see this process as probiding us with valuable information.

Formerly rio one on our staff wanted'pD do the reporting. Nag that

0
the. task has been divided among our entire staff, the report writing

_has caused us all to look at ourselves and make concrete plans out

r--
of formerly scattered ideas. We are enttpsiastic!

Formerly-we did not use the reportpg.technique as a learning tool

for ourselves. We find in trying it for the first time that we have.

looked at many new areas of our work separately and as part of a
<

whole process. We suspect that this activity will.continue to keep 41

actually doing, and the involvement of everyoneus,aware of what,

this project will set up new lin?of comunication.

.f

.

.! .

.. I

.4,we are

. .

1.3
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.Project:

CHECK CATEGORY OF SERVICE:

.
.

DIRECT PERSONAL SERVICES

0EBUCAT ION AND TRAINING

Activity:

0 INDIRECT PERSONAL SERVICES

ElINTER-ORGAIMATIONAL SERVICES 0 PROJECT MANAGEMENT/
OPERATIONS

Ple...se describe %hat 1.. ou plan to accomplish in this category &service dining the next
qu.artIr. Include Just one distinct activity* per ;..age. (*as listed on your Activity Overview)

ACTION PLAN
covering

to ,
mo. day yr. mo. day yr.

Qs
Please return a of this form

- attached to your Quarterly Summary
foe this quarter.

WHAT YOU PLAN TO DO and WHEN TO WHOM WHAT SHOULD BE DIFFERENT

For each of the, xinciple activities chit you ,
listed in this category on the Activity Overview,
what are the main events or tasks that you plan to
accomplish this quarter? When will they occur3

Describe who you plan to affect, influence or Iuvolve
Awing the coming quartet? Give numbers; estimates
are fine. ..

.........

In terms of these people, what are the conditions or needs .
that you are trying to affect or change with this activity?
Pleas'. describe these conditions in terms of "before" and
"after". For instance, what do you assume them to be ti..:
what do you expect will be different by the end of qualtrT

4

...

.

- i
7

: WHO:

1

:-t

HOW MANY:

c

i

.
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t .

Prote.-t.
..

Acti vity.

11
i

1 I. .

ACCOMPLISHMENT
REPORT 1

,

covering f

I

- to i

CHICK CATI CORN 01 SI It \ ICI_: DIRECT PERSONAL SERVICES D INDIRECT
f

muc.vrtc.s AND TRAINING INTER-OP.CA:saZATIONAL SERVICES
i'.. .

PERSONAL= SERVICES

PROJECT
QPERATIONS

MANAGEMENT/

4

mci.'dFlf . :no.
ofertityiss

Paitt"ascller3ttr,'
for this quarter.

o-..ty I yr.
ornt71)

1

1.11:.4.W th.:.Cribv A hit `....? n-eon:1111.1:cti in tiro activities included, under this category of bervieu
:Aria.; the pIst qu.uter. Iwitkie /tot ono distinct activity liter page. "is listed in Otu
lcoitit Ocrtcl, .1 -

dJ
.

1... 1. 01 NOIT DID Ltd U iii TO WHOM WHAT PROGRESS I 4

4
t'S 1. tt Slid Cott dz. to iroplentent the principal
Ai title., tillAtca 'iltia. C.O.I.":4,13 of service. dttrine the

p eat .in ntcr' It hot t..,rt: titc.c tasbs accomplished:'.

.,

Describe whom you did affect, influcnce or involve
during titep.ut quarter? Give the au:Id:ors of people
invoiced in each principal acti%ity'

..

s

Your Plan for this quarter cited certain conditions!
this activity would try to affect. What indications do
you have that there was an effect on or ch.inge in
these conditions?

t.

qi
_In .

=
K.1 .

A

.

,

-

CPMPARE
../

I

WI RD: HOW MANY:

t

..

,

.

.

ACTION

.

.

.

t

i

,

r

...

..,

.

THESE. ACCOMPLISHMENTS
I PLAN FOR THIS QUARTER

.

.

WITH YOUR

I
I

1

.. I
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Protect: Actitity:

The space below is for your comments on hat is happening in your project as activities change
.tnd trot in respome to needs. Please trite freely. You do not have to lint yotes'elf to 'positive"

'Aucit t Atte can also be derived from sharing the "t-hat-tent.-:.rong S. The following arc .
Qui) of tits types of information that cdn indicate that you are learning.

is you cony Jscct your AccompliAments last quarter t jut' your earlier plans .

(a1 ou may have sound that thirassttrIptiotii
you tuacle anout needs or conditions ere
not completely tccttr ote. It it.tt

tat. thy needs of the puople you actually
reached`

(tat V*.as them sigraiii. I nt staff personal gro: tit'
h itultitmccd it'

(c) Every-thing may have proceeded as planned.
If so, that made it go' If not, what unex-

. pected things occurred' Hon did you deal
t.ith them' Who did 1att involve' What
alternatives did you harp'

(d) Was there significant community involvement?
What influenced it'

4

GROWTH REPORT
covering

to
nto. yr, nto. yr.

Please return a .m.!3 of this fo n
attached to your Quarterly Sworn ars,.
for this quarter.

i

V

NOTE: PLEASE USE ADDITIONAL PA ES
IF NECESSARY

;-
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PROJECT. ACTIVITY' --

I. Will yom ACTION PLAN for next quarter (on back of this page)
be different from what you might have otherwise prepared, because
of something you learned or noticed last quarter? If so, will it be a-

111
Change in HOW you are going
to provide the services?

Chane in the number and/or type of
PEOPLE you now expect to affect?

DChange in your assumptions about their
NEEDS, conditions or problems?'

LiChange in what you expect can
be ACCOMPLISHED?

Other

Comments;

2. What indications do you have that there is a continuing need for this specific activitd,/
;

3. What evidence do you have of your co_mmunitvls present attitude, toward this activity? of your staff's attitudes?

4. How do you plan to confirm the changes, or effects you expect to have this quarter?

I

CHANGE REPORT

coveting

toMO* MTV'. TIM'.

1

NOTE; PLEASE USE ADDITIONAL PAGES IF NECESSARY.

p

J.


