
To increase the relevance and sustainability of  technology-
supported international development, Principle #2: Understand 
the Ecosystem provides recommendations about how to ensure 
projects and programs are built, managed, and owned with 
consideration given to the local ecosystem. 
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P R I N C I P L E S  F O R  D I G I TA L  D E V E L O P M E N T

As the international development 
community matures in its use of 
information and communications 
technologies, many hard lessons 
have been learned. The Principles 
for Digital Development are  

“living” guidelines, designed to be 
updated and refined over time, 
which can help international 
development practitioners 
integrate established best 
practices into technology-enabled 
programs. This document is one of 
a series taking a closer look at each 
Principle. For more information 
visit digitalprinciples.org.

ABOUT THE 
PRINCIPLES

Particularly during the early days of  
the 2014 Ebola outbreak, there was 
a huge need for detailed mapping, 
health, operational, and other 
information, but limited actionable 
data sets available. To identify and 
meet data needs, a variety of  actors 
involved in health and humanitarian 
information aspects of  the Ebola 
response coordinated using Skype. 

The Skype IM/GIS (Information 
Management/Geographic Information 
Systems) chat in particular served 
as a clearinghouse for requests for 
geolocation information, and the 
tasking of  creating new maps. This 
included mapping unmapped areas in 
Ebola-affected countries, and creating 
overlays such as the location of  Ebola 
treatment units and community care 
clinics.

Over 220 individuals from more than 
100 organizations joined the chat, 
some in their official capacity, others 
as off-hours volunteers. The chat 
group grew organically, as existing 
members invited new members. 
Where group discussions became 
specialized, new chat rooms were 
opened. 

This channel supplemented existing, 
formal coordination mechanisms, 
and was used by staff  in the field 
and at headquarters. It is attributed 
with helping to increase the 
identification of, and delivery against, 
Ebola response GIS needs across 
organizations, geographies, and time 
zones, and illustrates how an open 
model of  ecosystem engagement can 
enable relevant actors to self-identify 
and self-organize. 

CASE STUDY

WHAT IT MEANS
 ̿ Participate in networks and 

communities of  like-minded 
practitioners.

 ̿ Align to existing technological, 
legal, and regulatory policies.

http://www.digitaldevelopmentprinciples.org


UNDERSTAND THE ECOSYSTEMP R I N C I P L E  2
P R I N C I P L E S 
F O R  D I G I TA L 
D E V E L O P M E N T

RESOURCES
 ̿ Humanitarian Data Exchange, or HDX 

(UN OCHA) 
http://goo.gl/f58xxn  

 ̿ Local Systems: A Framework for 
International Development (USAID) 
http://goo.gl/56p5gE   

 ̿ The Busan Partnership for Effective 
Development Cooperation (OECD)   
http://goo.gl/LlRUDh 

 ̿ The Ecosystem of U.S. International 
Development Assistance (CSIS) 
http://goo.gl/LlsTa7

COMMUNITY INSIGHTS
WHAT IT MEANS 

 ̿ Consider what “ecosystem” means 
in the context of  your work. Some 
use it to refer just to agents, (such 
as individuals, institutions, or 
communities); others use it to refer 
agents and the broader systems 
in which they act, (such as the 
surrounding legal, technical and 
political environment, and the 
process by which information 
collected, curated, analyzed, shared, 
and used.) This document uses the 
latter definition.  

UNDERSTANDING THE ECOSYSTEM
 ̿ Allocate time and resources 

to gather information about, 
understand, and engage with the 
context and communities in which 
your project or program will be 
deployed.

 ̿ Use a whiteboard to map out key 
ecosystem components. 

 ̿ Consider all actors, including 
institutions, communities, and 
individuals. Within institutions, 
think about different actors/roles 
that may be relevant, such as in a 
workflow analysis.

 ̿ Consider the regulatory 
environment, including policies, 
laws, and other rules that may 

impact how tech-supported 
development projects are owned 
and can operate.

 ̿ Consider the political environment, 
including how changes in political 
parties could change personnel, 
structure, and/or mandates of  
government ministries. 

 ̿ Consider the technical environment, 
including standards, platforms and 
tools, to maximize interoperability 
and encourage reuse and/or 
adaptation of  existing tools as 
relevant.

 ̿ Consider systems, including the 
processes by which information 
is shared, and how capacity is 
built around information to refine 
knowledge and institutionalize it as 
practice.

ENGAGING THE ECOSYSTEM
 ̿ Identify networks of  trust and 

influence in the ecosystem; these 
will provide key connections and 
distribution mechanisms for impact.

 ̿ Identify and leverage conduits and 
processes that are appropriate and 
effective, and use these to inform 
intervention design.

 ̿ Combine an information ecosystems 
approach with human-centered 
research to create a systemic view 

of  local dynamics and emergent 
behaviors. Use these insights to 
inform program or project design, 
and maximize impact.

 ̿ Consider strengths and weaknesses 
in local systems by examining the 
5 R’s: roles, resource, relationships, 
rules, results. (See p.8 in the Local 
Systems Framework linked in the 
Resources section below.)

 ̿ Consider using an open, 
crowdsourced approach that enables 
relevant actors to self-identify and 
self-organize. (See case study as an 
example.)

 ̿ Think about how to make an 
ecosystem more inclusive, such 
as by using influence to empower 
marginalized actors. 

 ̿ Design to enable feedback loops 
to strengthen the ecosystem and 
make tech-supported interventions 
sustainable. 

 ̿ Consider resources and incentives. 
What value do critical stakeholders 
derive from your intervention to 
make it relevant and sustainable 
over the long term?

 ̿ Consider the drivers of  the 
ecosystem, both as it exists today 
and in the future.


