
As the international development 
community matures in its use of 
information and communications 
technologies (ICT), many hard 
lessons have been learned. The 
Principles for Digital Development 
are “living” guidelines, designed 
to be updated and refi ned 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

WHAT IT MEANS
 › Use, modify, and extend existing 

tools, platforms, and frameworks 
when possible.

 › Develop in modular ways favoring 
approaches that are interoperable 
over those that are monolithic 
by design.

As the use of  information and communications technologies 
in international development has matured, so too has a base of  
methods, standards, software, platforms, and other technology 
tools. Yet too often we see scarce resources being invested to 
develop new tools when instead existing tools could be adapted 
and improved. Principle 7: Reuse and Improve highlights ways 
that adaptation and improvement can lead to higher quality 
resources available to the wider community of  international 
development practitioners.

REUSE AND IMPROVE
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Targeted social mobilization among 
at-risk communities played an 
important role in bending the curve 
of  new Ebola cases in West Africa. The 
Ebola Community Action Platform 
(ECAP), developed by Mercy Corps 
and Population Services International 
(PSI) with contributions from 
over 70 mostly domestic partner 
organizations, aggregated and 
visualized data from over 800 social 
mobilizers who surveyed more than 2 

million people. ECAP provided broad, 
public visibility into community 
activity, knowledge, and perceptions 
regarding Ebola. A number of  ECAP 
social mobilizers used smart phones 
loaded with a Open Data Kit (ODK) 
Collect software tool. ODK is an 
adaptation of  Java Rosa, a software 
tool developed to collect health data 
via mobile devices. Reusing ODK 
made sense for ECAP because: ODK 
is modular, meaning other tools 

can be integrated into its tool suite; 
data collected through ODK can be 
uploaded to and stored in any server 
environment; and the source code is 
entirely open, meaning that anyone 
can adapt it to meet new needs. ECAP 
used a paid, commercial service 
provided by Ona to improve on ODK’s 
off-the-shelf  offerings by hosting and 
visualizing the data, and providing 
professional support.

CASE STUDY
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RESOURCES

 › Open Source Initiative
http://opensource.org/   

 › Kopernik – Impact Tracker for Digital 
Data Collection Tools
http://goo.gl/OYfBqM

 › Kopernik – Impact Tracker for SMS 
Communications Platforms
http://goo.gl/u62DNv 

 › Kopernik – Impact Tracker for Geospatial 
Mapping Tools
http://goo.gl/DU2mEa 

 › Kopernik – Impact Tracker for 
Remote Sensors
http://goo.gl/hi21Ll 

COMMUNITY INSIGHTS
 › Consider how the reuse and 

improvement of  existing tools, 
processes, and policies can in itself  be a 
form of  innovation. 

 › ‘Reuse’ implies taking the time to 
assess what resources are currently 
available and what modifications 
would be necessary; ‘improvement’ 
suggests doing these things and then 
making modifications to adapt existing 
tools to specific program or project 
needs, thereby improving the quality 
of  tools available to the commons.

REUSE 

 › To determine whether reuse makes 
sense, ask questions like: does it meet 
stakeholder needs? Is it practical, 
modular, and extendable?

 › Simply reusing may not always be the 
best thing to do. Improve as a condition 
of  reuse, and be open to work out 
whether it’s the right way to go.

 › In reusing existing tools make your 
competitive advantage how you curate, 
manage, and implement the tool in the 
context of  your project or program. 

 › Use resources like Kopernik’s Impact 
Tracker (see Resources section below) 
for an overview of  some existing 
digital tools. 

IMPROVE

 › Seek input from and co-create with end 
users to ensure improvements meet 
their requirements and specifications.

 › Balance user experience specifications 
with what’s viable from a business 
perspective, and feasible from 
technology perspective.

 › Consider other factors influencing 
the design of  improvements, such 
as inputs necessary to ensure 
local ownership, sustainability, 
and ‘replicability.’ 

 › Use rapid prototyping to continue 
testing and refining with end users; be 
prepared to be constantly learning.

 › Build in dynamism to enable 
improvements to continue to be made 
over time. Embrace the notion that 
“nothing is complete.” 

 › Consider whether improvements 
require localization, such as with 
content repositories.

 › Ask what can you learn from outside 
your sector: for example, what are the 
similarities between an emergency 
room and a pit crew? 

 › Does your organizational culture 
embrace open source sharing? 
Consider how other sectors have 
benefitted from the rise of  the 
sharing economy. 

 › Where it makes sense, demonstrate 
the business case of  reuse and 
improvement—both within your 
organization and to donors and 
partners—including value to end user, 
and cost efficiencies versus building a 
new system.

 › Advocate for shared services 
across sectors rather than building 
bespoke tools.

 › Point to use of  standards to shift 
the conversation from replacing 
X system to making X system 
standards compliant.

 › Think about reuse across the value 
chain, such as in distribution channels.

 › Contribute to a cycle of  improvements: 
benefit from past work, improve the 
product and the education path, and 
then contribute back to the commons.

 › Recognize that contributing back to 
the commons requires investment—
e.g., improvements may need to be 
documented and packaged for reuse 
beyond your project.

“We need to shift 
how we think of 
innovation, moving 
away from innovation 
as ‘shiny object’ toward 
innovation as smart use 
of scare resources.” 

— Merrick Schaefer, USAID


