
7 TH E INFORMATION CYCLE 

Many aspect s o f th e managemen t loo p introduce d i n Sectio n 4 , particularl y th e 
planning, monitorin g an d reviewin g processes , depen d o n acces s t o high-qualit y 
objective informatio n o n a  potentially divers e se t of topics. This provides a  rather 
daunting challenge for informatio n professionals , wh o may find themselves able to 
deal with specific themes, but totally unable to marshal the full range of information 
sources. Indeed, an impressive range of inputs is required to manage information o n 
any specific theme, including the underlying datasets, human resources, facilities and 
management systems . Multi-disciplinary cooperatio n i s clearly th e way forwar d 
for successfu l informatio n production . T o hel p thos e involve d cooperat e i n a 
coherent, cost-effective , manner , a  guidin g framewor k i s usefu l t o focu s thei r 
contributions on common objectives and targets. 

Recognising that each country will respond uniquely to the challenge of generating 
information o n environmenta l issues , a  flexible,  process-oriente d approac h i s 
proposed. This breaks down the challenge into a series of small steps which, when 
taken a s a  whole, lead  t o th e achievemen t o f majo r strategi c objectives . Figur e 5 
illustrates how the approach — referred to as the information cycle — covers all the 
steps necessary t o addres s policy issue s i n a  planned, ye t responsiv e manner . Th e 
information cycle is not rigid, nor does it prescribe a solution: variable ordering of the 
processes is likely due to the completion of certain tasks, the need to revisit processes, 
or further specifi c constraints . Where individual processes in the cycle have already 
been accomplished, the cycle can still be used to suggest next steps or draw attention 
to missed, or under-emphasised activities . 

The information cycl e can be applied at a range of scales. It could work equall y 
well within a single organisation, a  group of organisations, or in a large network of 
organisations spanning multiple sectors, levels and disciplines (see Volume 4). One 
thing is certain: at whatever scale the information cycl e is applied, a high degree of 
coordination is required to ensure that stakeholders are kept informed of key results, 
objectives and responsibilities. An effective way of keeping the information cycle on 
track i s to establish an organisational structur e to oversee it s implementation. Thi s 
could b e a n existin g committee , steerin g grou p o r othe r bod y wit h appropriate 
representation, o r on e speciall y create d fo r th e task . Ideally , th e bod y shoul d b e 
closely, if not directly, involved in the policy-development process to ensure that the 
information cycl e is anchored in decision-making machinery . 

Volume 1 Information and Policy 17 



Figure 5 Th e information cycle 
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As an example of how the steering group might function, the prioritisation process 
could b e facilitate d b y formin g a  workin g grou p t o draf t a  lis t o f priorit y 
environmental issue s fo r whic h bette r informatio n i s required . Thes e coul d b e 
distributed t o key stakeholder s fo r review , followin g whic h a  visioning exercis e 
could be held to develop a consensus on their relative importance and information 
needs (see Volume 2). 

The information cycle consists of five processes, one of which — prioritise the 
issues — should be undertaken before the others since it establishes which issues are 
the highest priority for information support and, therefore, which should be addressed 
first. The remainin g fou r processe s cove r th e activitie s necessar y t o produc e 
cost-effective informatio n on the issues selected. Recognising that priorities change 
over time, and that information needs will change with them, a secondary feature of 
the information cycle is review and adaptation, whereby progress through the cycle 
is reviewed and new targets defined as appropriate. 
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