5.1 - Context
Effective coordination of shelter cluster activities requires access to the most reliable and accurate information available.  Information management in an emergency situation like an earthquake or hurricane is a challenging but fundamental component of the coordination process.  IM staff will be expected to provide much of the basic information that will guide the cluster to develop appropriate response strategies and then track the activities and impact of the cluster to inform where strategies need to be modified.  Data that becomes available needs to be stored, strategically used in subsequent analyses, and made available to all stakeholders.  IM tasks, therefore, become very complex very quickly.  This guideline intends to provide some of the basic strategies that IM staff can implement to gain control over obtaining data and generating useful information and knowledge from that data.

The basic tasks of IM can be simplified to a 4-step recursive process:

1. Establish Needs – the quantification of relief efforts that are required to satisfy the objectives of the cluster. This information is generally a derivation from damage and displacement figures reconciled with target responses from the cluster strategic framework and internationally accepted quality standards.

2. Data Capture and Collation – the process of collecting data relating to the output of cluster members, survey and assessments, and other related clusters for the purpose of providing the base data required to effectively generate analysis of indicators established by the cluster.

3. Data Analysis and Mapping – the strategic analysis of captured data to synthesize meaningful information relating to the progress indicators sought by the cluster, the impact and quality of those activities, and identifying potential gaps in activity.

4. Report Findings and Disseminate Information – the generation and distribution of hard and soft-copy outputs from analysis to inform stakeholders of progress and impact of cluster activities for the purpose of re-evaluation of strategy and modification of need quantification.
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Cluster Inclusivity, Standards Harmonization and Field Realities

In order to ensure easy compatibility and ensure inclusivity with the majority of cluster members with varying levels of computer software expertise it is best advised to conform to the common software denominator.  Currently, most organizations that the cluster IM staff will be dealing with have access to and ability to operate the Microsoft Office suite of products and, in particular, most digital data transfer will occur using Excel Spreadsheets (*.xls) or Microsoft Word (*.doc) for text based information.  Whatever strategies IM staff develop for data storage and transfer it is important that the common cluster capabilities be recognized and accommodated as far as what file formats data gets distributed in.

Internet access is never guaranteed in disaster areas and IM strategies need to have some flexibility and recognition that email and website data transfer may not be available to all users all the time.  Field internet access is sometimes limited for many cluster members due to restricted regional connectivity or limited financial and technical resources available to small agencies with expensive shelter programs.  Therefore, be prepared to be collecting digital data in person through portable flash drive memory sticks.  A face-to-face discussion can also be an excellent opportunity to acquire some very useful information on agencies activities and field observations.

Finally, language barriers are important hurdles to clear early.  National societies and NGOs are extremely important members of the cluster and it is central to the cluster principles of inclusivity and transparency that all members (and government) feel engaged and included in the process.  This means that IM resources include national staff that can communicate effectively with local members that are unfamiliar with procedures from previous emergencies.  Data and information that is distributed should also be made available in the local language in addition to English.  
