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Overview 
Instead of starting from scratch, programs that “reuse and improve” look for ways to adapt and 

enhance existing products, resources and approaches. Reuse means assessing what resources are 

currently available and using them as they are to meet program goals. Improve means modifying 

existing tools, products and resources to improve their overall quality, applicability and impact. 

Start by identifying relevant methods, standards, software platforms, technology tools and digital 

content that have already been tried and tested. You can learn about digital development tools 

that have been piloted or scaled through conferences, blogs, program evaluations and the digital 

development community [https://forum.digitalprinciples.org/]. While an existing tool or approach 

may not exactly fit all your needs for reuse, consider improving and building on it, rather than 

creating something entirely new.’//. The result is a tool that is now better and more reusable by all 

because of your improvements. Reusing and improving is not about designing shiny new objects 

or limiting a technology to internal use; it is about taking the work of the global development 

community further than any organization or program can do alone. Reusing and improving can 

also dramatically reduce the time needed for development and testing, and reduce your costs.

Principle: Reuse and Improve

PROJECT LIFECYCLE 
GUIDANCE
The following recommendations, 
tips and resources are drawn 
from the digital development 
community to give you options 
for applying this Principle during 
each phase of the project 
lifecycle. This guidance is not 
meant to be exhaustive, but 
rather suggests actions you 
can take to apply this Principle 
in your work. If you have other 
tips, resources or comments to 
add, please share them with 
the community at https://forum.
digitalprinciples.org/.

Core Tenets
n Identify the existing technology tools (local and

global), data and frameworks being used by your target
population, in your geography or in your sector. Evaluate
how these could be reused, modified or extended for use in
your program.

n Develop modular, interoperable approaches instead of
those that stand alone. Interoperability will ensure that you
can adopt and build on components from others and that
others can adopt and build on your tool in the future.

n Collaborate with other digital development practitioners
through technical working groups, communities of
practice and other knowledge sharing events to become
aware of existing tools and to build relationships that
could lead to the future reuse and improvement of your
tool [http://digitalprinciples.org/be-collaborative/].
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TIPS AND RESOURCES
ANALYZE & PLANAnalyze & Plan

You don’t have to build something new to be innovative. Innovation 
can also mean repurposing existing tools in a new way or adding 
additional features or functionality. Organizations that reuse and 
improve reframe how they think about innovation. When planning 
an initiative, first conduct a landscape analysis to see what existing 
(local) tools may fit the needs of your users within your ecosystem 
[http://digitalprinciples.org/understand-the-existing-ecosystem/] 
[http://digitalprinciples.org/design-with-the-user/]

n Identify technologies and resources — software code, products, 
content or data — that already exist and can be reused or improved 
upon for your program. Seek advice from stakeholders and other 
practitioners, and review resources like Kopernik’s Impact Tracker 
Technology catalog [http://impacttrackertech.kopernik.info/], 
NetHope’s Solutions Center [http://solutionscenter.nethope.org/],
[http://digitalprinciples.org/be-collaborative/], Google’s catalog of 
open source projects [https://opensource.google.com/] and the 
Digital Health Atlas [https://digitalhealthatlas.org].

n Determine the availability and sustainability of resources 
needed to con igure, operate, maintain and improve existing 
technologies during and after your program. If you are reusing 
an existing tool, other organizations may have already conducted 
similar assessments, and you can draw on their findings. Be sure 
to validate or calculate your own total cost of ownership [https://
digitalprinciples.org/resource/howto-calculate-total-cost-
enterprise-software/].

n Engage with open source and open standards communities. 
Many initiatives are not unique, as practitioners will have 
previously designed and tested tools aimed at solving similar 
challenges. Starting from scratch will waste time and resources 
that would be better used to make your initiative a success
and will limit the long-term sustainability of your work. Identify 
practitioners and organizations that have tackled your problem in 
other countries. Is there an open source tool that has been 
implemented successfully in other countries? Use that as a 
starting point. Identify any existing components that you can 
reuse or adapt before undertaking any new development.

n Assess the ease with which the technology can be adapted to 
your local context and needs. Consider carrying out a context 
analysis to understand the ecosystem [http://digitalprinciples.org/
understand-the-existing-ecosystem/] and forming a user advisory 

TIP: Look for ways to communicate 
to your funder that reusing and 
improving will be more cost 
effective yet still have impact. 
Quantify and explain cost savings, 
and communicate results achieved 
with existing technologies.

TIP: Ask if your donor has a digital 
strategy that supports reuse 
and improvement. The United 
Kingdom’s Department for 
International Development (DFID) 
believes reusing and improving 
leads to the most efficient use of 
scarce international development 
funding and resources  
http://www.ictworks.
org/2016/04/27/how-dfid-does-
development-in-a-principled-way/

RESOURCE: Impact Tracker 
Technology, Kopernik.  
http://impacttrackertech.
kopernik.info/

RESOURCE: Solutions Center, 
NetHope. http://solutionscenter.
nethope.org/ 

RESOURCE: Google Open Source, 
Google. https://opensource.
google.com/

RESOURCE: Digital Health Atlas, 
World Health Organization. https://
digitalhealthatlas.org 

RESOURCE: Organizational Guide 
to ICT4D: Leveraging Technology 
for International Development, 
Catholic Relief Services (CRS). 
https://www.crs.org/our-work-
overseas/research-publications/
organizational-guide-ict4d
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group (UAG) to validate user needs [http://digitalprinciples.org/
design-with-the-user/].

n Identify the benefits of reusing and improving. These benefits
could include cost savings, quicker deployment and a clear path
to scale based on the experience of other organizations. Past
implementers may also be to provide you with training or lessons
learned that can make your initiative run more smoothly. You also
can benefit from users in country who are already familiar with
the technology and who can help train and support new users.
Share these benefits with your funder or other stakeholders to
garner support for reuse.

n Conduct tests and seek input from end users before selecting a
technology. If you are uncertain about whether a tool will meet
the needs of your users, put together a testing group and gather
their feedback. This approach could also help you select between
multiple tools [http://digitalprinciples.org/design-with-the-user/].
Test several existing tools before making a final decision. To
facilitate this testing, you could put together a UAG consisting of
representatives of your target population. For example, PATH’s BID
Initiative formed a UAG at the beginning to support the design
and identification of technology tools [http://bidinitiative.org/blog/
capturing-the-end-user-perspective-bids-user-advisory-group/].

n Analyze whether your organization’s culture presents any
barriers to reusing and improving. Work with key decision
makers to embrace a culture of open sharing and partnering with
other organizations. Identify why your organization may have
concerns about reusing tools or has chosen to create something
new in the past. There may be underlying fear that the tools built
by others won’t be high quality or won’t exactly meet your needs
and that creating something internally is the only way to get the
right solution [http://digitalprinciples.org/use-open-standards-
open-data-open-source-and-open-innovation/]. Catholic Relief
Services’ Organizational Guide to ICT4D discusses how to be a
change agent in your organization and lead these conversations
[https://www.crs.org/our-work-overseas/research-publications/
organizational-guide-ict4d].

“We should invest in what’s 
already out there that 
works, focus on refinement 
and re-use, and tackle the 
toughest challenges of  
scaling, implementation, 
and institutionalization.” 

GARRETT MEHL
WHO
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Design & Develop
Once you have identified a technology, design and execute an 
approach for how it can be reused or improved for your context 
and program objectives. 

n Verify if the technology you want to use adheres to open
standards. If the tool is open source, you are free to take the
existing code and move forward with developing your desired
improvements [http://digitalprinciples.org/use-open-standards-
open-data-open-source-and-open-innovation/]. If it is proprietary,
you may still be able to get the improvements you want, but you
will need to engage the product owners in design discussions
and determine if they are interested in working with you to
execute those improvements.

n When developing your improvements, consider what features
and inputs are necessary to ensure local ownership and
sustainability. For example, the tool may currently support
only certain languages or fonts and will need to be updated to
before it can be expanded to countries using non-Latin scripts,
such as Arabic.

n Include time and adequate resources for improvements in
your timeline and budget. If you are using an open source tool,
ensure that staff have sufficient time and resources to participate
in the relevant open source community, including contributing
improvements back to the community. If you are using a
proprietary tool, allow time to provide the product owners with
feedback on how they can improve their tool.

n Collaborate with other digital development practitioners to
design improvements. Through these conversations, you may
find common needs for added features and improvements.
Collaboration can help encourage further reuse of the
technology or identify cost-sharing opportunities http://
digitalprinciples.org/be-collaborative/. For example, to meet
the data collection needs of their humanitarian response
programming in crisis contexts, the Harvard Humanitarian
Initiative built KoBoToolbox [http://www.kobotoolbox.org/]
to improve upon the open source mobile data collection
platform Open Data Kit [https://opendatakit.org/]. The Harvard
Humanitarian Initiative continues to collaborate with other
humanitarian response organizations to design important

TIPS AND RESOURCES
DESIGN & DEVELOP

TIP: As you design your approach 
and seek funding, aim to quantify 
the savings in areas such as 
software development costs and 
staff time that come with reusing 
and improving. Communicate 
these savings to your funder and 
other stakeholders who may need 
to approve your tool selection.

RESOURCE: Open Source 
Software Development, OSS 
Watch http://oss-watch.ac.uk/
resources/softwaredevelopment
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features that address emergent needs for rapid data access and 
analysis in crisis settings.

n Plan for how to clearly document your changes and
improvements. This includes having processes for documenting
and sharing changes made to the software code of an open
source tool. Clear documentation of changes is needed so that
the code can be maintained and other developers can easily
continue to develop the code.

Deploy & Implement
In the implementation phase, continue to look for resources that you 
can reuse or improve to increase the efficiency of your deployment. 

n Ask previous users of your tool for their training and 
deployment resources. This will save you time in developing 
materials and allow you to learn from challenges experienced 
during past deployments. Consider making any training materials 
you create available for reuse and adaptation under a Creative 
Commons license [https://creativecommons.org/].

n Actively participate in your technology’s online community. Open 
source tools such as Open Data Kit [https://opendatakit.
org/participate/] and OpenMRS [http://openmrs.org/join-the-
community/] have communities where you can ask questions and 
share tips.

n Share your work with the digital development community. 
Participate in conferences, webinars or other events to discuss the 
successes and challenges of reusing or improving (you can also 
submit a case study on your work here [https://
digitalprinciples.org/contact/]. Any new software code, with full 
documentation, should be made available to the community. 
Additionally, any general improvements to a code base should be 
submitted to the original developers (or whoever maintains the 
code) to allow them to track changes being made. Look for 
opportunities to use your tool in future initiatives and to 
champion its use [http://digitalprinciples.org/use-open-standards-
open-data-open-source-and-open-innovation/]. Also make sure to 
share your successes or challenges with the original creators of 
the tool, so they can track the impact of their work. 

TIPS AND RESOURCES
DEPLOY & IMPLEMENT

TIP: Consider how to build 
a community around your 
technology. This can lay the 
foundation for future reuse 
and identify organizations who 
will contribute improvements. 
Open Source Guides [https://
opensource.guide/] provide tips 
on how to find users and build a 
welcoming community around 
your tool. 

RESOURCE: Share your Work, 
Creative Commons.  
https://creativecommons.org/
share-your-work/.
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n Identify partners who can become new users of your 
technology and who will continue to contribute 
improvements. For example, RTI International actively engages 
other education organizations to use their Tangerine mobile 
data collection software [http://www.tangerinecentral.org/], 
share challenges, beta test new versions and contribute 
improvements. (For more information, see the Tangerine case 
study [https://digitalprinciples.org/resource/tangerine-mobile-
assessments-made-easy/]. 

Cross-cutting: Monitor & Evaluate
Through your monitoring and evaluation activities, look at how 
successful the reused or improved technology was in your context 
and in reaching your program objectives. One measure of success is 
whether others can reuse and improve on what you have built.

n Get user feedback on the technology tool. Feedback can help to
determine if any modifications are needed during implementation
or before future deployments [http://digitalprinciples.org/design-
for-scale/].

n Monitor usage of added features. Investigate if the features you
added were regularly used and solved the challenges you wanted
to address.

n Clearly document what you achieved through your
improvements. Future users of the tool will want clearly
documented features and an explanation of the improvements
that you completed and deployed. Be open about any bugs or
challenges that remain so that future users understand what
improvements are still needed.

n Share your results to raise awareness about your tool. To
generate interest in future reuse and improvements, make
sure that the digital development community is aware of
your successes and any improvements you added. Look for
opportunities to share your results and identify partners through
online platforms and conferences and through other networking
and learning events [http://digitalprinciples.org/be-collaborative/].

n Publish your data in a reusable format. Data that are published
in PDF format are not very useful because they cannot be
extracted easily for further analysis and use by others. Consider
sharing your data set in a comma-separated values (CSV) file
so it can be easily accessed, analyzed or integrated with other

TIPS AND RESOURCES

CROSS-CUTTING:  
MONITOR & EVALUATE

RESOURCE: Week 50: Feedback 
Loops — New Buzzword, Old 
Practice? BetterEvaluation.  
http://www.betterevaluation.org/
en/blog/feedback_loops_new_
buzzword_old_practice

RESOURCE: Open Data Essentials: 
Open Data Licenses, World Bank.  
http://opendatatoolkit.worldbank.
org/en/essentials.html#licenses
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data sets by the larger community [http://digitalprinciples.
org/use-open-standards-open-data-open-source-and-open-
innovation/] Before publishing your data set, be sure that it does 
not include any personal information and that you are following 
data privacy and security standards [http://digitalprinciples.
org/address-privacy-security/]. Also consider aligning your data 
set with the International Aid Transparency Initiative (IATI) 
standards so that it can easily be compared with other data sets 
[http://iatistandard.org/].

“Few innovation program 
managers know how to 
find open source code 
that they could start with 
or incorporate. We don’t 
have any community space 
or portal or interface or 
guidance to help people 
reuse and improve.” 

NATHANIEL CALHOUN
Code Innovation
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