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Abstract

This paper critiques the assumed link that telecentre literature makes between
community participation and telecentre success. Severa authors (Colle, 2005; Colle
and Roman, 2001; Kanungo, 2003, 2004; Whyte, 1999, 2000) call for community
participation in telecentre projects, stating that this will make the tel ecentre more
sustainable, but with no further detail on what is meant by the terms “community” or
“participation”. The emphasis on participation is traced back to stakeholder
involvement as a measure of a successful project in the fields of both information
systems and international devel opment.

However, criticsin both fields also emphasi ze that there is no simple causality
between participation and success. This paper findsthat a) the notion of a
“community” in telecentre literature is problematic, b) stakeholder analysis may be
suggested as a part of an interpretive evaluation but is difficult to enact, and c) if these
stakeholders are identified, there is no hard evidence that their participation will lead
to greater telecentre success. The paper therefore calls for more research on the
notion of community participation and telecentres, and asks that telecentre policy-
makers and implementers treat this causality in more complex terms than at present.



Introduction

Telecentres have been advocated as a means of providing both information and
communication facilitiesin “underdeveloped” areas. It isargued that they will have
greater impact if there is participation from the local community in their design,
implementation, management and evaluation (Caspary and O’ Connor, 2003; Colle,
2005; Goémez et al, 1999; Roman and Colle, 2002; Proenza, 2001; Whyte, 2000).
However, thereis scant research to date on whether there is any causality between the
two factors — Are telecentres more successful if the community participates? What is
meant by the terms “community” and “participation”? What about the impact of this
participation — what does participation cost a“community” and how are community
relationships re-written and negotiated following participation?

This paper seeks to deconstruct the assumed causality drawing on both information
systems and international development literature. First, Section A provides a brief
review of the three broad perspectives on the impact of telecentres. Section B
analyzes the notion of “community”. Section C illustrates how stakeholder
involvement has emerged in evaluation studies from measurement, description, and
finally negotiation as a valid method of evaluation. However, as Sections D and E
discuss, identifying stakeholders and inviting participation is not as easy in practice as
in theory. Section F therefore applies these critiques to the causality used in
telecentre literature.

A. The Impact of Telecentres

Telecentres are defined as “a diverse range of facilities providing access to
information and communication technologies ... offering phone, Internet and
community services’ (Shakeel et a, 2001, p.1) or “places that offer the public
connectivity with computers and networks’ (Roman and Colle, 2002, p.2). They are
based on the (somewhat contentious) assumption that connectivity (a technical
construct) and direct access (asocial rather than technical phenomenon) to
information will lead to empowerment (Roman and Colle, 2002). Telecentres differ
from cybercafésin that they have a developmental focus (Harris et a, 2003) —
although problematically the notion of what constitutes development is not discussed
in detail in telecentre literature.

Whileinitial telecentre projects were almost entirely donor-managed (Whyte, 1999)
and were critiqued for alack of financial and social sustainability, more recently, a
number of other telecentre governance models have emerged, including donor—NGO
models (e.g. Our Voicesin India) and government—private sector models (e.g.
Gyandoot in India). Examples of telecentres include:

e the MS Swaminathan Pondicherry Information Villagesin Indiawhich provide
agricultural and transportation information, as well asinformation on the
availability of vaccines and medicines in the nearest health centres, and
information on the issue of loans or entitlements (Kanungo, 2003, 2004;
Thamizoli and Balasubramanian, 2001);

e thellT Chennai (India) SARI initiative which provides support to farmers
(Blattman et a, 2003);



e the Latin American network somos@tel ecentros (Hunt, 2001); and

e the Samaikya agritech centresin Andhra Pradesh, India—field centres linked to
the head office in Hyderabad, disseminating technical assistance, information on
machinery hire and spare tools for farmers (Harris et al, 2003).

There appear to be three main perspectives on the impact of telecentres — a utopian,
dystopian, and an intermediary perspective. The utopian perspective appears to
reflect the modernization view of development (Rostow, 1960) with a positivist view
of technology. It emphasizes (but does not always explain) the role of telecentresin
development. Roman and Colle (2002, p.1) open an article with “until a brilliant
sunny day when the Internet reached his Ashaninka Indian village in central Peru,
tribal leader Oswaldo Rosas could think of few benefits modern life had brought to
his people’. A utopian perspective argues that telecentres represent “a new symbol of
hope for community development” with the ability to bring about “a new social order,
one that is surely more prosperous and just” (Hunt, 2001, p.1). Hunt continues
“several telecentre operators and managers express fascination with the power and
potential of information and communication technology to bring about significant
positive change in their own communities. Telecentres represent hope, and
understandably so, for people who face increasingly desperate circumstances in their
daily lives’ (Hunt, 2001, p.4).

Others argue for a“missionary zeal of [telecentre] individuals who can translate and
demonstrate the relevance and application of these kinds of concepts’ (Roman and
Colle, 2002, p.6) and recount anecdotes such as a woman who has her cataract
removed in Indiaor afarmer in Chinawho improved his sales, both through
information they found online at a telecentre although without further details on how
thisinformation is found (Roman and Colle, 2002). Most evidence is as yet
anecdotal, such as Kanungo (2004) on the M SSRF Information Villages project, who
recounts several cases, for example, 48 women who insured themsel ves against
accidenta loss of life or limb; Sundari, awoman labourer who was able to find out a
better price for grain than the one her land proprietor fixed; and farmersin one of the
villages who were able to assess why their sugarcane fields were destroyed by disease
—all through information accessed through the centres.

On the other hand, thereis amore critical body of literature regarding telecentres. As
early as 1995, Qvortrup (cited in Tschang et al, 2002) comments that at least 70% of
the first wave of telecentresin Australia disappeared after two years. Robinson
(1998) writes that after two years, only five of the twenty-three original telecentres
established by the Ministry of Environment in rural Mexico were functional. Wade
(2002) argues that providing IT connectivity and access for development is like
saying “cheap books can cureilliteracy” (p.443). He argues that the focuson IT isno
different from the argument implying causality between telephones and devel opment,
where the “criteria of inference are so elastic that correlations become causations.
Area A isrich, integrated into market relationships, and has alot of telephones; Area
B is poorer, lessintegrated into market relationships, and has fewer telephones —
therefore atelephone rollout will make B richer and more integrated” (Wade, 2002,
p.450). This dystopian view appears to take on the neo-dependency view of
development (Escobar, 1995; Ferguson, 1994) that the notion of connectivity and
access leading to “development” is one manipulated by corporate giants and



development agencies to maintain the dependency of developing countries on the
West (Schech, 2002; Wade, 2002).

This dystopian perspective is supported by the serious questions of financial, social
and political telecentre sustainability (Hudson, 2001, Tschang et al, 2002; Whyte,
1999). Financial sustainability is seen to occur when a project “ achieves revenue
egual to or greater than the expenditure and economic return of a project” (Tschang et
al, 2002, p.130). Social sustainability is seen as the positive impact of the telecentres
on the social and economic development of the local community (Tschang et al, 2002;
Whyte, 1999; Whyte, 2000). Political sustainability isthat of policy-making and the
regulatory environment.

In addition, Roman and Colle (2002) suggest ten prerequisites for telecentre
sustainability: recognition of national commitment, partnerships between
stakeholders, local champions, community volunteers, networks of telecentres,
awareness raising, research, long term business plans, afocus on information rather
than technology, and community participation. The call for community participation
therefore derives from this very concern that telecentres have not yet proved to be
sustainable, given the large expense of technology and training, but also because their
potential seems remote from a population where basic needs are till to be addressed.

A third body of literature acknowledges that while access to ICTs might not directly
lead equitably to development, they may be necessary in order to be part of global
economic activity (Avgerou, 1998) or as a strategic national infrastructure (Madon,
2000). Madon (2005) finds that people use the Akshaya centresin Kerala“mainly for
communication which is not mission critical to livelihoods’ (p.412). Ulrich (2004)
finds that telecentresin rural Chinado not fill afundamental information void, but
enhance the livelihoods of those who are aready educated and relatively wealthy.
This third perspective acknowledges that tel ecentres might not provide equal benefits
to all parts of a population but they might bring about an improved standard of living
— for example, by making the process of obtaining land records more efficient, or
providing relevant agricultural information. It could be said that this third perspective
reflects Sen’ s capability approach in development, where development follows neither
amodernization nor aneo-Marxist model, but isinstead about an individua’s
capability rather than wealth (Sen, 1999; Madon, 2004).

The call for community participation occurs consistently within all three of the above
perspectives (e.g. Caspary and O’ Connor, 2003; Colle, 2005; Gémez et a, 1999;
Proenza, 2001; Roman and Colle, 2002; Whyte, 2000):

e Roman and Colle (2002) call for a* conscientious attention to participation” (p.12)
because it “conveys a sense of community ownership; it provides indigenous
wisdom; it helps reflect community values and needs; it provides important
resources, such as volunteers or technical expertise, at afavourable cost” (p.13)
(here one might ask — a favourable cost to whom?).

e Kanungo (2004) states that collective ownership of atelecentreinitiativeis
necessary because it implies access to everyone regardless of socia status. He
writes of the MSSRF Information Villages project that project staff lived in the
setting in order to understand the issues. “ Such actions perform the function of
keeping the village folk engaged, keeping stakeholders engaged, continually



sounding out different individuals so as to regenerate the idea and continually seek
affirmation amongst the participants’ (Kanungo, 2004, p.417-8).

e GOmez et al (1999) call for research on “community involvement, participation
and use” (p.8).

e Whyte (2000) emphasizes the need for community participation in evaluation.

Y et the literature does not delve deeper into what participation constitutes or whether
it truly has an impact on the success of aproject. Thereisaneed to examinethis
taken-for-granted causality — that a) there is a notion such as a community, b) that this
community shows awillingnessto “participate” (aword which in itself needsto be
defined) in atelecentre, and that ) this “participation” will lead to greater success. In
order to deconstruct this myth, we first critically assess the notion of community.

B. The Problematic Notion of Communit

Aswe have seen above, telecentre literature calls for “community ownership” or
“community participation”. It appearsthisis no different from thefield of
development, which as, Cleaver argues “ excel[g] in perpetuating the myth that
communities are capable of anything, that all that is required is sufficient mobilization
(through institutions) and the latent capacities of the community will be unleashed in
the interests of development (2001, p.46).

The difficulty hereisthat community is seen asa“warmly persuasive’ notion
(Williams, 1976, p.76) with no clear definition. As (another) Williams argues “there
isatendency to treat community as singular and unproblematic ... the ‘village' isa
classic case ... seen as a spatially bounded community, the membership of whichis
clear and uncontested” (Williams, 2004, p.561).

Instead, in practice, each individual in acommunity has his’her own needs which may
well conflict with others. Telecentre designers and managers run the risk of idealising
the notion of “community”, which in fact consists of a number of individuals, who
may or may not decide to participate in the initiative. Hence, statements such as
Kanungo's (2004) that collective ownership of atelecentre is necessary are
problematic, as this draws a veil over complex existing societal structures.



C. What is a Successful Information System?

Telecentres are information systems (1S), and understanding whether or not an
information system is successful involves evaluation. The following review draws on
Smithson and Hirschheim (1998)’ s distinction of IS evaluation into efficiency,
effectiveness and understanding, and Guba and Lincoln’s (1989) distinction of
measurement, description, judgement and negotiation.

C1. Measurement/Efficiency

Guba and Lincoln (1989) see measurement as one of the earliest types of evaluation.
Reviewing education literature, they draw upon Stake (1975, 1983), one of the first
researchers to use the term preordinate evaluation — “ objective’ tests and reports set
against the original goals of a project (ex-ante assessment). Such evaluation is
reflected in examinations which occur worldwide — through school, university, as well
as professional exams. Ininformation systems, it is argued that most IS projects are
not evaluated at al, or inadequately evaluated (Powell, 1992; Smithson and
Hirschheim, 1998; Walsham, 1993). Where they are evaluated, evaluation tends to
focus on a quantitative analysis of the technical and economic aspects of a system,
such asits performance, reliability, robustness, security and cost-benefit (Hirschheim
and Smithson 1988; Klecun and Cornford, 2005; Walsham, 1993).

Methods of measuring IS efficiency include calculating areturn on investment (ROI),
net present value, discounted cash flow (DCF), and/or earned value analysis. In
Smithson and Hirschheim'’s (1998) analysis of Alpha, an outsourcing company, the
Service Level Agreement uses indicators such as up-time versus down-time, the
number of security breaches, productivity metrics before and after outsourcing.
However, the main challenge of using measurement for evaluation is that while costs
might be relatively easy to quantify, benefits tend to be intangible and harder to assess
(Symons and Walsham, 1988; Walsham, 1993) — a challenge that is reflected in the
evaluation of telecentres. Secondly, thereis likelihood that when such evaluation is
carried out, it may be more of a*“tactic of legitimization” or ritualistic rather than
producing any real knowledge or learning (Introna, 1997; Jones and Hughes, 2001;
Symons and Walsham, 1988;Walsham, 1993).

C2. Description/Judgement/Effectiveness

Given the difficulty of measuring “the success’ of an information system, a host of
technology acceptance models emerged from the 1980s onwards, including Davis
TAM (1989); Del.one and McLean’s models of information systems success (1992,
2003) and the Balanced Scorecard (Kaplan and Norton, 1992). Although thereisa
degree of measurement here too, the focusis on effectiveness, rather than efficiency —
i.e. user satisfaction, motivation, and ultimately use of the information system
(Smithson and Hirschheim, 1998).

However, effectivenessis still not regarded as valid way of evaluating IS success.
Currie’ s (1989) work on the implementation of computer-aided design in twenty



British companies finds that the engineering project managers involved in conducting
the ex-ante evaluation had privately decided which IS would be most effective, but
used methods such as ROI and DCF to convince their management. According to
Currie “amore qualitative and holistic approach (to investment appraisal for new
technology) ... was unacceptable’ for the management and therefore the engineers
(cited in Walsham, 1993, p.172).

C3. Negotiation/Understanding

The third perspective on evaluation is one that is most linked to our debate on
participation. Thisinterpretivist (or what Guba and Lincoln (1989) call constructivist)
approach entails understanding and taking seriously the perspectives of different
stakeholders, their concerns, issues and values (Klecun and Cornford, 2005%;
Smithson and Hirschheim, 1998; Symons, 1991; Walsham, 1993). Understanding is
needed in order to ensure user satisfaction, motivation and commitment.

Introna and Whittaker (2002) analyze this process as a construction and
deconstruction of different stakeholders' views. Instead of the dualisms of
subject/object, cognition/action, they argue for construction and deconstruction of
evaluation (of courseit could be argued thisisadualisminitself). Construction here
involves improvisation such as Ciborra' s “bricolage” (Ciborra, 1993) by the multiple
stakeholders involved in aproject evaluation. Deconstruction involves asking
guestions such as who will benefit from the current evaluation, and why or why not,
and whether there are alternative interpretations.

If we return to Smithson and Hirschheim'’s (1998) analysis of Alphathrough a
negotiation/understanding perspective, this involves indicators such as the number of
times disagreements are sent up the management hierarchy (i.e. cannot be resolved at
contract manager/account manager level) or the number of times the outsourcing
contract is consulted. In telecentre literature too, thereisacall for evaluation to be
participatory, transparent and multi-stakeholder based (Reilly and Gomez, 2001;
Whyte, 2000).

A negotiation perspective encounters two inter-linked challenges. Firstly, thereisa
danger that consensus will never be reached and therefore no decision will be taken, if
stakeholders' views differ greatly. As Intronaand Whittaker (2002) argue, thereisa
“fundamental undecidability inherent in every evaluation” (p.172). Yet, in order for a
decision to be made, Walsham (1993, p.180) points out the powerful role of the IS
evaluator as an “enactor of meaning and moral agent”— arole that has been
insufficiently analyzed in IS literature, according to him. Despite thistension, an
interpretivist approach to evaluation argues that at least it would include stakeholder
analysis, where stakeholders’ needs were identified and addressed, ideally in an open
environment, with aclarity of purpose and trust. We now analyze the literature on
stakeholder analysisin order to seeif and how thisis possible.

! Although Klecun and Cornford (2005) state thisis acritical, rather than interpretivist perspective, the
multi-stakeholder approach borrows much from interpretivism, the major difference being the critical
approach’s emphasis on history and status quo.



D. Stakeholder Analysis

Stakeholder analysis has its origins in management literature. Freeman (1984)
originally defined a stakeholder as “any group or individual that can affect, or is
affected by, the achievement of a corporation’s purpose.” (1984; p.vi) —which for
him, included employees, customers, suppliers, banks, environmentalists and
government, i.e. more than just stockholders.

The first stage of stakeholder analysis identifies the stakeholders — a process that
should ideally be repeated, because iteration brings up previously unnoticed
stakeholders and pre-empts possible obstacles (Freeman, 1984). For example,
Pouloudi and Whitley (1997)’ s stakeholder analysis of NHSNet found previously
unforeseen groups identified with each iteration.

Stakeholder analysis makes sense in theory, but is fraught with practical challenges.
Firstly, asit isimpossible to keep all stakeholders satisfied all the time (Jawahar and
McLaughlin, 2001; Trevifio and Weaver, 1999), it isvital to be able to ascertain
which groups are important and which are not. But making this distinction is difficult
— Freeman (1984) distinguished between internal and external stakeholders, but the
internal groups were not always the most important. Clarkson (1995) makes a
distinction between primary and secondary stakeholders — primary stakeholders are
those “without whose continuing participation the corporation cannot survive as a
going concern” (1995, p.106). Secondary stakeholder groups, on the other hand, are
those who have the “capacity to mobilize public opinion in favor of, or in opposition
to, acorporation’s performance” (Clarkson, 1995, p.107). But a secondary
stakeholder group may well prove as damaging to an organization as a primary group
— how does one therefore make the distinction between primary and secondary?

Secondly, stakeholder analysis can easily lead to “paralysis by analysis’ (Freeman,
1984; Pouloudi and Whitley, 1997). While an iterative process of stakeholder
identification is valuable, revealing more and more stakeholders, conflicting accounts
arelikely to arise, asthe list grows longer, making manageria action difficult
(Pouloudi and Whitley, 1997). Dunn (1996) comments that an industrial firm based
in acity of 50,000 people could very well have 50,000 potential stakeholders,
including suppliers, customers, owners and employees, as well as environmentalists
and public interest groups. A separate challenge is that stakeholders who were not
previously accounted for, may become important —what Freeman (1984) calls the
“snail darter fallacy” (in 1977, adam construction project was delayed in Tennessee
because the snail darter — an allegedly endangered fish —was found in the areato be
dammed. It wasonly in 1984 that other habitats of the fish were found and the project
could go ahead). The snail darter incident illustrates that resistance to initiatives can
come from the most unpredictable sources.

Finally, the subjective nature of stakeholder analysis makes it hard to be truthful about
stakeholders, if that truth challenges whoever is conducting the analysis. Take for
example, a UK Overseas Development Administration (now Department for
International Development) note on stakeholder analysis from 1995. Initialy, the
ODA definesitself as a secondary stakeholder, but continues “key stakeholders are
those who can significantly influence the project, or are most important if ODA’s



objectives are to be met.” (my italics). Thisimpliesthat the ODA isin fact, a primary
stakeholder. It goeson to state that the ODA is unlikely to come into contact with
primary stakeholders and that primary stakeholders may lack the political power,
institutional means, time or money to participate (in which case, are they really
primary?). Instead, it states that “aid recipients, such asline ministries are the true
clients of the ODA, and as many well-run businesses, we seek to stick close to the
client.” Such anoteillustrates the difficulty of being transparent in a stakeholder
analysis.

E. Participation

Participation can be seen as the second half of stakeholder analysis. Once
stakeholders are identified, strategies are needed to address and manage their needs.
In information systems, user participation is seen to lead to greater acceptance of the
system because of “psychological buy-in” (Barki and Hartwick, 1989; Hartwick and
Barki, 1994). Itisalsoimplied that user participation will lead to better system
quality, to the extent that an I SO standard (1SO 13407) has been developed
emphasizing the role of the user as designer (Usability Net, 2006). Thirdly, itis
argued that user participation will create better relationships between designers and
users (Kawal ek and Wood-Harper, 2002).

However, Markus (2004) deconstructs each of these assumptions —there is no hard
evidence that users will “buy-in” to the system (and indeed, what about those who
don't —why isthereis so little research on non-participants and their impact?), or
whether participation will improve system quality or impact. Ultimately, what is
important is whether participants’ voices are heard and incorporated, and whether
those who make decisions are accountabl e to the participants or not.

In development, the call for participation emerged as areaction to the failure of top-
down development projects by the 1980s (Brett, 2003). The World Bank defines
participation as “a process by which people, especially disadvantaged people,
influence decisions that affect them” (World Bank, 1992, p.177). It states“as
participation increases, vital information not in the public domain becomes available
and the voices of interested parties can help make governments more accountable;
both in turn enhance performance” (World Bank, 1994, p.3). However, thereislittle
clarification on who the “ disadvantaged people” are and, perhaps more strikingly, an
assumption that participation can lead to accountability and better performance.

How, then, do disadvantaged people participate? Thereis recognition of adliding
scale from weak to strong participation (Brett, 2003; Michener, 1998). Weak
participation is where “intended beneficiaries [are] consulted during the project
design so as to take into account their felt needs, aspirations and capabilities’ (IFAD,
cited in World Bank, 1992, p.37) but there is no guarantee that these needs will be
addressed (Brett, 2003).

On the other hand, strong participation, most famously represented by Chambers
(1983, 1994, 1997) particularly in his creation of the process of Participatory Rural



Appraisal?, calls for a partnership, or ceding control to the beneficiaries. Strong
participation is “an educational and empowering processin which people, in
partnership with each other and those able to assist them, identify problems and
needs, mobilize resources, and assume responsibility themselves to plan, manage,
control and assess the individual and collective actions that they themselves decide
upon” (Burkie, 1993, p.205). Table 1 illustrates aframework used by Gavin and
Pinder (1998) and Gosling and Edwards (2003) on possible levels of participation
through a development project:

Table 1: Weak and Strong Participation

Weak participation --------------------- > Strong participation
Project Stages Inform Consult Partner Control
Identification/Analysis
Planning

Cost Benefit Analysis
/Resource Allocation

Implementation

Monitoring/Evaluation

Source: Gavin and Pinder (1998) and Gosling and Edwards (2003)

Both strong and weak approaches to participation face challenges. A weak approach
—where stakeholder analysisis minimal or merely superficial —may be ritualistic or
unproductive. Strong participation may be unredlistic, too expensive and politically
difficult for development agencies to conduct, and most of all, too demanding of
beneficiaries (Brett, 2003; Esman and Uphoff, 1982). Brett writes“l am highly
educated, and can access immense amounts of information, but | rely on professionals
to service aimost all of my needs. Why should poor people with fewer skills and less
information be expected to organize their own services?’ (2003, p.25). Indeed, he
argues that strong participation is simply impossible in large projects, aview reflected
inthe ISfield by Roberts et a (2003), who give an example of an enterprise resource
planning installation in Motorola. Although the final configuration team has 200
members, thisis afraction of the “5,700 peoplein 11 functional organizations, eight
countries, and 21 sites” (p.61).

Finally, what evidence is there that strong participation makes a development project
more relevant to the community? Cleaver (2001) argues there islittle evidence that
participation leads to a more successful development project. A World Bank study
(1994) initially claims participation is useful because despite high costs, it “tend[s] to
pay off in terms of increased efficiency and sustainability and in saving time in
subsequent phases’ (cited in OECD, 1997, p.90). However the actual study itself is
based on expectations of World Bank staff on 21 projects and their costs rather than
programme results or interviews with beneficiaries of the projects (Hentschel, 1994
cited in Brett, 2003).

2 More recently this has been called Participatory Learning and Action, to emphasize its suitability to
more than rural contexts, and to emphasize the more gradual learning aspect. PRA/PLA involves
identifying stakeholders and understanding their needs by conducting interviews, drawing local maps
and daily routes, diagrams, seasonal calendars, using visual aids and, most importantly of all, inviting
solutions from the community itself, i.e. community participation.
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F. A Critique of Telecentres and Participation

We return now to the issue of participation in telecentres. “Participation” is
advocated heavily by several authors (Blattman et al, 2003; Hunt, 2001; Kanungo,
2004, Proenza, 2001; Roman and Colle, 2002) but its complexities are not explored —
Who should participate? Does participation lead to greater success? Is participation a
paradoxical notion —always imposed by outsiders who own the initiative? It is useful
here to review some experiences as revealed by telecentre case studies.

Firstly, when the different needs of stakeholder groups are identified, telecentre
management appears to reflect the token participation that Heeks (1999) and Cleaver
(1998) warn against. The first example isone from Our Voices, where preliminary
fieldwork has been conducted. Our Voices isacommunity radio project and
telecentre in avillage around 100 miles north of Bangalore, India. The donor—NGO
model emphasizes “community participation”. The senior project manager (in an
interview with the author) states “we thought management should be completely from
the community. So we took two representatives from thirteen groups to form the
management committee”. InVan Belleand Trusler’s (2005) analysis of a multi-
purpose community centre in Western Cape, South Africa, they state that twelve
“community representatives’ were chosen but do not state how or why these
particular groups were chosen. Do these representatives truly reflect community
diversity and views? Or are they simply the most educated, articulate and/or
politically strongest?

Secondly, the term “community” is largely accepted as a straightforward notion,
echoing William’s (1973, p.76) concern that it is seen as a“warmly persuasive’ term,
when in fact, the reality is far more complex. At Our Voices, ayoung, local woman
was hired as a studio manager for the community radio (illustrating local participation
and gender sensitivity!). However, she became one of four key people at the station,
and the donor agency felt that aradio station of four was not community radio. Was
this a question of too much participation but of not enough people? Subsequently,
she asked for apay rise, was denied it and was told that her radio programmes were
"not innovative enough”. | was also told by the donor management that she could
have been becoming "too empowered”. Inreturn, shetold me"l am avillage girl.
How innovative can | be?' Perhaps this was the explanation asto why | was later told
by one interviewee that she was approached by Divya (the studio manager) with a
piece of paper (acomplaint on street drainage) and asked to read it in her own words
(to emphasize her participation?). The example illustrates that there will aways be
more vocal members of the “community” than others but they have a difficult balance
to achieve —in this case, neither threatening the donor agency nor speaking on behalf
of the rest of the community to the extent that they impose their views on others.

Ironically, sometimes tel ecentre literature emphasi zing participation does not reflect
participation in its own research methods. For example, Kanungo (2004) emphasizes
the project team’s commitment in the MSSRF Information Villages project, where
“hardships and repeatedly unfulfilled or broken promises have | eft villages to harbor a
negative mindset with respect to anything having to do with Government or related to
NGOs. Asaresult, seven to eight months were spent in devel oping confidence and
building credibility” (Kanungo, 2004, p.412). According to him, “right from the
beginning, the people of the villages were involved at every stage. Moreover, every
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month village volunteers and the project staff meet and review what has been
accomplished and discuss new initiatives’ (Kanungo, 2004, p.418). Thereismuch
emphasis on participation and stakeholder analysis. Y et the author states that research
was conducted mostly with project staff and information village volunteers, and that
“limited direct interaction took place with users’ (Kanungo, 2004, p.410). Interviews
with users themsel ves would have provided a more balanced perspective.

Eventually, participation is atop-down concept in itself. Van Belle and Trusler
(2005)’ s research in Western Cape states that the “business plan [was] developed by
the project manager during other pilot projects’ (i.e. ablueprint taken from other
projects, rather than being truly contextual) but “built around the centre eventually
becoming afinancially self-sustaining entity” (p.142) — so theinitiative is designed by
outsiders, but with the expectation that the local community will take charge. The
paradox then arises that although the project manager was very much an individual
with the “missionary zeal” that Roman and Colle, 2002 (p.6) call for, thiswasto the
detriment of the community. One interviewee states that “if he was not here,
everything would fall apart. Not that we are not in control, everyone knows what they
haveto doin here. But heisthe one, not with the ideas, we al have ideas, but heis
the one that puts the action to the ideas and makes sure that things get done” (cited in
Van Belle and Trudler, 2005, p.148). On the contrary, the project manager’sview is
“1 have difficulty with instilling an entrepreneurial spirit because the entrepreneurial
spirit just isn’t there... People like following instructions. They like the comfort zone
of knowing how much they are going to earn for a specific task. They would prefer
... somebody taking responsibility of generating the income and taking part of that ....
not realizing that the responsibility is actually theirs” (Van Belle and Trusler, 2005,
p.148).

Who, then, actually owns the telecentre? An interview with the Our V oices project
manager illustrates this paradox of “participation”: “in the first few months, they (the
villagers) put alot of energy into the project. These days you have to keep telling
them what to do ... development, development, development. We can either
approach community radio as what the community wants ... if you make it that, it will
only be music. At [the donor agency], we can’t justify al this equipment just for
entertainment, there has to be a development angle. Y ou have to keep pushing
programming in a certain direction”.

Even if thistension isresolved, and the “community” (while bearing in mind thisis
not a holistic entity) does take ownership of an initiative, the pre-requisites of
sustainability simply may not exist. Simpson (2005) comments on the lack of success
of the Australian government’ s Networking the Nation fund which required rural and
regional communities to identify their own ICT-related development needs, propose
their own solutions and seek funding, and then manage these projects. There was
indecision about needs, and then management, and subsequently, the projects failed.
As Cleaver (2001) states, strong participation has its own weaknesses — the danger of
devolving responsibility to a group which is under-resourced financialy or in terms of
asocia infrastructure.
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G. Conclusions

Community participation is frequently advocated in telecentre projects, with the
assumption that thiswill lead to long-term sustainability. There are a number of other
areas that need exploration in this assumption, including the concept of information
and information needs, deeper exploration of the term “development”, and inferences
of causality and impact.

However, we find that a) the notion of a“community” is problematic, b) stakeholder
analysis may be suggested as a part of an interpretive evaluation but is difficult to
enact, and c) if these stakeholders are identified and whether they participate in a
strong or aweak manner, thereis no hard evidence from development or information
systems literature that participation will lead to greater project successin telecentres.

This research therefore aims to make a contribution to the existing literature on
participation in information systems and devel opment by asking — does community
participation make a tel ecentre project more successful? There has been sufficient
rhetoric on participation in telecentres — the need is now to unpack this rhetoric.
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