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Editorial 

IT and Socio-Economic Development? 

L Introna 
London School of Economics 

With this first SACJ special issue on IT and development, 
it may be meaningful, for a moment, to reflect on the very 
notion of development and its relationship ( or not) with 
information technology. What do we mean by this concept 
of development? Can info1mation technology play a role 
in it? And, what should this role be (if at all)? These are 
very fundamental questions that need to be addressed. I 
am of the opinion that if we were to neglect these questions 
developing societies may fall prey to a whole set of reduc
tionist notions and mechanisms that may eventually have 
more 'costs' than 'benefits'. The questions raised above 
are complex and could surely not be resolved within the 
limits of an editorial, or even a single paper for that matter. 
However, I do believe it necessary to make some comments 
in order to highlight the issues and maybe propose outlines 
of possible answers. 

The traditional (and commonly accepted) idea of de
velopment has a very Enlightenment twist to it. One may 
articulate it in the following manner. The fundamental idea 
of this type of development is the notion of progress tliat 
is one of the cornerstone values and assumptions of the 
Modernity movement [6]. In tl1is paradigm the institutions 
of modern society must create the intellectual and phys
ical artifacts for humankind to conquer Nature and in so 
doing control its own destiny. Development, according to 
the modernity view, is progress in degrees and levels of 
control. 1l1e modem, developed, person must be delivered 
from a contingent and haphazard existence into progressive 
modes of freedom, through progressive control. TI1ey, and 
society at large, must be the masters of tl1eir own destinies. 
Science and technology must provide tl1e tools (material 
or conceptual artifacts) for control. Progress, and devel
opment as such, is defined by tl1e variety of tools and tool 
application skills tliat an individual or a society has at its 
disposal to shape its own future. In tl1is view then, infor
mation technology (and the associated skills to apply it) is 
seen as tools of development, as a way of increasing tl1e 
variety to tools at the disposal of tl1e less developed, tool 
impoverished society, in need of development. Develop
ment is for the modern developer synonymous with tool or 
technology consumption. 

Information technology witl1 its characteristics of rela
tive low cost (due to large scale integration and economies 
of scale), flexibility (through software engineering meth
ods) and ease of use (through sophisticated graphical user 
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interfaces) is clearly an ideal host for the delivery of a wide 
variety of tools and technologies to a underdeveloped, tool 
impoverished, society. With the aid of IT a whole host 
of technological capabilities could be made available, for 
rapid socio-economic development, at a fraction of the cost 
of traditional means of delivery. Without too much thought 
one can provide many examples. For example, through 
computer assisted training, reading and writing skills can 
be taught reducing the demand for expensive human teach
ers. An expert system could be used for clinical diagnosis 
in the rural hospital reducing the need for expensive human 
medical experts. From this brief exposition it is clear why 
there are many who believe that IT, of all technologies, 
has an enormous potential to leapfrog the underdeveloped 
societies into the twenty first century. 

What is the problem with this paradigm of develop
ment? I will briefly discuss three issues that come to mind. 
Firstly, technologically based progress will lead to the pro
liferation of instrumental reason [11-13]. Instrumental ac-

. tion is concerned with effect and is success-oriented. Its 
basis of validity is efficiency and effectiveness which are 
morally justified aims in modern society. In an instrumen
tal society all things become objects to be manipulated in 
pursuit of effect. Instrumentality is at the heart of technol
ogy (technique) as seen in the definition of technology by 
Jacques Elull [4]: 

Technique is the totality of methods rationally ar
rived at and having absolute efficiency (for a given 
stage of development) in every field of human ac
tivity. 

Instrumental action through technology is clearly by def
inition reductionist since the pursuit of efficiency and ef
fectiveness are always specific, not general. The forces 
shaping the modern technological society assume that if 
technique is applied to every problem or domain then even
tually the whole of society will become efficient. This is 
an illusion. It is well known from systems theory that the 
optimization of tl1e parts does not necessarily lead to the 
optimization of the whole. What is efficient for the lo
cal (individual) is not necessarily efficient for the whole 
(society). TI1e effects of sub optimization, such as envi-

. ronmental damage, pollution, poverty, crime, suicide, etc., 
tliat is so prevalent in modern society, bear testimony to 
tl1is illusion. 

Also, with technique it has become possible to achieve 
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ends without understanding the means or the relationship 
between the ends, the means and their context. This under
standing is only in the head ofthedesignerofthe technique. 
Thus, holistic or hermeneutic understanding [I 0, 5] is sub
stituted for technique. The context of creation is substituted 
with the context of application. This is the advantage of 
technique. Even if the context is not understood, the tech
nique will still produce something. Technique is designed 
to create ends if applied. It does not require the applicator 
to understand 'why', it only requires him or her to know 
'how'. This is a very powerful incentive in a society where 
results have become the norm. Thus, the developer must 
move with the utmost prudence and not merely mindlessly 
populate a developing community with technology, and the 
subsequent proliferation of instrumental reason. Especially 
when it is evident from modern societies of excess technol
ogy what ecological damage (and I am using this term in a 
very general sense) technology could bring in the long run. 

Some may argue that the proliferation of instrumental 
reason (embodied in technology) may not be desirable but 
it is inevitable. However, they would argue, there is the 
benefit that the technology does increase the choices avail
able to the individual (or society) and as such the freedom 
of the individual or society. Hence the benefit of increased 
freedom outweighs the cost of instrumentality. This may be 
true, but the whole notion of increased freedom is based on 
a very doubtful sy:aogism which may be stated as follows: 

• Technology increases choices 
• Increased choices leads to more freedom 
• Therefote increased technology implies more freedom 

It is true that access to technology can increase the choices 
available to me. For example there are many more places 
that I could choose to visit if I have a car as opposed to be
ing on foot. Thus tl1e access to a car increases my freedom 
of movement. But, this is only true in that one dimension 
of analysis. In anotl1er dimension, to have tl1e access to a 
car, I may have to forfeit my leisure time to work so that 
I can pay for the purcha'ie and maintenance of tl1e car and 
in so doing reduce my choice (and freedom) in how I want 
to spend my time. Similarly, a mobile phone provides me 
freedom to make a call where and when I choose but, it may 
also reduce my choices in another dimension a'i people may 
expect me to be contactable whenever or wherever I may 
be. Thus, the syllogism is only true in a one dimensional 
space of analysis. 

Technology always has a price attached to it. This 
is why modern, technology saturated, societies are often 
the most existentially 'repressive' type of societies. More 
often than not one hears tl1e modern plea to "get out" of 
the rat race, to get "away" for a break, to "escape" to some 
holiday destination. What is it tlmt we must "get out" from, 
get "away" from or "escape" from? Heidegger correctly 
argued that technology will always 'enframe' [7]. Un
fortunately the cost of technology is not exposed with tl1e 
same vigour as the benefits. Mostly tl1is price is ignored by 
a reductionistic and instrumental approach to technology. 
For those who want to use (infonnation) technology for 
development tl1is must surely be a major concern. What 
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will the cost of the technology be for the society in which 
it will be introduced? Is the cost known or knowable? Do 
the recipient society agree with this cost and are they will
ing to pay it? Who will benefit and who will pay? These 
are ethical and moral issues that are mostly ignored by the 
Enlightenment paradigm of development. 

Finally, there is the issue of technology transfer. I will 
agree that I may be overstating the case but, it seems to 
me that many technology based development projects are 
less about development and more about mere technology 
'dumping'. Technology dumping does not lead to develop
ment it leads, in fact, to an increase in ignorance as argued 
by Hobart [9]. The law of requisite variety states that a 
system can only control another if it has, for every state 
or condition that the system to be controlled can produce, 
a counter state or condition [3]. Thus, if one dumps tech
nology on individuals or societies without providing the 

· individual or society with the necessary knowledge, skills 
and infra-structure to deal with all the conditions that the 
technology can produce (such as breakdowns, error mes
sages, menu options, buttons, input data, configurations, 
etc.), then the technology will control them and not the 
reverse. In such a situation the individual or societies will 
be placed in a situation of increased ignorance. In this 
manner developing societies, through reductionistic devel
opment, are increasingly been pushed into a world of in
creased ignorance and higher levels of dependence [2]. It 
seems, without sounding too dramatic, that 'primitive' so
cieties are pushed by development through mass education 
systems into factories and innercity slums, into economic 
systems where they have the disadvantage and, in general, 
into a world tl1ey are wholly unprepared for. In such condi
tions they merely become objects of control since they do 
not have tl1e required variety. TI1is form of development 
alienates them from their traditional world that they know 
and understand. I am not suggesting that this is the con
scious objective of many of those in the development field. 
I am merely suggesting that good intentions on a local level 
can, in fact, lead to big injustices in a more global sense. 

. Also, it is clear that technology can not be haphazardly 
transferred. If it is transferred it must happen as a coherent 
whole and not as a part. This is what Amin refers to as 
delinking [1]. 

If one accepts tlmt technology must be transferred in a 
holistic manner then the next issue comes into play, namely, 
the fact that technology is not value free. If we transfer a 
technology, particularly in this manner, then we also trans
fer a whole set of values with it (this is very clear in some 
globally integrated societies where there is a homogeneous 
"coke" and "hollywood" culture). TI1ese imported values 
may displace some of the local values. Are the recipient 
culture prepared to pay the price of this cultural imperial
ism? Are tl1ey aware of it? Or, is it only discovered after it 
is lost? 

It is clear from tl1e above discussion that the Enlight
enment paradigm of development may create a whole lot 
of very difficult moral and etl1ical dilemmas for those in
volved. It also seems clear that a technology based de-
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velopment intervention may have more 'costs' than the 
'benefit' attached to it. . It also seems to me that there is a 
need for a more holistic paradigm of development that is 
multi-dimensional in its efforts to develop [8]. A paradigm 
that is more than a mere converting of 'primitive' societies 
into modem societies. We in the field of information sys
tems must not make the mistake to reductionistically 'drop' 
technology on individuals and societies. Due to the nature 
of our technology the urge may be big. We must, however, 
move with much caution and in a very transparent manner 
if we are to be seen as legitimate agents of development. 

In this volume you will find a set of papers that, hope
fully, is a move towards this type of holistic development? 
Decide for yourself. 
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Who Will Implement Information Technology for Development? 

M Korpela 
University of Kuopio, Computing Centre, PL 1627, FIN-70211 Kuopio, Finland 

mikko.korpela@uku.fi 

Abstract 

There is a long, although thin, tradition of research on whether and how information technology (IT) can contribute to 
national development and basic human needs, particularly in developing countries (DCs). It is striking, however, that 
most of the recommendations in the literature have never been implemented. In this paper, the scientific literature on the 
"appropriateness" of IT is first briefly reviewed, and the concept of development discussed. Computer-related activities 
in Nigeria are then analysed and their potential/or "development" considered. In conclusion, it is maintained that all 
recommendations for "IT for development" will remain barren academic wishes unless the social forces for such /Twill be 
identified and mobilised. The roles of IT professionals, end users, leadership and citizens/communities are discussed. 
Keywords: information technology, socio-economic development, Africa 
Computing Review Categories: K.4.1, K.4.2, K.7.m 

1 Can information technology be appropri
ate? 

Computers were introduced in many developing countries 
soon after their introduction in industrialized countries. 
The contrast between high technology and poverty gave 
rise to some serious discussion about whether computers 
should be used at all in developing countries. For instance, 
Tanzania banned the importation of computers for about a 
decade, but this seemed to increase rather than decrease the 
dependency of the country [21, p.27-3] [8, p.147]. 

From the late 1960s to early 1980s a number of con
ferences were held in which national computer policy is
sues were considered by authoritative representatives of na
tional governments and international organizations (see [8, 
p.141-143] for a review). TI1e second report of the United 
Nations Secretary-General in 1973 laid the foundation and 
is still surprisingly valid after twenty-two years of extreme 
technological development. The report emphasized that 
computers are only tools whose usefulness depends on 
the "human element", that they are relatively costlier for 
DCs than for industrialized countries, and that comput
ers "require and generate a broad socio-technical environ
ment" [14]. 

Thus "appropriateness" is not a pre-fixed attribute of a 
given piece of technology, but it depends on the way it is 
used. Some writers stressed that computer technology was 
to be first used in basic-needs applications like agriculture, 
health care and education, ratl1er than in banking, games, 
etc. [10]. 

Indeed, the second generation of conferences on IT 
in DCs, from 1988 till today, were less concerned with 
general policy issues and more witl1 practical application 
(e.g., [7, 4, 16]). Yet repeatedly during the tluee decades 
of IT use in Africa, it has been observed tl1at computer 
development has been haphazard, "certainly not planned 
according to the numerous recommendations", and its so-
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cial impact less than expected (e.g., [21, 20, 15, 23]). If 
the recommendations were good, why were they not im
plemented? 

In analysing the "appropriateness" of IT, Chrisanthi 
Avgerou and Frank Land [3] point out that it is determined 
by the systems analysis, development and implementation 
process in each concrete case. Thus in principle, though 
not in detail, the question is the same in developing and 
industrialized countries, and Information Systems Science 
should provide methodologies which assist organizations 
in all parts of the world in developing systems which are 
"appropriate" for the ends of the organization in question. 

The bulk of Information Systems Science, however, is 
narrowly technical in scope, and even the socio-technical 
and "soft" brands in Britain are rather naive in their social 
analysis [8, p.51-64]. The Cooperative Design approach 
in Scandinavia, mainly in Denmark, has stressed genuine 
cooperation and mutual learning between users and devel
opers as the key factors in systems development for "qual
ity" and "democracy" at work [6]. It has also brought afore 
many pragmatic methods for such systems development, 

· but particularly in recent years the societal preconditions 
and limits of cooperation in the workplace have not been 
analysed in depth in this tradition [8, p.64-73, 90-92]. 

A related approach has recently emerged in the United 
States around the Participatory Design conferences (for ex
ample, [13]). Perhaps because of the contrast between the 
inspiration drawn from the Scandinavian experience and 
the harsher societal climate in the USA, there has been 
more reflection on the contextual issues in this tradition. 
The main challenge for participatory design is seen as how 
to deal with tl1e political aspects of the broader organiza
tional contexts - participatory initiatives in the workplace 
must act "in conjunction with more broad- based progres
sive movements" [12, p.98]. 

This is certainly the key to the dismal achievements in 
IT for development in Africa as well. Our recommenda-
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tions presented in conferences will remain barren academic 
wishes, unless they are implemented in practice and pushed 
forward by sufficient social forces on two levels: in day-to
day workplace life and in the political society. In the rest 
of this paper, I am trying to identify which social forces 
might have both the interest and the power to implement 
IT for development. As such, the paper cannot be but 
"speculative" - not proving a hypothesis by a controlled 
experiment or statistical data, but suggesting a hypothesis 
through reflecting on social reality particularly in Africa. 

I will first take a closer look at "development", and de
fine what I mean by 'appropriate development'. Whether 
IT and IT professionals can at all contribute to such de
velopment, is studied in section 3 by using Nigerian small 
computer companies as an illustration. Finally, a hypothe
sis about the potential social forces for 'IT for development' 
is presented. 

2 What kind of development? 

In the previous section, it was implicitly indicated that "IT 
for development" has sometl1ing to do with basic human 
needs, participation and quality of work. Yet development 
is a hazy word which basically does not mean more than 
"directed change". The desired direction of the change 
must be defined, and it may be different to different stake
holders. 

On the level of a workplace or a community, the fol
lowing definition of appropriate technology serves as a 
definition for appropriate development as well [18, p.1]: 

"The technology should be considered 'appropriate' 
when its introduction into a community creates a self
reinforcing process internal to the same community, which 
supports the growth of the local activities and the develop
ment of indigenous capabilities as decided by the commu
nity itself. " 

According to this definition, appropriate development 
is an endogenous increase of the capabilities of a commu
nity to decide on its future and to implement its decisions. 
The 'community' can be a village in the South, the person
nel of an enterprise in the North, or the entire humankind. 

The definition is about a process, not about a prefixed 
goal nor about given pieces of technology. What can be 
utilized for appropriate development in one time and place, 
can be unsuitable in some other. In this sense, there cannot , 
be "transfer of technology", but "acquisition and adaptation 
of technology". 

It follows that the introduction of IT is appropriate, 
whenever and wherever the introduction - not the tech
nology itself - reinforces the indigenous capabilities of a 
community. It is from this point of view that issues like 
''participation", "workplace democracy" and "basic human 
needs" become inseparably linked with "IT for develop
ment". 

While Pellegrini's definition correctly highlights par
ticipation as the sine qua non of appropriate development, 
it suffers from the assumption that 'community' is a ho-
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mogeneous entity. Equal participation in decision:.making 
and equal access to the fruits of development are aspects 
without which development for some becomes maldevel
opment for others - again as much in a village in the South 
as in an enterprise in the North, as in the world as a whole. 

The definition is generic, not operational - it does not 
tell how appropriate development can be achieved in a 
given context. On the level of entire societies, the Egyptian 
political economist Samir Amin has analysed the precon
ditions and means for 'auto-centred development' [2]. 

For Amin, the basic requirement for auto-centred de
velopment is 'delinking' - that the objectives and logic of 
societal development are not determined externally (from 
adjusting to the ''necessities" of global capitalism in the 
World Bank manner) but internally (from the needs of the 
population). Delinking, then, can be neither initiated nor 
sustained unless there is a profound social reform in an 
egalitarian direction, under a nationalist regime and with 
democratic and popular participation. The benefits of pro
ductivity increase must go to the great majority of the peo
ple. 

As a final precondition for alternative development, 
Amin regards the capacity for technological absorption and 
ingenuity. Delinking is not autarchy, it does not imply the 
rejection of all foreign technology or international relations, 
but a mix of modern, possibly imported, technologies and 
the renovation and improvement of traditional technolo-

. gies, while participating in genuine international scientific 
cooperation. 

In Africa, critical social scientists seem to argue almost 
unanimously for a social strategy similar to that of Amin' s 
(e.g., [1]; for a summary, see [8, p.127-135]). The United 
Nations Economic Commission for Africa has proposed 
similar plans, as well as the post- apartheid government in 
South Africa. The key contents of these programmes can 
be summarized in four elements: 

1. Auto-centred development objectives; 
2. Democratization, i.e. re-distribution of power; 
3. Re-distribution of wealth; 
4. Indigenous technological and managerial capacity to 

implement the objectives. 
Let us now study if and how IT and IT professionals can 
possibly contribute to such a development in a given coun
try. 

3 Can systems development contribute to 
"auto-centred development" in Nigeria? 

· I have presented elsewhere a hypothetical analysis of com
puter-related activities in Nigeria, using an expanded Acti
vity-Theoretical framework [8, p.232-238] [9]. It must be 
emphasized that the analysis is a hypothesis by an outsider 
to inspire further discussion and critique by Nigerian re
searchers and practitioners - it is not supposed to be a final 
view. For the ends of this paper, it suffices to present a gen
eral view of the context in which computer-related activities 
take place in Nigeria, as a starting point for reflection. 
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Figure J. A hypothetical Activity-Theoretical analysis of computer-related activities in Nigeira 

There are several hundreds of mostly small computer 
companies in Nigeria, in addition to in-house departments 
in big enterprises and the government. Most often, the 
main line of action in these companies seems to be to 
purchase microcomputers from abroad and sell them to 
a wide range of customers, big and small (tl1e chain of 
relations in the upper part of Figure 1). Some companies 
operate on a "sell and run" strategy for quick and easy 
profits, while many have some post-sales activities in the 
form of hardware maintenance and computer education 
courses, and the most professionally ambitious companies 
have some systems development and integration activities 
as well (presented in t11e middle parts of Figure 1). 

In my analysis, there are two conflicting trends or 
modes in computer- related activities in Nigeria: the "sell 
and run" trend towards quick profits and the "well done" 
trend towards professional self-respect tl1rough high-quality 
work. 

Assuming for a moment tliat such activities and trends 
do exist, can they contribute to the four key elements of 
auto-centred development presented in section 2? In my 
analysis, the "sell and run" mode appears as a consequence 

22 

and continuation of Nigeria's colonial heritage of depen
dency [8, p.171-172, 178-179, 237]. It is directed by ex
ternal push rather t11an internal needs, and it does not con
tribute to a more equitable distribution of power, wealth 
and skills, as was required by 'auto-centred development'. 

The "well done" mode obviously promotes an in
crease of indigenous technological and managerial capac
ity. Whether it also contributes to the re-distribution of 
power and wealth, depends on the scope of cooperation 
between IT professionals and end users emerging with it. 
If a joint systems development and implementation activity 
(indicated in Figure 1) emerges between these two groups, 
across an organizational boundary, then it is a form of 
rank-and-file participation and may promote participative 
democracy in other sectors of social life. It may also foster 
better productivity and incomes for the system users. 

However, even the cooperation between IT profession
als and end users is not a guarantee for "appropriate IT'' - it 
can still allow for "user friendly systems for the Mafia" [8, 
p.58] or "participatively designed IT for corruption" for in-

. stance. In· order to maximally contribute to a tum towards 
auto-centred development, systems developers must find 
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out who are to be served by the end users - ultimately the 
communities at the end of a chain of service activities (the 
far right end of Figure 1 ). If IT can support the end users in 
supporting the communities to improve their lives in terms 
of basic human needs, then the introduction of IT can fully 
contribute to auto-centred development. Is there a social 
force which will make that happen? 

4 The social forces for information technol
ogy for development 

It is today fashionable to take market forces, or purchasing 
power, as the only legitimate director of social develop
ment. The computer market in Black Africa is about 0.2 
% of the global market [7] - roughly equal to Belgium -
so Africans do not have much market force to influence 
the decisions of the transnational IT vendors. Donor or
ganizations and, to a lesser degree, national governments 
have had a relatively strong role in the way IT has been 
introduced in the continent, compared to market forces [7]. 

From the viewpoint of appropriate development as de
fined in section 2 above, it is even evident that a "one dollar 
- one vote" mechanism will decrease rather than increase 
equal participation in decision-making and equal access to 
the fruits of development. Those without dollars will need 
to find extra votes from somewhere else. 

The analysis of the computer-related activities in Nige
ria in section 3 suggests that IT professionals do have an 
important role in determining the appropriateness or oth
erwise of IT - they cannot escape their responsibility. Of 
course, if there are not enough technically educated peo
ple, neither appropriate nor inappropriate IT can be im
plemented. However, the quantity of trained professionals 
does not matter, if they are not interested or capable to serve 
their people by IT. 

It is important that the education and professional cul
ture of computer professionals is not overtly technical nor 
profit-oriented, but aims at socially relevant applications. 
Educational institutions and professional associations are 
crucial to this end, and neither developing nor industrial
ized countries have a good track record so far. There are 
some computer professionals who regard social relevance 
as part of their professional pride, but that is not the norm. 

It is also important that computer professionals are 
trained in methods and practices which are suitable to the 
development of socially relevant applications, participa
tive/cooperative design being the most important of them. 
Therefore, computer academics who claim to be genuinely 
interested in IT for development, must involve themselves 
in relevant applications projects where such methods and 
practices can be developed, in cooperation with IT prac
titioners. This, of course, regards computer academics in 
industrialized countries, like myself, at least as much as 
colleagues in developing countries. 

In analysing the success factors in IT implementation 
in Africa, Mayuri Odedra also pointed out the role of IT 
professionals, but emphasized the role of management as 
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well [15]. The Participatory/ Cooperative Design move
ments in the North usually ignore management and govern
ment or take them rather as nuisances [8, p.67-73], while 
some authors from the South (e.g., [23, 22]) stress the im
portance of getting management involved. 

Indeed, in DCs it is more evident that participatory ini
tiatives at workplace will fail if an authoritarian manage
ment wants to suppress them, and democratic initiatives in 
society will fail under a military dictatorship. Sooner or 
later, such initiatives need to win support from the top in or
der to sustain. To put this in a proactive way, participatory 
and democratic initiatives, including "IT for development", 
need leadership. 

But is it realistic to assume that leaders who bene
fit from corruption and authoritarian regimes will support 
"appropriate development"? Obviously not, and this is not 
due to a lack of "awareness" among the leaders. 

Racism in South Africa was not defeated by those lead
ers who benefitted from it - the liberation movement had 
to generate its own leaders, and now the crucial issue is 
whether the leaders can still be bound to the uplifunent 
of their constituencies and prevented from turning their 
power base to a source of private gain. History everywhere 
abounds with sad evidence that individual morale is not a 
sufficient guarantee against the spoiling effects of power, 
without effective bottom-up control. 

Likewise, a movement for IT for development must 
discover ways of influencing or even controlling the man
agement in IT issues from bottom up, within organizations 
and in society at large. Workplace democracy for "end 
users" and popular participation in decision-making are 
thus both a development objective and a means for sus
taining appropriate development. However, as pointed out 
earlier [12], the most powerful force for "appropriate IT' 
coines from outside of the organizations using IT. If IT can 
benefit the public- citizens, communities- and if the public 
can be involved in its development in an organized way, 
then there is a formidable force behind it. 

Let us take a concrete example. In many cases, a 
hospital information system serves just the narrow needs 
of the hospital management. More "appropriate" systems 
will support the physicians and nurses as well in their ac
tual patient care activities. However, a health information 
system can also provide valuable information to individual 
patients and entire communities which are served by the 
health care facility in question [11, 5]. If the communities 
benefit from the information system and they are involved 
in designing and implementing it, then they are interested 
in promoting and protecting it. 

The simplified recipe for IT for appropriate develop
ment can thus be formulated as follows (Figure 2). Take 
socially concerned and capable IT professionals, service
oriented "end-users" (e.g., health care professionals), and 
the community they are to serve. In a participative mode 
and facilitated by a promotive leadership, let them find out 
how the service to the community can be improved by IT. 

1l1ere is not much experience anywhere on lww com
munities or citizens can be involved in IT development. 
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Figure 2. The main social.forces/or lI' for development, and what is required of each of them 

Certainly it will be more difficult than the involvement of 
end-users - which is not yet commonplace everywhere, ei
ther. However, many of the methods and practices used in 
the Participative/Cooperative Design movement could be 
applied. 

Be it difficult or not, it should be understood that IT for 
appropriate development can not be genuinely and sustain
ably implemented without the participation of communi
ties. Communities or organized citizens should participate 
in IT policy decisions on a societal level, but the key issue 
is whether communities can meaningfully participate in the 
practical implementation of IT projects which should ulti
mately benefit the same communities; Is there any evidence 
that such participation could be possible? 

Post-apartheid South Africa has pronounced a recon
struction and development programme which fulfills all the 
criteria for "auto-centred development" summarized in sec
tion 2. Community participation in decision-making is an 
explicit objective. The external conditions for "IT for ap
propriate development" are thus perhaps more conducive 
than anywhere else in the world. Indeed, etl1ical and policy 
proposals for IT for development have recently appeared 
from South Africa [19, 17]. 

The proposals do not, however, discuss concrete imple
mentation issues. Assumably there is also an inherited lack 
of IT academics and practitioners who were experienced 
in genuine collaboration with the majority communities in 
basic-needs applications - such collaboration would have 
been very difficult during the apartheid era. 

Within a couple of years, South Africa if any country 
is in a position to produce empirical experience about the 
feasibility or otherwise of community participation in IT 
development. If it proves unfeasible, then the prospects are 
rather bleak that IT would significantly contribute to appro
priate development in a sustained way anywhere. If, on tl1e 
contrary, community participation proves realistic in Soutl1 
Africa in IT and other technological developments, then 
that would take the entire Participative/Cooperative De
sign movement to a new stage. South African experience 
will not be directly applicable in Nigeria, Finland or the 
USA because of the differences in societal preconditions, 
but it will certainly provide an inspiring example. 
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5 Conclusion 

It is intriguing that the most profound discussions about 
the relationship between IT and human development have 
taken place in developing countries on the one hand, and in 
the non-mainstream systems development movement in the 
USA on the other hand. However, neither of these has pro
foundly analysed the social forces necessary to implement 
"IT for appropriate development". 

It was suggested in this paper that four social forces 
are crucial: (1) Socially concerned, professionally self
exacting IT professionals who are equipped with suitable 
methods and know-how; (2) IT users who are interested in 
serving communities and using IT to improve their service; 
(3) Committed leadership within workplaces and in society 
at large; (4) Organized citizens and communities who are 
involved in the design, implementation and operation of 
IT-based activities which serve their basic needs. 

"IT for appropriate development" can to some extent 
be initiated by concerned professionals or concerned lead
ers, but it cannot be sustained unless the civic society, 
communities, can be empowered to control and carry on its 
development. Thus far tl1ere is not much evidence about 
the feasibility of community participation. 
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