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1. THE PHENOMENA 
Over the past decade international governmental organizations and government agencies in the “developing countries” have increased the attention they give to the role of  Information and Communication Technologies (ICT) in activity programs (Mody, 2003).  Underpinning much of this is an assumption that the adoption of information and communication technologies (ICT) is crucial to the eradication of poverty. 

A consequence of this shift in approach has been the adoption of community telecenters as development tools in underprivileged communities (Menou & al. 2004). Since the mid 1990s, multipurpose community telecenters have emerged in increasing numbers in Africa, Latin America and Asia . However, the use of ICT for development purposes is not a new phenomenon. In fact, community telecenters first emerged during the 1980s in Scandinavia and the UK (Day, 2001). 

Located in and often driven by remote rural or low-income urban communities these initiatives, then known as community teleservice centres (CTSC) or community telecottages, attempted to provide access to computers and telecommunications facilities for purposes of socio-economic and community development (Qvortrup, 1987 & Inez & Sperr, 1988). However, the temporary nature of the pump priming funding provided to set-up projects intended to address long-term social issues such as social exclusion and capacity building, coupled with the harsh economic climate of the 1980s recession created an environment often hostile to sustainability. This problem was compounded by the fact that the short-term project culture and agenda of funding agencies/partnerships responsible for planning and implementing these early initiatives were often far removed from the needs of the local community in which the telecenters were located. These factors created problems in terms of both economic and social sustainability.

Once the initial funding had ran out projects either found alternative sources of revenue or closed. Theoretically, it was a project manager’s responsibility to develop business plans to secure a project’s future. However, initial project funding agencies or partnerships seldom considered sustainability and project managers were rarely provided with the necessary training or support to undertake such a task. Where business plans were attempted this usually meant trying to access any sources of available funding in order to remain financially viable (Day & Harris, 1997). This fund chasing meant that many telecenters drifted away from their original community capacity building aims and objectives as they sought to juggle the competing requirements of various agencies. Consequently they drifted away from any residual support they had in the community and problems of economic sustainability were compounded by problems of social sustainability.

History appears to be repeating itself in that the lessons of the early European telecenter movement do not appear to have been understood. Of course, some telecenters were, and still are successful. Some adopted a more business oriented model and still operate as commericail entities but these are not telecentres in the capacity/community building sense in which ICT have been socially appropriated in order to address local needs. In such cases, all telecenter stakeholders need to be equipped with a mental framework that allows them to critically analyze (in Freire's sense) the complex set of factors that shape the experience of using the telecenter so as to elaborate lessons that can be shared within the community as well as with other communities, and pro-actively acted upon.

Attempts so far at collecting, assembling and consolidating telecenters stories have proved ineffective due to the wide variations resulting from socio-cultural inhibitions and the inability of actors to express and/or interconnect contradictory facts, to articulate a comprehensive vision of positive and negative outcomes (Somos@Telecentros, 2002)

2. THE DISCOURSE COMMUNITIES

Several constituencies formulate “lessons” about the effects of ICT use through telecenters. 

1. The institutional communities (international organizations, governments and major non governmental organizations associated with them)  pretend to offer “best practices” based upon their particular view of telecenters financial sustainability (Proenza et al.).

2. The research community is undecided between those who seek to adapt technology diffusion models (e.g. Roman, 2003), and those who avocate a more comprehensive approach based upon ethnographic methods (Tacchi et al. 2003).

3. The more radical portion of the social transformation community often refers to a right to communicate that would encompass the right to use ICT (e.g. CRIS, 2004).

4. As usual the views of the beneficiaries are hardly expressed in by themselves in the formal literature. In various forms of oral history they tend to express satisfaction with the immediate effects of ICT use, and expectations of further effects. But they hardly articulate a description of the transformation process and the conditions which made it possible.

These various discourses are indeed both frustrating and, especially for what concerns the ones of the “establishment”, confusing. Establishing what actually the use of ICT by underprivileged groups contributes to making their lives better, as seen by the very members of these communities, remains to be done.  As a matter of fact our ambition is to contribute to a process by which these discourses will be substituted by the discourse of the people themselves.      

3.  BROAD BRUSH STROKE PICTURE OF THE PHENOMENA AS IT IS NOW UNDERSTOOD IN THIS DISCOURSE COMMUNITIES

There is a relatively wide and varied collection of cases or anecdotes depicting the various effects that result from the use of telecenters. 

The institutional entities generally point to a lack of sustainability and need to find the “right business model”. The research and social transformation communities are balancing between a dominant techno-optimism and a cautionary observation of yet unclear social consequences.

Most stories show that ICT are used, allowing communications or access to information not previously possible, and bring some immediate positive, or negative, outcomes. But does this actually point to the beginning of a transformation process that will lastingly change the fate of the people and that could not be arrived at through other means? And is ICT use the prime driver or is it only an enhancer of other key factors?

4. WHY RESEARCH ON THE PHENOMENA IS NOT "ENOUGH" AS THINGS STAND NOW

Monitoring and evaluation of these endeavors is mostly conducted by outsiders as part of a donor/sponsor driven bureaucratic process. More in depth studies are as usual relatively scarce and unique place and time wise. 

Studies tend to concentrate on either what has happened at a telecenter, or on what is currently happening. This activity based focus tends to concentrate more on the use of ICT and telecenter training. Scant consideration is given to the social context of the skills and knowledge developed; as participating community groups, organizations, networks and individuals seek to apply them to build and sustain healthy and active community. Investigations also often fail to link current practices with previous or future practices, and little consideration is given to understanding whether these might be related to communication patterns or to the utilization of the information obtained.   

Even more troubling is the fact that current research claims to represent stakeholders’ views and experiences when it has been conducted indirectly and through the prism of third parties preconceptions. Although participatory methods of research are often referred to, their application is subject to funding and time constraints that often result in the adjunction of “rapid” to the name of the method.

Research results are hardly available to, or understandable by, the communities themselves and do not contribute to their decision making process while they feed into institutional policies. Research therefore tends to contribute more to the perpetuation of community domination than to their empowerment. Present monitoring and evaluation practices need to be transformed into community driven collective learning processes.   

5. REASON A SENSE-MAKING METHODOLOGY INFORMED STUDY MIGHT BE USEFUL

SMM can in first place secure coherence and broader commonalities among the studies. As we anticipate being able to train trainers who will themselves train telecenters operators and community leaders, it is hoped that all those involved will progressively achieve an acceptable level of consistency. This will contrast with the conceptual and methodological uniqueness of the vast majority of studies so far.

More importantly it will ensure that a link is built between the people's needs, challenges and struggles, on the one hand, and their use of ICT and the effects it has on the former, on the other.

Since the findings will be grounded in people's experience, they will be easier to grasp and understand in order to support the learning and action of all stakeholders.

6. YOUR POTENTIAL RESEARCH QUESTION

We operate within a participatory action research and learning context. Our hypotheses at this stage are more related to feasibility of community contemplated methods.  

The ultimate research question which the communities might consider is: What factors support the social or community appropriation of ICT so that the use of the latter has a positive effect upon the development potential of the community and its members.

The complexity of the issues may lead to the use a stepwise approach beginning with the identification of key problems of livelihood (needs), the examination of each, and finally cross-checking which of the previously identified factors play a critical role in the effective use of ICT.

When addressing the above question, the following assumptions/questions are made: 

- Learning about the social transformations facilitated by telecenters is enhanced when they are described according to a SMM investigation

- Community members and telecenters operators can be trained in order to conduct such investigations and progressively re-pass this ability to community members at large.

- To what extent can the rational process of a SMM interview be assimilated by people from a non occidental culture or need to be adapted, and if so how?
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