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	 The	Consumerization	Research	Initiative,	led	
by	People	and	Practices	Research	(PaPR),	was	launched	
in	2008.	This	program	embodies	Intel	Labs’	strong	belief	
that	social	research	is	a	key	component	to	technology	
innovation	and	to	understanding	the	consequences	of	
technology	interventions.	PaPR’s	research	emphasizes	
the	systemic	nature	of	those	phenomena,	and	is	essential	
to	identifying	the	consequences	and	opportunities	that	
can	transform	the	business	and	social	impacts	of	these	
technologies.	

Intel	Labs’	researchers	throughout	the	world	are	working	
at	universities,	in	labs,	and	in	the	field	to	create	technol-
ogy	to	improve	every	facet	of	life.	The	Future	Technolo-
gies	Research	network	of	labs	maintains	a	charter	to	
conduct	exploratory	research	that	will	transform	Intel.	All	
of	the	labs	that	make	up	Future	Technologies	Research	
have	strong	ties	to	academic	institutions.	Wholly	owned	
and	funded	by	Intel,	these	labs	also	operate	in	a	uniquely	
open	fashion	where	much	of	their	research	is	published	
and	shared	widely.	

PaPR	focuses	on	the	social,	cultural,	and	design	dimen-
sions	to	our	innovations.	The	group	represents	an	impor-
tant	voice	at	Intel	and	it	serves	as	a	constant	reminder	
that	understanding	both	the	social	and	cultural	systems	
that	technologies	are	a	part	of	and	the	people	who	use	
those	technologies	is	not	just	good	for	Intel,	but	for	our	
customers,	for	our	partners,	as	well	as	for	our	bottom	line.

Within	Future	Technologies	Research,	it	is	our	intent	to	
conduct	“disruptive	research”	that	has	the	potential	to	
transform	Intel.	For	People	and	Practices	Research	this	
means	studying	the	social	and	cultural	world,	understand-
ing	what’s	changing	and	why	and	using	these	perspectives	

to	identifying	important	new	areas	of	opportunity	for	
Intel.	The	goal	is	to	influence	new	directions,	investments	
and	technology	priorities.	

The	even	bigger	challenge	is	to	influence	new	strategy,	
investment,	and	technology	priorities.	The	Consumeri-
zation	Research	Initiative	exemplifies	this	charter	as	it	
unpacks	the	everyday	assumptions	that	businesses,	gov-
ernments,	and	development	organizations	make	in	their	
attempts	to	promote	economic	growth	through	informa-
tion	and	communication	technologies	(ICTs).	In	turn,	this	
research	is	being	used	by	Intel	and	other	actors	to	create	
actionable	strategies	that	can	influence	the	future	direc-
tions	for	technology	policy	strategies	and	engagement.

This	report,	the	first	of	its	kind	for	Intel	Labs,	highlights	a	
new	area	of	engagement	for	our	research:	with	the	public	
policy	and	international	development	communities.	The	
report	suggests	that	our	technology	interventions	can	
benefit	from	a	systemic	look	at	the	social	and	cultural	
forces	at	work	in	a	particular	context.	

These	forces	can	create	opportunities	for	technology	
companies	like	our	own,	for	governments,	and	for	de-
velopment	organizations.	At	the	same	time,	understand-
ing	the	social	forces	at	work	can	reveal	a	certain	set	of	
constraints	that	need	to	be	addressed	as	we	envision,	
implement,	and	evaluate	the	success	of	our	technical	
and	market	interventions.	The	success	of	our	technologi-
cal	innovations	depends	in	part	on	our	ability	to	identify	
and	understand	how	these	social	forces	work	within	the	
larger	socio-technical	systems	and	to	develop	actionable	
strategies	to	address	them.

Maria Bezaitis, Director of People and Practices Research, Intel Labs
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and	larger	social,	culture,	or	political		community	identi-
ties;	class	identity,	a	set	of	social	characteristics	about	
how	one	is	perceived	in	society,	based	on	established	
divisions	of	income,	education,	and	status;	and	individu-
alization,	the	ability	of	and	requirement	for	users	of	ICT	
infrastructures	to	control	and	adopt	them	as	autonomous	
individuals.	The	section	concludes	with	a	call	for	interme-
diary	development	indicators	based	on	the	aspirations	
that	social	forces	combine	with	ICTs	to	catalyze	and	
enable.

Section 2:	Concepts	of	Development	surveys	the	multi-
ple	contending	definitions	of	development,	the	linking	of	
ICTs	to	development	in	the	context	of	Millennium	Devel-
opment	Goals,	and	the	implications	of	the	development-
through-entrepreneurship	model.

Section 3:	How	do	Social	Forces	Impact	Technology	
Programs	outlines	the	kinds	of	impacts	that	social	forces	
were	seen	to	have	on	development	programs.		First,	
they	determine	buy-in	and	appeal	of	the	products	and	
services	the	development	program	is	selling	and	market-
ing.	Second,	by	shaping	who	will	actually	buy	and	con-
sume	the	program,	they	affect	financial	sustainability	and	
market	development.	Third,	they	affect	social	sustain-
ability	and	inclusion	by	influencing	understandings	of	
who	should	be	using	the	development	program.		Social	
Forces:	Both	Constraints	and	Opportunities:	The	Case	of	
Akshaya	Telecenters	in	Kerala,	India	provides	an	example.

Section 4:	The	Social	Viability	Measure	lays	out	the	
Social	Viability	Measure	(SVM)	as	an	approach	to	bring	
social	forces	into	strategic	planning	and	to	anticipate	
their	impacts	on	the	ICT	program.		(Intended	users	and	
contexts	of	use	are	sketched	in	When	do	I	use	the	Social	
Viability	Measure?).	The	three	steps	of	SVM	are (1) to 
identify and scope the relevant field of social forces, (2) to 
analyze the impact of these forces on the program and its 
social and business goals, and (3) to strategize how best 
to adapt and accommodate these forces.		

The	essence	of	the	first	step	is	to	situate	the	program	at	
hand	within	the	history	and	trajectories	of	its	larger	sys-
temic	context.		The	next	step	is	to	connect	specific	social	
forces	to	specific	types	of	impacts	(described	in	Section	
5).		The	last	step	is	to	take	action,	considering	four	main	
areas:		(a)	how	the	program	is	branded,	positioned,	tar-
geted,	and	messaged;	(b)	who	the	program	is	partnering	
with;	(c)	how	the	scope	of	the	project	is	delimited;	and	(d)	
how	the	program	is	constituted	as	a	business	plans.

Executive Summary	

	
	 Information	and	communication	technolo-
gies	(ICTs),	notably	PCs	and	mobile	phones,	are	increas-
ingly	linked	to	agendas	to	promote	human	development.	
Over	the	last	ten	years,	the	private	sector	has	taken	
on	new	roles	in	the	development	space.	It	has	tried	to	
engage	in	market	interventions	to	deliver	ICT	goods	and	
services	to	not	only	new	consumer	markets	but	to	simul-
taneously	promote	social	development.	Based	on	ethno-
graphic	inquiry	in	multiple	field	sites	across	the	globe,	this	
report	seeks	to	change	how	the	success	or	failure	of	such	
ICT	and	development	(ICTD)	programs	is	understood	
and	measured,	by	calling	attention	to	the	critical	role	of	
social	forces,	especially	those	around	citizenship,	class	
identity,	and	individualization,	in	impacting	business	and	
social	goals	of	projects.	

The main message	is	that	traditional	priorities	in	tech-
nology	and	development	programs	to	make	ICTs	afford-
able,	useful,	and	usable,	are	not	always	sufficient	to	drive	
access	or	e-inclusion.	Powerful	social	forces,	above	and	
beyond	the	economic	or	technological,	are	also	impor-
tant	drivers	and	mediators	of	technology	adoption.		They	
often	mean	the	difference	between	success	and	failure	in	
technology	and	development	projects.

The	report	also	develops	a	Social Viability Measure	to	
gauge	and	anticipate	the	opportunities	and	consequenc-
es	of	social	forces	in	these	ICT	interventions.	The	Social	
Viability	Measure	complements	existing	business-	and	
technology-based	methods	for	defining	and	managing	
ICT-based	development	programs.	

The	Introduction	locates	this	research	with	respect	to	
two	interdependent	trends	and	debates	within	develop-
ment:	the	increasing	importance	of	ICTs,	and	the	increas-
ing	involvement	of	the	private	sector.

By	using	qualitative	methods	(multi-sited	ethnography)	to	
understand	consumption	and	“the	consumer”	in	rela-
tion	to	government	policies,	business	imperatives	and	
citizens	perceptions	of	themselves,	a	team	of	four	Intel	
Labs	researchers	(together	with	many	research	collabora-
tors)	sought	to	develop	a	perspective	on	ICT	adoption	
rooted	in	real-world	cases	that	complements	and	extends	
conventional	approaches,	such	as	large	national	surveys	
or	local	rapid	assessment.

Section 1:	The	Social	Forces	of	Technology	Adoption	de-
tails	the	three	key	forces	mediating	ICT	adoption	across	
the	cases	studied:	citizenship,	the	(often	contested)	rela-
tionship	of	between	individuals,	groups,	or	states	
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Section 5:	Case	Studies	and	Social	Forces	lays	out	in	
considerable	detail,	drawing	upon	specific	cases,	how	
the	social	forces	are	constituted	and	how	they	interact	
with	technology	adoption.	Citizenship	is	discussed	with	
respect	to	the	meaning	of	high-speed	fiber	arriving	in	
Kenya,	and	to	the	phenomenal	success	of	that	coun-
try’s	M-Pesa	mobile	payments	system.	Class	identity	is	
discussed	with	special	attention	to	the	centrality	of	the	
concept	of	“middle	class”	to	consumer	aspirations,	and	
with	respect	to	the	case	of	downward	mobility	in	Russia.		
Individualization	is	discussed	in	terms	of	power	relation-
ships,	privatized	infrastructure,	individual	autonomy,	and	
forces	of	globalization	and	“modernization”,	drawing	upon	
two	cases	from	China:	a	top-down	municipal	“digital	city”	
project,	and	the	bottom-up	development	of	an	alterna-
tive,	low-cost	mobile	phone	system.

Section 6:	Aspirations	and	Development	discusses	as-
pirations	and	their	significance	as	intermediary	develop-
ment	outcomes,	drawing	upon	the	work	of	Appadurai	and	
Sen,	and	many	cases	in	which	ICTD	programs	produced	
powerful	changes	in	aspirations,	if	not	immediately	meas-
urable	changes	in	objective	development	goals.

Conclusion:	The	report	ends	with	a	call	to	action	to	
explore	and	build	upon	the	many	ways	social	forces	can	
positively	enable	development	programs.

The	Appendix	contains	additional	in-depth	examples	
of	the	social	viability	measure	and	how	to	use	the	tool.	
It	also	contains	more	case	studies	of	each	of	the	social	
forces.	This	includes	cases	around	citizenship:	a	case	
from	Rural	Oregon	about	inclusion,	another	about	English	
language	learning	in	China,	and	a	third	about	commu-
nity	involvement	in	sustainable	energy	infrastructures	in	
Scotland.	Cases	around	class	identity	include:	desire	and	
use	of	technologies	in	Mexico	and	a	broad	based	ICT	ini-
tiative	in	Chile.	Finally,	the	social	force	of	individualization	
includes	the	case	of	individuals	vs.	households	in	India.

Download full report here: www.socialviabilitymeasure.info
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Information and communication technologies (ICTs), notably PCs 

and mobile phones, are increasingly linked to agendas to promote 

human development. There is a growing acceptance among private 

companies, governments and multilateral organizations alike that

information and communication technologies, such as internet- 

enabled computers and mobile phones can address the problems 

of developing countries, such as illiteracy, lack of health care, 

communications, and poor governance.1 2-3 

Introduction



ble	to	economic	and	technical	analysis,	are	essentially	so-
cial	phenomenon,	requiring	a	multi-disciplinary	approach	
that	begins	with	people	and	the	social	forces	they	shape	
and	are	shaped	by.	The	complex	interplay	of	institutional,	
business,	and	cultural	forces	which	shape	and	influence	
new	consumers	is	a	process	we	call	consumerization.	

Led	by	Intel	Labs’	People	and	Practices	Research	
(PaPR)*	,	the	Consumerization	Research	Initiative	
responds	to	the	need	for	better	understanding	of	how	
larger	social	forces,	beyond	technical	or	economic	forces,	
play	a	role	in	ICT	and	development	programs;	how	they	
motivate	technology	adoption;	and	the	impacts	they	have	
on	business	and	human	development	goals.	The	research	
asks:

The main message is that traditional priorities in technol-
ogy and development programs to make ICTs affordable, 
useful, and usable, are not always sufficient to drive 
access or e-inclusion. Powerful social forces, above and 
beyond the economic or technological, are also impor-
tant drivers and mediators of technology adoption. They 
often mean the difference between success and failure in 
technology and development projects.

These	aspects	of	consumption	are	often	overlooked	in	
the	design,	conception,	and	evaluation	of	technology	
programs,	development	projects,	and	market	strategies	
to	introduce	ICT	products	and	services	to	the	poor	and	
emerging	middle	classes.	

Consider,	for	example,	the	first-time	purchase	of	a	PC	by	
a	member	of	the	global	emerging	middle	class	(see	Box	
1	for	definition	of	emerging	middle	class).	It	is	not	incor-
rect	to	understand	this	behavior	as	the	outcome	of	an	
economic	decision	weighing	price	against	benefits,	or	the	
good	being	purchased	as,	objectively,	a	complex	technical	
system	with	certain	capabilities,	trade-offs,	and	usability	
affordances.	

9

 Introduction

	 This	increased	attention	to	ICTs	is	part	of	
a	larger	shift	in	international	development	strategies	in	
which	the	private	sector	takes	on	new	roles.	Over	the	
last	ten	years,	the	private	sector	has	come	to	prominence	
in	the	development	context	through	market	programs	
and	public-private	partnerships	to	deliver	goods	and	
services	to	new	consumer	markets.4	This	turn	to	markets,	
consumers,	and	ICTs	builds	on	the	assumption	that	doing	
business	with	the	poor	and	emerging	middle	classes	—	
treating	them	not	only	as	consumers,	but	as	technology	
consumers	—	can	be	both	good	for	business	and	good	
for	these	populations.5	Development-through-entre-
preneurship	or	“bottom	of	the	pyramid”	approaches	to	
development	gained	importance	specifically	in	the	space	
of	ICTs	and	development	(ICTD)	by	proposing	to	alleviate	
poverty	and	address	development	through	sustainable	
business	models	and	entrepreneurial	activity.6	

Despite	the	enthusiasm	for	this	idea	from	various	organi-
zations	ranging	from	the	private	sector	to	small	scale	
non	profits,	to	large	multilateral	organizations,	debates	
remain	about	the	actual	social	and	economic	impacts	of	
such	approaches.7	It	is	widely	acknowledged	that	ICT	
and	development	programs	often	fail	for	a	number	of	
reasons.	There	may	be	little	to	no	return	on	investment,	
political	costs,	lack	of	financial	sustainability,	a	need	for	
ongoing	public	or	private	support,	or	a	failure	in	business	
models	with	a	lack	of	users,	support,	buy-in,	or	trust	in	
the	service	or	product.7-9 3	The	targeted	group	may	be	
uninterested	or	unable	to	use	ICT	services/products	
and	their	needs	not	met.4	Actual	human	development	
impacts	such	as	increases	in	literacy,	job	attainment,		
better	governance,	and	increased	income	can	be	mini-
mal.10-11	There	are	broader,	often	overlooked	issues,	
about	what	some	of	these	goals	means	within	changing	
national	and	social	contexts.

Can	these	approaches	lead	to	positive	business	and		
social	impacts?	What	are	the	stakes	when	citizens	are	
considered	consumers?	What	are	the	implications	for	
human	development	with	private	sector	led	strategies?	
Indeed	there	are	many	conceptualizations	of	develop-
ment	aside	from	consumption	(as	we	discuss	later	in	the	
report),	including	production12,	economic	growth13-14	,	
human	development15-16,	and	increased	capabilities.15	
However,	the	concept	of	consumption	in	the	develop-
ment	space	and	the	subsequent	shifts	in	strategy	is	a	
significant	yet	relatively	understudied	topic.	

This	shift	in	development	strategies	and	tactics	opens	a	
host	of	questions	calling	for	new	research	and,	indeed,	
new	research	approaches.	For	the	purposes	of	this	
report	we	focus	on	the	consumption	side	of	technology	
adoption	through	“development-through-entrepreneur-
ship”	models.	Central	among	these	are	questions	about	
consumption	and	consumers,	both	of	which,	while	amena-

• What are the social and cultural forces that mediate  
 technology adoption? 

• What are their impacts on financial and social 
 development outcomes? 

• How can they be harnessed by ICT-enabled 
 programs to best realize financial and social benefit?

* People and Practices is a research and innovation lab comprised  
 of social scientists and designers with lntel Corporation.
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While	not	incorrect,	neither	is	this	analysis	sufficient	to	
explain	why	such	behavior	does	or	does	not	happen,	
by	which	potential	buyers,	in	what	contexts.	For,	espe-
cially	in	the	case	of	first-time	buyers	striving	to	include	
themselves	in	the	category	“technology	consumer”	(or	
to	resist	being	in	that	category),	at	least	as	much	as	it	is	
an	economic	or	technological	act	the	purchase	is	funda-
mentally	a	social	act.	And	as	much	as	the	PC	may	be	a	
good	deal	or	may	be	technically	sufficient	for	its	intended	
usage	models,	the	PC	is	crucially	a	carrier	of	important	
personal,	social,	and	cultural	meaning.	

In	buying	their	first	PC,	citizens	are,	among	other	things:

In	other	words,	they	are	not	making	(just)	a	utilitarian	
acquisition	but	a	consumer	purchase.	When	we	refer	to	
the	“consumer”	our	definition	goes	beyond	the	indi-
vidual,	end	user	at	the	smallest	scale.	We	recognize	that	
consumers	of	technology	can	be	large	scale	actors	such	
as	governments	purchasing	educational	PCs	for	all	the	
schools	in	their	country,	or	subsidizing	device	for	universi-
ty	students	and	that	these	social	aspects	of	consumption	
are	at	play	in	their	engagements	with	technology	as	well.

These	social	forces	also	reveal	a	set	of	positive	and	nega-
tive	constraints	for	technology	adoption.	For	companies	
and	firms	working	with	these	markets,	innovative	business	

models	and	adaption	to	local	structures	and	constraints	
are	essential.	For	development	organizations	and	govern-
ments	trying	to	promote	their	well	being,	yet	use	finan-
cially	sustainable	business	models,	similar	challenges	
exist.

But	underlying	these	challenges	is	a	strong	social	and	cul-
tural	infrastructure	that	more	positively	determines	and	
shapes	why	people	desire	these	services,	why	they	aspire	
to	use	particular	technologies,	how	technologies	can	be	
relevant	and	what	motivates	purchase	of	technologies.	

This	social	and	cultural	infrastructure	mediates	tech-
nology	adoption	and	also	determines	the	business	and	
social	impact	of	programs.	What	are	these	social	forces?	
How	do	they	interact?	Where	do	they	reveal	points	of	
potential	and	opportunity	for	ICT	market	and	develop-
ment	programs	and	where	do	they	serve	as	barriers?	The	
aim	of	this	report	is	to	help	governments,	entrepreneurs,	
businesses,	and	development	organizations	begin	to	
answer	such	questions.
	
This	report	is	aimed	at	government	and	business	lead-
ers	who	are	conceptualizing,	planning	and	implementing	
ICT	and	development	projects	and	market	interventions.	
An	ICT	intervention	or	program	can	include	a	govern-
ment	program	to	introduce	ICTs	for	e-governance	for	a	
population17,	a	public-private	partnership	for	broadband	
infrastructure	roll	out18,	or	even	a	private	sector	strategy	
to	introduce	new	ICT	products	or	services	to	a	popula-
tion.19	All	have	goals	of	promoting	social	objectives	as	
well	as	a	financially	sound	business	model.	

The	report	draws	on	case	studies	of	technology	programs	
(services,	infrastructures,	and	devices)	for	financially	
excluded	or	marginalized	groups	and	for	emerging	middle	
classes,	to	highlight	how	these	social	forces	operate	and	
the	value	and	constraints	they	determine.	The	cases	can	
offer	a	set	of	ideas	and	strategies	to	harness	the	power	of	
these	social	forces	rather	than	to	ignore	them.	It	provides	
recommendations	on	how	to	incorporate	these	forces	
into	market	strategies	for	messaging	and	brand,	and	for	
social	development	goals	and	aims	of	inclusion	through	ICTs.
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• Moving to occupy a new place in society

• Fulfilling an aspiration for their children’s education 
 and future

• Distinguishing themselves from those labeled as poor

• Achieving a sense of belonging as a national or 
 global citizen

• Shifting their identity towards the “independent adult”  
 or “individual”

• Establishing a sense of safety and trust

“Technologies hold important personal, social, 

and cultural meanings.”



Multi-sited	ethnography21	is	a	method	to	understand	
the	role	of	the	consumer	in	relation	to	technologies	and	
development	and	how	it	figures	into	technology	adoption	
through	a	focus	on:

• What are the social and cultural forces that mediate  
 technology adoption? 

• What are their impacts on financial and social 
 development outcomes? 

• How can they be harnessed by ICT-enabled 
 programs to best realize financial and social benefit?

We	look	at	the	intersection	of	all	these	forces	and	the	
cultural	web	that	sits	between	the	physical,	institutional,	
and	social	structures.	We	treated	“the	consumer”	as	a	
kind	of	global	assemblage22	that	sits	across	different	
actors	in	different	locales,	in	line	with	recent	work	in	the	
anthropology	and	sociology	of	globalization.

The	case	studies	explored	these	different	sites	and	ac-
tors	in	relation	to	technology	adoption,	without	a	set	of	
pre-formed	hypotheses.	All	of	the	sites	incorporated	par-
ticular	themes	about	the	boundaries	between	public	and	
private	sectors,	aspirations,	class,	and	identity	into	the	
interview	guides.	We	used	the	literature	on	the	cultural	
politics	of	consumption23,	critical	geographies	of	devel-
opment24,	and	individualization25	to	guide	the	research	
questions	and	analysis.

Four	core	researchers	and	many	research	collaborators	
conducted	in-depth	ethnographic	fieldwork	in	the	various	
sites,	with	a	focus	on	a	device,	program,	or	technology	
infrastructure.	The	researchers	have	regional	and	area		
expertise	in	Russia,	China,	Africa,	India,	and	Latin	
America	and	disciplinary	backgrounds	from	cultural	
anthropology,	development	studies,	public	policy,	
human-computer	interaction,	computer	science,	and	
psychology.	Multi-sited	ethnography	involved	in-depth	
qualitative	interviews,	participant	observation	methods,	

Introduction
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Methods

Who are the emerging middle classes?
The emerging middle classes can be defined as the large population of people in the world who make between $2 and $13 per 
day. Between 1990 and 2005 the emerging middle class almost doubled, from 1.4 billion to 2.6 billion20 (see figure). The sheer 
size and spending capacity of the emerging middle class make them a potential market for technologies.

Box 1
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It	provides	ways	of	anticipating	how	specific	goals	of	
ICTD	programs,	such	as	addressing	the	gender	gap	in	the	
adoption	of	mobile	phones	31 ,	or	supporting	entrepre-
neurship	behaviors	in	key	sectors,	might	play	out	in	the	
project	context.
	
By	focusing	on	a	set	of	widely	shared	social	forces	that	
technologies	both	shape	and	are	shaped	by,	our	perspec-
tive	can	help	practitioners	sort	through	which	of	the	
more	traditional	measures	(mobile	phone	adoption	vs.	
broadband	access,	or	literacy	rates	vs.	gender	gaps)	are	
likely	to	be	most	important	to	which	stakeholders,	and,	
more	importantly,	how	they	acquire	significance	over	time.

The	Consumerization	Research	Initiative	created	the	
Social	Viability	Measure	to	increase	understanding	of	
opportunities	and	challenges	for	technology	and	devel-
opment	programs	and	to	maximize	social	and	business	
impact.

In	evaluating	the	potential	opportunity	of	market	pro-
grams	to	introduce	technologies	and	services	for	a	popu-
lation,	there	is	often	a	very	specific	focus	on	the	very	
local	(through	rapid	rural	appraisals,	or	other	evaluations	
of	villages	and	their	needs)	or	a	focus	on	business	metrics	
of	sustainability.	Little	attention	is	given	to	the	social	vi-
ability	of	the	program	within	the	broader	system	in	which	
it	operates.	Social	viability	is	defined	as	the	social	feasibil-
ity,	acceptance,	and	practicality	of	the	program	and	the	
buy	in	by	citizens,	businesses,	and	other	partners	in	the	
ecosystem.	Our	research	demonstrates	the	importance	
of	social	viability	to	the	ultimate	success	of	technology	
and	development	programs.
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surveys,	map	making,	and	policy	and	document	analysis.	
We	approached	our	interviewees	in	order	to	understand	
what	they	thought	and	how	they	interpreted	technolo-
gies,	development,	and	programs	in	the	context	of	their	
lives	and	larger	social	and	political	systems.	Our	methods	
recognized	and	took	seriously	the	diverse	knowledges	of	
different	actors,	reflecting	their	particular	positions	and	
their	social	situations.26	Because	of	the	explicit	choice	
of	these	methods	and	sites,	we	were	able	to	analyze	the	
case	studies,	systematically	make	comparisons,	and	look	
for	underlying	trends	and	unifying	themes.

The	research	did	not	solely	look	at	a	particular	popula-
tion	as	the	target	of	these	technology	programs,	but	took	
a	multi-pronged	approach	to	understanding	how	“the	
consumer”	more	broadly	fit	in	to	the	larger	ecosystem	
of	government	policy,	business	processes,	and	individual	
needs	and	desires.	This	explicitly	recognizes	that	these	
various	target	segments	whether	they	be	“the	poor”	or	
“emerging	middle	classes”	(which	are	by	nature	highly	
debatable	as	well	as	political	categories)	need	to	be	con-
sidered	relationally	to	the	broader	environment	and	not	
as	an	isolated,	fixed	social	group.	

Our	approach	fills	an	important	gap	in	the	landscape	of	
ICTD	planning,	strategy	and	implementation.	There	are,	
for	example,	many	indices		that	measure	and	evaluate	ICT	
and	development	across	a	broad	spectrum	of	technolo-
gies.27-28	They	compile	measures	of	access	and	infra-
structure	development,	adoption	rates	of	various	tech-
nologies,	and	other	factors	such	as	economic	conditions,	
education	levels,	and	policy	conditions	that	researchers	
believe	are	important	to	the	adoption	of	technologies.	
These	indices	are	helpful	rough	guides	where,	for	example,	
a	firm	might	need	high	levels	of	infrastructure	for	multiple	
technologies	in	order	to	select	a	site	for	a	factory,	but	are	
focused	on	a	macro	level.29	In	e-readiness	measures,	high-
scoring	countries	are	found	to	be	ready	for	that	which	they	
already	have	(lots	of	technology	and	connectivity).30

Social Viability Measure

“We examined how people interpreted

technologies, development, and programs in the 

everyday context of their lives.”



The	Social	Viability	Measure	was	generated	through		
comparative	analysis	of	the	fieldwork,	trends,	and	data.	It	
is	intended	to	be	a	simple	tool	that	could	be	accessible	
to	all	decision	makers	and	intuitive	to	use.	

This	report	develops	a	prototype	of	this	assessment	
model	with	the	goal	of	generating	discussion	and	debate.	
It	is	also	a	model	that	can	be	put	into	practical	empirical	
use	through	a	process	of	refinement	and	testing	around	
specific	development	programs.
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 Introduction

The	report	outlines	a	Social	Viability	Measure	to:

1) Identify and scope the relevant field of social forces  
 and its importance to program

2) Analyze impact of the social factors for viability on the  
 program and its goals as it:
  • Determines buy-in and appeal of products  
   and services 
  • Affects financial sustainability/market development 
  • Affects social sustainability and inclusion

3) Strategize how best to adapt and accommodate these  
 social factors for the purposes of the program through:
  • Branding/messaging
  • Partnerships 
  • Scope of project 
  • Business plans

Fieldwork Sites

The ITU’s ICT Development Index (IDI), World Economic Forum
INSEAD’s Network Readiness Index (NRI), and IBM/World Bank’s
e-Readiness Index are three examples.
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As companies, governments, and development organizations 

strategize about e-inclusion and how to make technologies more 

accessible to low income groups, much effort has been spent on 

trying to get ICTs to be more affordable, useful, and easy to use. 

Our research finds that making technologies affordable and usable 

does not always lead to access or inclusion. People desire and aspire 

to having technologies that are seen to have quality, trustworthi-

ness, and respectability. Affordability and usability can actually work 

against desire if these are perceived as having made a product or 

service sub-standard or stripped-down. 

Section 1

The Social Forces of Technology Adoption



 This	report	is	grounded	in	the	longstanding,	
mature	body	of	social	science	literature	that	has	been	
called	the	social shaping of technology	perspective	(also	
called	the	social construction of technology).32-34	Rather	
than	treating	technology	as	something	that	is	autono-
mous	from	society,	which	can	impact	society	but	cannot	
be	impacted,	the	social	shaping	of	technology	literature	
shows	how	technology	both	shapes,	and	is	shaped	by,	
social	issues.	

The	decisions	that	engineering	teams	make	about	
directions	for	research	and	development,	the	decisions	
managers	take	about	what	should	be	commercialized	
and	how,	and	the	choices	users	make	to	repurpose	the	
technology	for	their	own	ends	all	determine	which	tech-
nologies	are	ultimately	made	and	which	are	not.	All	of	
these	decisions	are	social	processes;	that	is,	they	are	not	
discrete	choices	taken	by	individuals	in	a	vacuum,	but	are	
taken	on	the	basis	of	values,	assumptions,	and	under-
standings	that	matter	just	as	much	as	physical	constraints	
and	economic	condition.	

The	advantage	in	using	a	social	perspective	is	that	it	
allows	decisionmakers	to	more	clearly	identify	points	of	
consensus	and	disagreement	in	their	programs.	Because	
this	perspective	treats	technology	as	something	that	
shapes	and	is	shaped	by	social	concerns,	it	can	be	used	
to	better	anticipate	both	the	likely	barriers	to	adoption	
and	the	likely	consequences	of	adoption.	This	scholarship	
demonstrates	that	they	are	directly	related	phenomena.	

There	are,	of	course,	a	wide	variety	of	social	forces	
and	dynamics	that	shape	the	adoption	of	technol-
ogy—perhaps	as	varied	as	societies	themselves.	It	is	well	
established,	for	example,	that	race	and	gender	have	an	
important	influence	over	what	technology	comes	to	mean	
socially,	and	therefore	who	gets	to	use	it.35-36	

Ethnicity,	religion,	education	levels,	etc.	all	play	similar	
roles.	Political	culture,	too,	has	an	immediate	influence	
on	what	technologies	are	adoptable	and	which	are	not,	
whether	it	be	through	the	obvious	matter	of	state	censor-
ship,	or	more	subtle	forms	of	control.	Our	goal	is	not	
to	list	or	explore	any	and	all	social	factors	that	could	or	
should	be	taken	into	account.	

Rather,	we	have	chosen	to	focus	on	three	areas	of	social	
life	that	our	case	studies	show	can	mean	the	difference	
between	success	and	failure	of	ICTD	programs.	Although	
each	force	affects	individual	cases	differently	(and	indeed	
our	Social	Viability	Measure	provides	a	framework	for	
identifying	this),	they	seemed	to	be	the	most	widely	
shared	across	the	range	of	projects	studied.	They	are	not,	
of	course,	the	only	social	forces	that	matter.
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The	three	social	forces	below	are	each	linked	to	funda-
mental	aspirations	that	we	find	are	particularly	instru-
mental	in	affecting	these	decisions.	

Citizenship:	At	its	most	basic	level,	citizenship	is	the	
state	of	being	a	citizen	of	a	particular	social,	political,	or	
national	community.	It	is	seen	as	the	relation	between	an	
individual	and	a	particular	nation	and	its	identity.	Citizen-
ship	is	most	closely	identified	with	being	a	member	of	a	
particular	nation,	but	it	is	also	about	a	sense	of	belonging	
in	a	global	community	as	a	nation	or	as	an	individual	or	
official	representing	that	nation.	Cultural	citizenship	is	
defined	as	the	cultural	practices	and	beliefs	that	create	
a	sense	of	belonging	within	a	national	population	or	geo-
graphic	location,	which	may	or	may	not	correspond	with	
national	borders.	

Our	research	finds	that	technology	use,	technologi-
cal	infrastructures,	and	ICT-enabled	services	feed	into	
the	desires	and	anxieties	about	being	part	of	a	national	
identity,	representing	a	nations’	rank	in	the	world,	and	a	
government’s	effectiveness.	This	may	take	the	shape	in	
an	individual	using	an	ICT-enabled	service	to	feel	part	of	
a	national	identity.	It	may	be	about	a	government	push	
of	a	particular	ICT	infrastructure	policy	to	demonstrate	
one’s	place	in	the	global	hierarchy.	It	can	also	represent	a	
business’	marketing	strategy	to	appeal	to	a	wide	market	
under	the	label	of	a	unified	national	identity.

Class identity:	Class	is	an	organizing	mechanism	used	
to	understand	how	societies	divide	themselves	up	into	
different	groups.	Typically	class	is	based	on	an	economic	
definition,	particularly	based	on	an	income	bracket.	For	
example,	being	“middle	class”	is	defined	as	“having	an	
income	within	some	interval	that	includes	the	median”.20	
But	class	is	also	linked	to	a	set	of	social	characteristics	
about	identity	and	how	one	is	perceived	in	society,	which	
is	the	focus	of	class	in	this	report.	Education,	upbringing,	
one’s	social	circle,	and	potential	for	upward	or	downward	
mobility	all	contribute	to	class	identity.	Recently	there	
has	been	much	discussion	about	the	“emerging	middle	
class”	as	a	potential	market	for	ICTs.	Significant	efforts	
have	been	made	by	governments,	NGOs,	and	business	
alike	to	define	and	provide	services	to	this	class	because	
of	their	ability	and	willingness	to	pay,	particularly	for	
technologies.	

Yet	when	the	middle	class	does	not	buy	a	laptop	in	the	
ways	predicted,	or	the	poor	buy	a	smart	phone	before	a	
refrigerator,	few	point	to	class	as	a	factor	behind	these	
decisions.	But	our	research	indicates	that	this	is	an	
important	factor	to	consider.	

Section 1 • The Social Forces of Technology Adoption

Citizenship, Class identity, and Individual

agency are linked to fundamental aspirations that 

impact ICT and development initiatives.
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Specifically,	how	a	person	defines	their	class	standing,	
where	they	situate	themselves	in	relation	to	others	in	
their	community	and	the	world,	and	where	they	see	
themselves	going	in	the	future	have	strong	impacts	on	
what	sorts	of	technologies	one	will	not	just	choose,	but	
often	be	permitted	to	use,	where	to	use	them,	and	what	
to	desire	in	the	future,	and	what	kind	of	technology	to	
actually	adopt.	

Our	research	finds	that	in	many	countries,	the	middle	
class	or	elites	determine	what’s	desirable	in	terms	of	the	
technology	for	the	rest	of	the	population.	Devices	or	
services	that	are	considered	“respectable”	by	the	upper	
classes	are	often	seen	as	respectable	for	others.		
Furthermore,	class	identity	may	be	bound	up	in	what	
kind	of	technology	a	person	uses,	and	this	often	confers	
a	positive	sense	of	empowerment,	respectability,	and	
group	belonging.	

Individual agency:	A	trend	towards	greater	individualiza-
tion	is	a	phenomenon	of	globalization	and	modernity.	We	
define	individual	agency	as	the	ability	for	ordinary	people	
to	change,	control,	or	influence	technologies,	or	the	sys-
tems	of	delivering	those	technologies.	

In	the	context	of	ICTD,	individualization	points	to	what	
pieces	of	a	socio-technical	system	or	infrastructure	
that	end	users	own,	or	have	control	over,	and	how	this	
changes	the	relationships	between	system	builders,	
owners,	and	users.	It	refers	to	the	power	of	individuals	in	
shaping,	resisting,	appropriating,	and	indeed	consuming	
larger	systems.	

At	the	same	time,	it	refers	to	the	power	of	individualized	
infrastructural	and	social	arrangements	to	require	people	
to	think	of	themselves	as	an	“individual”;	to	take	on	risk,	
responsibility,	and	mobility	and	to	be	pushed	toward	
“modern”	forms	of	living,	working,	and	aspiring,	and	
indeed	being.	

While	this	process	shapes	relations	people	have	with	
one	another,	individualization	should	not	be	seen	as	
contradicting	the	importance	of	family,	institutions,	and	
society,	but	as	much	reflecting	changes	in	these	larger-
than-individual	domains	as	creating	them.	Neither	should	
individualization	be	regarded	as	inherently	empowering	
nor	disempowering,	inclusive	nor	exclusive,	or	local	nor	
global,	but	rather	as	triggering	shifts	in	power	relation-
ships	between	and	amongst	individuals,	their	families,	
communities,	and	the	institutions	that	serve	them.

Social	forces	often	become	visible	at	the	personal	level	
in	the	form	of	aspirations	that	they	evoke	and	shape.	One	
can	aspire	to	serve	one’s	country,	to	achieve	recogni-
tion	or	respectability	consistent	with	one’s	sense	of	
class,	or	to	demonstrate	independence	and	autonomy	
as	a	“modern”	individual.	A	development	program	can	
surface	different	aspirations	for	different	stakeholders,	
or	even	conflicting	ones	within	one	stakeholder.	These	
aspirations,	in	turn,	can	shape	if,	how,	and	by	whom	the	
program	is	adopted.	It	can	also	change	perceptions	ofthe	
program	itself,	thereby	releasing	new	aspirations.

Despite	various	goals	of	ICTD	projects,	such	as	improved	
literacy,	increased	incomes,	better	access	to	e-govern-
ance	services,	there	is	often	a	lack	of	concrete	outcomes	
in	projects.	4,8	Many	ICTD	projects	fail	to	reach	their	
immediate	goals	of	social	development	(or	even	financial	
sustainability).	7	

In	the	absence	of	concrete	development	outcomes	for	
targeted	groups,	however,	ICTD	projects	are	frequently	
associated	with	newly-expressed	aspirations.	8,37	Com-
ments	such	as	“it’s	a	new	world	and	PCs	are	the	key	to	
success”	or	“computers	changed	my	life”	are	regularly	
reported,	especially	after	a	first	exposure	to	ICTs.	These	
expressions	are	in	part	reflections	of	the	enormous	hope,	
mystique	and	symbolism	that	ICTs	have	generated.	But	
aspirations	are	not	always	just	distant	desires	or	expres-
sions	of	want.	38

Aspirations	are	an	intermediary,	substantive	outcome	of	
ICTD	projects,	even	when	other	(intended)	development	
goals	are	not	reached.	They	can	also	represent	the	ca-

Social Factors &
Development Indicators

The middle class or elites often define what tech-

nologies are desirable for the rest of the population.



Core business and social development goals: Our focus is on ICT programs that have dual development and business goals. 
In understanding business opportunities and challenges, the research explores how ICT programs with these dual goals may affect 
core business impact and in turn may be affected by brand, messaging, business models, and consumer identities. At the same 
time, these projects are implemented in the name of social goals, such as education, improved livelihoods, incomes, and capacities. 
The research examines the types of outcomes that result in the social arena, as well as the mediating social forces that influence 
these outcomes.

Technology adoption: The initiative is particularly interested in evaluations of programs, initiatives, and businesses that involve 
technology adoption in service of human development. To focus the work, our case studies all examined ICT programs, infrastruc-
tures, and services, whether PC or mobile phone focused, in each of the countries we studied. This ICT lens was methodologically 
useful in grounding our culturally, historically, and geographically specific investigations of particular cases.

Relational & social approach: Rather than focusing on the development beneficiaries/consumers in isolation from their rela-
tionships to larger business, social, and cultural structures, these systemic relations and social forces are the basis of the research 
and its methodology. Our research focused on actors including government officials, businesses, entrepreneurs, and citizens 
themselves. Analogously, the research did not focus on the local in isolation from the global, taking instead a multiple trajectories 
approach24 to understand these various arenas, each situated in particular historical and geographical contexts. 

Global scope: Processes of consumerization are occurring worldwide, but may be constituted in diverse ways with varied results. 
For comparative analysis, case studies were drawn from sites of program around the globe, primarily in developing countries but 
including development efforts in the United States as well. All told, researchers conducted case studies in Mexico, Kenya, India, 
Russia, China, Bangladesh, Brazil, and the United States. 

Multi-stakeholder approach: Our research depends on open collaborations and feedback from multiple partners from the 
academic world, industry, and development stakeholders. To engage our partners and lay conceptual foundations for the work 
the initiative conducted workshops on consumption and the middle class (hosted by Intel Labs in Oregon) and on “the bottom of 
the pyramid” in practice (hosted jointly by the University of California, Irvine; the University of California, Berkeley; and Intel Labs). 
The project has an advisory board comprised of leaders in the international development community. Maintaining this openness, 
the information, analysis and tools will be published both in hard copy and online, with goals of generating debate, discussion, and 
further collaborations.
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pacity	to	identify	the	pathways	through	which	a	potential	
want	can	be	actualized.	That	means	that	it	is	possible	to	
affect	things	the	project	didn’t	intend	to	affect.	It	can	be	
useful	to	project	planners	to	have	intermediary	indicators	
alongside	longer	term	project	goals.	These	aspirations	
can	be	powerful	motivators	to	technology	adoption,	
investment	in	e-learning,	and	computer	training.	Identify-
ing	these	specific	aspirations	can	be	valuable	to	market	
messages,	branding,	and	overall	market	strategies.

These	aspirations	associated	with	ICTs	can	be	seen	as	
interim	indicators	of	development	when	these	aspirations	
stem	from	enhanced	human	capabilities	rather	than	from	
distant	desires.38

In	similar	vein,	we	propose	that	the	Social	Viability	Meas-
ure	can	complement	existing	project	goals	and	evaluation	
tools,	in	helping	decision	makers	understand	and	antici-
pate	the	wider	social	effects	of	ICTD	programs,	as	well	
as	the	ways	that	social	issues	will	affect	them.

Section 1 • The Social Forces of Technology Adoption

Research Approach
Our research initiative’s work was guided by:
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Section 2

Concepts of Development

The concept of development in programs that aim to bring together 

social goals, financial goals, and technologies clearly means different 

things to different people. Intervention, projects and business strate-

gies linking ICTs to development have goals ranging from economic 

growth, to equitable income distribution, to market expansion, to 

income for the poorest, to bridging the “digital divide”. 39-40



The	World	Bank	debated	in	the	1990s	whether	choos-
ing	ICTs	drew	resources	away	from	other	development	
priorities.	They	came	to	the	conclusion	that	investment	
into	ICTs	should	be	seen	as	complementary	to	devel-
opment	goals	rather	than	in	competition.47	The	Bank	
measured	the	success	of	using	ICTs	in	terms	of	how	
much	progress	was	made	towards	meeting	the	MDGs.	
ICTs	were	thought	to	be	useful	in	“eradicating	poverty”	
by	stimulating	macroeconomic	growth,	making	markets	
more	efficient,	improving	social	inclusion,	and	facilitating	
political	involvement.47	These	goals	were	not	mutually	
exclusive,	but	some	institutions	conceptualizing	strate-
gies	for	ICTD	emphasized	particular	goals	over	others.	
The	development-through-entrepreneurship	model	is	at	
the	core	of	these	programs,	developed	in	the	last	decade	
on	the	basis	that	increasing	the	well-being	of	the	poor	
while	increasing	the	profits	of	the	private	sector	was	thus	
thought	to	provide	win-win	opportunities.5,40	The	core	
argument	was	that	a	sound	business	strategy	can	be	a	
sound	development	strategy.5-6,40,48-51		

With	this	shift	in	the	paradigm	of	poverty	alleviation,	
former	aid	recipients	are	now	viewed	as	“consumers”,	
“producers”,	and	“entrepreneurs”.	Consumption	of	goods	
and	services	itself	takes	a	privileged	role.	The	set	of	ac-
tors	thinking	about	social	and	financial	aspects	of	ICTs	
for	developing	countries	also	expanded	beyond	NGOs,	
governments	and	international	organizations	to	include	
multinational	corporations	(MNCs),	private	companies,	
and	entrepreneurs	with	business-oriented	goals.

Underlying	these	market	and	social	programs	and	models	
for	development	are	a	set	of	social	forces	that	mediate	
the	uptake	of	technologies.	As	we	have	outlined,	power-
ful	social	forces,	such	as	citizenship,	class	identity,	and	
individualization	underlie	the	processes	of	development	
and	we	incorporate	them	into	our	understandings	of	the	
concept.	Understanding	these	social	forces	and	their	
relevance	to	addressing	the	goals	of	these	technology	
programs	is	the	focus	of	this	report.
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Section 2 • Concepts of Development

	 The	term	“development”	has	been,	and	
continues	to	be,	widely	debated.	15,41-45	These	general	
debates	on	what	development	“is”	provide	the	context	
for	consideration	of	how	ICTs	are	being	used	for	“devel-
opment”.	We	recognize	the	diversity	of	approaches	to	
development	and	that	by	no	means	is	it	a	single,	mono-
lithic	concept.	Indeed	it	is	contested,	highly	variable	and	
uneven	(See	Appendix	2:	Definitions	of	Development).	
But	for	the	purposes	of	this	report	we	focus	on	develop-
ment	as	an	intervention	or	social	project.	Specifically	we	
look	at	programs	that	introduce	ICTs	for	the	purposes	
of	economic	and	social	development.	However,	we	look	
beyond	traditional	metrics	that	measure	well	being	and	
emphasize	the	importance	of	social	factors	in	the	con-
ceptualization	of	ICT	and	development	programs.	

The	theme	of	applying	technologies	to	development	
problems	is	not	a	new	idea.	This	technology	theme	in	de-
velopment	agendas	re-emerged	several	times	in	the	last	
four	decades	as	a	solution	to	address	chronic	issues	fac-
ing	developing	countries	such	as	hunger,	water	shortages,	
and	education.	Technology	driven	development	efforts	
continually	received	widespread	support	from	states,	
multilateral	organizations	and	NGOs.46

The	envisioned	benefits	of	ICT	and	development	
programs	vary	and	include:

• Economic gains/higher growth: such as increases in  
 efficiency and reductions in economic inequality.39   
 This is based on the idea that the ability of ICTs to bring  
 together buyers and sellers represents a gain through  
 lower transactions costs and possibly creation of new  
 markets. Efficiency gains can also be achieved through  
 ICTs enabling access to new goods and services. If ICTs  
 increase efficiencies in education or government service  
 delivery to the population, the rationale is that this  
 could likely lead to higher economic growth.39 

• Increased innovation: ICTs also hold the potential to  
 increase the rate of diffusion of innovations, which   
 might stimulate future innovation.39

• Human development: ICTs can lead to increased
 capabilities in terms of education, literacy, 
 empowerment and health measures.

The	specific	question	of	how	ICTs	could	be	useful	in	fa-
cilitating	development	objectives	has	received	significant	
attention	in	the	last	two	decades.	The	United	Nations,	
the	World	Bank,	governments	and	other	institutions	pro-
moted	ICTs	as	a	technological	tool	to	be	used	to	
meet	the	Millennium Development Goals (MDGs).

ICTD: Envisioned Benefits

Paradigm shift: Citizens now seen as consumers

ConsumersConsumers

Low Income

Citizens

Development
Community

Low Income

Development
Community

Middle Income High Income

Business
Community

Middle Income High Income

Business
Community
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Section 3

How do Social Forces Impact 
Technology Programs?

Social forces (such as citizenship, class identity, and individual 

agency) are at the basis of the success and failures of market and 

development strategies.They have actual business or social impact 

on technology programs (from the private sector to government to 

development projects). Yet they are often overlooked or unacknowl-

edged in the design and evaluation of projects.
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Section 3 • How do social forces impact technology programs?

Affect financial sustainability/market development.	
Who	is	seen	to	be	using	a	product	and	service,	and	
why,	can	determine	the	financial	sustainability	of	ICT	
programs.	If	a	service	or	product,	like	a	stripped-down,	
affordable	PC	is	perceived	to	be	specifically	targeting	a	
low	income	market,	this	may	limit	adoption	of	the	service	
or	product	by	the	broader	mass	market.	Often	times		
associated	with	a	“stripped	down”	or	“low	cost”	or		
“affordable”	device	or	service	is	the	assumption	that	
it	lacks	quality	and	is	only	for	use	by	the	uninformed,	
immature,	or	desperate.	Through	such	processes	of	
stigmatization	and	deprecation,	social	forces	not	only	
severely	restrict	opportunities	for	market	growth	beyond	
the	initial	target,	but	adoption	by	the	intended	“early	
adopters”	themselves.	

Affect social sustainability and inclusion:	In	creating	
perceptions	of	who	should	be	using	a	service,	social	
forces	can	also	redirect	the	market	for	an	intervention	
away	from	intended	beneficiaries.	For	example,	although	
a	program	such	as	a	computer	education	course	may	
be	explicitly	established	for	“inclusion”	purposes,	if	the	
employees,	project	staff,	or	entrepreneurs	implement-
ing	these	classes	perceive	computer	use	to	be	an	upper	
middle-class	activity,	they	may	instead	cater	to	these	
higher-income	groups	in	order	to	make	a	wider	market	
appeal	and	in	turn	exclude	the	population	that	was	origi-
nally	targeted.	

In	contrast,	if	a	service	or	product	is	framed	to	be	one	
that	includes	all	citizens,	both	poor	and	rich,	and	defines	
what	it	means	to	be	a	citizen	of	a	particular	country,	this	
can	actually	lead	to	positive	perceptions	of	the	service	
(see	Case	study:	M-Pesa,	Building	on	Citizenship	as	
Social	Force	in	Section	VII).	In	these	ways,	biases,	
anxieties,	and	desires	arising	from	the	conjunction	of	
multiple	social	forces	have	material	affects	for	access	
and	who	benefits.

	 Under	the	framework	of	participatory	
development,	there	is	often	a	focus	on	the	local	in	these	
programs.	The	local	is	often	privileged	as	the	panacea	
for	development	problems.43,52	On	the	other	side,	there	
is	also	a	tendency	in	many	projects	to	have	a	“global”	or	
“top	down”	bias52	in	technology	interventions	as	projects	
are	meant	to	scale	across	a	number	of	geographies.	This	
is	based	on	the	idea	that	technology	comes	from	outside	
and	can	be	dropped	into	different	locations	and	have	
similar	outcomes.	Our	approach	recognizes	that	many	
of	these	social	factors	operate	in	multiple	arenas24	and	
scales.	It	does	not	privilege	either	the	local	or	global,	but	
focuses	on	the	spatial	interconnections	among	the	differ-
ent	arenas	in	which	the	relationships	between	technolo-
gies	and	society	operate.	By	focusing	on	social	forces,	
rather	than	“global”	impacts	on	the	“local”,	development	
practitioners	can	get	beyond	this	impasse.

So how do these social forces impact technology 
programs?

Determine buy-in and appeal of products and services.	
The	desire	for	technology-based	products	or	to	use	
technology-mediated	services	depends	on	people’s	per-
ceptions	of	who	the	product	is	for,	how	it	is	positioned,	
and	whether	it	is	perceived	to	be	of	reliable	quality.	
Often	times	the	desire	for	products,	like	the	PC,	are	
determined	not	simply	by	the	price	of	the	device	or	the	
individual	person’s	needs	for	them,	but	by	what	that	
person	perceives	the	upper	middle	class	considers	
desirable.	

Our	research	finds	that	in	many	countries,	the	middle	
class	or	elites	determine	what’s	desirable	for	the	rest	
of	the	population	through	their	behavior	and	practices.	
Devices	or	services	that	are	considered	“respectable”	
by	the	upper	classes	are	often	seen	as	respectable	for	
others.	This	is	a	real	and	important	factor	that	impacts	
purchase	behavior.	

Devices or services that are considered

‘respectable’ by the upper classes are often

seen as respectable for others
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Section 4

The Social Viability Measure: 
Bringing Social Forces into Strategic Planning

To be successful economically, technologically, and socially, ICT-based 

development projects require a careful systematic look at the social 

and cultural forces at work in their implementation and their impacts. 

Yet these major mediating forces are often overlooked in the design, 

conception, and evaluation of technology programs, development 

projects, and market strategies to introduce ICT products and services 

to the poor, emerging middle class, or other targeted populations.



	 The	Social	Viability	Measure	is	a	three-step	
analytical	tool	to	help	decision	makers	of	ICTD	initiatives	
with	a	stake	in	a	particular	program.	Specifically,	for	the	
concrete	circumstances	and	constraints	of	that	program,	
it	is	designed	to	help	them	to:

The	Social	Viability	Measure	can	be	applied	to	govern-
ment	strategies	in	the	ICTD	space,	to	public/private	
partnerships	promoting	access	to	ICTs,	to	NGO	programs	
targeting	marginalized	groups	and	promoting	social	agen-
das	through	ICTs,	as	well	to	business	strategies	develop-
ing	financially-viable	market	initiatives.

Situate the program within its larger system: Any	ICT	
program	is	inevitably	and	always	just	one	piece	of	a	much	
larger	social,	cultural,	and	political	system	of	actors,	
policies,	historical	programs,	business	environments,	and	
social	norms.	In	order	to	identify	the	social	forces	at	work	
in	a	particular	program	or	project,	begin	by	restating	the	
project	goals	as	part	of	what	this	larger	system	is	or	has	
been	trying	to	achieve.	

This	may	mean	rethinking	a	market	intervention	to	
introduce	technologies	for	health	care	as	part	of	a	larger	
health	care	system	that	has	historically	ignored	the	
poorest	individuals.	Or	it	may	mean	rethinking	a	mobile	
banking	service	not	only	as	an	extension	to	the	current	
banking	system,	but	also	as	part	of	a	history	of	develop-
ment	programs	in	the	region	in	which	the	private	sector	
was	seen	to	be	more	efficient	than	the	government.	Or,	
indeed,	it	may	mean	rethinking	a	public-private	e-govern-
ance	service	as	necessarily	being	part	of	a	larger	context	
in	which	the	state	is	seen	as	the	only	legitimate	actor	to	
provide	government	services,	and	in	which	there	is	strong	
disillusionment	with	the	private	sector.	

Here	is	a	set	of	questions	to	initiate	the	identification	of	
social	forces	at	work	within	and	around	the	program:

• What is the larger systemic context of the program? 
 What have been the roles of the government, develop- 
 ment actors, and the private sector? How are the 
 potential actors in the project perceived?

• How is the larger system changing over time? 
 How have the actors changed, or been perceived to 
 change, over time? What programs have been tried 
 and what has failed? How is this current program 
 going to over come and be perceived in light of what  
 has gone before?

• What is behind the changes and their pace of change,  
 and why? What are the forces of change (or stasis)? 
 Are they rooted in technological innovation, societal 
 trends, policy mandates, new political leadership or 
 vision, or resistance/reaction to previous changes? 
 How does theprogram respond to or sit in relation to 
 these root causes of or opportunities for change?

Sketch the field of relevant social forces.	Now	that	the	
larger	system	has	been	identified	and	analyzed,	and	the	
program	reframed	in	relation	to	its	terms,	identification	of	
specific	social	forces	and	their	likely	relevance	can	proceed.	
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 Section 4 • The Social Viability Measure: Bringing Social Forces into Strategic Planning

1) Identify & Scope the Relevant 
 Field of Social Forces and Measure 
 its Strength in Program

Identify & scope the relevant field of social 
forces and measure its strength to a program.

Analyze impact of these forces on the program 
and its social and business goals.

Strategize how best to adapt and accommodate 
these social forces for the purposes of the program.

1)

2)

3)
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It	is	often	useful	to	use	the	larger	system	to	identify	a	
few	key	points	of	view	or	strategic	vantage	points,	and	to	
consider	the	relevancy	of	social	forces	from	each	in	turn.	
Social	forces	invisible	from	one	perspective	(e.g.,	that	of	
a	key	governmental	stakeholder	or	gatekeeper)	may	be	
prominent	from	another	(e.g.,	that	of	a	socially	and	geo-
graphically	distant	on-the-ground	service	provider).	

Below	is	a	checklist	of	questions	for	project	planners	and	
implementers	to	use	in	order	to	determine	which	social	
forces	are	at	work	in	the	project,	or	in	the	environment	
in	which	it	is	being	implemented	and	organized	around	a	
few	key	vantage	points.	

Often	what	this	check	list	reveals,	is	that	there	is	a	ten-
sion	within	the	system	that	produced	a	certain	social	
force.	For	example	in	the	case	of	class	identity,	wide-
spread	perceptions	among	the	population	of	who	should	
be	using	an	ICT	service	or	technology	may	be	at	odds	
with	who	the	intervention	is	actually	targeted	at.	Or	in	
the	case	of	citizenship,	notions	of	who	should	be	provid-
ing	a	service,	the	government	vs.	the	private	sector	may	
be	in	conflict	with	those	who	are	the	actual	partners	in	
the	intervention.	Identifying	and	understanding	these	
tensions	can	better	equip	project	managers	and	imple-
menters	to	anticipate	the	positive	and	negative	outcomes	
of	interventions.

By	assessing	the	strength	of	the	social	forces,	practition-
ers	are	in	a	better	position	to	clearly	identify	that	what	
is	going	on	is	really	an	issue	of,	say,	class,	rather	than	
individual	empowerment,	even	where	project	goals	are	
not	explicitly	about	enabling	upward	mobility.

Measure the Strength of Force:	After	identifying	the	
social	forces	at	work,	one	can	measure	the	strength	or	
importance	of	the	force	in	the	specific	ICT	intervention.	
Depending	on	the	social	force	strength	score,	decision	
makers	can	identify	which	forces	are	most	salient	and	
begin	planning	to	adapt	or	accommodate	them	in	the	
intervention.	For	example,	by	assessing	the	strength	of	
the	social	forces,	practitioners	are	in	a	better	position	
to	clearly	identify	that	what	is	going	on	is	really	an	issue	
of,	say,	class,	rather	than	individual	empowerment,	even	
where	project	goals	are	not	explicitly	about	enabling	
upward	mobility,	or	even	in	social	contexts	where	class	
is	difficult	to	talk	about	explicitly.	
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 Section 4 • The Social Viability Measure: Bringing Social Forces into Strategic Planning

What are challenges to national 
unity or identity and does the 
intervention affect these?

What are ways to be included or 
excluded as a citizen? Who will and 
will not be considered a legitimate 
consumer?

Does the product or service being 
provided reinforce or challenge an 
aspect of national pride or discom-
fort? To the extent that the inter-
vention is seen as a private-sector 
vs. public-sector offering, what are 
its advantages and disadvantages?

Strong: In answering these ques-
tions, most of the project’s key 
issues were in this area, even if 
supporting belonging/citizenship 
was not an explicit project goal. 
The bulk of the project’s contro-
versies and possible areas of long 
term change are in this area.

Moderate: In answering these 
questions, some of the projects 
key issues were in this area, even 
if supporting belonging/citizenship 
was not an explicit project goal.

Weak: Questions were not
applicable to the project. 

What social distinctions (class, 
gender, livelihood) are officially and 
unofficially taking place in service 
delivery or past projects?

How do people signal or hide their 
class identity? To what class do 
the targeted beneficiaries or con-
sumers actually want to be seen 
to belong?

What issues might arise due to 
class differences when representa-
tives of the business and interact 
with customers?

Strong: In answering these 
questions, most of the projects 
key issues were in this area, even 
if poverty alleviation or upward 
mobility was not an explicit project 
goal. The bulk of the project’s 
controversies and possible areas of 
long term change are in this area.

Moderate: In answering these 
questions, some of the project’s 
key issues were in this area, even 
if supporting poverty alleviation or 
upward mobility was not an explicit 
project goal.

Weak: Questions were not
applicable to the project. 

In what ways and to what extent 
does the government want 
beneficiaries to be empowered 
as individuals? What recourse do 
beneficiaries have when their 
needs and interests have not been 
perfectly anticipated, or when 
those needs change?

What assumptions do targeted 
populations make about what an 
‘individual’ is, and how individuals 
are supposed to relate to the 
intervention? Does the interven-
tion require, expand, or circumvent 
individual responsibility?

What aspects of the system will 
customers or consumers expect to 
control or ‘own’, or to reject control 
or ownership of?

Strong: In answering these ques-
tions, most of the project’s key 
issues were in this area, even if 
individual empowerment was not 
an explicit project goal. The bulk 
of the project’s controversies and 
possible areas of long term change 
are in this area.

Moderate: In answering these 
questions, some of the project’s 
key issues were in this area, even if 
individual empowerment was not 
an explicit project goal.

Weak: Questions were not
applicable to the project.

Sketch the Field of Relevant Social Forces

Strength of Force

Key Questions (from each Strategic Vantage Point)

Government

Citizens/
Consumers

Business

Citizenship Class identity Individual agency
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For	example,	by	identifying	citizenship,	or	let’s	say	a	po-
litically	divided	environment,	as	a	social	force,	it	becomes	
possible	to	anticipate	that	political	divisions	may	inhibit	
scaling	an	ICT	project	across	a	region.	Another	antici-
pated	outcome	may	be	that	without	perceived	equity	
in	distribution	of	benefits	to	all	ethnic	groups,	political	
issues	may	affect	the	long-term	trajectory	of	the	project.	
Another	example	with	the	social	force	of	individual	
agency	may	reveal	a	conflict	or	tension	between	how	an	
individual	wants	to	get	ahead	in	life	vs.	their	obligations	
and	expectations	to	maintain	or	be	tied	to	a	household.	
An	anticipated	outcome	could	be	that	an	intervention	
targeted	solely	at	individuals	may	not	resonate	or	be	
appealing	to	a	population	where	the	household	is	the	
driving	unit	of	technology	adoption.

This	step	is	about	determining	and	anticipating	conse-
quences	on	the	project,	including	both	positive	and	nega-
tive	consequences.	This	entails	that,	given	the	particular	
issues	and	tensions	about	a	certain	social	force,	decision-
makers	determine	what	the	impacts	may	be	for:

• Buy-in/appeal of ICT services, products and 
 infrastructures

• Financial sustainability or market development 
 opportunities

• Social sustainability and benefits of project
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2) Analyze Impact of These Forces 
 on the Program and its Social 
 and Business Goals

Impacts of Intervention

Buy-in/Appeal

Social goals

Citizenship Class identity Individual agency

Business goals



At	this	point,	the	landscape	of	social	forces	and	their	
relevance	to	different	aspects	of	the	intervention	have	
been	laid	out.	In	many	cases	the	actionable	usefulness	of	
this	analysis	will	be	in	planning	how	to	accommodate	the	
relatively	fixed	structure	of	this	landscape,	to	find	a	path	
of	least	resistance	through	it,	and	to	choose	and	plan	for	
points	of	resistance	wisely.	However,	the	analysis	may	
also	suggest	ways	in	which	social	forces	can	be	adapted	
to	the	business	and	social	purposes	of	the	intervention.	
Indeed,	depending	on	time-scale	and	pace	of	social	
change,	the	landscape	of	social	forces	is	dynamic	and	will	
necessarily	be	changed	by	the	intervention	itself.

There	are	four	key	areas	that	you	can	build	from	and	
affect	for	these	social	forces,	particularly	the	tensions	
about	them.

1) Branding/Positioning/Targeting/Messaging:
Studies	indicate	that	the	world’s	most	valuable	brands	
have	developed	based	on	the	principles	of	cultural	
branding.53	Brands	become	‘iconic’	or	the	‘most	com-
pelling	symbol	of	a	set	of	ideas	or	values	that	a	society	
deems	important’	when	they	tap	into	cultural	contradic-
tions53	or	as	we	describe	them	the	tensions	about
social	forces.	Icons	represent	a	kind	of	primal	story	—	an	
identity	myth*	—	that	consumers,	end	users	of	technolo-
gies,	and	beneficiaries	of	development	interventions	can	
use	to	address	the	desires	and	anxieties	about	identity.	
The	value	of	these	brands	is	that	they	carry	a	substantial	
symbolic	significance	for	their	consumers.	They	hold	
extraordinary	identity	value	because	they	address	a	set	
of	collective	anxieties	and	desires,	cultural	contradic-
tions,	or	a	set	of	social	forces	that	can	perform	identity	
myths.53	Customers	buy	the	product	or	service,	buy	into	
the	development	intervention,	or	accept	the	infrastruc-
ture	build	out	so	that	they	too	can	experience	the	stories,	
lives,	identity	myths	that	the	brand	tells.	To	create	iden-
tity	value,	project	planners	must	detail	the	brand’s	stakes	
in	the	transformation	of	culture	and	society	and	the	
particular	cultural	expressions	the	brand	uses	to	achieve	
these	transformations.	These	principles	of	cultural	brand-
ing	can	be	used	in	efforts	to	reach	first-time	buyers	of	
technologies,	messaging	about	the	importance	or	value	of	
a	government	policy	or	intervention,	and	communications	
to	citizens	about	inclusion.

2) Partnerships: The	actors	involved	in	the	particular	
intervention	(in	terms	of	who	is	the	face	to	consumers,	
what	is	their	brand	and	reputation	among	consumers,	and	
how	this	impacts	your	actual	intervention)	are	all	influ-
enced	by	the	social	forces	and	perceptions.	For	example,	
in	a	context	where	there	is	great	disillusionment	with	the	
private	sector,	e-governance	services	implemented	by	
private	entrepreneurs	may	not	instill	confidence	in	the	

end	users	of	these	services.	Identifying	social	forces	and	
in	particular	how	they	may	impact	your	intervention,	can	
be	mitigated	by	changing	the	partners	involved	in	the	
intervention,	or	at	least	the	outward	facing	partner	that	
interacts	with	the	end	user,	consumer,	or	targeted	benefi-
ciary.	This	can	lead	to	better	trust	and	buy-in	to	a	service;	
ongoing	use	of	a	device,	service	or	infrastructure;	and	be	
used	to	more	effectively	attract	the	targeted	population.

3) Scope: Identifying	the	social	forces	and	their	impacts	
on	business	and	social	goals,	may	reveal	that	the	scope	of	
the	project	needs	to	be	shifted	in	order	to	attain	realistic	
outcomes.	This	may	entail	including	intermediary		
development	goals	(such	as	the	development	of	aspira-
tions)—that	are	sometimes	more	realistic	in	the	short-
term	than	traditional	development	goals	via	ICTs	such	
as	improved	education,	healthcare,	or	governance.	
Determining	what	citizens	perceive	or	think	about	the	
intended	target	beneficiaries	of	an	intervention	can	also	
impact	ongoing	use.	For	example,	interventions	appear-
ing	to	benefit	those	outside	of	a	particular	community,	
or	a	certain	social	group,	or	large	private	sector	actors	
with	poor	customer	service	reputations	or	otherwise	
distrusted	by	the	community,	may	make	individuals	wary	
of	using	services.

4) Business plans: The	social	forces	assessment	may	
reveal	that	existing	ownership	structures	built	into	inter-
ventions	are	not	viable	because	of	negative	perceptions	
of	these	structures.	It	may	reveal	that	pricing	mechanisms	
should	change	to	reflect	what	is	perceived	to	be	valuable	
as	well	as	economically	viable.	This	is	a	constant	tension	
in	ICT	interventions	when	populations	perceive	free	or	
subsidized	services,	or	low	cost	technologies	to	be	infe-
rior	quality.	Other	related	issues	include	perceptions	of	
and	trust	in	nodes	in	supply	chains.
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3) Strategize How Best to Adapt & 
 Accommodate These Social Forces

Brands hold extraordinary identity value because they address a 

set of collective anxieties and desires, cultural contradictions,

or a set of social forces that can perform identity myths.

* The word “myth” is used here not in the sense of something false
 and superstitious but rather in the sense of a particularly   
 compelling and resonant fiction.54
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Strategies to Accommodate Social Forces

Branding/
Positioning/
Targeting/
Messaging

Partnerships

Scope

Business plans

Citizenship Class identity Individual agency

As decision makers in the ICTD field plan, strategize, and evaluate their inter-
ventions, the social viability measure becomes a useful tool. It enables them to 
gauge the social viability of a project, to anticipate unexpected consequences 
of a new product or service, and to shape these social forces to maximize the 
economic and social benefit of projects. 

So when evaluating a potential opportunity, one traditionally considers return 
on investment (ROI) of a new ICT product or service (in addition to other 
factors). Considering the social viability measure becomes equally important 
to gauge opportunity as well as social buy-in and acceptance. 

When do I use the 

Social Viability Measure?
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Social Forces: Both Constraints and Opportunities
The Case of Akshaya Telecenters in Kerala, India4

CASE STUDY

One example of a development project that was impacted by these 
forces, particularly in terms of appeal of the service, brand and as a 
result financial sustainability for entrepreneurs, is the Akshaya com-
puter education and e-governance project in Kerala, India. Akshaya 
is a public-private partnership which promotes computer education 
for social development purposes. The services are delivered through 
internet enabled telecenters which are owned by individual entrepre-
neurs. The government had goals of promoting computer education 
for all, particularly the poor. Entrepreneurs faced challenges in ap-
pealing to the mass market, the poor and middle class. 

Social forces about class, and perceptions of who was frequenting 
the centers had a direct impact on the brand of these telecenters 
and also the financial sustainability of the entrepreneurs. Those 
entrepreneurs who appealed to the lower income groups faced chal-
lenges in their branding because the population thought that they 
were government centers and not private centers.

Additionally notions about citizenship played a role in determining consumers’ trust in these telecenters. Whether people perceived 
the centers to be government-run or privately-run made a difference in how citizens trusted in the services that were being 
provided. Specifically in the case of the e-governance services, customers thought that only the government should be providing 
such services because they had a trust in the government as a caretaker of the welfare of its citizens. 

But at the same time, they did not trust in the government to provide computer education courses, because they felt that could 
be delivered more effectively through privately run centers. This put the Akshaya entrepreneurs in a bind, because they were 
delivering both education and e-governance services and were being perceived as both private and public simultaneously.

This case highlights how perceptions of class, respectability and understandings of the relationships between the private 
and public spheres, and its obligations to citizens impacted the sustainability of the business, delivery of e-governance and 
computer education.
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Section 5

Case Studies and Social Forces

Citizenship, class, and individual agency all mediate and drive 

technology adoption. This chapter takes a look at these social forces 

in-depth. It highlights a set of case studies to illustrate how these 

social forces work in practice within the geographically and histori-

cally specific contexts of different ICT interventions, products  

and services. 
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 “East Africa gets high speed internet!” was 
one of the many headlines describing the “landing” of 
the fiber optic cable to the East African coast in July 
2009.  Njoki, a young woman in her 20’s who lives in 
the low income housing development on the outskirts of 
Nairobi, was particularly excited. Newly equipped with a 
certificate in computer training, she carries a great hope 
that Kenyans will be able to develop a globally respected 
BPO sector and that she and many others will get jobs. 
“When the (fiber optic) cable comes, we’ll be connected 
to the world and people will have to take this economy 
seriously. The cable represents our country’s future. If 
India and South Africa can do it, so can we.”

For	Njoki,	ICT	infrastructure	is	the	key	to	Kenya	secur-
ing	what	she	believes	to	be	its	rightful	place	in	the	global	
economy.	It	is	not	just	a	technological	advancement	for	
the	country,	but	one	that	brings	respect,	and	a	sense	
of	belonging	as	a	country	into	a	global	hierarchy.	It	also	
evokes	a	unified	feeling	for	Njoki	of	what	it	means	to	be	
Kenyan	that	contrasts	with	the	deeply	divided	state	of	
politics	in	the	country.

The definition of citizenship:	The	concept	of	citizenship	
on	the	surface	appears	to	be	a	straightforward	question	
of	political	rights	or	claims,	entitlement,	territoriality,	and	
modernity.53	Important	to	notions	of	citizenship	are	rela-
tionships	between	citizens	and	the	nation-state	(whether	
in	terms	of	class	position,	regional	distance	from	the	
center,	or	ethnic	group)	and	within	the	global	economy.	
However,	beyond	the	legal	aspects	of	citizenship	are	im-
portant	issues	of	identity	that	influences	how	citizenship	
is	experienced	by	individuals,	governments,	and	civil	soci-
ety.	Some	argue	that	citizens	are	in	fact	created	through	
cultural	processes54,	such	as	power	relations	of	control	
and	consent	between	individuals	and	the	government.	
Cultural	citizenship54	is	defined	as	the	cultural	practices	
and	beliefs	that	create	a	sense	of	belonging	within	a	
national	population	or	geographic	location.	

It	can	be	thought	of	as	a	dual	process	of	creating	one’s	
role	and	identity	as	a	citizen	and	at	the	same	time	experi-
encing	the	control	and	power	of	the	government.	

Our	research	shows	that	citizenship	mediates	technology	
adoption	and	use.	Social	forces	around	citizenship	are	
tied	to	how	individuals	are	located	within	larger	networks	
of	national	and	global	relationships,	as	we	show	below.

Sense of belonging within a national population:
Technologies	are	increasingly	tied	to	individual	identities,	
as	they	symbolize	and	help	enable	a	person’s	place	in	
society,	and	more	broadly	in	senses	of	national	identity.	
Mobile	phone	and	broadband	access	is	often	seen	by	
governments	to	be	part	of	a	national	agenda	to	intercon-
nect	all	citizens,	businesses,	and	state	entities	and	to	
provide	the	opportunities	that	go	with	that	connectivity	
(such	as	jobs,	business	growth,	and	general	prosperity).	
Consequently,	while	those	excluded	may	feel	their	status	
as	citizens	is	not	valued	and	not	valuable,	those	included	
–	particularly,	those	newly	included	–	may	feel	a	new	or	
renewed	sense	of	citizenship	and	its	meaning.	Here	are	
two	examples	from	our	research:

• Valued services delivered via PC or mobile phone can 
 strengthen aspects of personal identity linked to citi 
 zenship. For example, we will highlight a case in Kenya,  
 where a mobile banking service made individuals often  
 labeled as ‘poor’ to feel part of a national identity that  
 transcended rigid class hierarchies and perceptions  
 about the poor.

• Technology-mediated learning or particular technology  
 usages also helped individuals feel that they were on  
 the same path as the rest of the country. For example,  
 computer-mediated English language learning courses  
 in China enabled citizens to feel part of a “modern”  
 Chinese identity.55 

These	perceptions	of	technologies	and	their	links	to	
identity	present	opportunities	to	harness	the	social	force	
of	citizenship	for	branding,	messaging	and	positioning	de-
vices	and	services.	Linking	a	product,	service	or	interven-
tion	to	the	benefits	of	being	part	of	a	national	identity,	or	
part	of	a	drive	towards	modernity	can	prove	to	be	benefi-
cial	in	garnering	widespread	support	or	buy-in.	However,	
it	can	also	present	a	constraint	if	the	notion	of	citizen-
ship	does	not	enable	perceptions	of	a	beneficial	shared	
future,	but	is	something	that	should	be	challenged.	

Citizenship as a Social Force

Perceptions of technologies and their links

to identity present opportunities to harness

the social force of citizenship for branding,

messaging and positioning devices. 
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Membership into a global network: As	the	example	
of	Njoki	and	the	fiber	optic	cable	in	Kenya	illustrates,	
technologies	have	become	part	of	a	process	by	which	
countries	and	individuals	can	make	claims	on	member-
ship,	legitimacy,	and	status	at	the	global	level.

In	the	global	development	arena,	countries	now	compete	
in	terms	of	quality	and	quantity	of	broadband	infra-
structure,	proportion	of	the	population	“e-literate”,	and	
development	of	e-governance	services.	This	has	direct	
impacts	on	levels	of	government	investment	into	particu-
lar	technological	infrastructures,	subsidies	for	technolo-
gy-enabled	services	for	citizens,	and	citizen	support	for	
particular	government	policies.
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M-Pesa, Building on Citizenship as Social Force

CASE STUDY

Context: The M-Pesa mobile banking service in Kenya began in 
March 2007 by Kenya’s largest mobile network operator, Safaricom 
(which is part of the Vodaphone Group) with support from DFID, 
the United Kingdom development agency. The payment service via 
mobile phones was introduced with the goal of deepening financial 
access for the poor. The system, which has grown into one of the 
largest and most successful “mobile money” systems in the world, 
enables consumers, regardless of whether they have a bank account 
or not, to deposit, transfer, and withdraw money via their mobile 
phones and the extensive network of Safaricom airtime resellers.19 

The service was largely successful in reaching a broad range of 
consumers in Kenya partly because the cost of the service was 
cheaper than traditional money transfer methods (predominantly, the 
physical transportation of cash). It also filled a gap between mobile 
phone penetration and banking penetration. The service became part 
of Safaricom’s successful strategy to reach the broader mass market, 
including the wealthiest segments of the country. They have now 
expanded the M-Pesa functionality beyond phone-to-phone money 
transfer to bill payment and financial services that highlight conven-
ience, something for which our research showed all income groups in 
Kenya are willing to pay. 

Scope & Impact of Social Force: This is an example of a service that used notions of citizenship, in terms of what it means to be 
Kenyan, to promote the widespread adoption of ICTs. Originally, the mobile banking service was introduced in the name of inclu-
sion to target the lower income groups in the country, who were considered to be “unbanked”. But as the service gained penetra-
tion in the market, Safaricom shifted in its branding and messaging away from the poor and visions of having them participate in 
a banking intervention, to a broader understanding of inclusion with the view of the consumer as “everyone” that encompassed 
perceptions of “the nation” or what it meant to be a Kenyan. 

Marketing materials used images of Kenyans of all different tribes, and socioeconomic classes.56 Because the country suffered 
from hundreds of deaths during the violent period following the elections of 2008, there is a widespread anxiety and desire in the 
country to “move on” beyond the divisions of tribalism and towards a unified nation. The elections fueled tribal fears, anger, and 
divides, as a result of a contested election result. The Safaricom marketing strategy for M-Pesa directly addresses these anxieties.

Strategy for adapting/accommodating social force: Safaricom has arguably become an iconic brand in Kenya, as the dominant 
player in the mobile phone space. Whether it was an explicit move to incorporate citizenship into their brand strategy or not, the 
brand performs an identity myth about a unified nation. It addresses the cultural anxieties of citizens about tribalism which can 
lead to loss of business prospects, violence, and a disruption to the economy. The aspirations that are revealed in an identity myth 
like the unified Kenya are an expression of Kenyan citizens’ collective aspired identity. This iconic brand helps to smooth over these 
tensions and helps people create a vision of themselves that is linked to ICTs.57 

This is an example of a service that used notions 

of citizenship, in terms of what it means to be Kenyan, 

to promote the widespread adoption of ICTs. 
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Humberto, a taxicab driver, lives with his wife, a seam-
stress, and three young children in Valladollid, a small 
city in on the Yucatan Peninsula of Mexico. Recently 
when chatting with his fellow cabbies, he learned about 
a new computer center that was going to open at the 
library. Humberto is at first excited — after all, his brother 
in Mexico City sells computers in Sam’s Club. His fellow 
cabbies talk about how the telecentro will be “open to 
all”, but most laugh at that idea. Humberto knows the 
library well — it is down the street off the Zocalo and the 
church — and he often takes university students and pro-
fessors there. But he has never been inside the library, 
and doubts that he will ever go soon. What educated and 
refined person would like to sit next to a taxista?

1) Defining Class
Class	is	most	often	measured	by	income,	for	example,	
the	middle	classes	are	determined	frequently	to	be	those	
who	earn	75	–	125%	of	the	median	income	identified	for	
a	country.20	Ravallion	takes	the	position	that	income	is	
a	valid	measure	of	class,	but	that	it	should	be	adjusted	
to	reflect	the	overall	economy	of	a	country	and	whether	
or	not	it	is	developed	or	developing.	Sometimes	this	
income-based	definition	is	supplemented	by	the	level	of	
education	achieved	by	the	head	of	the	household	or	the	
type	of	occupation	in	which	one	works.	For	example,	the	
middle	class	is	often	assumed	to	have	a	relatively	high	
level	of	education,	spend	a	certain	amount	on	technology	
purchases,	and	fall	somewhat	in	the	middle	of	income	
ranges	for	a	specific	country	or	community.	

This	report	takes	the	view	that	class	is	more	than	a	one	
dimensional	number,	supplemented	or	not	by	a	couple	
of	other	variables	like	education	level.	The	thing	that	
matters	most	about	class	is	people’s	perceptions	of	why	
class	is	important.	Class	can	be	thought	of	in	terms	of	
social	stratification,	power	or	hierarchical	arrangements	
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of	people.58-59 60 61	It	is	based	on	a	number	of	dimensions	
including,	but	not	limited	to:	relationships	of	production,	
ownership	and	consumption,	membership,	family,	educa-
tion	and	acculturation).		It	is	a	social	force	that	mediates	
people’s	relationships	not	only	with	each	other	but	also	
with	different	material	goods,	including	technology.	

Class	manifests	itself	in	the	following	ways:
• Class can be expressed as a form of status and respect 
 ability, often expressed in material possessions, such  
 as the type of house in which one lives, or the kind of  
 mobile phone one carries, or profession, or educational  
 background. Class can also refer to a common sense of  
 belonging, whether it is to a virtual, online community or  
 to a common action organized based on shared beliefs  
 and values. 

• Class can often confer respectability, prestige or   
 shame; it can be inclusive or exclusive, can manifest  
 itself through the emotion of desire, can reify citizen 
 ship and nationhood, and create conflict or peaceful  
 harmony. It is always culturally specific and histo- 
 rically situated. 

• Class does not exist in a vacuum. Class is a fluid state  
 of being; as the global recession of 2008–2009 has  
 shown, the rich can slip to a lower status while others  
 might benefit and go from poor to a new class position  
 in the emerging middle class. But class identities can  
 remain fixed regardless of income. Each shift in class  
 positioning will almost always an impact on how people  
 use or give up certain technologies; in the US many 
 middle class families have both given up landline 
 telephones and cable TV, but retained their internet  
 access because the latter was seen as indispensable to  
 a middle class lifestyle.

• Class is one way in which a society acts out social and  
 economic differentiation among its members. As such,  
 the relevant class structure can be global, national  
 or local. 

• Class, because it highlights difference across groups of  
 people, also highlights differences in access to power.  
 This power differential shifts at different moments in  
 time which gives class its extremely dynamic nature. 
 It is the upper classes that hold the most power due to  
 their position of greater economic wealth. In the case of  
 technology roll-out, particularly for infrastructure, often  
 the wealthy will set policy and standards and perhaps  
 in so doing, ignore the needs of the less well-off and  
 influential classes. 

Class Identity as 
a Social Force

The thing that matters most about class is people’s 

perceptions of why class is important. 



2) The Importance of Class as a Social Force in 
 Technology Adoption

Class	identities	and	stratification	profoundly	shapes	the	
material	world	from	the	type	of	housing	one	lives	in	-	
government	subsidized	apartments	versus	a	“McMansion”	
in	the	suburbs	-	to	the	mobile	phone	one	uses	-	a	basic	
mobile	handset	or	a	smart	phone	-	or	the	presence	or	
absence	of	a	computer	in	the	home	(such	as	the	desktop	
in	the	a	prominent	spot	in	some	Indian	emerging	middle	
class	homes	).	

As	such,	these	material	goods	can	serve	as	status	markers	
of	the	family’s	“middle	class-ness”	and	as	a	means	for	the	
individual	to	both	gain	and	maintain	that	status.	Middle	
class	status	is	both	aspirational	and	boundary-setting,	in	
that	one	must	work	to	attain	or	maintain	in	various	ways	
one’s	own	middle	class	identity	while	at	the	same	time	
making	sure	that	others	from	different	classes	—	mostly	
from	poorer	classes	—	do	not	dilute	one’s	status	by	mak-
ing	it	common	and	ubiquitous.	

3) The Middle Class is a Respectable Place to Be
The	relationship	of	the	middle	class	to	consumption	and	
identity	formation	is	well	studied.61-63  Whether	it	is	an	
“emerging”	or	established	practice	of	the	middle	class,	
consumption	—	both	actual	and	desired	—	is	seen	as	a	key	
marker	of	the	middle	class.	

Woven	into	the	ideas	about	the	concept	of	aspiration	and	
class	position	are	the	dual	states	of	respectability	and	
belonging,	both	which	are	again	culturally	produced	and	
mediated.	The	state	of	being	that	we	term	“respectabil-
ity”	is	linked	closely	to	“middle	classness”.	

Respectability	implies	notions	of	hard	work,	moral	
composure,	and	a	sense	that	one	has	achieved	a	certain	
goodness	that	imparts	a	higher	status.			
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Technology	possesses	for	many	people	around	the	world	
that	certain	cachet	of	goodness	and	respectability:	one	
flashes	his	sleek	netbook	to	show	he	is	a	hard-working	
on-the-go	professional;	one	buys	the	best	PC	she	can	
for	her	children	to	assure	them	a	good	social	place	in	the	
present	and	future;	or	one	takes	a	computer	education	
course	because	that	is	what	is	perceived	to	be	a	“middle-
class	practice”.	37	The	motivation	for	respect	does	not	
exist	“somewhere	out	there”	but	is	created	through	this	
dialogue	between	the	private	sector	and	pre-existing	
notions	of	class.	Computers	are	often	positioned	to	be	
about	middle	class	belonging.	

These	ideas,	often	linked	to	one’s	self	identity,	come	
together	to	further	create	a	sense	of	belonging	to	a	larger	
group,	whether	real	or	imagined.	In	a	certain	sense,	the	
realization	that	one	might	belong	to	the	middle	class	
serves	to	give	one	the	permission	to	desire	things	that	
one	might	never	imagined	having	previously.	This	is	a	
question	quite	separate	from	what	is	and	is	not	afford-
able.	This	understanding	and	expression	of	class	identity	
and	belonging	is	often	further	modified	by	gender,	no-
tions	of	the	foreign	vs.	local,	and	a	person’s	place	in	that	
whole	structure.

Understanding	how	class	mediates	both	the	desire	for	
technology,	and	the	assumed	status	that	technology	can	
bestow	upon	those	who	acquire	it,	is	an	important	factor	
to	anticipating	the	consequences	of	a	technology	inter-
vention	or	development	project.	Rigid	class	structures	
may	act	as	inhibitors	to	technology	adoption	and	thus	in-
terventions	must	make	explicit	strategies	to	work	around,	
adjust	for,	or	even	leverage	these	structures.	

Class,	respectability	and	belonging	are	also	essential	
components	in	brand,	messaging,	and	buy-in	or	appeal	
of	particular	products.	Perceptions	of	who	is	using	a	par-
ticular	product	or	service	and	how	that	relates	to	class	
becomes	important	in	devising	scope	of	interventions,	
the	partners	involved	in	implementing	a	project	
or	service,	and	the	business	model.

Middle class status is both aspirational 

and boundary-setting.
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Class, Belonging & Russia

CASE STUDY

“So is there something special you’d like me to bring from America? 
Something you can’t find in Vladivostok?” “Yes—an iPhone.” Our local 
contact in Russia, Sergei, was in search of a 3G iPhone for his wife.  
He explained that in America, the new iPhones were selling for what 
seemed to be pennies, and in Russia they were going for well over 
$700. This, to his mind was an outrageous insult, more than just a 
problem of affordability. The price had become a potent reminder of 
the exclusions that Russians face from global consumer markets.”   

Scope & Impact of Social Force: In the example above, Sergei was 
not insulted because the iPhone was unaffordable. It galled to pay 
this high price, because it meant acknowledging Russia’s poignantly 
felt, newfound status as a second class global citizen. There was 
a sentiment of injustice at having to pay exorbitant prices which 
he perceived the rest of the world did not. Purchasing at this price 
level meant accepting the notion that the Russian consumer was 
somehow not a “normal” consumer, and perhaps could never be, even 
twenty years after the collapse of Soviet rule. Our research indicated 
that this second class citizen sentiment was tightly linked to people’s 
beliefs about global belonging, which was a matter of class. There 
are, of course, straightforwardly macroeconomic reasons behind such 
high prices. High tariffs, centralized customs clearance procedures, 
and other factors drive up the costs. 

And indeed, when computer stores held sales, offering cheap iPhones and other gadgets for a limited time as they did in the 
summer of 2009, throngs of crowds pressed in to take advantage. Yet this behavior was more than just desire for a good bargain.  
Cheap prices, even prices so low that consumers knew  the stores were likely to cynically “run out” of product before they would 
get it, nevertheless offered the prospect of legitimate, and normal, consumption. Many people viewed reasonable prices as a 
restoration of a more rational order of market exchange.  

This is a context where many Russians have experienced downward mobility, and even the solidly middle and upper classes are 
aware that the next crisis could change everything. There are beliefs in Russia about what defines one as middle class based on 
various cultural norms of how individuals should act and behave. There are also clear distinctions that Russians make between 
themselves and the rest of the world. Our respondents did not consider themselves an “emerging” market as many African or 
Asian countries may be categorized and did not want to be compared to them. Instead, they indicated that Russia already be-
longed to what they saw the “proper order of things”, even if it was not reflected in current circumstance. The belief was the 
Russia should rightfully belong to the global middle class. 

Strategy for adapting/accommodating social force: The Russian case highlights the potential to build on ideas and anxieties 
about belonging, entitlement to a rightful global status, or the sense of inclusion (and exclusion) that already exists. It also reveals 
a tension between beliefs about status and an existing situation of perceived exclusion from the global consumer economy. Here 
the tension is creating demand for a mobile device. These are precisely the types of anxieties and tensions which build the foun-
dation for potential strategies for branding based on cultural contradictions.57 

There was a sentiment of injustice at having

to pay exorbitant prices which he perceived

the rest of the world did not. 



As	a	process,	individualization	entails	a	change	in	power	
relationships,	generally	but	not	necessarily	in	the	favor	
of	end-users	or	consumers.		Individual	ownership	of	ICT	
devices	begins	to	push	individual	control,	or	perception	
of	control,	into	the	underlying	infrastructure.		Infrastruc-
ture,	whether	defined	as	the	ICT	infrastructure	of	a	firm,	
including	all	of	the	PCs,	or	treated	as	pipes	and	towers	in	
large	public	works	projects,		is	fairly	resistant	to	individual	
control.	For	example,	many	people	in	our	investigations	
believed	infrastructure	to	be	something	that	either	“ar-
rived”	or	did	not,	and	were	summarily	uninterested	in	
how	connectivity	came	to	be	provided.	Indeed,	that	one	
can	take	infrastructure	for	granted	is	part	what	makes	
people	perceive	something	to	be	infrastructure	in	the	
first	place.§	

But	there	are	nevertheless	indications	that	in	places	both	
rich	and	poor,	especially	where	connectivity	is	uncertain	
or	otherwise	manifestly	unfair,	this	“taken-for-granted-
ness”	is	far	from	the	case.		The	user	might	“strike	back”	
as	it	were.		In	our	view,	implementers	of	ICTD	projects	
would	be	wise	to	anticipate	and	accommodate	the	ways	
that	individuals	are	likely	to	put	pressure	on	and	change	
various	parts	of	the	system	they	are	trying	to	implement.

2) Individualization through Tiered Consumption
One	way	this	increasingly	happens	is	through	tiered	con-
sumption.	There	is	a	long-term	trend,	first	identified	by	
geographers	Steven	Graham	and	Simon	Marvin,64		in	how	
public	or	public-private	infrastructure	providers	increas-
ingly	treat	infrastructure	users	as	private	consumers,	
rather	than	public	citizens.	They	point	out	the	following	
examples	of	infrastructures	having	been	redesigned	to	
look	like	luxury	goods:

• In the United States there are voluntary toll lanes,   
 where those who can afford it can have an enhanced 
 driving experience, and those who cannot pay must sit 
 in traffic.

• In industrializing countries, clean water access is 
 often far from being a taken-for-granted infrastructure, 
 prompting the upper middle class to band together 
 in gated communities which become the key actors in
 ensuring consumer good and not a right.

In	these	ways,	21st	century	infrastructures	are	moving	
away	from	past	ideals	of	“basic	needs”	provision	for	all.	In	
turn,	the	proper	and	expected	way	to	engage	with	them	
has	become,	for	better	or	for	worse,	as	an	individual—and	
a	consuming	individual	at	that.

...For Pravin, a motorcycle-driving mobile phone salesman 
from Kerala, India, owning a computer as an individual 
is a double-edged sword. When he was studying for his 
diploma, his parents gave him a laptop, so that he didn’t 
have to share the family computer with his brothers and 
sisters. It was his, and his only, and he was proud of it. 
Now that he is working, though, what was originally a 
sign of independence and adulthood is now also a symbol 
of his lack of power. His company refuses to get him a 
company laptop, as they don’t trust low-level employees 
to use it properly or access company data. So instead, he 
uses his own...

1) What Is Individual Agency?
Individual	agency	can	be	defined	as	the	ability	for	ordi-
nary	people	to	change,	control,	or	influence	technologies,	
or	the	systems	of	delivering	those	technologies.		The	
report	uses	this	term	to	draw	attention	away	from	the	
ways	that	formal	institutions	shape	technology	interven-
tions,	and	towards	the	ways	that	this	happens	through	
informal	means.	

In	the	ICT	domain,	individual	agency	points	to	the	pieces	
of	a	larger	system	that	end	users	own,	or	have	control	
over.	It	refers	to	the	ways	that	these	arrangements	in	turn	
change	the	relationships	between	infrastructure	builders	
and	users,	and	indeed	the	boundary	between	“infrastruc-
ture”	and	“consumer	device”.	In	Pravin’s	case,	aspects	of	
individualization	of	the	ICT	device	itself	as	well	as	the	
corporate	ICT	infrastructure/policy	is	complex:

• The company has deployed an infrastructure that   
 requires salespeople to use highly individualized 
 devices (mobile laptops) for access. Pravin needs a lap 
 top to do his work as a responsible individual employee.

• Pravin’s family, including Pravin himself, sees the 
 laptop as an important mechanism and symbol of his 
 becoming an adult. It frees him from the control of 
 parents who monitor the desktop use at home. 

• Fortunately for Pravin, his company exhibits what has 
 been called “the consumerization of IT”   in allowing 
 employee-maintained laptops on their network. But 
 unfortunately for him, this kind of hybrid access is 
 second-class, and marks him as a second-class 
 employee because only managers and senior manage 
 ment are actually given PCs to use. Though actually  
 more “individualized”, it departs from the company’s  
 model for what counts as first-class or proper ICT use,  
 a model in which the company owned and controlled  
 infrastructure extends all the way into the access 
 device itself. 
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a Social Force

 Gartner, Inc.  20 October 2005.  “Gartner Says Consumeriza- 
 tion Will Be Most Significant Trend Affecting IT During Next 10  
 Years” [press release].  http://www.gartner.com/press_releases/ 
 asset_138285_11.html

§	Starr, S. L. The Ethnography of Infrastructure. American 
 Behavioral Scientist. 43, 377-391 (1999).
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Consumption	is	not	the	only	way	individuals	occupy	a	
position	in	the	larger	system	of	technology	delivery.	Just	
because	people	are	treated	as	consumers	does	not	mean	
they	necessarily	act	like	them.	In	our	research	we	found	
instances	where	people	would	resist	being	treated	as	a	
consumer	and	make	appeals	to	notions	of	citizenship	and	
inclusion	as	a	way	of	calling	into	question	the	dominance	
of	individual	consumption.	The	shift	away	from	basic	
needs	and	a	focus	on	consumers	and	their	desires	does	
not	bode	well	for	inclusivity,	at	least	at	first	glance.

Indeed,	Graham	and	Marvin’s	argument	is	that	the	gap	
between	rich	and	poor	is	becoming	embedded	into	infra-
structure	design	and	in	doing	so,	is	reinforced.	However,	
the	phenomenon	does	suggest	something	more	promis-
ing	as	well.	By	decoupling	infrastructure	from	the	as-
sumption	that	one	size	fits	all,	it	raises	the	possibility	that	
systems	can	be	re-shaped	in	the	interests	of	the	poor	as	
well	as	the	rich.

If	the	wealthy	are	increasingly	forced	to	be	catered	to		
(in	the	examples	above,	through	market	mechanisms),	
and	the	wealthy	no	longer	passively	accept	that	one	size	
fits	all,	how	might	the	poor,	the	emerging	middle	classes,		
and	those	working	on	their	behalf,	similarly	take	advan-
tage	of	these	fragmented,	more	customized	systems?	

3) Individuals, Institutions, and Globalization
Systems	such	as	the	examples	above	are	designed	with	
very	strong	(often	Western)	notions	of	what	an	individual	
is,	and	with	the	assumption	that	consumption	is	the	best	
way	for	people	to	have	a	voice	as	individuals.	But	even	
these	assumptions	are	far	from	any	sort	of	unfettered	
“death	of	society”.25	Instead,	the	ability	to	act	as	an	indi-
vidual	consumer	itself	relies	on	a	set	of	institutions	
to	make	this	possible.	

For	example,	one	cannot	“choose”	one’s	vocation	without	
an	extensive	system	of	education	that	affords	possibili-
ties	for	specialization.	In	this	sense,	it	is	not	the	case	
that	people	have	“more”	or	“less”	individual	autonomy	
or	freedom,	but	rather	that	the	power	dynamics	shift.	In	
the	case	of	the	US	and	Europe,	this	has	been	away	from	
family	and	community	and	toward	one’s	relationships	with	
institutions	of	various	kinds.		

With	globalization,	more	and	more	people’s	social	en-
gagements	are	via	these	large-scale	institutional	forms.		
However,	what	people	understand	the	individual	to	be,		
or	how	they	interact	with	these	institutions,	is	not	consist-
ent	globally.	While	Western	biases	and	assumptions	do	
circulate	around	the	world,	often	in	privileged	ways,	most	
societies	have	some	notion	of	what	an	individual	is	and	
what	kinds	of	power	it	has,	even	if	it	is	very	different	from	
a	Western	idea.	

As	we	will	see	in	the	cases	below,	these	are	often	brought	
to	bear	in	how	people	interact	with	ICT	systems.	To	the	
extent	that	local	and	global	concepts	of	the	individual	
are	always	in	dialogue,	it	is	not	enough	to	identify	“local”	
notions	of	the	individual	alone.	

4) Consumer Choice, Empowerment, and Inclusion
Pravin	might	be	able	to	“choose”	his	computer,	but	that	
ability	to	choose	leaves	him	in	a	relatively	powerless	posi-
tion.		However,	the	new	focus	on	consumption	can	also	
open	up	different	possibilities	for	new	forms	of	agency	
(that	is,	the	ability	to	act	and	put	pressure	on	the	system).				
For	example,	incumbent	wireless	connectivity	providers	
in	the	US	have	sought	to	offer	premium	services	such	as	
content	downloads	to	mobile	phones.	

In	the	interest	of	doing	this,	they	historically	have	de-
signed	mobile	phones	to	stay	as	locked	and	un-changea-
ble	by	the	end	user	as	possible.	Because	mobile	phones	
are	seen	in	people’s	minds	as	a	consumer	good,	rather	
than	a	mere	handset	that	delivers	the	broader	connec-
tivity,	infrastructure	consumers	have	begun	to	pressure	
the	mobile	phone	industry	to	unlock	phones.	Here,	the	
individualization	of	services	raises	the	specter	that	the	
consumer	might	not	be	as	controllable	and	manageable	
as	service	providers	would	like.	
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In China, local concepts of the individual, and ideas about how one exercises one’s own agency, are often oriented towards the 
concerns of those in one’s social network. To act “individualistically” often really means acting in the interests of this network of 
people, as opposed to a formal institution. However, if we choose to broaden our understanding of what it means to act with 
individual concerns and exercise individual agency to accommodate this local conceptualization, it is still possible to say that 
individuals play a role in shaping that system. Two examples are provided here: 

• A “model digital city” initiative in a small rural Chinese municipality 
• Little Smart, a well documented case of “bottom up” telephony development.65

China & Individual Agency

CASE STUDY

Context: In a small rural municipality far from Beijing** an ambitious project is underway to transform the city from a trading town 
to a ”model digital city” epitomizing best practices in ICT for municipal development. After having made visits to key clusters of 
technology development in Asia and North America, municipal officials designed an ambitious program that not just lays connec-
tivity infrastructure, but uses highly sophisticated ubiquitous computing paradigms to weave together electronic identity creden-
tials, CCTV networks for public safety and emergency response, telemedicine facilities, and home-based multimedia education, 
entertainment, and energy-management systems. Demonstrations at great expense and with high “production value” had been 
built along with a new exhibition hall dedicated to house them; the CCTV system was already up and running, with other services 
in the pipeline. The audience for these demonstrations was not the ordinary local citizen on the street, but rather potential inves-
tors, international partners, and Chinese government officials.  

Scope & Impact of Social Force: At the time of research, there had been little if any public involvement or outreach in commu-
nicating current or impending Model Digital City services. Individualized end users were present only implicitly in the form of well-
spoken guides who would briefly inhabit model kitchens, home offices, and living rooms as they led exhibition tours. Nevertheless, 
this ICTD project depended heavily on and had been designed around a kind of consumer: the potential partners and investors for 
whom the exhibition had been built and for whom the infrastructure had to be transformed into something consumable at a highly 
personal level. To understand the worth of the project, no expense had been spared to find ways to enable invited guests to 
touch, feel, and experience this town’s vision of the digital future through the use of highly sophisticated technology demos.  

Strategy for adapting/accommodating social force: Individualized end-user agency would seem to have little relevance to this 
Model Digital City case. Local citizens were not consulted as the future vision was shaped, nor did they believe it would have been 
appropriate for them to be involved in such decision-making. Yet there are indirect but crucial ways that local citizens put pressure 
on infrastructure developers though not explicitly acknowledged by either state officials or interviewees. A recent UNDP report 66  
emphasizes repeatedly that social security, in the form of basic services provisioning, is the basis of social stability. Social stabil-
ity is an ongoing concern—one more or less shared by the state and citizens alike. With the turn to what the state calls “scientific 
development”, the state is increasingly sensitive to the expression that dissatisfaction with living conditions might take. 

If the municipal officials were to get it wrong—either fail to draw in the appropriate set of partners and allies, or if aspects of these 
plans become wildly out of touch with what it is local citizenry want—they do risk losing legitimacy. In this way the success of this 
ICTD intervention was subject to, and was designed in some respects in response to this form of individual agency, which has no 
formal institutions to work through to exert pressure on the state.

** Name of town kept anonymous for the purposes of research confidentiality.

Model Digital City
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Context: Little Smart, is a low-cost, limited-mobility wireless service in China that rapidly gained popularity as a relatively low-
quality, low-cost service. It has been called an “accidental accomplishment” of a “working class technology”. Little Smart uses local 
copper wireline loops as a backbone of delivering wireless connectivity at the same cost of a landline. The handsets look like a mo-
bile phone, but users cannot travel outside of a limited area to make calls. Initiated by a rural entrepreneur and eventually bought 
by China Telecom, in December of 2006 it was used by 91 million Chinese. 

Scope & Impact of Social Force: What makes Little Smart interesting for this research is that it shows quite clearly the power of 
consumers to shape large scale infrastructures.  

Strategy for adapting/accommodating social force: Little Smart tapped into the huge demand for low cost telephony.  Instead 
of waiting for the price of mobile phone handsets to go down, or mobile phone tariffs to decline as part of normal economic proc-
esses, Little Smart met consumer demand by bridging together landline and mobile phone technologies. Because people respond-
ed by accepting a lower level of quality in comparison with GSM, this further encouraged its diffusion. Indeed, for many years the 
Chinese authorities were concerned about Little Smart precisely because it did not fit known norms of what infrastructure build 
out ought to look like, and what entities ought to control it. Eventually the authorities adopted a stance that neither supported 
nor hindered it. 

Eventually the authorities adopted a stance that neither supported nor hindered it. 

Little Smart

Annual Subscriber Growth Rates of Little Smart and GSM Mobile Phones. (Source: Qiu 2007).

0

50
100
150
200
250
300

350
400

1991 1992 1993 1994 1995 1996 1997 1998 1999 2000 2001 2002 2003 2004 2005 2006

Mobile Phone Growth (%) Little Smart Growth (%)



41

 Section 5 • Case Studies and Social Forces 



People and Practices Research, Intel Labs  •  Reassessing ICTs and Development: The Social Forces of Consumption 

42 

Section 6

Aspirations & Development:
An Intermediary Development Outcome

Definitions of development have often included a concept of 

progress or improvements for the poor. Progress and improvement 

are inextricably linked to the concept of aspiration, but often only 

implicitly so. Many definitions of development have at their founda-

tion the idea of economic growth. Important initiatives such as the 

UN’s Human Development Index have moved away from an exclusive 

focus on income and purely financial measures, including range of 

indicators such as health, education or gender equity (e.g. UN Human 

Development Report 2007/2008 http://hdr.undp.org/en/).



	 The	most	inclusive	theorizing	of	develop-
ment,	and	one	in	which	the	aspirational	content	of	the	
term	receives	explicit	acknowledgment,	is	found	in	Sen’s	
classic	Development as Freedom.	In	it	Sen	brings	the	
fundamental	human	aspirations	towards	freedom	and	
dignity	into	the	arena	of	conventional	economic	analy-
sis,	and	explains	development	as	a	process	of	capability	
enhancement.

The	three	social	forces	speak	to	issues	of	individual	and	
group	aspiration.	Desires	for	global	belonging,	national	
unification,	class	respectability,	or	individual	agency	can	
all	form	into	aspirations,	if	nurtured	by	a	sense	of	self	or	
group	efficacy	and	an	imagination	of	plausible	goals	and	
means	to	them.	ICT	development	and	market	interven-
tions	reveal	different	aspirations	for	various	stakeholders.	
Aspirations	can	shape	if,	how,	and	by	whom	the	interven-
tion	is	adopted	as	well	as	changing	perceptions	of	the	
intervention	itself.	These	ICT	interventions	may	in	
fact	contribute	to	the	development	of	new	types	of	
aspirations.	

Aspirations	refer	to	a	person’s,	or	group	of	people’s,	
hope	for	improvement	for	themselves	and	others.	These	
hopes	of	improvement	range	in	their	specificity,	from	
very	concrete	objectives	like	completing	a	supplemental	
educational	program	to	longing	for	reprieve	from	physical	
and	psychological	stresses.

To	distinguish	aspiration	from	the	broader	concept	of	de-
sire,	we	understand	aspiration	more	narrowly	to	require	
two	elements:	(1) one or more desired future states that 
imply a path of improvement from the status quo and 
(2) a practical conception of tools and transformations 
that would allow successful navigation of the path to the 
desired future state(s).67		“Full	grown”	aspirations	have	
clear	future	states	(e.g.,	obtaining	a	diploma	or	purchasing	
a	particular	item	like	a	home	or	car	or	computer)	as	well	
as	clear	tactics	for	reaching	these	state	(e.g.,	scheduling	
dedicated	time	to	study	and	complete	course	work	or	
setting	aside	a	fixed	amount	of	money	on	a	regular	basis	
to	save	for	a	purchase).	

But	many	aspirations,	particularly	in	early	stages	of	their	
taking	hold,	make	do	with	fuzzier	objectives	and	plans,	
e.g.	“my	children	will	get	an	education”	or	“I	will	become	
middle	class.”

All	cases	of	aspiration	embody	social	conceptions	of	
the	direction(s)	for	development:	they	create	a	gradient	
for	change.	Aspirations	are	an	important	way	that	social	
forces	are	mobilized	to	impact	and	direct	human	devel-
opment.	As	such,	aspirations	and,	more	fundamentally,	
the	capability	to	aspire	(i.e.,	the	ability	for	an	individual	or	
group	of	people	to	conceive	of	plausible,	desirable	future	
states	and	practical	means	to	achieve	them)	are	impor-
tant	intermediary indicators	of	development.68

Aspirations	are	not	often	anticipated	as	expected	and	
valuable	outcomes	of	ICTD	project	(such	as	improved	
literacy,	increased	incomes,	more	efficiency),	but	often	
become	quite	apparent	products	of	these	interventions.	
This	raises	an	important	question	of	evaluation:		How	
should	such	intervention-catalyzed	aspirations	change,	if	
at	all,	how	the	success	and	impact	of	ICTD	interventions	
are	measured	and	analyzed?	We	argue	that	aspirations	
associated	with	ICTD	(or	with	other	interventions)	are	
appropriately	seen	as	interim	indicators	of	development	
when	these	aspirations	stem	from	enhanced	human	capa-
bilities	rather	than	from	distant	desires.

Development	as	increased	capability.		Commonly	
planned	outcomes	of	ICTD	projects	include,	but	are	not	
limited	to,	greater	access	to	markets	and	market	prices,	
information	accessibility,	better	health	care,	or	more		
efficient	government	service	provision.	Though	many	
times	these	planned	outcomes	are	not	achieved	in	prac-
tice,	ICTD	interventions	are	very	frequently	associated	
with	newly-expressed	aspirations.	Comments	such	as	“it’s	
a	new	world	and	PCs	are	the	key	to	success”	or	“comput-
ers	changed	my	life”	are	regularly	reported,	especially	
after	a	first	exposure	to	ICTs.69	These	expressions	are	
in	part	reflections	of	the	enormous	hope,	mystique,	and	
symbolism	that	ICTs	have	generated.70-72	Moreover,	they	
may	reflect	the	appearance	of	new	capacities	and	social	
change	in	the	making.

Appadurai	(2004)	goes	beyond	Sen’s	work	in	expanding	
the	view	of	capabilities	to	include	not	just	feasible	func-
tionings	but	aspiration	itself.67	He	sees	aspiration	as	a	
cultural	capacity	situated	in	the	norms	and	presumptions	
of	what	constitutes	a	good	life	and	of	what	is	possible,	
and	argues	that	while	both	the	poor	and	the	rich	may	
both	express	desire,	the	capacity to aspire	is	not	distrib-
uted	evenly.	The	well-off	have	a	more	developed	capac-
ity	to	aspire;	they	are	able	to	build	pathways	to	connect	
their	ends	and	means	“because	they	have	a	bigger	stock	
of	available	experiences	of	the	relationship	of	aspirations	
and	outcomes”.67	Appadurai	concludes	that	the	capacity	
to	aspire	is	a	“navigational	capacity”	and	the	poor	lack	
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ers	so	that	they	can	continually	re-evaluate	and	improve	
upon	their	development	strategies.	Since	actual	changes	
in	indicators	such	as	literacy	rates,	health	measures,	
upward	mobility	and	gender	equity	may	demand	a	10—15	
year	time	frame	to	become	visible	and	measurable,	in-
corporating	interim	development	indicators	into	policy	
agendas	has	considerable	value.

opportunities	to	practice	using	this	capacity.	It	follows	
that	as	one’s	opportunities	change	the	capacity	to	aspire	
and	the	objects	of	desire	also	change.	It	also	follows	that	
poverty	can	partly	be	seen	as	a	failure	of	aspirations73	
and	as	a	failure	to	acquire	relevant	information.	Appa-
durai’s	definition	of	aspiration	sees	development	as	the	
strengthening	of	this	cultural	capacity,	so	the	poor	can	
seek	and	gain	the	resources	to	overcome	their	poverty.67 

Technologies and Aspirations:	In	many	ICTD	interven-
tions,	aspirations	are	frequently	linked	to	notions	of	up-
ward	mobility.	ICTs	represent	the	potential	for	economic	
gains	and	for	the	identification	with	status	and	modernity.	
Most	of	these	material	aspirations	are	linked	to	incomes,	
prestigious	jobs,	and	access	to	higher	education.		How-
ever,	the	pathways	by	which	individuals	can	actualize	the	
potential	of	ICT	usage	are	not	always	clear.

This	report	suggests	that	the	aspirational	component	
of	ICTD	interventions	is	symbolically	and	economically	
meaningful	if,	and	only	if,	aspirations	are	treated	as	Ap-
padurai’s	navigational	capacity.	The	“capacity	to	aspire”	
can	then	be	seen	as	a	concrete	improvement	on	the	
status quo	and	as	a	step	on	a	newly	available	pathway	to	
get	from	here	to	there.	The	enhanced	capacity	to	aspire	
becomes	an	interim	development	indicator.68	

Understanding	aspiration	as	a	navigational	capacity,	and	
as	a	group	phenomenon	as	opposed	to	an	individual	
one,	broadens	the	scope	of	development	research	as	
well	as	the	scope	of	development	policy.	Recent	work	in	
development	economics	suggests	that	role	models	and	
peer	pressure	play	a	role	in	the	development	of	aspira-
tions74	and	that	some	individuals	can	find	a	pathway	from	
aspirations	to	outcomes	through	social	networks.	These	
considerations	raise	an	important	set	of	questions	for	
further	research	in	the	field	of	ICTD:

• How can public policy play a role in technology 
 disemination, or in creating the financial and institutional  
 infrastructure to support technology dissemination, so 
 that pathways are created through which the potential 
 of ICTs can be actualized?
 
• How can aspirations at different scales (individual, 
 group, state) be defined, and which of these would 
 constitute measurable development indicators?

• What are the consequences when aspirations are 
 realized, but do not fulfill one’s actual desire?

A	shift	in	the	poverty	and	development	debates	away	
from	a	focus	on	income	and	consumption	measures	alone	
to	the	consideration	of	multiple	dimensions	of	people’s	
lives,	such	as	aspirations	and	other	social	forces,	creates	
an	opportunity	for	short	term	feedback	to	policymak-

Based on the work of Ray and Kuriyan, 2010



	 Technology	adoption	is	driven	by	key	social	
forces.	They	have	concrete,	real	impacts	on	the	financial	
viability	of	programs	as	well	as	on	the	social	sustainability	
and	acceptability	of	ICT	enabled	products	and	services.		
By	their	dynamic	and	diverse	nature,	these	forces	can	
be	messy,	contradictory,	and	create	possible	tensions	
for	technology	interventions.	Empirically	uncovering	
the	social	forces	at	play	can	be	difficult,	and	quantifying	
intermediary	development	indicators	requires	substantial	
research	in	order	to	be	viable.

Nevertheless,	there	are	systematic	ways	to	not	only	iden-
tify	these	social	forces	in	planning	a	technology	program,	
but	to	purposefully	harness	them	to	create	or	enhance	
long-term	value	and	technology	adoption	from	both	a	
business	and	social	perspective.	

This	report	has	outlined	the	Social	Viability	Measure	for	
business	leaders,	governments,	multilateral	organizations,	
NGOs,	and	development	organizations	broadly	to	ana-
lyze	how	these	forces	are	at	work,	how	they	may	affect	
an	intervention,	and	to	accommodate	and	shape	them	
for	the	purposes	of	project	goals.	This	goes	beyond	just	
changing	a	product	technologically	or	finding	the	right	
business	model.	It	can	mean	identifying	the	fundamental	
social	forces	at	work	in	the	society,	not	just	in	the	lens	of	
the	technology	intervention,	but	in	the	system	as	a	whole.

Tensions	and	anxieties	about	social	forces	are	not	neces-
sarily	problems	to	be	resolved	or	circumstances	to	be	
avoided,	but	can	actually	suggest	how	to	design	and	mes-
sage	an	intervention	in	compelling	and	authentic	ways.	
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Many	opportunities	for	creating	value	can	be	surfaced	
by	systematically	identifying	and	anticipating	how	these	
social	forces	are	at	work	in	a	particular	technology	inter-
vention.	Possible	ways	to	build	off	the	social	forces	of	
citizenship,	class	identity,	and	individual	agency	are	vast,	
involving	at	least:

• Messaging and targeting new consumers 

• Creating long term buy-in to a program or set of policies  
 at a national, global and local level

• Leveraging the most trusted actor to be the outward  
 “ face of the project” to beneficiaries

• Developing iconic brands based on the anxieties and  
 desires of a particular segment

• Developing realistic long-term vision of how to include  
 particular groups of people and beneficiaries

• Creating business plans that account for the social and  
 cultural realities and threats

• Reaching marginalized groups and designing products  
 that resonate with their desires, needs and aspirations

• Developing interim indicators of progress for long terms  
 development goals

The	report	is	a	call	to	action	for	decision	makers	of	ICT	
interventions	to	think	strategically	about	these	social	
forces	and	adapt	to	and	accommodate	them.	Tapping	into	
these	social	forces	and	capturing	the	value	underlying	
them	is	key	to	meeting	people’s	needs	and	desires	about	
technology	and	development.	

Conclusion
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Case

Mexico

Kenya

China

Russia

India

Type	of	Service,	Infrastructure,	Project

Project:	Guadalajara	high-technology	
cluster

Product:	Lanix	computers

Service:	Telmex	mobile	broadband

Service:	Safaricom	M-Pesa

Infrastructure:	Seacom	Fiber	optic	cable
Infrastructure:	BPO	sector/	call	centers

Project:	Digital	City

Project:	Green	City

Product:	mobile	phones;	notebooks;	
online	content

Product:	affordable	computers;	netbooks

Product:	mobile	phones;	MP3	players

Infrastructure:	Preparations	for	2012	
APEC	Meetings,	Vladivostok

Product:	notebooks

Service:	Prepaid	broadband

Description

Municipal	and	state	effort	
to	create	sustainable	ICT-
focused	economic	zone

Local	PC	manufacturing	
industry

Broadband	bundle	with	
netbooks

Mobile	payments	service

Cable	providing	connectivity	
to	country

New	industry	emerging	as	a	
result	of	the	fiber	optic	cable

Municipality-led	initiative	to	
provide	extensive	infrastruc-
ture	and	technology	deploy-
ments	in	health,	security,	and	
education

Municipality-led	initiatives	to	
control	pollution	and	attract	
green	industry

Technology	adoption	
amongst	migrant	women

Market	interventions	to	
target	first	time	PC	buyers	
in	a	small	town

Private	sector	efforts	to	
deliver	English	language	
learning

City-wide	infrastructure	
initiatives	to	prepare	for	
hosting	economic	summit

Commercial	product	
positioning	of	notebooks

Telco	introduced	broadband	
with	a	prepaid	business	
model

External	Partner

Roberto	Holguin	and	
Mónica	Orozco,	In	
Situm

PhD	support:	Bob	Bell,	
University	of	California,	
Berkeley

Prof.	William	Graves,	
Bryant	University	and	
Lee	Graves

Prof.	William	Graves,	
Bryant	University	and	
Lee	Graves

PhD	support:	Elisa	
Oreglia,	University	of	
California,	Berkeley

PhD	support:	
Li	Liu,	University	of	
Washington
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Case

India

Chile

Bangladesh

United	States

Rwanda

Orkney	Islands
Scotland

Type	of	Service,	Infrastructure,	Project

Product:	Affordable	computers;	
netbooks

Project:	Akshaya	e-learning	project

Project:	Digital	City

Project:	Grameen-Intel	Maternal	
Health	intervention

Infrastructure:	Broadband	Technology	
Opportunities	Program	(BTOP)

Project:	Economic	cluster	development	
grants	program,	Maine	
Technology	Institute

Infrastructure:	Solar	power

Service:	eco-labeling	

Service:	Google	Books	digitization	
initiative

Project:	US	economic	stimulus	
package	and	broadband

Product:	mobile	phone
connectivity

Infrastructure:	universal
connectivity

Description

Market	interventions	to	
target	first	time	buyers	of	
PCs	through	affordable	
computers

Public-private	partnership	
to	deliver	e-learning	and	
e-governance	via	telecenters

Provide	ecosystem	technol-
ogy	solution	to	poor	city	
for	education,	job	creation,	
e-governance,	etc

Low	cost	technologies	to	
address	prenatal	care	and	
maternal	health

Extension	of	broadband	to	
un-	and	under-served	areas	
for	economic	development

State-wide	initiative	to	foster	
collaboration	about	technol-
ogy	innovation

History	of	domestic	introduc-
tion	of	solar	power	industry

Branding	and	positioning	
goods	that	span	public	and	
private	interests

Digitization	of	library	books	
to	provide	open	access	

Rural	vs.	Urban	Oregon,	
economic	downturn,	and		
ICTs

Patterns	of	telephony	in	
response	to	economic	shocks

Remote,	resource-rich	
archipelago	reshapes	how	
connectivity	is	delivered

External	Partner

Scott	Stefanski,	Bazaar	
Strategies

Scott	Stefanski,	Bazaar	
Strategies

PhD	support:	
Christopher	Johnson,	
University	of		
Washington

PhD	support:	Graham	
Bullock,	University	of	
California,	Berkeley

PhD	support:	Elisabeth	
Jones,	University	of	
Washington

PhD	support:	Joshua	
Blumenstock,University	
of	California,	Berkeley

Laura	Watts,	University	
of	Lancaster

Appendix I (Continued)
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Case

Global

Philipines

Type	of	Service,	Infrastructure,	Project

Infrastructure:	various	systems	for	
delivering	connectivity

Infrastructure:	gated	communities

Description

Bibliographic	database	of	
documented	connectivity	
systems	that	overcame	
constraints	in	unusual	ways

Public-Private	Partnerships	
to	expand	housing

External	Partner

Shinjong	Yeo	and	Chris-
tian	Sandvig,	Univer-
sity	of	Illinois,	Urbana-
Champaign

PhD	support:	Arnisson	
Andre	C.	Ortega,	Uni-
versity	of	Washington

Appendix I (Continued)
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 Appendix II: Cases of Social Forces

Citizenship Cases
Rural Oregon, Inclusion & Citizenship

CASE STUDY

Context: Inclusion is about more than simply providing services
to those who have historically been underserved. The United 
States, with its long history of ideals of rugged individualism, is a 
place where people are quick to point out that others should look 
to themselves and their own bootstraps to pull themselves up. We 
conducted research in a small cattle ranching community in rural 
Oregon, which embodies that view. In rural Oregon, even those who 
rely on the state for employment and basic services still dissociate 
themselves from it. On one hand, they tend to believe that there 
are few successful public works projects; on the other hand, for the 
many projects they do value they talk as if these are exceptions to 
the “norm”.  Such exceptions, of course, are pervasive. 

Scope & Impact of Social Force: Within this cultural context, how-
ever, it is widely understood that providing broadband to all, including 
the underserved, is important for everyone. This is largely due to 
perceptions of citizenship. The people we interviewed perceived that 

there was a very real need for broadband for themselves. In their minds, however, their own needs and benefits was not a compel-
ling enough reason for the expansion of broadband. Instead they thought broadband connectivity and expansion was important 
as a matter of citizenship. Without connectivity, there would be less migration between urban and rural areas. Not only would 
potential employers and retirees from urban environments, looking for a change of lifestyle, bypass the area, but businesses and 
students would not be able to connect with their suppliers and educators elsewhere.

While in the first instance these are, of course, matters of local economic development, they also reveal what people imagine 
citizenship to be, which is a connection across rural and urban environments. This in turn reveals how central broadband is for how 
people conceive of full civic participation.   

Strategy for adapting/accommodating social force: By saying that urban people have a stake in rural connectivity, and point-
ing out the ways that urban peoplestand to benefit from it as well as the locals, ordinary people are pointing out that both urban 
and rural, elite and poor, have shared interests in building and sustaining rural and urban connections. While people understood and 
accepted that broadband was about economic development in the way that policymakers usually talk about it, it was this aspect 
of economic development that was most valued: the idea that broadband was something that was useful to people regardless of 
social position or physical location. In this way, digital inclusion efforts are largely supported, but they are also seen through the 
lens of these longer-standing cultural understandings of what constitutes citizenship.
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English Language & Citizenship in China

CASE STUDY

“We have to speak English only because in my industry, major industrial standards and codes are initially developed using English. 
If someday China can build a first-class airplane and we can set our own industrial standards that can be accepted elsewhere, 
we will no longer have to learn to speak English at work. Instead, we will have our foreign partners and co-workers learn to speak 
Chinese. And that is the reason why we need to speak English today. I hope my generation can witness that day.”  30-year old 
Chongqing resident   

Context: Across China, the young and upwardly mobile are turning to technology to learn English. There are debates within China 
about whether learning English is proper and necessary, given China’s political and economic weight within the global economy. A 
recent study 55 showed that using technology to learn English meant more to individuals than aspirations toward upward mobility. 
It is true that currently English language learners turn to flashy-looking technologies like iPods and cell phones, or enroll in long 
distance training sessions using PCs. It is also true that the reason citizens often give for learning English is to improve one’s life 
chances. But looking deeper beyond these stereotypes, and there are much more profound social forces at play.

Scope & Impact of Social Force: The research found a misaligment between the signals that the private sector was sending, and 
citizens’ perceptions of their own behavior. There were mixed signals from the government as well. While the private sector was 
selling these technologies by appealing to individual’s aspirations of luxurious middle class lifestyles, language learners were much 
more interested in talking about it as “just” a tool rather than an aspirational purchase towards becoming middle class.

Strategy for adapting/accommodating social force: The one motive the private sector failed to tap into was people’s percep-
tions that by learning English they were making not just a contribution to their life chances, but to China itself.  Individuals felt that 
being a good citizen in modern China meant contributing to its ever increasing stature on the world stage. In order to take part in 
this momentum, English was required. 

This sentiment comes from a notion of “citizen” and assumes that citizenship requires active participation—not an assumption that 
is necessarily made in other social settings. It illustrates the power of citizenship in shaping the adoption of devices that at first 
seem to be merely entertainment vehicles. In turn, if the private sector or the state were to reposition language learning devices 
that fit this perception of citizenship, it opens possibilities of more appeal and buy-in to these devices, potentially longer term 
effects, and could take notions of citizenship in any number of directions.

Based on the work of Lil Liu, University of Washington

Individuals felt that being a good citizen in modern
China meant contributing to its ever increasing stature 

on the world stage. In order to take part in
this momentum, English was required.
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 Appendix II: Cases of Social Forces

Marine Energy in Orkney, Scotland

CASE STUDY

The world center for marine energy infrastructure is on the remote islands of Orkney, off the northern shore of Scotland. A place 
of tempestuous weather, and the powerful collision of Atlantic Ocean and North Sea tides. So that was where Alec, a Silicon Val-
ley venture capitalist, went to invest. He spent time with local companies, looking to understand the past, present and future of 
these islands. What’s your secret? How can I invest? He asked. Collaboration, a local company director explained. It’s unique to our 
island life. But the man from Silicon Valley had shrugged. Collaboration was just good business practice, the same the world over. 
His local understanding of “collaboration” was different, since he was from Silicon Valley.

Context: Everyone can see only what they have learned to see. However hard you look, some things are invisible until you have 
learned to see otherwise (and some things can never be learned). Alec saw a company of ten people in an old school house collab-
orating with other Orkney companies. What he could not see was that people in the company spent most of their time promoting 
the well-being and future of the islands (not the company), that they talked about Orkney as the organization they were commit-
ted to (not the company), that they “worked together to keep each other in business” and did not compete as a company, that they 
were in a symbiotic relationship with the archipelago (the company was part of the islands, and the islands part of the company), 
that they could move as one (not as many companies). Those ten people were part of hundreds in a wider, much more committed 
and important organization: Orkney itself. This was an organization the venture capitalist could not see as an object of investment.

Scope and Impact of Social Force: While it is easy to assume citizenship is a matter of belonging to the nation in the sense
of a formal political entity, the social relationships people care most about may not be at all about the nation state, but about  
local community.

Collaboration is an always local way of describing participation in a community, and is different in different places.  It is not just 
a sense of feeling included, but gets to the heart of the responsibility and commitment involved in community participation.  It 
is an example of a word, of a concept, that seems global and generic but is always local: what is local in Silicon Valley is not the 
same as what is local in Orkney. And it is a word that profoundly impacts the boundary of what counts, not just in terms of which 
stakeholders are included, but in terms of infrastructure itself. Where does the energy infrastructure end: with the street? The 
company? The country? The community, which might be distributed around the world? And what does it include? In Orkney the in-
frastructure includes the landscape as much as the people and the technology. To say one is part of the community of the area is 
to say that there is a connection with both landscape and technology, as well as other people.  In this way, the collaborative work 
necessary to “belong”—what it takes to belong to a place, and the place to belong to you—is what the venture capitalist could 
have understood by collaboration.   It is this symbiotic sense of belonging that gave rise to a different kind of organization, which 
the venture capitalist could have invested in.

Strategy for adapting/accommodating social force: The venture capitalist did all the right things by coming to the islands, 
meeting the people, and trying to understand with open ears what was happening.  The problem was that the people on Orkney 
do not have “needs” that could be identified and met by development agencies or the private sector. Instead they have an asset—a 
model of collaboration—that does not register in traditional ways of assessing economic viability.  

The people of Orkney have what many would see as a highly desirable “after” picture of development interventions. They have 
an infrastructure (here to do with energy production) that is sustainable in both environmental and human terms, and a system 
of social relationships where people are, by and large, included and engaged. Orkney feels remote, but it is not by any means cut 
off from the world. Far from it: some of the most sophisticated marine renewable energy generation takes place there, and there 
has been continuous international in-migration, along with a well-established global diaspora. Yet their system of doing business 
nevertheless is distinct enough to make investing in it problematic because of what Silicon Valley believes growth to be. 

Based on the work of Laura Watts, Ethnographer, Lancaster University UK. Read the full story at http://bit.ly/93lP6O
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Class Identity: Cases
The Case of Mexico: Creating Permission to Desire Technology

CASE STUDY

Context: Mexican society is and has been historically characterized by a strong class consciousness. Almost every aspect of peo-
ple’s behavior is classed in some way, from which schools are attended, where one eats or buys groceries, how one travels about a 
city, and what type of technology one will buy.  When we conducted research in Guadalajara and Mexico City, the research focused 
on understanding the market for netbooks or low cost laptops. Specifically the research looked at how low cost laptops were being 
messaged in the media, how they were presented in different retail settings, and how Mexicans themselves responded to this 
rather novel technology.  The research found that belonging to a particular class and expectations about what constitutes proper 
class behavior can determine the kinds of technologies one desires and allows oneself to buy.  

Scope & Impact of Social Force: Choices about where one purchases technologies to what one purchases are based on these 
class identities. Like in many countries, retail experiences in Mexico are “classed”, meaning they cater to specific groups of people.  
For example, the common expectation for the elite is that they go abroad to the United States to buy technologies. An upper mid-
dle class person who wants to buy a computer will most likely go a brand store like Sony or Apple; whereas a middle class person 
would go to a suburban mall with Stores like Sears, Liverpool, or Palacio de Hierro. 

The lower middle class shop at retail settings geared more towards their social stratification such as Wal-Mart, Costco, Sam’s 
Club, Office Max, and the more informal Plazas de Computación; whereas the poor are not supposed to buy any technologies at 
all. These lines of class distinction mediate what people are allowed to or supposed to desire. This also determines what people 
should not desire. This has implications for what technologies are considered desirable to different groups and what actually 
gets purchased.

Whether a brand is considered to be “local” or “global” is also interlinked with class identity. In the instance of technologies, particu-
larly computers, the global brand — equated with upper class practices — is the most sought-after category, while the local is seen 
to be less desirable and more for the working class. A clear example is the story of a PC manufacturer that had been producing 
various lines of computers in Mexico since the 1990s.  While Mexicans are proud of their Mexicanidad (“Mexicaness”), this local 
brand does not arouse a sense of pride in Mexicans; in fact respondents stated that they would not buy this local brand because 
“everyone knows that Mexicans can’t make computers”. 

Historically, this local brand was sold and used in stores and institutions that were associated with the lower and middle classes: 
government offices, public schools, and the national telecommunications company (where the locally made PCs are “bundled” 
with internet services and paid for over time). This left the local technology manufacturers competing with the global brands that 
held the majority of market share. In 2009, this local brand had begun to be sold in more upper class locations such as higher end 
department stores, and this was seen to be increasing its market share. This anti-local sentiment can be a barrier to the success of 
local technology manufacturing andinnovation.
   
Strategy for adapting/accommodating social force: This case reveals the potential for branding based on this highly stratified 
society. Understanding class identity and its significance to actual purchase behavior and perceptions of brand are important 
for devising brand strategy. Associating one’s device to a particular retail setting that is considered “quality” translates to being 
considered a “respectable device” for all classes. The research reveals that the middle and upper classes determine what is desir-
able for the rest of the population. Creating “permissions” for other classes to desire these “respectable” devices through branding, 
messaging and positioning is where the potential and challenge lies.
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 Appendix II: Cases of Social Forces

Chile, Ciudad Digital & Building a Networked City

CASE STUDY

Context: In the mid —1990s, a broad-based ICT initiative in one Santiago municipality was undertaken by the municipality’s 
government.  This case revealed that creating a middle class identity was a motivating force for technology adoption. Working in 
conjunction with Intel, Google, Microsoft, Cisco, and national telecommunication companies, to acquire hardware and internet serv-
ices, the ICT project had the multiple goals of furthering e-governance, enhancing education in public schools, connecting libraries, 
creating jobs for the poor, and promoting community cohesion. Part of the initiative included a community center that was staffed 
to give computer training, computer building and repair classes (producing low-cost computers to be sold in the community), and 
served as a general telecenter for the community. 
 
When telecenters were first introduced, the most common groups frequenting them were students and young people. But as 
news of computer access spread throughout the municipality, and interesting thing began to occur:  women, particularly those in 
the emerging or lower middle class (such as stay at home mothers and young unmarried women) became the dominant users in 
the existing telecenters for training courses. 

Women explained that they bought the computer for their children, but more often the computer was used often by them, some-
times exclusively. Interviews with women revealed that computing was being seen as a way to create or cement their class identi-
ties. Once women learned to use the computer, they moved on to ownership of this technology, which distinguished them from 
other women and households who did not use technologies. This move to use technologies as a tool of upward mobility raised 
tensions within particular socioeconomic classifications. For example, a woman who did not use computers said disparagingly of 
her neighbor, “Who does she think she is? She acts so different now since she got that computer. She is no longer one of us.”  

Scope & Impact of Social Force: The research found that although this telecenter project was implemented in the name of 
targeting the very poor to alleviate poverty or other social and economic goals, an “emerging middle class” of women were among 
the first adopters. A large motivation in the adoption revolved about class identity or aspirations of “moving up”.  In Chile, there was 
a symbolic value associated with ICTs that was linked to women’s ideas about progress, advancement, and upward mobility that 
went beyond simple economic stratification. Working class women who engaged in computer literacy courses found a value in 
simply knowing about computers because it contributed to their class standing in the larger community.

Women, in their desire to identify themselves as middle class, or trying to further solidify their current middle class status, gave 
various reasons for why they were participating in computer education. Women in Chile indicated that they were taking the 
classes not only to “improve themselves”, but also to assist their husbands in their businesses and hopefully to boost household 
income and status. Women believed that if they were to finish online courses or learn about computers, they someday would be 
able to get better jobs for themselves. 

There was also a strong belief that if they could use a computer it would help their children in their education, thus assuring the 
whole family would “move ahead” in the future.  There was a general consensus that if you wanted to get a better job, improve 
your income, or ensure your children had a brighter future, a computer education could help you to achieve all of that.

Although this telecenter project was implemented in 
the name of targeting the very poor to alleviate poverty or 
other social and economic goals, an ‘emerging middle class’ 

of women were among the first adopters.
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CASE STUDY (Continued)

Strategy for adapting/accommodating social force: This case highlights that the aspirational aspects of class and upward 
mobility can be real motivators for PC use and adoption. This understanding of the powerful force of class identity can be incor-
porated into messaging about the values and appeal of technologies to the emerging middle classes. The case also reveals the 
importance of re-evaluating project goals and targeted beneficiaries. Although implemented in the name of the poor, the emerging 
middle class women turned out to be the dominant users of the telecenters. By revising the scope for the project, the messaging, 
and business model of the project could be more targeted towards this population. 

Individual Agency: Cases
Individual vs. Household & ICTs in India

CASE STUDY

Context: There has been a trend towards individualization globally over the last decade, with desires for individuals to take greater 
control and responsibility for their own lives and future25. In India, this could be attributed to the rapid economic growth for the 
country and rural to urban migration as well increasing number of individuals working and living at a distance from their families 
in cities. Individualization may take place because of the development of new infrastructures as well, such as broadband, and the 
pervasiveness of communications technologies. 

At the same time, Howard argues that with a trend towards individualization, there has been an increased dependence on a series 
of institutions and structures, including the state, education systems, and households. For example in India, there has been much 
greater reliance on the education system throughout the country and a perception that it is the road to success. There was a 
greater reliance in an idea that technologies were the road to success or an inroad into the higher end labor markets in the IT 
industry. At the same time, there were attempts to balance cultural values from home with new “modern”, urban life alone. There 
were contradictory demands on individuals as they tried to balance family values and professional values (what it means to be a 
successful professional). This imposed new and contradictory demands on people with these massive changes in the country in 
the last two decades.

Scope and Impact of Social Force: A comparison between desktop PCs and laptops as devices for the emerging middle class 
highlights these contradictory demands and their impacts for marketing and positioning of devices. Market interventions for ICT 
products and services are often based on assumptions about individuals and their needs. In India, our research shows that there 
is a widespread perception among the emerging middle class that you need a PC to get ahead in life. Therefore, enrolling in a 
computer education course enables you to equip yourself with the skills to get you to a better life. There is an implicit move to-
wards individualization associated with IT education that it will provide individuals with much greater choice and control over their 
destinies with these skills. But at the same time this push towards control and ownership over destiny comes into conflict with 
individual and parental notions of what is appropriate behavior for the family; what level of individualization is appropriate; and how 
to maintain a sense of control. Anxieties revolve around enabling individual household members to succeed while at the same time 
maintaining control over their behavior and connections to the family. In this case, the family is not “broken down” by any means, 
it is just reasserted in new ways

In the context of individualization, the desktop comes to represent many of the household values about family and control of its 
individuals. Desktop sales are more prevalent among first time buyers of PCs because they represent a household purchase.  
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CASE STUDY (Continued)

From our interviews, emerging middle class people representing a household indicated that desktops were preferable because 
they could be used by all family members, including children, since they were sturdy and not mobile. They could also be placed in 
a public space in the house so that parents could control the levels of privacy and engagement and the content that was being 
consumed by children. Others indicated that this was something that represented a “move up” in society for the entire family. 
Families opt to buy into a set of aspirations and motivations to achieve particular end goals through a desktop purchase, but they 
also exert control over these processes.

Strategy for adapting/accommodating social force: With individualization in India, laptops can play an important role in serving 
the needs and personalized experiences of individuals on their paths to success or control over their trajectories. In our interviews, 
families talked about the fact that as children became more of “individuals” their needs shifted along with that time frame. Mobility 
of technologies became more important for school as well as their needs to move between the family and home. Differentiating 
the value proposition between an individual and a household and their needs become essential when strategizing around market-
ing to the emerging middle class around laptops.

Given the cultural contradiction and anxieties of families about losing control over individual household members, there is an op-
portunity to build a cultural branding strategy about this tension. As indicated earlier cultural brands play into a cultural myth to 
make people feel better about their identities.57 The laptop vs. desktop case demonstrates the potential for a marketing strategy 
that builds around these tensions. The laptop can be positioned as the individual device that enables one to succeed and get 
ahead in life, yet at the same time ties one back to their family. Positioning could demonstrate that the device that can communi-
cate, engage and keep you linked to your family and at the same time the household still maintains a certain level of “control”.
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	 ICTs	are	drawn	into	the	“development”	
field	as	a	project	or	intervention	in	the	name	of	poverty	
alleviation.	This	concept	of	development	clearly	means	
different	things	to	the	people	conceptualizing	these	
interventions.	Projects	have	goals	ranging	from	economic	
growth	to	more	equitable	income	distribution,	to	human	
development,	to	income	for	the	poorest.	The	definition	
of	“development” 15,41-45	has	been,	and	continues	to	be,	
widely	debated.	The	term	“development”	refers	to	at	
least	two	quite	separate	things.	

On	the	one	hand,	development	referred	to	a	process	of	
transition	or	transformation	towards	a	modern,	capitalist	
industrial	economy.	For	a	long	time,	economic	growth	lay	
at	the	foundation	of	many	understandings	of	“develop-
ment”.	Development	was	seen	as	a	process	of	capital	
accumulation	and	industrialization.13,75

With	this	understanding,	a	key	determinant	of	a	country’s	
overall	economic	growth	was	levels	of	industrialization.		
The	transition	to	a	market	economy	or	“the	great	trans-
formation”	was	made	possible	by	a	number	of	factors	
such	as	domestic	social	relations,	linkages	between	the	
agrarian	and	industrial	sector76-77,	and	linkages	between	
consumption	and	capital	goods	sectors.75	The	develop-
ment	literature	focused	on	why	some	developing	econo-
mies	in	terms	of	growth	of	GNP	performed	better	than	
others.13-14

On	the	other	hand,	development	denoted	an	interven-
tion	or	social	project	that	referred	to	“progress”	and	a	
reduction	in	poverty.	It	was	often		defined	as	human	
development	of	well	being	and	capabilities	(Sen)	in	
addition	to	standards	of	living,	income	per	person.42	For	
example,	the	UN	used	this	understanding	of	development	
with	its	Millennium	Development	Goals	with	both	social	
and	economic	aims.

These	goals	highlighted	a	definition	of	development	that	
included	many	social	projects	to	reduce	poverty	and	
provide	access	to	education,	health	care,	egalitarianism,	
and	a	clean	and	safe	environment	(Ibid).

Appendix III: Definitions of Development



57

Appendix IV: Sample Social Viability Measure

 Appendix IV: Sample Social Viability Measure

1) The Akshaya project in India, an 
 e-governance and computer education   
 project, implemented by the government 
 of Kerala in conjunction with private 
 entrepreneurs.

2) The Parintins project in Brazil, a WiMAX roll  
 out to promote connectivity for a rural area.

This appendix contains examples of how one may fill out the social viability measure from the perspective of a planner. We use the 
assessment to examine two different ICTD projects, assess the social forces, and how they may impact on various goals.
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Sample 1: Akshaya Project in Kerala, India
The information used to fill this out is based on ethnographic fieldwork from Kuriyan and Ray, 2009. The Akshaya project aimed 
to ‘bridge the digital divide, address the issues of ICT access, basic skill sets and availability of relevant content’ through a public-
private partnership model of telecenters in the state of Kerala, India. It subsidized computer education for the population of the 
state, and provided e-governance services to citizens.

1

2

3

Situate the program within its larger system

What is the larger systemic context of the program? 

The goals of the project were part of a larger push by the Kerala government to create a 99 percent e-literate population (since 
the state is known for its high literacy rates). The project took place in a socio-political context in which the state was trying to 
gain legitimacy among its citizens as an efficient, transparent actor in the delivery of government services.

The government took on the role of project coordinator and supported local entrepreneurs to deliver both government and 
education services to its citizens. Citizens expressed that there was a simultaneous trust and disillusionment with the govern-
ment in that it was a caretaker of citizens but also corrupt, inefficient, and slow in delivering services. There was at the same 
time a similar trust and disillusionment with the private sector - as a self-serving actor, but one that was more capable and 
efficient than the government in delivering services.

How is the larger system changing over time? 

Over time the private sector has gained credibility in Kerala. This is a traditionally Communist run state, with strong principles 
and distrust in the private sector. But with the success of the IT industry and various other factors, the private sector seemed 
to have gained some credibility. E-governance projects had varied starts before in Kerala, with resistance from low level govern-
ment bureaucrats that their jobs would be replaced. When the Akshaya project first began, it had to address these various 
concerns and try to establish legitimacy as a public-private branded project.

What is behind the changes and their pace of change, and why? 

Some of the changes root in larger trends in India of economic liberalization, stronger role of private sector in society more 
broadly. It also takes place within a context in which the IT industry has been visibly successful and a strong belief by many 
citizens that IT is an enabler for upward mobility.

Part 1: Identify and scope the relevant field of social forces and measure its strength to program 
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What are challenges to national 
unity or identity and does the 
intervention affect these?

Given that India is characterized 
as a fragmented accommodative 
state13, the government is pres-
sured to cater to the ‘masses’ who 
are the mass electorate. Programs 
are often implemented in the 
name of the ‘common man’ for 
social as well as political reasons. 
The project aims to provide that 
population with computer literacy 
skills through a subsidized program. 
But at the same time, in order to be 
financially successful, it needs to 
cater to the middle class who can 
afford to pay for the services.

What social distinctions (class, 
gender, livelihood) are officially and 
unofficially taking place in service 
delivery or past projects?

People from low income back-
grounds expressed that they 
received poor or rude treatment 
from government officials in the 
past when interacting at govern-
ment offices.

In what ways and to what extent 
does the government want 
beneficiaries to be empowered 
as individuals? What recourse do 
beneficiaries have when their 
needs and interests have not been 
perfectly anticipated, or when 
those needs change?

N/A

Sketch the Field of Relevant Social Forces

Key Questions (from each Strategic Vantage Point)

Government

Citizenship Class identity Individual agency

What are ways to be included or 
excluded as a citizen? Who will and 
will not be considered a legitimate 
consumer?

N/A

How do people signal or hide their 
class identity? To what class do 
the targeted beneficiaries or con-
sumers actually want to be seen 
to belong?

The target beneficiaries for the 
e-literacy program were those who 
did not know how to use a compu-
ter. This group who used the subsi-
dized service initially were predomi-
nantly housewives or low income 
groups. The people who used the 
Akshaya centers, however, on an 
ongoing basis were mainly middle 
class. They expressed that they did 
not frequent the same places for 
computer education that the poor 
or illiterate people did.

What assumptions do targeted 
populations make about what an 
‘individual’ is, and how individuals 
are supposed to relate to the 
intervention? Does the interven-
tion require, expand, or circumvent 
individual responsibility?

N/A

Citizens/
Consumers
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Does the product or service being 
provided reinforce or challenge 
an aspect of national pride or 
discomfort?

To the extent that the interven-
tion is seen as a private-sector vs. 
public-sector offering, what are its 
advantages and disadvantages?

The project reinforces a concept 
for the Kerala government that 
they can not only score high in 
their literacy levels, but that they 
can potentially become known as 
leaders in e-literacy as well. 

The computer education services 
and particularly the subsidized e-
literacy courses reinforce this pride 
in being a person from the state 
of Kerala, which is known for high 
levels of human development.

What issues might arise due to 
class differences when representa-
tives of the business and interact 
with customers?

Several issues emerged for busi-
ness entrepreneurs who owned 
the telecenters. First, if they brand-
ed their businesses as government 
partnered computer education 
centers, the middle-class did not 
want to frequent them (because of 
perceptions attached to quality of 
government services and who they 
typically cater to). 

If they branded them as purely 
private businesses, then they did 
not reach their target audience and 
improving access to computers.

What aspects of the system will 
customers or consumers expect to 
control or ‘own’, or to reject control 
or ownership of?

N/A

Sketch the Field of Relevant Social Forces

Key Questions (from each Strategic Vantage Point)

Business

Citizenship Class identity Individual agency

(Continued)
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Aimed at creating access and creat-
ing pride in a state identity as 99% 
e-literate, but very few people who 
took the subsidized course seemed 
willing to pay for services on an 
ongoing basis. 

Aimed to create access for the low 
income groups and be sustained 
through ongoing computer education 
courses by the middle class. 

This affected the brand of the 
project as one that was about social 
development for the poor, rather than 
about quality computer education 
services.  On the other side, there 
was a perception that the service 
was exclusive to the middle class and 
not catering to poor.

N/A

Impacts of Intervention

Buy-in/Appeal

Citizenship Class identity Individual agency

 Appendix IV: Sample Social Viability Measure

Because it was a public-private 
partnership, there were perceptions 
of the actors in the partnership 
which affected citizens’ views of the 
services offered. 

The e-governance services delivered 
by the private sector- helped citizens 
feel they were being treated with re-
spect, efficiency and good customer 
service.

Because the private sector was 
delivering the e-governance services, 
there was some suspicion that the 
services were not genuine or that 
citizens may be “cheated.”

Difficult to actually fulfill the social 
goals of the project of creating 
access and have a financially sustain-
able business (because of branding 
issues entrepreneurs faced).

Because the services catered to both 
populations, entrepreneurs faced 
challenges to address both middle 
class and low income groups and 
at the same time maintain a viable 
business.

N/A

N/A

Social goals

Business goals

Part 2: Analyze impact of these forces on the program and its social and business goals 
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Building off the perceived tensions and trust in and simultaneous distrust in the government could be used to actually 
brand the e-governance aspects of the telecenters. Being explicit that if one used the centers he could get the best 
of both worlds—good customer service, respect and efficiency and at the same time the credibility of the government 
name could be one tactic.

Strategies to Accommodate Social Forces

Branding/
Positioning/
Targeting/
Messaging

Citizenship Class identity Individual agency

Because the project also delivers computer education services, the partnership aspect of the PPP doesn’t necessarily 
enable entrepreneurs to be financially sustainable (because of perceptions of past government services and the  
level of quality associated with it). This highlights a need to rethink how the partnerships operate and what 
entrepreneurs are allowed and not allowed to do in terms of using government branded signage.

It seems difficult to deliver both e-governance services and computer education course in a PPP model. Potentially  
rethink the scope of project (possibly deliver only one of those services) and adjust to the priorities of both partners,  
particularly in terms of how they can maximize services for all citizens and their financial returns. 

In future implementations, rethink the subsidized e-literacy phase as whether this is fulfilling the project objectives.  
If it is, think through mechanisms for entrepreneurs to serve the population who attend this phase to attract them on 
an ongoing basis and incentivize them to pay.  

Partnerships

Scope

Business Plans

Part 3: Strategize how best to adapt and accommodate these social forces 
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Sample 2: Case of Parintins, Brazil
The bulk of the data for this analysis is from previous work in 2007 undertaken in Parintins, Amazonas State, Brazil. The federal 
government in Brazil promoted rural development through technology with the Parintins project (in 2006–2007).  It aimed to dem-
onstrate the connective capability of a WiMAX system in a “rural and remote” area. The goal of the project was to allow residents 
of an Amazonian town — Parintins — to access vast resources of medical, educational and commercial knowledge through comput-
ers connected to the internet through WiMAX technology.

There was a broad distinction in the town between the rural and urban population, where the rural residents were much poorer 
and lack many of the services that the urban population enjoys on a daily basis. The desires of the rural populace were broadly 
to be in better contact with the town proper, and then the rest of the country, to have access to emergency medical care, while 
also improving their educational resources.

From the point of view of the rural residents, they felt neglected by the town’s government, almost as if they were  
not a true part of Parintins. From the government’s perspective, they saw many needs of the poorest residents of Parintins, 
and were aware of the desires of the rural residents. But officials felt they had to respond to the need of Parintins’ varied busi-
nesses and also support the large Boi Bumba Festival by building up the town’s infrastructure.

There was also a good deal of dissatisfaction at the many elementary schools in Parintins by the schools’ teachers and 
administrators. While the middle schools and high schools received state and federal funding for programs and equipment like 
computers, the elementary schools had to depend on the local municipal government for supplying similar goods and services. 
There was a general sense of dissatisfaction that the basic needs of many schools were not being looked after by the govern-
ment, although many blamed the broader political scene in Brazil for their plight.

The commercial interests of Parintins varied: the current telecommunications service providers were worried that any new and 
better/bigger/faster telecommunication service would pose a threat to their continued viability, but the private sector, such 
as retail and those that own large cattle-raising operations wanted to take advantage of new communications networks to 
enhance their ability to buy and sell.

In general, everyone wanted to be involved in the new WiMAX intervention, but roll-out was to be slow at first because there 
was not enough money to get the intervention equally into all sectors. If the goal was to bring high-speed internet access 
to as many residents, institutions and businesses as possible as soon as possible, then the architects of the intervention 
had to decide who would benefit first, and if that model could then be rolled out expeditiously and efficiently to others in 
the community.

Furthermore, how have things changed over time? One got a sense that not much had changed over time, in that the status 
quo was well-maintained in Parintins, and while day to day life was more “modern” than 50 years ago, one sensed that change 
was slow in most ways.

What is the larger systemic 
context of the program? 

1 How is the larger system 
changing over time?

2 What is behind the changes and 
their pace of change, and why?

3

Situate the program within its larger system

Part 1: Identify and scope the relevant field of social forces and measure its strength to program 

The tensions that existed between groups were:
Rural    Urban
State    Municipal
Elementary   Middle/High School
Public    Private 
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What are challenges to national 
unity or identity and does the 
intervention affect these?

There seemed to be no challenges 
about national unity, other than 
the obvious desire to have the 
town noticed and included on the 
national stage. This was common 
for many more rural and remote 
towns around the world.

What social distinctions (class, 
gender, livelihood) are officially and 
unofficially taking place in service 
delivery or past projects?

While the government was sup-
posed to represent all, there were 
elements of favoritism that arose 
due to both party affiliation and 
class status. Again the rural areas 
had little influence with the gov-
ernment due to lower population 
density and less status and power.

In what ways and to what extent 
does the government want 
beneficiaries to be empowered 
as individuals? What recourse do 
beneficiaries have when their 
needs and interests have not been 
perfectly anticipated, or when 
those needs change?

The government was the super-
visory entity for the project, and 
power over the offered services 
stayed in the hands of the govern-
ment first, then the institutions.

Sketch the Field of Relevant Social Forces

Key Questions (from each Strategic Vantage Point)

Government

Citizenship Class identity Individual agency

What are ways to be included or 
excluded as a citizen? Who will and 
will not be considered a legitimate 
consumer?

The citizens in the rural areas felt 
excluded from both perception and 
practice of being a part of Parintins. 
They expressed feelings of frustra-
tion that they could not participate 
in the same way as their urban 
counterparts.

How do people signal or hide their 
class identity? To what class do 
the targeted beneficiaries or con-
sumers actually want to be seen 
to belong?

The idea of inclusion was ex-
pressed most strongly by the rural 
school teachers and the lower-
class neighborhood school teach-
ers and administrators. As noted 
above, the notion of class was not 
overt in Parintins, and while race 
and gender and class did play roles 
in who did what and got what, it 
was the division of the rural/urban, 
very poor vs. middle-class that 
posed the most tension for equity 
issues linked to the project.

What assumptions do targeted 
populations make about what an 
‘individual’ is, and how individuals 
are supposed to relate to the 
intervention? Does the interven-
tion require, expand, or circumvent 
individual responsibility?

From the first point of deployment, 
it was fairly clear that there was 
confusion over who was in charge 
of the services being offered. Most 
decisions were made at a group 
level for the benefit of the group, 
and the individual needs were sub-
sumed under the group’s identity.

Citizens/
Consumers



65

 Appendix IV: Sample Social Viability Measure

Does the product or service being 
provided reinforce or challenge 
an aspect of national pride or 
discomfort?

One problem was that the inter-
vention did not adequately address 
how to integrate other existing 
internet service providers, or other 
telecommunications networks 
based in Parintins.

What issues might arise due to 
class differences when representa-
tives of the business and interact 
with customers?

N/A

What aspects of the system will 
customers or consumers expect to 
control or ‘own’, or to reject control 
or ownership of?

There was a question of who 
would take ownership of the 
WiMAX infrastructure and services 
as time went on. Is it a government 
responsibility to keep things run-
ning smoothly? Who pays for the 
services? How does the service ex-
pand? Who gets to provide content, 
and will that be a local entity or will 
it be ‘pushed’ to Parintins?

By failing to adequately address 
ownership and buy-in by individu-
als, the intervention risked failure.

Sketch the Field of Relevant Social Forces

Key Questions (from each Strategic Vantage Point)

Business

Citizenship Class identity Individual agency

(Continued)
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Aimed at bringing the power of 
high-speed computing to a variety 
of services such as health care and 
education, but only a few schools, 
one clinic and a community center 
in the town were connected; the 
rural residents of Parintins were not 
included and felt counted out. Key 
social institutions such as the Festi-
val and the Church were not included 
in the project’s plans.

While class identity was not a clear 
driver of technology use in Parintins, 
there were some citizens who were 
reluctant to use the new community 
center or the schools for computing 
because they were seen as for the 
very poor.

The very absence of individualization 
as a force makes it somewhat signifi-
cant in working for buy-in and appeal 
of the intervention. People wanted 
more individual services and the abil-
ity to have a say in how the project 
was both maintained and sustained. 
Encouraging individualization to some 
degree would be helpful.

Impacts of Intervention

Buy-in/Appeal

Citizenship Class identity Individual agency

The goals of telemedicine were of 
benefit to all citizens that came to 
the clinic; the other benefits were 
less evenly distributed and were more 
difficult to access.

The goal of having a high-speed 
network for local businesses to use 
to enhance their business practices 
did not bear fruit immediately as no 
outreach or services sales plan was 
developed to address enterprise 
needs.

While the project had social goals of 
improving health and education for 
the poor, it did not address the aver-
age citizen of Parintins, and in some 
cases, seemed to favor the upper 
class and tourists that came to visit 
during the Festival.

Because the goals of the project did 
not include explicit plans for business 
use, this sector was left to define 
how they could get access; they 
felt perhaps that the ‘poor’ unfairly 
benefitted.

Encouraging more individualization 
for different groups in the community 
by dividing responsibilities for the 
intervention may help to promote 
the social goals of increased com-
munications in all areas (health, 
education, etc.).

The lack of individually designed 
services to align with business needs 
hinders the spread of the interven-
tions benefits in the commercial 
realm. Firms could be considered an 
intermediate form of individualization.

Social goals

Business goals

Part 2: Analyze impact of these forces on the program and its social and business goals 
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By acknowledging that there is a deep gap and a tension around what it means to live in the town and what it means 
to be rural, the project could have worked to address that gap by making services available in some scale to all. For 
example, by identifying citizenship as a social force with high impact in Parintins, we can better understand how the 
residents of Parintins feel a tension and a division in their lives, particularly with respect to the new WiMAX services. 
The intervention may have been built out by a more neutral institution than the government, like the Catholic Church, 
which plays a role in binding together a divided populace, already works on various social issues and is highly trusted.

Another option would be to work with the famous Boi Bumba Festival organization that unites all of Parintins by 
putting everyone into one of two competing groups. Coca-cola has successfully re-branded itself in this way: they make 
two versions (one red, one blue) of their iconic can during the festival to play to both groups. Harnessing these existing 
social institutions to do some of the work may not have seemed obvious when looking at the original goals of the 
intervention to promote growth ‘in medical, educational, and commercial knowledge through connected computers’.

Strategies to Accommodate Social Forces

Branding/
Positioning/
Targeting/
Messaging

Citizenship Class identity Individual agency

Many different partners worked together to get the project off the ground but all except for the municipal government 
were not from Parintins. Local businesses, from retail to cattle-ranching, should be brought into the planning and busi-
ness model development, as their willingness to be paying customers would contribute greatly to the sustainability of 
the intervention.

In the case of Parintins, it seemed that the scope did not adequately address the desire of many different sectors of  
the population to be included in the new services. In particular, the scope should be increased to include the business  
sector in Parintins, the rural poor, the Church, and the Boi Bumba Festival organization.

In future implementations, re-think who is willing to pay for the service and who should be subsidized. It appears that 
there should be a balance between the two, and that it may very well be workable and sustainable. 

Partnerships

Scope

Business Plans

Part 3: Strategize how best to adapt and accommodate these social forces 
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Intel’s People and Practices Research 

Renee Kuriyan, PhD is a social scientist at Intel with extensive experience conducting
research on technology and development topics in emerging economies. This includes projects 
with the World Bank, United Nations Development Program, NGOs, and Microsoft Research India. 
She holds a PhD from the University of California, Berkeley focused in development studies. 
She has a Masters degree in Public Affairs from Princeton University’s Woodrow Wilson School 
of International Affairs with a focus in international development and science and technology policy.

Kathi R. Kitner, PhD a cultural anthropologist with Intel since 2006, has always been
interested in community-led sustainable development and how practices around social class and 
inequalities alter such paths. She currently divides her time between the Consumerization project 
and developing anthropological research into new energy systems such as smart grids and alter-
native energy generation and rural electrification. Kitner holds a Ph.D. in Anthropology and Latin 
American Studies from the University of Florida. 

Dawn Nafus, PhD is an anthropologist at Intel where she conducts research to inspire new 
products and strategies. She received her PhD from University of Cambridge in 2003 and has 
published on time use, technology and gender, the anthropology of innovation, and new methods 
for using anthropology in product development. Her regional expertise is Russia.

Scott Mainwaring, PhD is a senior research scientist in the People and Practices Research
group, which he joined in 2000 after working as a design ethnographer in a Silicon Valley busi-
ness incubator.  His research interests include public/private tensions in mobile and ubiquitous 
computing, digital money and financial inclusion, and off-the-grid communities (both intentional 
and excluded), with a focus on East Asia and suburban and rural US. Mainwaring holds an  
AB in Computer Science from Harvard University and a PhD in Cognitive Psychology from 
Stanford University.

Researcher Profiles
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