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Abstract 

This study investigated whether ICTs can be layered on the existing economic, political , 

social and cultural setting of marginalized communities so as to bring a change to their living 

standards. This was in light of varying opinions on the application ofICTs to improve the 

social and economic conditions of communities. A literature review on this issue was 

conducted and the various arguments were discussed. Strategies for applying ICTs for 

benefits of communities were also identified from the literature. 

In light of the findings from the literature, the study attempted to investigate the possibility of 

providing ICT -based services in general and the Internet in particular to marginalized 

communities in Addis Ababa. The community with the lowest annual average expenditure in 

the city was selected for the study. A survey was conducted on selected households in this 

community with the aim of identifying the major activities of the community members. These 

included identifying problems to be solved in carrying out the activities in which they were 

engaged, the type of information they used in the problem solving process, the technology 

employed to carry out tasks and the location of the technology. The questions focused on 

inforn1ation needs and use related to health, market, income generation, education and 

communication. 

Once the survey was completed, a field study of a telecenter in the country - the Wolisso 

MUltipurpose Community Telecentre was conducted. This helped to identify the operational 

issues associated in applying ICTs for use by communities. Data obtained from the survey and 

the field study was analyzed. 



Findings of the study show that it is possible to build a community center that satisfies their 

needs because members of the community are already sharing reT resources. Existing pattem 

in the use of information and communication media indicates this. The main challenge is in 

drawing an infom1ation profile of a given community in order to layer technology on it. This 

study draws an information need profile for a marginalized community in Addis Ababa. 
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1. INTRODUCTION 

1.1 Background to the study 

Informat ion and communication teclmologies (lCTs), including the Internet, are widely 

recognized as enabl ing tools fo r economic and social development in developing countries. 

However, the existing infornlation content of the Internet and various tools for processing 

information need to be adj usted in order to be fully utilized by the computer illi terate and 

sometimes generally illiterate section of the society. Various efforts for the reali zation of this 

are presently taking place around the world at international, regional, national, organizational 

and community levels. This has come about as a response to research which suggests that 

already poor communities and societies will be further marginalized due to lack of access to 

modem ICT tools, including the Internet. 

Robin Mansell and Uta Wehn (1998) summarize the issues that were raised during a study by 

the United Nations Commission on Science and Technology for Development (UNCSTD) 

working group on information technology (IT) and development into the 'claims and 

counterclaims about the benefi ts and risks of ICTs.' They intend their book to serve as a 

'source book' for the utilization of ICTs for development effo rts. The book addresses policy 

issues concerning the establishment of an ICT infrastructure, capacity building for using ICTs 

and services, and lays out the ground for using ICTs in the development efforts of developing 

countries. The discussions in the book serve as a starting point for thi s research in terms of 

detailing the Internet services that can be rendered for the development of communities. 

Morales-Gomez and Melesse (1 998), in their article concerning the use of ICTs for 

development efforts, argue that developing countries should not only be concerned about 

getting access to ICTs. Instead, they emphasize the need fo r weighing the long-term impact of 



lCTs on a 'country's social and cultural system.' They discuss both the prevailing perceptions 

about the potential benefits of ICTs and issues concerning access to lCTs, cost and wealth 

distribution, ownership and control, and culture. They also discuss lessons to be learnt from 

previous attempts to bring about rapid economic growth in developing countries. In thei r 

conclusion they suggest the need for developing countries to be able to add their forn1 and 

content in addition to making meaningful use of technology so as to be participants in the ICT 

revolution. Generally, they are critical of those who tend to look on ly at the positive sides of 

ICT use and skip the negative consequences that may arise. 

According to the Pact Institute (1999), lTU, UNESCO, and IDRC (Canada) are implementing 

"Multipurpose Community Telecenter" (MCT) pilot projects in Africa along with national 

partners under the UN System-Wide Special Initiative for Africa. The aim of the pilot project 

is to introduce, diffuse, and assess the impact of the MCT model for rural development. Pact 

Institute has joined these organizations to develop 'a field methodology to collect baseline 

data and establish learning systems for the MCT Pilot Project.' The methodology, which was 

fie ld-tested in Mali at the Timbuktu MCT in December 1998, has been adopted in the design 

of this research. It provides guidelines for collecting data both on the community and the 

MCT utilization. 

The Acacia Initiative of the International Development Research Centre of Canada is an 

ongoing effort to address the issues concerning the use ofICTs in the development of African 

communities. The Acacia web site (IDRC, 1999) provides detailed discussion of the activities 

of the Initiative and provides links to related efforts. In addition, documentation of research 

resu lts on how ICTs can be used in the development of communities is avai lable. Th is 
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includes the possibility of using Internet by illiterate members of society, mechanisms for 

employment creation using the Internet, and the potential benefits of community telecenters. 

The Sustainable Development web site of the Food and Agricu ltural Organization of the 

United Nations (FAO) (1999) communicates the Organization's effort in advancing the use of 

Internet for the development of rural and agricultural communities. Like the Acacia site, it 

contains useful infonnation on ongoing efforts to make use of the Internet for the 

development of communities, especially agricultural and rural ones. It also di scusses FAO's 

strategy and activity in making use of the Internet for the development of communities. 

This research has benefited from the materials available in the last two web sites, especially 

reports conceming similar attempts. These materials have helped the researcher to leam from 

some already implemented attempts to provide Intemet service to communities. 

1.2 Statement of the problem 

leTs have been used in various countries to improve the living conditions of the people. 

However access to these technologies is generally associated with affo rdability and power. 

Poor communities have seldom access to them. Marginalization of communities is obvious 

unless efforts are made to improve access to leTs. This research aims to analyze how new 

leTs could be applied to development goals of poor communities. To do so, the following 

hypothesis is proposed. 

Introduction and layering of new leTs on existing economic, political, social and cultural 

setting of marginalized communiti es would improve their infonnation consumption and 

communication and would lead to economic development and change in the quality oflife. 

3 



1.3 Objectives 

1.3.1 GENERAL OBJECTIVE : 

The main objective of this research is to identify the infornlation needs or problems of 

marginali zed communities in Addis Ababa and to check the feasibility of sati sfying thi s with 

locally developed content drawn from the Internet and other relevant locally avail able 

resources. 

1.3.2 SPECIFIC OBJECTIVES: 

• 

• 

• 

to identify the information needs of a marginalized community and build up an 

information profile 

to ana lyze how new ICTs, the Internet in pal1icular, can be applied in addressing 

info1111ation needs to the development goals of marginalized communities. 

to identify infornlation intermediaries and techniques used to transfer infonnation to the 

marginalized communities 

• to determine if Internet and other ICT services can meet the information need of 

marginalized communities 

• 

• 

to explore the possibility of information service provision for marginalized communities 

that bases its source on the Internet and other locally available sources 

to propose a system that may be used for rendering Internet services across simi lar 

communities 
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1.4 Methodology 

1.4.1 Research Method: 

The research uses descripti ve and applied approaches in its aim to identify the infonnation 

needs of communities and analyze whether they can be addressed by employi ng ICTs. To 

achieve thi s, the research has been conducted as follows: 

1.4.2 Population/ Sampling 

A Kebele (the lowest administrative unit in Ethiopia) in Addis Ababa with a high proportion 

of low-income population has been selected. A sample of households from the selected 

Kebele has been taken for inclusion in the research. Extemal entities (intemlediaries) who are 

involved with the day-to-day activities of the population such as local authorities have also 

been surveyed. Stratified random sampling technique was used in the sampling process to 

make a selection from the inhabitants of the selected Kebele. 

1.4.3 Treatment 

• 

• 

• 

A user survey of the selected households was conducted using questioIUlaires/interviews 

administered by enumerators to identify the infonnation needs of the community. This 

survey identified the vertical and horizontal flow ofinfonnation. 

A survey of the tools and technologies for infonnation transfer was carried out with 

special focus on Intemet services. 

An analysis of how the existing infonnation flows can be addressed by employing lCTs 

was conducted. 

1.4.4 Proced u re 

The following procedure was followed in the research: 

• Identification of a Kebele in Addis Ababa. 
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• 

• 

• 

• 

• 

• 

• 

Sampling of the households in the Kebele. 

Design of, pre-testing and conducting of a user survey. 

Analysis of results of the user survey. 

Identification of information needs and building up of an information profile of 

communities in the Kebele. 

Observation of how an existing ICT based community information center is meeting the 

needs of its clients 

Exploring the possibility of using ICTs to meet the information needs of marginalized 

communities 

Concluding remarks on how the Intel11et and other ICTs can best be utilized for serving 

communities. 

1.4.5 Tools/Techniques 

The research employed statistical tools and techniques for undertaking the identification of 

the population, selection of sample, and analysis of the data from user surveys. Literature 

review and observation techniques were also employed to determine the possibility of fitting 

ICTs into the existing information use pattel11s of the identified marginalized community. 

1.5 Application of results 

Beyond being a study that serves fulfillment of the requirement of the program the researcher 

is enrolled, the study could be of value for the following purposes: 

• The output of this research may be used as a model for rendering Intel11et / ICT based 

services across similar communities by institutions involved in the improvement of the 

living conditions of marginalized communities 
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• 

• 

The research is a pioneer work in Ethiopia as regards to adapting the Internet to the use of 

marginalized communities 

This study would contribute to the present community telecenter movement taking place 

in the world as a whole, and pariicularly in Africa. 

1.6 Organization of the thesis 

The thesis is divided into five parts. The first part, this chapter, provides an overview of the 

study. It provides a background to the study, states the problem topic, proposes a hypothesis 

based on the stated problem, lists both the general and specific objectives, the methodology 

employed in conducting the study, and possible application of the results. 

A detailed literature review on lCTs and services to marginalized communities is provided in 

the second chapter of the study. Key concepts in the study - marginalized communities, ICTs 

and development are explained. The issues discussed in this chapter are ICTs and 

development, benefits communities can gain through the employment ofICTs, whether 

Internet can make a difference in the life of communities, possible strategies in applying lCTs 

to development efforts, challenges faced in applying ICTs to development efforts, experiences 

in the application ofICTs to development efforts, and the scene in Africa and Ethiopia 

regarding ICTs. 

The third chapter deals with the survey conducted to identify the information need and use of 

marginalized communities in Addis Ababa. It begins by detailing the process of identifying a 

representative marginalized community in the city. The assessment of the information use and 

need of the identified community as well as the characteristics of the questionnaire employed 

to conduct this is explained. The outcomes of the survey are discussed. Further observation 
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and interviews are done at the Wolisso telecenter, 11 6 kms. outside Addis Ababa to analyze 

the outcomes of the survey against an ex isting telecenter serving the population of the town. 

The next chapter contains the interpretation of the data co llected. Based on the available data, 

a search and identification of the link between ICTs and their potential in the development of 

marginalized communities is done. This is by analyzing the existing information use 

techniques and methods, and questioning whether ICTs will be able to support these. A 

conclusion and recommendations are given in the fi nal chapter of this study. 
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All these technologies answer different sets of needs of communities. It is important to 

understand community needs first to suggest one or a combination of these strategies. 

2.4.1 Conducting user needs assessment 

Infonnation services provided without a thorough need assessment will stop short offulfilling 

their purpose. Wilson and Walsh (1996) state that need is an experience occurring only in the 

mind of an individual and is not a simple observable behavior. It emerges from physiological, 

unlearned and social motives. Users have selected and preferred infonnation sources such as 

printed media, television, infonnal networks, radio and organizations. Assessment of 

infonnation needs is thus important to detennine preferred sources of infonnation in order to 

deliver infonnation in a way beneficial to communities. 

In addition there is a need to study 'local knowledge' , 'user requirements' and 'value chains' 

in a community before introducing ICTs (Mansell and Wehn, 1998.) Mansell and Wehn 

(1998) also stress the need for introducing the requisite institutional changes before applying 

ICTs to assist developmental goals. If this is not done, leTs will not contribute to the 

alleviation of the problems of marginalized communities. Instead it will lead to the 

assumption that leTs have failed in carrying out their assumed gains. The use of locally 

customizable leT -based learning tools rather than becoming dependent fully on leaming tools 

produced elsewhere is emphasized. Mansell and Wehn (1998) conclude that it is possible to 

'design and implement' leT strategies with the aim of assisting developmental efforts by 

employing new approaches which focus on 'linking leT applications to development needs.' 

The following section discusses these different approaches to satisfy cOl11l11unity based 

infonnation needs. 
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ICTs can be made available to communities in telecenters, phone shops and computer training 

centers (TDG, 2000). The TeleCommons Development Group (TDG) (TDG, 2000) proposes 

the following points to be considered for making ICTs usable by communities: 

• 

• 

• 

• 

• 

Building ICT access programs on user needs and appropriate technologies 

Employing both new and earlier media to disseminate and share information 

Creating an environment which supports creative, multi-stakeholder partnerships 

Building the capacities of the people who operate and use JCTs in rural areas 

Creating the means for exchanging infonnation on the success and failures of rural lCT 

projects 

These proposals provide an innovative approach for availing lCTs for use by marginalized 

communities. Any lCT application based on the needs of users that addresses the prevailing 

situation in the target community is expected to be successful. Applications which fail to do 

these wi ll fail to improve the conditions of the localities they were meant to serve. 

2.4.3 The integrated approach 

An integrated approach is another technique that has been developed to reach rural 

communities and intern1ediaries that support them. This approach aims at providing ICT 

access not only to the people in communities under consideration, but also to other 

stakeholders involved in the day to day life of the communities. Richardson (1997) 

recommends an integrated approach to provide Internet based services to benefit communities 

in rural areas and organizations involved in agriculture. He first identifies the needs of rural 

communities and the agricultural organizations directly involved in providing service to them. 

He then attempts to set up a vertical and horizontal channel of communication amongst them. 

The vertical communication addresses the one between communities and agricultural 
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2.4.5 Pilot projects 

Employing pilot projects to assess the benefits of deploying ICT based services to 

marginalized communities is one option. Rural and remote areas have been identified as areas 

badly in need of improved communication and information services. One can add the 

marginalized communities in cities to thi s category. The benefits of "pilot projects," 

according to Richardson (1997) li e in the fact that they help in identifying the best usage of 

resources, sharing of lessons learned, broadening the coverage of areas where Internet 

initiatives are having their impacts and improving the coordination of effo rts. Pilot telecenters 

are considered as a demonstration and test of sustainability. 

2.4.6 Universal Access 

Universal access is another model promoted by telecommunications agencies. According to 

former President of South Africa Nelson Mandela (as quoted in Stem, 1999) universal access 

could promote economic growth and development, consolidate democracy and human rights, 

and increase the capacity of ordinary people to participate in governance. 

Instead of trying to engage all members of a given community to use the Internet while they 

have to go on their daily routines, it would be wise to put initial emphasis in the training of 

people from the community in communication and computer environment applications. The 

members of the community would then view ICTs in MCTs as things that are not "alien" but 

rather easily accessible for use (Stem, 1999). 

"Universal access can be improved by private investment (market liberalization), tariffrefonn 

and fair interconnection agreements, the right to resell services and rural telecom funds" 

(TDG, 2000). It can also be hampered by unfair interconnection and anti-competitive 
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practices." All the strategies di scussed in thi s section attempt to implement the idea of 

universal access to ICTs. 

2.4.7 Technology mix 

Technology mix is another technique that is being hailed as beneficial for community access 

to lCTs. The success ofiCT initiatives and their coverage ofa large proportion of the target 

population extend beyond the reliance on one particular technology (TDG, 2000). ICTs power 

lies in their ability to cover a wider rural audience compared to what a particular technology 

alone could achieve. Information obtained from ICTs can be disseminated to a community by 

the direct interaction of the target community members with the ICT under consideration, 

through the use of rural radio or traditional folk media (TDG, 2000). Cisler (1998) argues the 

need for involving libraries in telecenter activities since they already utilize multiple media. 

2.4.8 Use ofIntermediaries 

Another group advocates involving intermediaty agencies in rural communities in ICT 

initiatives, rather than making the rural people direct users of technologies, so as to have 

impacts from employing the technologies (Richardson, 1996). The level of complexity of a 

technology as compared to local standards is one of the factors contributing to successful 

introduction ofiCTs in rural areas of the developing countries. Van Koert (1998) suggests 

that technology should be used for provision of the means and materials for learning while the 

actual learning process should be handled by people a community is familiar with. He 

questions the necessity for introducing communities in developing countries to the global 

village. He brings the alternative of first using ICTs to improve the utilization of infOlmation 

already available. The introduction of "the basics" ofiCTs so as to enable such communities 

to utilize them for communicating and exchanging infonnation, at least in the begilUling. 
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Along with selecting the best strategy that suits the local conditions of the community under 

consideration, there is a need to identify the challenges involved and tackle them. 

2.S Challenges to applying ICTs to development efforts 

Applying ICTs to development of communities pose substantial challenges (Mansell and 

Wehn, 1998). Mansell and Wehn (1998) raise the issues of 'threats' to society from content 

which is not in line with a society's 'social and cultural traditions,' and' factors' which add to 

the further marginalization of already marginalized sectors of society. They also raise 

concerns for new 'dualisms' or 'access gaps' among the sectors of societies in developing 

countries which may be created as a result of ' market-led development.' Further 

marginalization of poor communities in a society by 'virtue of gender, religion, ethnicity, 

language or illiteracy' are also possible unless conceIted actions are made in analyzing 

technology introduction. One way of addressing this is conducting studies into ways the 

Internet can be used by marginalized communities. Problems faced in developing countries of 

using content produced elsewhere include difference in established teaching methods and 

legal problems concerning the use of copyrighted material. 

The challenges identified in the literature of app lying lCTs to development efforts are access, 

education and training and changing attitudes. The following section describes these 

challenges in detail. 

2.S.1 Access 

Access to lCTs is the key factor in using new technologies to solve problems. Access refers to 

telecommunication and electrical infrastructure, usage and literacy skills, and financial 
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resources (Heeks, 1999). Poor people lack all these elements. Obviously intennediary 

institutions, such as telecenters and all techniques cited above, could be a so lution. 

Access is often proportional to cost. Thus benefits from the use ofICTs should outweigh the 

cost of using them. The use ofMCTs for various purposes, including capacity building, li es 

on having affordable access to telecommunications. 

In the event that there is lack of resource, it has been observed that much attention is given to 

improving the infOimation infrastructure rather than the infonnation provision. 

2.5.2 Education and Training 

If not all members of a communi ty, at least a few should be trained on how to use ICTs. The 

fact that the community members are involved in the use oflCTs facilitates their actual 

utilization by the community at large. There is also the need to develop 'capabilities to 

assemble, maintain and operate the underlying technological infrastructure' (Mansell and 

Wehn, 1998). Communities, intennediaries or others should also be trained in new 

competencies to enable creative app lications ofICTs. The reliance on external experti se is not 

feasible due to the scarcity of financial resources. It creates dependence thereby lowering the 

empowern1ent potential oflCTs for marginalized communities. 

The literature points out that education and training necessary for using the Internet and other 

ICTs requires developing participatory, facilitating and control ski lls. Development agencies 

do not usually invo lve targeted Internet users in communities in the design and 

implementation of Internet based infonnation provision services. Participatory ski ll s are those 

necessary to use the Internet content available at present with less or no local content. 
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Facilitating ski ll s refer to skill s needed for installing, using and maintaining networks. Control 

sk ills address the financial resources required for acquiring lCT equipment. 

2.5.3 Changing attitudes 

Members of a community have to accept ICTs by avoiding any biases they may have. Several 

methods can be employed to achieve thi s. The involvement of community members rather 

than strangers in service provision is one method of facilitating acceptance. Heeks (1999) 

calls ' trust ' of information source and its chalUlel by users a key element in the provision of 

information services from sources outside a given community. Another element that 

necessitates a change of attitude is 'confidence and security.' 

Treating lCTs as magical instruments on their own is another attitude which needs to change. 

ICTs should be coupled with existing human and other resources of a community to assist 

developmental efforts. It is important to have an understanding of the community to achieve 

change in attitudes, provide the requisite education and training, and access to ICTs. This 

understanding includes the way members of the community carry out their tasks and how best 

lCTs can fit into these. 

lfthe specific social, cultural, and economic conditions, the expertise and commitment 

of users, and components of the infrastructure are not assembled together, lCT 

applications wi ll fail to yield benefits (Mansell and Wehn, 1998). 

There are several efforts worldwide that take the above factors in consideration in the 

deployment ofICTs for communities. The final section lists some of these examples. 
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2.6 Experiences of leT application in development 

This section tries to capture a few examples of ICT application on the ground. Although there 

are more applications, these help to show the possibilities and ways of employing ICTs. The 

Grameen Bank is often cited as a best practice ofICT application. The Grameen Bank is an 

organization working in Bangladesh providing financial , social, and communication services. 

Its success in reaching out to the poor in Bangladesh, mainly in mral areas, is highlighted 

(Camp, 1999). The Grameen Bank employs a wireless GSM network to provide 

communication services throughout Bangladesh because the network fits the physical 

conditions of the country by its ability to be protected from frequent natural disasters. 

The Grameen Communications program through village Intemet services aims to alleviate 

poverty by minimizing the need for villagers to migrate to cities, introducing IT based 

employment opportunities and developing computer literacy among the mral population of 

Bangladesh. Alam (1998) refers to these as the benefits a mral society can have from lntemet 

usage. The ideal Cyber Kiosk includes email facilities, word processing services, printing 

services, publish ing services, Intemet phone usage, computer classes, data entry, online 

information services, voice mail information linelbulletin board system, Web shopping mall 

and translation/software development. The services are based on the benefits that can be 

accmed by employing Intemet services in rural communities. 

Another example is the FAO's Electronic Infonnation Systems Working Group. It is an 

integrated rural lntemet approach that uses HF/VHF/UHF data networks to provide lntemet 

services in rural areas and spread spectrum microwave radio networks in urban areas of 

Uganda. 
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