IT AND DEVELOPMENT

(Lessons from the field)

O.k., you are a newly elected president eager to make a difference or a Secretary of Education with greater aspirations and want to bet on Information Technology’s power to take you there. Great, the intentions are good, but how do you go about it without making a fool of yourself?

How to succeed in ten steps. How to fail in five 

(IT as a development strategy)

There is a golden rule you want to take into consideration when you start a program that involves the use of IT to support development activities: “You have more chances to fail than to succeed”. The reason being very simple; there is very little experience in designing and implementing this kind of programs, and a lot of expectations around what IT can do by itself.

I agree; IT can do a lot in support of development activities, but the problem is not there. The problem is that there is such a tendency to rely on the power of technology that we forget about the social and other conditions necessary to make it happen. Seems pretty obvious for someone coming from a development assistance experience. After all we have done it every time we have used technology in other fields (technology for health being the one in which more “bibles” were written about how to organize community participation around the introduction of new technology). So why is it so different when we are working in the IT field? 

Let’s face it; IT has never been considered a development strategy. Best case scenario, there are efforts to create strategies for IT development in order to give coherence to and make sense of dispersed initiatives floating around any given country, but that’s all. The notion that still prevails in the public opinion -–that politicians know so well how to please-- is that IT in itself makes things happen. At a first glance this idea doesn’t seem totally incorrect. Let’s take for instance a country where it’s leadership strives to bring it into the 21st century. Putting computers in classrooms seems totally appropriated and computerizing government offices seems perfectly logical. Nevertheless, there is precisely when the tragedy begins. The assumption that computers will allow to “make more and faster” and the “let’s place computers everywhere” approaches justify the logical option to invest government moneys into the purchase of the tools that will make this happen. But very soon the hype gives way to astonishment and frustration: “it didn’t work the way we thought it would. What happened, what did we do wrong?”

Two reasons need to be accounted for that shortcoming:

· The “more and faster, then it must be good” approach is obviously wrong: We are talking of countries with poorly performing education, health and other services. Education is most likely authoritarian, repetitive and scholastic. Children are requested to learn by heart things they don’t relate to or don’t care about. Thus using machines with the only purpose to accelerate these processes won’t work. It will not do the trick to move these kids to the 21st century. Actually, when out of school, these children are most likely in the 21st century. At the very least they know about it and are eager to get into it. School is boring and that use of computers doesn’t make it any more fun. If left alone, they would use the machines in a totally different way. Unfortunately, every time this has happened they have been discredited, under the argument that they are misusing a tool meant for learning only.    

· They were missing the “people’s approach”: IT cannot get away from the rules that govern any development strategy, and even if it is considered a panacea, this “panacea” needs to be appropriated and assumed as such by those who will benefit from it. One thing is the fact that nobody will oppose to the “benefits” involved in using a computer and another very different is to use it and assume it as something “I want to get involved with.” So, what ends up happening is that communities will become outside spectators of the effort made by governments to avail all that infrastructure to them. They will not really get involved in using it, least of all in maintaining and preserving it. Final result: if the government doesn’t have the capacity to service and maintain the infrastructure, it will soon become obsolete and die the death of oblivion.

Sad, isn’t it? 

Well, it’s no use crying over spilt milk. Worldwide experience shows that a large percentage of projects of this nature are failing to produce the results expected for the amount of investment made, with a very few exemptions. So far, it’s just money. But what may come next?

That’s why this is the time to take a good look at how have we been doing things and make corrections to the overall strategies even before getting into details of program implementation.

So far, what has prevailed is a quick success strategy (the five steps to failure) based on the following parameters:

· IT will make it work

· Make considerable investment in hardware

· Train them in computer use

· Make available lots of software

· Work on the policy and regulatory environment to facilitate access

Results have not been very encouraging: in the best cases, lots of infrastructure –computers everywhere- lots of people with computer skills seeking employment (eventually migrating to other markets), and a favorable policy and regulatory environment enabling countries to make rapid progress in the development of IT related business. However, no overall jump into the 21st century; no IT revolution; no superhighway into the global economy, as of yet.

Is it there another way to make it work? We have no quick fixes of ready made recipes but there is definitely a more reasonable, and development-friendly way to approach all this. There’s nothing really wrong with the previous strategy. It’s just incomplete. It’s missing a lot of elements that experience in development can bring to it. No wonder, such programs were created by “techies”, not by “devies”, as we all know. And “devies” have not been very friendly to technology. Well, it’s also time to change that state of mind. Everybody will benefit from that. 

So, should we want to create a program that has better chances to succeed, what should we do? Here a few rules and tips to go by:

· Don’t plan for short- term results:  Keep in mind that we are talking about a process, and processes take time. It will be better to plan for the long run and create benchmarks to indicate progress. Plan around these moments to get advances on the credit you plan to get from it. 

· Put people first: The absolute first step in the process, after you had the idea and decided to work on it, is to work with the people intended to be your target population. Not only they need to be part of the process, they need to be the main actors in it. It’s an old trick in the development field but in the IT business the assumption seems to be that IT will be automatically well received by the beneficiaries. You might be out for a surprise. You may not find plain rejection but you may have to deal with indifference and disbelief.

· Lots of preparation before bringing in technology: In connection with the previous point, building in people’s participation is only one piece of the equation. The other is to educate them on what are the benefits they will get from it. Preparation means giving the time for these awareness raising and education processes to take place, and moving the target population into an information technology culture that would make them feel comfortable dealing with the technology they will have to confront as the program moves to its implementation phase.

· It’s not about training; it’s about educating: Experience tells us that programs focusing only in training for computer use have very little impact and much less success in achieving development objectives. Very frequently training phase precedes implementation for an amount of time that is always too long for users. Thus if not educated and motivated, when they get to be confronted with the machines, it’s all gone. The only insurance in this process is that recipients are indeed well educated and motivated to make the transition towards an IT based environment, therefore willing to go over and over again their technical skills to interface with the machines until they become pros.   

· Empower people, get them involved, foster ownership and you’ll get sustainable projects: Educating, motivating people to become users is fine, but real success will come when people find the right conditions to develop a sense of ownership and their involvement translates into the capacity of controlling and guiding the project. Let’s not forget that technology comes strongly associated with the “big brother” approach. And people will never trust something that is “forced down their throats”. Make technology available to them, negotiate goals and objectives to be reached and you’ll have a sustainable project in your hands. People will appropriate technology and put it to their service. Isn’t that what we want?

· IT is not only to bring them information; it’s for them to get out their own: The most common mistake is to believe that people would want technology to get information and contents to be delivered to them so they can “progress”. I call this “the boy scout approach”; you need to make a good deed everyday, even if the recipient doesn’t necessary need what you are doing for him or her. Experience shows that it is as important for people to put out their own information in the web as it is to get information from others. It makes them feel they exist as human beings. Gives them back their pride, a sense of self esteem and tell them that they exist for real. It is true empowerment, the fabric of which democracy, participation and development are made.

· Right policies are o.k., as long as they favor people as well as business: Yes, policies so far have focused the creation of favorable conditions to enable IT related business to prosper. That’s good but it is not enough because it makes us run into a “catch 22” situation: Business prosper in the areas where conditions are right for them to prosper, urban middle and upper class environments. But what about expanding business in other areas? “Not profitable” would businessmen say. They’re right under their own perspective. It’s not their business to get into developing new markets.  But then who’s business is it? Ours? No, as we don’t want to replace private sector initiative. So, what do we do? What can we do in the meantime? Well, we can crerate conditions that will foster initiative and eventually attract private sector interest to invest there. We can do that from the policy side. Such as create conditions to provide low cost hardware (regulation on imports. Local manufacturing, affordable credit and other), credits to teachers, health workers and other social sector professionals to acquire technology, policies to favor low cost connectivity for low income sectors, creation of public access outlets (telecenters) in urban marginal and rural areas etc. I don’t think we have even though about all the policy and regulatory issues that could be addressed in order to benefit the people and push a whole nation into the information technology era. It’s about time to get to it.

· Dare to take infrastructure to rural areas: Private sector business won’t do it. It doesn’t stand a market analysis. But someone’s got to do it because there’s a potential market out there in rural areas. The need for communication is felt as much there, or even more, as in any other place. So who will take the bull by the horns and develop a rural connectivity plan? Experience shows that developing agencies see this as their responsibility under the assumption that government will follow, provided they can get the vision. Usually they don’t. But when they do it results in a good marriage and in some places results have been astonishingly good. Then private sector can move on to fill the needs of the market. It takes a lot of determination and we all know that “guts” is a rare commodity in these days. 

· You don’t have to do all by yourself; seek partnerships: And partners. IT is an area of activity particularly well suited to build partnerships with private sector businesses. Governments tend to think they have to do it all by themselves because that’s what they got used to, working in common good issues. Even better, while partnering with the private sector they will not necessarily loose the credit they might need to take for it. We know it’s a politician livelihood. But a business will be more interested in the benefits of the operation than the political credits they can get from it. Or something like that. Seems like a win-win situation for all. Why not taking advantage of it?

· Public facilities are not enough; need to increase “teledensity”: Last but not least. The notion being that, since we want to benefit low income sectors from what IT can bring, the more rational strategy was to develop public access points, following the same principle used by other public services like phones. That’s o.k. but not enough any more. Ten to fifteen years of experience doing that tell us that telecenters are not capable to serve the rapidly growing demand generated among this sector of the population. So, what to do? We need to move rapidly to a individual based- home based type of service in these areas. We need to increase teledensity. It’s the only way to go. For that we need to get policies straight, develop a market and a whole area of related economic activities; technical support, repair and maintenance etc. By the way, this will keep a lot of people busy, working and making a buck! Isn’t that what we want after all? Granted, may seem a little strange to think about low income sector residents sitting in front of their own computers doing their own stuff. But wasn’t this, the case with radios, telephones and tv sets throughout the 20th century. Well now we’re on the 21st. Isn’t it about time we move our mindset to it too?   

There you go. These are a few tips and thoughts around the issue. I’m sure there’s a lot more to learn. Is this a bulletproof strategy? There’s no insurance to that effect but at least is has the value of bringing together experience gathered by the development assistance community and the specifics of IT into the mix. As much as we know, projects having higher rate of success have in one way or another observed many of these rules.

It is about time that the development community takes ownership of IT use in support of development objectives. Should this happen, then governments will listen and maybe come to reason and become more responsible about the way they implement IT related projects for the people’s good. I know; it’s tempting. Political payoff is so big that it is hard to present the candy under any other wrapping. But, let’s think about the consequences that this may have in the long run. Best case scenario, nothing happens and all this investment, all this hardware ends up in a junkyard. Worse case scenario, people with time becomes more and more educated about the issue, and the level of frustration due to unfulfilled expectations becomes so high and so articulated that they might end up voting down those who are responsible for creating something doomed to fail.

Nobody wants that to happen. It is not a good business for anybody.
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