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Social Development and the “Information Revolution”

Lessons from research in Senegal

The Issue in Context

There is widespread talk of an “information revolu-
tion”. For many, this has gone beyond the idea of radi-
cal change in technological processes, to the notion of
the “information society” or, even, of new historical
cycles. At the same time, glaring differences in the use
of information and communication technology (ICT)
between industrialized and developing countries have
led to talk of a “digital divide”. This concept implies
that relative lack of access to ICT is itself a strategic
disadvantage that can—and should—be tackled distinctly
from the multitude of other development challenges.
Whether an information revolution is taking place; if
and how it is distinct from other processes of change,
such as globalization; and its implications for public
policy are all subjects of passionate debate.

If an information revolution is indeed under way, it will
be evidenced by profound changes in social and eco-
nomic relations. In order to examine the evidence in a
specific setting, UNRISD formed a multidisciplinary
team in Senegal to research the impact of ICT on mul-
tiple aspects of life there. The findings of this research
improve our understanding of [CT-driven change in one
society, and reveal the potential social implications of
policy choices that may be relevant for other countries.

Senegal was chosen for a number of reasons. On one
hand, it is a low-income country, struggling to emerge
from deep economic crisis. Open urban unemploy-
ment stands at approximately 29 per cent. One third
of the population is poor or very poor. There has been
substantial external migration over recent decades. On
the other hand, it has invested heavily in one of the
most advanced telecommunications and information
infrastructures in sub-Saharan Africa. It has policies
aimed at promoting mass access to telephone and
Internet technologies. Changes in government con-
trol over the media in recent years have created im-
portant new openings for independent radio and tele-
vision. What does this mean for development? What
role can ICT play—and what role is it in fact playing—
in improving the climate for economic growth, social
welfare and democracy?

Research Findings

Several studies commissioned by UNRISD focused on
the main sectors of Senegalese society—government,
media and business, and services such as health and
education. Key findings of these studies are listed on
the following page.

The UNRISD Research

Momar-Coumba Diop of the Institut Fondamental d’Afrique Noire Cheikh Anta Diop (Dakar) co-ordinated
the research, for which UNRISD received funding from the Netherlands Minister for Development Co-
operation. The first step was to commission Olivier Sagna to carry out an extensive overview of the
historic and current uses of ICT in Senegal. This provided detailed input for subsequent project planning.

A seminar was held in Dakar in January 2000 involving a cross-section of interested parties—academics,
representatives from local ICT businesses, independent media companies, NGOs (including OSIRIS, the
Observatoire sur les systemes d’information, les réseaux et les inforoutes au Sénégal) and UNRISD. This
meeting discussed the research agenda and decided to use a multidisciplinary team of local researchers,
including staff from NGOs and independent media, as well as locally based academics. Ten more studies
were commissioned and two small grants were made to assist graduate students working on related
themes. A contract was also agreed with a national independent daily newspaper, Sud Quotidien, to pro-
duce a series of eight, four-page supplements on ICT in Senegal, including reports on the research.

The researchers debated their work at an UNRISD conference held in Dakar in July 2001, opened by
Abdoulaye Baldé, General Secretary of the Office of the Presidency. The UNRISD Conference News (Les
technologies de I'information et de la communication développement social au Sénégal) subsequently published
was widely distributed in Senegal and served to stimulate further local debate. Following the conference,
a number of papers were revised and published (see Further Reading, below); many have also been
translated into English and are available at www.unrisd.org.
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The Research Process

UNRISD work in Senegal, as localized research, emphasized an approach that...

= was iterative—willing and able to alter its content and direction in response to consultation with stakeholders;

= was participatory—involving a range of interested parties from different sectors to establish the agenda and to
identify the researchers, and then building on this participation to foster interest among a wider group in the

research results;

= built capacity—through supporting the work of local researchers and working to make that knowledge available

to decision makers at the national level;

= invested in information products, presenting the research results in appropriate formats for different audiences:
Web-based documentation, working papers, a newsletter, an edited volume, and newspaper coverage.

This approach differed from the type of externally prescribed research that is often carried out, and that...

= risks alienating the research from the people and processes it is ultimately intended to serve (beneficiaries of

development);

= risks damaging the quality or appropriateness of the research by limiting the range of knowledge and conceptual
approaches brought to it (by ignoring the sources of knowledge closest to the subject);

* misses an opportunity to build local knowledge and capacity, which could be a sustainable resource for local

policy initiatives as well as future development intervention.

= Despite heavy investment in telecommunication
infrastructure by Sonatel (the former telecommuni-
cation monopoly), the introduction and use of ICT
in these major sectors has proved to be problematic
under both state and private ownership. There
appears to be some positive relationship between
high investment in ICT and related infrastructure
and the health of the national economy, but this
finding is subject to significant qualification as to
its interpretation or sustainability. There is scope
for arguing that similar investment in other areas
might have produced better overall returns.

= The government itself is not a vanguard user of
computers, having relatively few overall and even
fewer networked or linked to the Internet.

= [CT use in health and education is being actively
explored but is still, in terms of national impact,
very limited. Problems with electricity supply and
the cost of connection to the Internet have not
been overcome, and a model for financial sustain-
ability is still lacking.

= Businesses, especially larger ones, use computers,
including networked computers, extensively, but
primarily for internal data management. Very few
are incorporated into extended ICT-based supply
chains or are trading extensively on the Web.
A culture of information control and a fear of
viruses and hacking, strengthened by expensive
and unreliable technical support, militates
against more widespread use of the Internet.

= The newly independent media companies may be
considered pioneers of modern communication—

in their dissemination of uncensored information,
their introduction of interactive techniques with
their listeners and viewers, and their use of mobile
phones. However, they make little use of Internet-
connected computers in their daily operations.

Several other studies looked at a broad range of social settings
and collected statistics on the public use of ICT. The picture
they reveal of Senegalese society as a whole is encouraging.

= There has been an explosion of telephone use,
and to a lesser extent Internet use, occasioned by
the creation of some 10,000 telecentres using fixed
lines and by the rapid growth of mobile telephony.

= Strong interest in the use of and interaction with
independent media is reported, with positive im-
plications for the development of local languages—
notably Wolof—and of transparency, accountability
and democracy in the country.

= The Mouride brotherhood has taken up the
Internet as a strategic tool. It is using its local
political influence to negotiate a modern, commer-
cially viable telecommunication infrastructure in
the town of Touba, and is making this a launching
pad for increased social and economic interaction
among members of the Mouride brotherhood
worldwide.

= The Senegalese diaspora is a major investor in and
user of ICT, including video and sound. Such use
has significant economic and social implications,
both for emigrant communities and their villages
of origin. These include the speed and form of
financial remittances, the identification of trading




opportunities, the quality of social ties maintained
with and by emigrants, and the changing social
status of their relatives who are charged with
looking after the mobile phone—a key means of
communication—and managing the multiple
communications it enables.

= [CT, including the widespread use of mobile phones,
is affecting the informal economy. Improved commu-
nication has greatly improved people’s capacity to
deliver a wide range of services. The growing relation-
ships between some micro-enterprises—those based
on the repair of computers or their use in telecentres,
for example—and banks, electricity and phone
suppliers may be pushing such businesses toward
greater integration with the formal economy.

These findings do not suggest that grassroots use of ICT is
problem-free, but rather that it sometimes takes unexpected
forms and directions. Many constraints and barriers exist, and
not all the new social and economic relations created are nec-
essarily less exploitative than those they replace. The findings
do, however, present a vibrant picture of great innovation, of
people adapting new tools to their needs and welcoming the
potential for change. They also raise some central questions in
the context of debates on the information revolution, the in-
formation society, and ICT and development.

Policy Implications

Where, in terms of development policy and practice, are effort
and resources best expended?! Most global discourse on the in-
formation society and the digital divide concentrates on bring-
ing the main organizations in public, private and social sectors
into the ambit of the global information practices promoted
and used in transnational business and intergovernmental proc-
esses. The notion of “ereadiness” exemplifies this, laying out
the requirements necessary for entry into this global club. Yet
such requirements are now utterly unobtainable for most devel-
oping countries.

UNRISD research indicates that the “big players” in Senegal,
despite being relatively well resourced and aware of increasing
use of ICT in the world around them, are not—for reasons of
environment, organizational culture, cost and locally available
support—capable of providing the impetus that will transform
Senegalese economy and society, or their relative position in the
world economy. If that capacity exists in the country, it currently
lies with those sectors of society that were previously either eco-
nomically marginalized or viewed as insignificant when consid-
ering “modern economic progress”.

The policy choice that follows is between supporting the appro-
priation and adaptation of technology by individual members
of such communities, recognizing the socialized nature of tech-
nology use in Africa, or seeking to overcome the structural con-
straints to profitable participation in global information prac-
tices. The former is likely to have a more immediate economic
effect at the local level and offer a clearer link to the overriding
development goal of reducing poverty.
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What does this research indicate, more generally, about infor-
mation revolution and “the” information society?

First, and crucially, the notion that there could or should be
just one such society is misguided. There are certainly the mak-
ings of “an” information society in Senegal, as elsewhere, but its
precise nature and which technologies it will most exploit will
be firmly rooted in its specific history and current opportuni-
ties. Visions of a technologically based, uniform, global infor-
mation society are of dubious theoretical benefit and lack em-
pirical foundation.

Second, perhaps the information revolution has similar charac-
teristics with previous revolutions in productive processes, in
that new possibilities are created and exploited by largely au-
tonomous and self-organizing forces often removed from the
existing centres of control.

If this is the case, it follows that research intended to inform
policy needs to be strongly focused on the dynamics of new prac-
tice on the ground in specific contexts, and their implications
for the future. There has to be good understanding of these
before it is possible to assess the continued relevance of existing
institutions or research agendas to future development. These
dynamics also need to be well understood before development
funding is directed toward attempts to steer emerging trends in
particular social or economic directions. Failure to do this can
lead to public investment unwittingly building barriers and clos-
ing opportunities, rather than the contrary. What is certain is
that approaches that start from existing agendas and then seek
to apply them to poorly understood transformational processes
are guaranteed to fail.

What about the digital divide?

The overall picture painted by the Senegal research illustrates
practical barriers and constraints that must be overcome if Sen-
egal is to reap maximum benefit from its investments in infor-
mation-based change. Many of them will be surmounted, and
the usage of ICT will undoubtedly continue to increase. The
likelihood, however, of it growing at anything like the rate that
will prevail in more developed countries, with better infrastruc-
ture, cheaper hardware and services, and much greater access to
trained personnel, is remote in the extreme. The range of issues
that would need to be tackled to avoid continued widening of
the digital divide is as broad as the subject of development it-
self. As such, the research carried out in Senegal presents con-
vincing evidence for the argument made in another UNRISD
publication, The Dewvelopment Divide in a Digital Age: ICT does
not itself provide a panacea for the deep-seated challenges posed
by underdevelopment.
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Hewitt de Alcantara, Cynthia. 2001. The Development Divide
in a Digital Age:An Issues Paper. Programme on Technology,
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UNRISD Research and Policy Briefs aim to improve the quality of development dialogue. They situate the Institute’s research with-
in wider social development debates, synthesize its findings and draw out issues for consideration in decision-making processes.
They provide this information in a concise format that should be of use to policy makers, scholars, activists, journalists and others.
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