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This paper describes a consultation with the Meraka Institute (African Advanced Institute for 
Information and Communications Technology, Council for Scientific and Industrial Research) 
South Africa.  The purpose of the consultation was to develop an evaluation plan for the Digital 
Doorway project. The Digital Doorway is a major project of the South African government to 
promote digital inclusion in remote townships in that country that can be compared to the One 
Lap Top Per Child (OLPC) initiative of western techno-philanthropists.  An evaluation plan for 
the Digital Doorway project has been developed, as the first step in a proposed research 
partnership between Meraka and Monash University. 

Introduction 

 
As a leading developing country, South Africa now has examples of autochthonous ICTs 

for Development working to alleviate the Digital Divide ((Wertlen 2007).This paper reviews 
how an evaluation plan was developed for one project,  the ‘Digital Doorway’ 1, a Community 
Informatics project of the Meraka Institute.  The project, which is now in its 5th year, is 
supported by the Department of Science and Technology and the Council for Scientific and 
Industrial Research, is part of the government of South Africa’s strategic mandate for ICT 
development in country that faces enormous problems of social development and inclusion2.    

The Digital Divide is one of greatest challenges, if not the greatest challenge to the 
equitable distribution and use of  Information and Communication Technologies (ICTs) in 
developing countries,  as well as disadvantaged communities in developed countries (Loader, 
Keeble et al. 2004; Steyn 2007)  However, there is a tendency for externally-derived, 
simplistic, neo-colonialist (Bishop 2005) and techno-determinist ‘cargo cult’ approaches to 
bridging the divide, in the South (Heeks 2002).  Additionally, a lack of skills, weak social-
technical infrastructure (Simpson 2004), cost, resistance to what is seen as cultural 
imperialism and intrusion (Niven and Russell 2005; Stillman and Craig 2006), and pervasive 
issues such as poverty are factors that serve to limit participation in digital opportunities.  

                                                      
 
 
 
 

1 http://www.digitaldoorway.org.za 
2 "The Meraka Institute derives its mandate as a national strategic initiative from President Mbeki's 2002 State of the Nation 
Address, where the concept of an ICT University was first announced. A large-scale intervention in the ICT space to address 
challenges in both the first economy (well developed and integrated with the global economy) and the second economy 
(characterised by informal economic activity and poverty). As such, human and intellectual capital interventions are required that 
address both advanced technical research challenges ("wealth creation") and urgent developmental challenges ("quality of life")." 
http://www.meraka.org.za/about.htm. For a highly critical view of the political and economic challenges that South Africa faces, 
see Bond, P. (2000). Elite transition : from apartheid to neoliberalism in South Africa. London ; Sterling, Va., Pluto Press. 
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The desire for an evaluation is part of plans by Meraka to establish an inter-disciplinary 
base and institutionally, to obtain a better understanding about how to research  and 
communicate to key stakeholders the social effects of its technological innovation. Of 
particular concern is the fact that they wish their technology to be grounded in community 
knowledge and needs, and that participation of communities and individuals in Open Source 
ICT development with spin offs for local social and economic development be an integral part 
of their strategic direction3 . 

What is the Digital Doorway? 

As one of many initiatives at Meraka involving communities and technology (for example, 
other areas include community wireless, accessibility, and e-health), as well as high-
performance computing, from a mechanical perspective, the Digital Doorway is a robust 
digital kiosk with 4 screens, and keyboards with touch pads, built to withstand the rigours of 
the African climate, enthusiastic use, as well as physical or technical vandalism. Its prime 
intended audience has been young people in poor and particularly remote South African 
townships, who have not had computer or internet access4.  A strong philosophical and design 
influence on the project appears to be the Hole in the Wall project in India which has 
demonstrated learning outcomes though non-invasive informal learning (Sugata 2003).  

Kiosk terminals are connected to a server with Open Source Xubuntu (a South African 
version of Linux), and have connected video cameras, concealed speakers and uninterruptible 
power supplies (important in Africa).  Terminals can be bolted to the ground and watched if 
necessary, by video surveillance. 

Other kiosk versions are being developed, including those for small children and disabled 
users.   A local person (such as a teacher or shop owner) has the responsibility of turning the 
main power on or off, and can also unlock the kiosk to reboot the system manually if 
necessary.   Otherwise, the terminals are remotely managed from Pretoria, software installed, 
caching conducted, and log files checked or video surveillance conducted.   It will also be 
possible, for example, to connect by wireless a much more fragile  piece of equipment such as 
a printer, that can be located in a local shop, thus providing a local  business opportunity.   
Other computers, such as laptops, can also be mesh networked. Subject to resource and 
technological possibilities, direct internet access can also be offered. 

As the project has developed, emphasis has been given to children having a computer 
experience through informal means, based upon the ‘Hole in the Wall’ principles of informal 
learning developed by Mitra though his initiatives in India (Mitra, Dangwal et al. 2005; 
Inamdar and Kulkarni 2007). 

Currently, the kiosk provides a computer and  ‘internet experience’—that is, through 
cached pages, including Wikipedia,  and  interactive open source games software that appeals 
to young people, offering the chance to informally experience computer applications and 
some internet experience.   While the focus has been upon the production of interfaces in 
English, materials in South Africa’s  other official languages (Afrikaans,  Ndebele Northern 
Sotho,   Sotho Swati, Tsonga, Tswana, Venda, Xhosa, Zulu can be installed).   Additionally, 
the project has produced an appealing portable class-room that can be transported on a truck 
and easily erected. This too, is built to withstand climate and usage rigours. The aim is to use 
the roofs of these rooms for solar power. 

From anecdotal evidence and email feedback it is clear that where Digital Doorway 
terminals have been installed, children and teachers are incredibly enthusiastic about the 

                                                      
 
 
 
 

3 See the paper by Shela Boshomane and others, ‘Catalysing Innovation, The Promise of the Living Lab Approach in South 
Africa’ being presented at this conference. 
4 Also see the paper by Kim Gush on the Digital Doorway for this conference for technical details. 
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opportunity for a 'free' computer and internet experience.  However, while the project is 
advanced technically, (and much log data has been collected), the project realizes that it needs 
to work with others in getting a broader social-technical understanding of how the Digital 
Doorway is used, or might be used, in communities. Questions about how to ensure the 
sustainability of the kiosk in term of local support and ownership, its use by other groups 
(such as adults), or adaptation for local small enterprise had arisen, but Meraka staff have 
been unsure about how to plan for and then evaluate such proposed developments.  

From the preliminary discussions prior to the consultations I have also able to surmise that 
Meraka staff are of the view that:  

 
·  group social interaction by a group is critical for informal  learning as distinct from 

the more individualized approach that underlies OLPC, and this approach is 
supported by scholarly research from New Zealand with the Maori and Pacific 
Islander communities where the adoption of indigenous frameworks of knowing are 
critical to adoption or research on ICTs, in the context of socially-situated learning, 
whether within a family or in school (Stillman and Craig 2006) 

·  in remote areas,  technical support for individual computers as distinct from one 
installation built for robust usage is highly unlikely; it is also less likely that there will 
be adequate power for multiple PCs as distinct from a community access  point in 
some communities 

·  there are real and present dangers of inadvertent or deliberate damage, theft, to 
portable computer equipment, particularly if children do not have ‘safe’ homes, or 
homes at all 

·  there are also strong concerns about access to pornography or the exploitation of local 
and indigenous knowledge (Niven and Russell 2005), as well as the exposure of 
young people to cyberbullying and other inappropriate behaviours. 

 
This is rich material for further research and evaluation. 
 
 

 
 

Fg 1. Digital Doorway Terminal in use (source: http://www.digitaldoorway.org.za/index_main.php?do=multi) . 
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Comparison to One Laptop per Child (OLPC) 

The technical and philosophical approach of the project can compared to the highly-
publicized One Laptop Per Child (OLPC) initiative of western entrepreneurs such as 
Negroponte (www.olpc.org).  The aim of this project has been to provide individual children 
in a developing country a robust laptop that can, for example, be mesh networked.   

The OLPC has been subject to some research by its initiators and the receipt of 
considerable press discussion, but its actual robustness is disputed, given the social and 
economic conditions in which it is meant to be used, where power and  technical support are 
in short supply, and problems of theft and destruction cannot be ignored.  ‘One Slate Per 
Child’ might be more  a more appropriate response in such conditions, in the opinion of one 
critic. There are also concerns that the OLPC project is more or a corporate toy than a tool for 
development on the ground5.  

Developing the Consultation Brief 

On the basis of prior discussions between Meraka and Monash University South Africa, it 
emerged that a workshop on evaluation and strategic planning for ICT projects in early April 
2008 could be used as a means of skills transfer, project clarification, and relationship 
building with Monash University South Africa, as well as Monash Australia. The author was 
invited to work with staff to developing an evaluation plan adapted to their needs.  An 
additional set of face-to-face meetings was held in late May 2008 with Meraka staff, Monash 
researchers and administrators, and other academic researchers in South Africa.  The focus of 
this article is on the first consultation6.   

Participants in the consultation included two  technical specialists with direct 
responsibility for designing, building, and installing the kiosks; two staff (male and female) 
attached to the Living Labs project of  Meraka, interested in integrating the learnings from the 
consultation into their wider project activity about ICT capacity building;  two project 
managers (one male,  one female), and an equal  number of Monash University South Africa 
academic staff ranging from the head of the school of IT and other academic staff and one 
research officer.  Monash staff took on the role of interested and enthusiastic participants.  

Not everyone was able to be in attendance all day or everyday for a week, but there was 
enough information sharing and cross-fertilization’ that the outcome was regarded as highly 
reflective of shared and clarified needs.   The week’s consultation was also a way for people 
from Meraka and Monash to get to know each other. 

While it was originally suggested that I meet with staff individually, and provide a group 
introduction to principles of Community Informatics, community-based or participatory 
research and Program Evaluation and design using the project as the focus of discussions and 
activity.  I also developed a number of documents for circulation on relevant topics and also 
brought a number of handouts with me.  However, I was flexible as how the week would be 
conducted, and in fact, in practice, upon arrival, it became a group workshop, rather than set 
of individual consultations. 

In the period leading up to the workshop in Pretoria, there were a number of emails and 
phone calls to further clarify what was expected of the consultation visit.  It quickly became 
clear that there was a desire for enlightenment about how to develop an evaluation that looked 
at the total effects of the technology intervention in a community, including social and 

                                                      
 
 
 
 

5 See http://www.iconnectdots.com/ctd/2008/01/reality-of-one.html 
6 The author thanks colleagues at the Meraka Institute for the invitation to work with them, and Monash South Africa for their 
support. 
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technical effects.  Meraka staff were also intrigued about the possibilities of qualitative and 
mixed-methods research.   The following quote by one Meraka staff member, from the paper 
written for this conference about the Living Lab concept, is a very honest statement of the 
conceptual dilemma in which they have found themselves: 

Technologists are ill-equipped to deal with research that involves people and cannot be 
expected to be able to have the expertise or experience to deal with it, hence leading to 
the need to partner with social experts in doing research projects. 

In fact, the desire to move beyond their professional boundaries is commendable, given 
their commitment to ICTs for development. In early discussions, it also became clear that 
there was a need to a shared inter-disciplinary language: engineers (as they called themselves) 
do not understand the social very well, and there was a concern that that in working with 
social researchers there would be a language and conceptual divide that could not be 
breached.  

 

BACKGROUND THEORIES AND FRAMEWORKS 

Underpinning the week's work (and the direction of future planning activity), were several 
bodies of theory that were raised at different points during the strategic consultation process.. 

1.  Community Informatics as a multidisciplinary approach to the social-technical development 
of communities. 

Most recently, Mike Gurstein has developed his well-known definition of Community 
Informatics7  to suggest that  ‘what characterizes a Community Informatics approach to public 
computing is a commitment to universality of technology-enabled opportunity including to 
the disadvantaged; a recognition that the “lived physical community” is at the very centre of 
individual and family well-being – economic, political, and cultural; a belief that this can be 
enhanced through the judicious use of ICT; a sophisticated user-focused understanding of 
Information technology; and applied social leadership, entrepreneurship and creativity’ 
(Gurstein 2007). 

2.  Community Development theory.     

The practice of Community Development (also known as community organization) is a 
key principle of Community Informatics, though its theory is not often articulated in the  
literature.  In 1968, Rothman and Tropman presented their now classic typology of (Rothman 
and Tropman 1970; Rothman 1972)8.   This detailed typology provides a tri-partite framework 
from which to consider different stakeholder interests, assumptions, and expectations in the 
community development process, ranging from grass-roots and activist expectations, to 
significantly, the point of view of those with implementation and accountability 
responsibilities, such as Meraka. 

For  an organisation like Meraka, concerned to build staff capacity and awareness of other 
perspectives and needs with ICTs (such as beyond a technical-management or social planning 
approach),  discussion using the Rothman and Tropman typology was used to heighten their 

                                                      
 
 
 
 

7 Community Informatics pays attention to physical communities and the design and implementation of technologies and 
applications, which enhance and promote their objectives. CI begins with ICT, as providing resources and tools that communities 
and their members can use for local economic, cultural and civic development, and community health and environmental 
initiatives among others {Gurstein, 2000 #184: 2}.  
8 The use of Rothman and Tropman should not hinder the use of other insights in Community Development, drawn from 
feminism, ethnic and cultural studies etc. 
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awareness of  the language and assumptions of community development with ICTs, beyond 
decisions about technical design features. 

3.  Interpretive research and ICTs 

In recent times, a body of knowledge has risen which uses an interpretive approach—that 
is, the acknowledgement that people’s realties are real and meaningful and need to be taken 
into account in social research--to investigate how ICTs and people interact, in contrast to the 
‘scientfic rational’ paradigm that has come to dominate research and policy development 
(Walsham 1995; Kling 2000; Orlikowski and Barley 2001; Lamb and Kling 2003).  Bringing 
this more open perspective  to understanding social-technical issues in a new way proved to 
be an eye-opener Meraka staff, but it also helped to develop a shared language around social-
technical issues. 

4.  Program Evaluation 

Program Evaluation contributes a well-documented body of theory and practice 
methodologies that can enormously benefit Community Informatics and Development 
Informatics. Given the interest in Community Informatics in using qualitative research 
creatively, the  body of knowledge that Program Evaluation has developed in this area is 
extremely valuable (Patton 1990).   

Program Evaluation is often thought of as a technique for knowledge exploration used 
during (formative evaluation) or after a particular program or initiative is concluded 
(summative evaluation). However, what is not well-recognised is that evaluation is a tool to 
be used for decision-making at all phases of a project, including critically, at the planning 
stage as a strategic planning instrument.  Evaluation is thus not just about final impacts but 
can be used as a clarifying tool for project development.   The work of Owen and others 
(Owen 2006), including Simonelli in international development (Simonelli 1996) in Australia 
has been particularly pertinent to the discussions with Meraka.   

Such a multi-stage viewpoint is summarised in the following figure as three ideal (and 
potential) stages taken throughout the life of an ICT project, with some key ICT variables 
inserted. However, the practical reality is, of course, that often the evaluation only begins in 
the second or third stage, and accordingly, many of the questions that could be asked during 
the planning stage have to posed and answered within the limitations of being stuck with what 
is, and not what might be.  

The framework, in a less developed form was also used to guide my consultation exercise 
with Meraka staff, where we developed an evaluation plan for the project. Another insight 
from evaluation literature is useful.  It is clear that that Meraka felt that the presence of an 
‘outsider’ (and in fact, other ‘outsider’ visitors from Monash) in developing an evaluation 
plan would expand their horizons: the ‘insider’ capacity to conduct this form of organisational 
development was, due to the technical focus of the organisation, not adequate to conduct this 
form of knowledge (Owen 2006: Chapter 7), and to its great credit, Meraka recognized the 
need for outside assistance. 
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Figure 2:   A total framework for evaluation 
 
 

The Consultative Process 

 
As already noted, the consultation plan was supposed to start with individual interviews, 

but instead, as an open process of day-by-day negotiation (Owen 2006), developed into 
something of an open round table, with people coming and going according to the reality of 
their work commitments. Rather than throwing this range of theory at the participants, it was 
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important to see ‘where the participants were at’, and at strategic points, introduce ideas and 
techniques to them, and the ongoing negotiation of a working agenda reflected this. 

DAY 1 

As the outsider to all the South Africans, it was necessary for me to explain my own 
orientation and view of the world, and as well since not everyone in the room knew each other 
(coming from Meraka and Monash), there was a need for conventional introductions.  
Somewhat amusingly, our different dialects and accents in English led to some initial 
misunderstandings.  Despite this, minor hiccup, Day 1 was an exciting event that set the scene 
for the rest of the week, and hence, most detail comes from what eventuated up on that day. 

Sharing Concepts 

The first part of the process was devoted to getting participants to develop a set of brief 
statements about what they thought the Digital Doorway goals were how this would be 
achieved and key outcomes or impacts.  They were also asked to describe any key issues, 
goals, or outcomes that they were concerned about. This was easier said than done, given the 
fact that people were new to interpretive reflection, and thought that they in fact, had little to 
contribute.  There were some moments of silence. 

Because it was so hard to open up, so a risk was taken.  Fortunately, the strategy worked, 
with an emphasis on keeping the process as simple as possible. I asked people to start writing 
down their viewpoints, how they thought things could be done, and the impacts of their work 
on  large index cards so that they could be stuck on a white board, for further consideration  as 
a group.  This proved to be an extremely productive exercise, as it got the participants to 
generate about 60 cards in all.  Additionally, the cards, as a written object, became a visual 
documentary of what happened. 

Cards were then read aloud, and put on the board. Every concept or word that was not 
understood was highlighted, and also discussed in some detail—this resulted in a very fruitful 
exchange between those of an engineering background and those who came from other, 
interpretive, and sociologically oriented understandings of the project.  Different world views 
about the meeting of technology with what is called the ‘rainbow’ of cultures that constitute 
contemporary South Africa were beginning to emerge.  
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Figure 3:  Getting key ideas shared on paper 
 

The vigorous discussion which emerged once grouping of ideas on the board occurred 
made it clear that despite the initial scepticism of some of the participants, that there was a 
complex agenda to work upon, about both technical and social issues, and the mix of both, 
and that some goals quite indeterminate, for example, ‘making a difference’, and this could 
mean many different things for example, it could mean building a better computer terminal, 
but it could also be poverty alleviation. 

An ideal type 

 
By the end of the day in fact, it was clear that we would be able to come up with some 

group statement of what the Digital Doorway represented. I was struck, though I had not 
planned for it,  that the metaphor of an ‘ideal type’ could be introduced, drawing upon Max 
Weber (Weber, Shils et al. 1949: 90).  I explained that an ideal type was not meant to be a 
perfect representation of the Digital Doorway as a social-technical network, but rather, an 
ideal representation for modelling and discussion.  This struck a strong chord with people, and 
one of the participants came up with a statement which was used to introduce the proceedings 
for the next day. 

That statement  (see the picture) was both aspirational and inspirational and expressed a 
long term outcome for the Digital Doorway project.   It certainly brought to the fore the idea 
that the Digital Doorway device was something more than a device, but something located in 
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a living and developing community. The community was the focus, and Meraka’s role was 
about supporting the community. 

 

 
 

Figure:  The Ideal Type 
 

Understanding Community Development 

I also brought to the group's attention the key ideas of Rothman and Tropman about the 
different forms and stages of Community Development.  This proved to be a real eye opener 
for them it was the first time that a formal concept of Community Development was put to 
them, though the term was used a lot in discourse.  They considered their own place within 
the bureaucratic framework, but at the same time, as potential change agents in the 
community-at-large as part of the Community Development continuum outlined by Rothman 
and Tropman.   They also began to be able to place the opportunities and constraints in which 
they found their work with the community and other players as part of larger administrative, 
cultural, and political dynamics in a developing country.  They were also beginning to adopt a 
shared language in the discussion and were starting to abstract about their situation.   They 
had not seen a holistic overview of their work, as agents of the government working for the 
betterment of the community before but the Rothman and Tropman framework gave them a 
tool to consider their place in the world. 

What we called ‘Theory Theory’  

 
Another idea that was introduced was to distinguish between the overarching,  espoused, 

or implied theory of a project or program--what we crudely, but usefully called a ‘theory 
theory’--as well as the treatment, implementation and outcome theories.   This was a gross 
useful oversimplification  of the work of Chen and others such as Bickman, but as a 
metaphor, it went a long way to helping people to think about how often assumptions are 
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made but not made explicit in both planning and implementation of ICT initiatives (Bickman 
1987; Chen 1990).  

 

 
 
 

Figure:  Working  out program theory. 

DAYS 2-3 

The group had decided that unpacking the ‘ideal type’ of Digital Doorway as a project 
‘being built by each community and maintained by the community, that are sustainable and 
contributing to the development of that community’ could be the focus of further exploration.  
Thus, we had moved beyond the split between technical considerations and social 
considerations into a study of how to look at the two in tandem. I proposed that by developing 
a detailed plan for the stages and tasks of an evaluation that we could examine all aspects of 
what an evaluation. We worked for the whole day on filling out what an impact evaluation—
that is, measuring the social and technical impact and outcomes  might be for such an 
inspirational statement—an exhausting process, in working through all the major tasks of a 
go-to-woe planning or evaluation cycle.  

This was achieved by using a series of’ Why? Who? How? With What?’  questions about 
clarifying key questions, types of information needed to solve them, how the information 
would be managed, based on an adapted  set of questions developed by Owen.   The 
understanding of the social and political context of the Digital Doorway that had been gained 
through a discussion of different models of Community Development also helped deepen the 
understanding of the many different elements involved in study a project as complex as the 
Digital Doorway. 

Details of the plan were written down on many sequenced pages of butcher’s paper, which 
now covered the walls of the workshop room.   While not every single question was answered 
in detail (and by the end, all were tired out), there was an increasing degree of consciousness 
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about issues such as internal skills, the need for partner relationships with researchers, the 
nature of community based research, and the importance of reporting that was used by key 
stakeholders for positive decision-making.  Additionally, the difficult issue of data collection 
and particularly the management of data was highlighted. There was a realization that not 
everything has to be collected and that different forms of sampling can be strategically useful.  
There was also a realization that overall, this method of knowledge exploration and 
structuring could be applied to almost any stage or problem in this ICT initiative.  

Additionally, there was quite a lot of discussion about how to conduct qualitative research, 
and examples of work with young people and in developing countries were provided, to show 
that rigorous and rich findings could result from such work.  In particular,  the work of Hart 
and  Rajbhandary in Nepal was used to highlight the potential of games for social and social 
mapping effects of ICTs, as well as self and group assessment of outcomes (Hart and 
Rajbhandary 2003). This kind of work is familiar in more formal methods of constructing 
matrixes for managing and assessing data, and is ideally suited for participatory, on the 
ground research where only the simplest of means for data recording may be available (Miles 
and Huberman 1994; Stillman 2005).  This example began to further convince the skeptics of 
the value of qualitative research and the possibilities of community-based, participatory 
research (Stoecker 2005), even though they kept referring to such work as ‘surveys’.   

The key insight that emerged was a desire to design an evaluation that would be able to 
evaluate the effectiveness, outcomes, failures and shortcomings, surprises, sustainability, 
accountability, of the Digital Doorway as  locally maintained enterprise. Space limitations 
preclude a detailed account, but the following issues were dealt with in how to find answers to 
these questions: 

·  Focuses of the research/evaluation strategy 
·  Audiences (government, research, community) and the presentation and utilization of 

findings 
·  The resources available for the research and action 
·  What data was needed, and how to manage it. 

 
Some of this was developed by breaking up into smaller groups and then sharing findings, 

but the key emphasis was upon documentation as a record for further use. Fortunately, a 
number of people volunteered to develop Open Office documents on the spot.  

DAYS 4-5 

 
People were beginning to tire, and not everyone could be in attendance all the time.   

However, it was suggested that we work on an overall ‘Final  Statement’ for this form of 
research and its applicability to the Digital Doorway, based on a second iteration of the Owen 
typology, which became an additional row of paper on the walls of the room. The Day 4 
session set the scene for a kind of plenary on the final, shorter day and resulted in a detailed 
plan for a future research agenda that  with the second visit to South Africa, and much 
additional work by email has become a major research application which will be submitted 
for funding in late 2008. 

THE MOVIE 

 
In addition, I made a short film in which I captured all the sheets of data on the wall, 

described what happened, and I added some narration and more detail. This has been used in 
presentations as a teaching tool and as an awareness raising tool with funders. 
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Outcomes 

 
The week of work has had several significant outcomes: 
 
·  Immediate outcomes 

 
The workshop developed awareness amongst Meraka staff about different ways of 

understanding how knowledge about a social-technical project is obtained.  Additionally, 
through the workshop documentation and Final Statement it has set in place considerable 
groundwork for the development of quite detailed research applications to various 
organisations for future activity by and with Meraka. It also helped Meraka and Monash staff 
to build a realistic shared vision for future research activity. 

 
·  Training Outcomes 

 
The week tested out how a number of different conceptual and theoretical frameworks 

could be brought together in a structured way to develop a holistic overview of a social-
technical project, beyond the more narrow forms of research that had been conducted about it 
in the past (e.g. educational measurement).  It appears that this was successful, as evidenced 
by the outcomes noted in the previous paragraph. 

 
·  Conceptual outcomes. 

 
The workshop managed to merge a lot of complex and discrete theory into a manageable 

recipe.  Rather than taking a prescriptive approach as might be found in a technical manual, 
the process was more interpretive, as a kind of ideas and practice rather than a prescriptive 
manual, it’s a kind of cookbook, open to interpretation and flavouring, based in the enormous 
skills and knowledge base of participants.  

 
Research outcomes 
 
The consultation outlined a conceptual roadmap for applications to fund joint evaluation 

research of the Digital Doorway. Not only has it become a meaningful framework for 
evaluation research by Digital Doorway staff, but has attracted the attention of senior Monash 
researcher academics. 

IMPLICATIONS FOR COMMUNITY AND DEVELOPMENT 
INFORMATICS  

 
The evaluation exercise took up the challenge originally proposed by Odasz and others in 

the early 1990s  (Odasz 1995), about the need for  of effective evaluation tools and 
methodologies in Community Informatics. A deliberate attempt was made to bring 
Community Informatics, Program Evaluation, and other relevant concepts together 

For those  not familiar with Program Evaluation, utilizing the many ideas and tools in a 
productive way may demand some humility and (re)learning. However, because so many 
evaluation frameworks are logical and intuitive—as this case study in planning has shown—
the problems may be less difficult than anticipated and the time invested in learning 
something new will lead to greater and more productive decision-making and action in both 
research and the field.  

Furthermore, there are Program Evaluation associations in many western countries, and 
evaluators are thick on the grown in assessing development projects, so that personal 
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connections will not be difficult to make. Additionally, there are listservs and many websites 
to use, and many leading evaluators are happy to share their knowledge in their professional 
forums.  

Ultimately, to adapt what has been suggested by the Aspen Institute in its overview of the 
necessity of open and multi-disciplinary comprehensive studies of community change 
(Kubisch 1997),  the recipes, ideas and techniques I have suggested can help to create a 
culture of ‘systemic connection’ between the many elements that make up social-technical 
relationships that are of interest in Community Informatics and Development Informatics.  
The result may well be better knowledge and action to act better on issues such as bridging 
the Digital Divide. 
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