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Abstract: This paper proposes a framework for understanding how individuals
empowered by telecentres, in return, empower their rural communities. The issue
is that although ICT4D projects such as telecentres are viewed as a vital way to
foster social economic development, their effectiveness on reducing digital
exclusion is continuously being questioned. This research suggests that the way
telecentres users empower communities is key to understanding how communities
can harness ICTs (Information and Communication Technologies) to fight
against digital exclusion. The study adopts qualitative research methods and
targets two telecentres in Malawi. The study will help understand how
individuals empowered by the use of ICTs such as telecentres can then empower
members of their community. Hence, this study will provide insights of how ICTs
can also become means to generate collective empowerment.
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1 Introduction
Telecentres provide public access to Information and Communication Technologies (ICTs)
such as Internet and computers [22] in order to foster social economic development and
reduce digital exclusion. Digital exclusion is the gap between those who have access and
ability to use and benefit from ICTs and those who do not [13, 24, 38]. Yet, the issue of
telecentres being effective in removing digital exclusion remains unresolved. Some scholars
claim that telecentres are removing digital exclusion by fostering social economic
development. For example, telecentres give users easy access to information on various
aspects of life such as education, agriculture, and health [45, 48]; increase incomes by, for
example, providing users with information on jobs and helping users start-up businesses [8];
and train people in the use of ICTs [3, 6]. On the other hand, some scholars argue that
telecentres do not reduce digital exclusion because they are only used by a few people, most
of whom are already advantaged such as the youths, males, and the relatively educated [12,
32]. The purpose of this paper is to propose a framework that furthers our understanding of
the empowerment effects of ICT4D interventions on communities.

The divergent opinions about the development impact of telecentres highlight how
existing research fails to view digital exclusion as a multi-layered phenomenon. This paper
argues that the opponents to the benefits of telecentres only concentrate on the first two layers
of digital exclusion: i) access and usage patterns divide, also known as economic divide,
which looks at the groups of people who can own or afford ICTs [5, 36]; and ii) usability
divide, which looks at the skills that enable one to use the ICTs [36, 48, 50], frequency of
using the ICTs [5], and how users that belong to different groups use and engage with ICTs
[50]. However, the third layer, which is the empowerment divide, has been ignored. This
layer is about making full and meaningful use of ICTs [36, 48]. Even when people have
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access to and use ICTs, some would not make use of all the opportunities offered by such
ICTs. For example, some people do not participate in online community discussions even
when they belong to them. On meaningful use, some people would use ICTs for activities
that would not change their lives such as playing games. The third layer of digital exclusion
could be associated with the changes that people experience after using ICTs. Even though
existing research has investigated the measurable impact that telecentres can have on socio-
economic development (e.g. how telecentres increase incomes), it has not given full
consideration of the impact of telecentres on empowerment as a means of achieving socio-
economic development [45, 27, 54, 55]. For example, someone who is empowered by having
increased confidence may be able to start up a business that would lead to increase in the
finances. Although some aspects of individual empowerment have been identified by some
scholars (such as 4, 38 and 40), little attention has been paid to community empowerment.
Secondly, little is known about the relationship between individual empowerment and
collective empowerment in rural communities. Specifically, thorough literature review shows
that no efforts have been done to understand how individuals empowered by telecentres lead
to community empowerment.

This research suggests that the way telecentre users empower communities is key to
understanding the empowerment effects of ICTs on communities and, consequently, the
impact of ICTs on digital exclusion. Empowerment in this case is the process that enables
people to do things that they were unable to do previously [2, 25]. However, the literature
lacks a sound theoretical framework that would help us understand the empowerment effects
of ICT4D such as telecentres on communities. Therefore, this paper proposes a framework
(henceforth the Proposed Research Framework) for understanding how individuals
empowered by telecentres can also empower rural communities. In particular, the Proposed
Research Framework, is based on Zimmerman’s [59, 60] Psychological Empowerment
Framework while taking elements from Gigler’s [14, 15] Alternative Evaluation Framework
and the empowerment literature. The proposed framework theorises about the link between
ICTs and community empowerment.

The significance of the proposed framework is that it may provide insights into how ICTs
and, specifically, telecentres can benefit the communities by, for example, benefiting
indirectly the people who do not access and use the ICTs due to lack of resources and skills.
It may also provide insights into how individuals empowered by the ICTs empower
communities and, thereby, become means to generate collective empowerment. The study
framework may extend the existing theory by focusing empowerment outcomes at individual
as well as community levels and by focusing on the empowerment process.

The paper is structured as follows: Section 2 discusses how the proposed framework has
been developed; Section 3 discusses the proposed framework; Section 4 discusses the
methodology and data analysis before providing preliminary results in Section 5.

2 Conceptual Foundations

2.1 Zimmerman’s Psychological Empowerment Framework

Zimmerman’s Psychological Empowerment Framework allows us to understand individual
empowerment, which is also known as psychological empowerment (PE). In particular, it
divides PE into three components: intrapersonal empowerment, interactional empowerment,
and behavioural empowerment. Intrapersonal empowerment is the basic element of
empowerment concerning the way individuals view or think about themselves [51, 52, 59,
which, ultimately, enhances their ability to control their environment and goal achievement
[2,59]. Some of the elements include: self-esteem referring to the evaluation component of
the self [53]; self-efficacy, namely, peoples’ belief in their ability to successfully accomplish
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a task essential for achieving desired goals [39]; impact, referring to the extent to which a
person may influence outcomes [56]; competence, referring to one’s belief in being able to
perform activities given the skills they possess [53]; and meaningfulness, which is the “value
of task goal or purpose, judged in relation to individuals’ own ideals” [56:672].
Interactional empowerment is how individuals understand and relate to their environment.
The elements of interactional empowerment are critical awareness, decision making skills,
leadership skills and problem solving skills [41, 51, 59]. Although some scholars such as [43]
consider interactional empowerment as collective empowerment, this study considers it as
individual empowerment because its elements do take place at the individual level.
Behavioral empowerment is about the activities or actions that people engage in to address
specific needs in a specific environment [2, 38, 51, 52]. Some of the behavioral elements
include organizational participation, community involvement and coping mechanisms [52,
59], although the behavioral elements vary based on available opportunities [2]. Behavioral
empowerment occurs as a result of developing intrapersonal and interactional empowerment.
For example, after becoming confident (the intrapersonal component) and being aware of the
social services in the community (the interactional component), people can participate in
writing proposals for funding so as to improve their communities. The interactional
component acts as a bridge between perceived ability to control their lives (the intrapersonal
component) and actually taking control (the behavioral component) [59]. A thorough review
also indicates that the behavioural component of PE is not just about individual
empowerment as it appears in the Psychological Empowerment Framework, but it could well
be associated with the mechanisms by which individuals empower communities. Therefore,
this study considers this component and its elements (i.e. organizational participation and
community involvement) as mechanisms of empowering communities. For example,
community involvement in empowerment literature in the field of health and psychology is
about taking part in active citizenship that may include engaging in socio political activities
like demonstrations, which aim at bringing positive political and social change in a particular
community. It can be said that the Psychological Empowerment Framework is useful to
partly understand the empowerment process. The empowerment literature in the fields of
health and psychology shows that there are more factors including sense of community and
social cohesion that may lead to community empowerment as I discuss in Section 2.3. In
addition, the Psychological Empowerment Framework is only good in understanding
indicators of empowerment at individual level and not at community level. The paper is
interested in proposing a framework for understanding how individual empowerment may
translate into community empowerment. Therefore, the proposed framework addresses this
limitation through the Alternative Evaluation Framework and empowerment literature from
psychology and healthcare.

2.2 The Alternative Evaluation Framework

The Alternative Evaluation Framework mainly comes from Amartya Sen’s Capability
Approach which evaluates development based on what people can do or be depending on
what they value [3, 11, 21, 47]. The Alternative Evaluation Framework also incorporates the
Sustainable Livelihoods Framework, which offers an analytical way of understanding the
lives of the poor by focusing on capitals or assets (social, human, financial, natural and
physical) that are critical for people’s livelihoods [19]. Based on the principle of capabilities,
which are things that a person thinks is able to achieve [26, 47,49, 57] and the focus of the
Capability Approach on what people value [37, 47], the Alternative Evaluation Framework
considers empowerment as capabilities. Indeed, empowerment is considered as a process that



helps people gain substantial and new capabilities to perform some specific actions that
people could not previously do [11, 25]. In addition, empowerment is a process that enables
people and communities to gain mastery over issues that are important to them [60].

The Alternative Empowerment Framework suggests that people can achieve individual
empowerment when they have access to resources and when there are favourable contextual
conditions (e.g. ICT policies) that allow access and use of ICTs. The framework also suggests
that ICTs can lead to community empowerment. Given its interest in how ICTs can lead to
community empowerment, elements from the Alternative Evaluation Framework will be
borrowed to compensate for the lack of community empowerment in Zimmerman’s
Psychological Empowerment Framework.

In particular, the use of the Alternative Evaluation Framework gives five indicators of
community empowerment, namely, information, organisational, political, cultural, and
psychological indicators [14, 15]. The theory is only useful in understanding empowerment
indicators at community level which helps to address the limitation of lack of community
empowerment indicators in the Psychological Empowerment Framework.

However, much as the Alternative Evaluation Framework considers empowerment at both
individual and community level, the framework lacks the link between individual
empowerment and community empowerment. In other words, it lacks the factors or
mechanisms that can enable individuals to empower communities. Therefore, the theory is
only good for understanding empowerment indicators but not empowerment process.

2.3 Mechanisms of Achieving Community Empowerment

The empowerment literature especially in the fields of health and psychology shows that for
community empowerment to take place, three main conditions are needed: individual
empowerment; the mediating factors such as mutual groups and community involvement; and
community empowerment [28, 29, 46]. Therefore, even when people are empowered,
community empowerment cannot take place unless they engage in mechanisms that would
lead to collective action. As stated above, these mechanisms could also be partly linked to the
Psychological Empowerment Framework, particularly, the behavioural component of the
framework which is about things people engage in to change their lives as well as their
community [59]. The literature shows that there are four main mechanisms through which
empowered individuals empower communities namely: community participation, community
organisations, social cohesion and sense of community [1, 9, 31, 33, 39, 41].

Community organisation involves people defining themselves as community members
and involving themselves in strategic discussions with an aim of achieving the vision of the
community. Through community organisations, groups identify problems affecting the
community at large and common goals and collectively mobilise resources for solving
collectively identified problems and achieving collectively set goals [31]. Community
participation is concerned with being involved in active citizenship by participating in wider
socio political activities such as demonstrations and writing a letter influencing policy in
one’s community, and being a member of an organisation [9, 33, 39, 52]. Community
participation increases the feelings of people that they can influence decisions and leads to
community action [46]. In addition, participation increases PE such as confidence [17, 23]
and promotes critical awareness of social issues through communication (interactional
empowerment) [9]. Social cohesion expands the concept of participation by incorporating
notions of trust or shared emotional commitment and connectedness [41, 42, 44].
Connectedness is the state of belonging to a larger world which increases opportunities in
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one’s life. It helps people to be aware of what is happening around them, be in touch with
people and learning and being informed (6). Social cohesion empowers communities by, for
example, helping individuals to be aware of what is happening around them and to acquire
high competence [6]. Sense of community is a feeling that a person has that they belong to a
larger community which is reinforced by interpersonal sharing and emotional connection and
that their needs can be met when they stay together [7, 33]. Sense of community aids problem
coping behaviour and achieving common objectives for the betterment of the community [1,
43, 46]. Both sense of community and social cohesion deal with connectedness and are
sometimes used interchangeably.

3 The Proposed Research Framework

As already stated, the Proposed Research Framework uses the Psychological Empowerment
Framework as its foundation and combines it with the Alternative Evaluation Framework.
Specifically, the Proposed Research Framework aims at proposing the effects of ICTs such as
telecentres on empowerment at individual and community levels as well as the link between
individual and community empowerment, which is missing in the literature.

By drawing on the Psychological Empowerment Framework, the Proposed Research
Framework helps our understanding of empowerment as an intangible aspect and, partly, aids
an understanding of the empowerment process. It addresses the weaknesses of the
Psychological Empowerment Framework, namely, its lack of community empowerment
indicators, by borrowing elements from the Alternative Evaluation Framework and the
empowerment literature. In addition, it adds the link between individual and community
empowerment not fully addressed in the Psychological Empowerment Framework and the
Alternative Evaluation Framework. The Proposed Research Framework addresses this
weakness by combining the behavioural component of individual empowerment with the
healthcare and psychology literature on mechanisms that lead to community empowerment.

The main elements of the Proposed Research Framework include: access and use of
telecentre  services/ICTs; individual empowerment; mechanisms of empowering
communities; and community empowerment.
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Figure 1: The Proposed Research Framework

In summary, the Proposed Research Framework suggests that there is a link between
ICTs and community empowerment. This link starts with physical access to ICTs such as
telecentre services as a means for achieving empowerment [19, 20]. However, the presence of
ICTs alone will not enable empowerment but rather, the use of it. Therefore, to achieve
individuals as well as collective empowerment, people have to use the telecentres
services/ICTs which may lead to individual empowerment such as increasing self-esteem and
awareness of community problems.

Furthermore, the framework suggests that the psychologically empowered individuals
may empower communities such as families and friends and collective community. However,
this link is not direct as the community empowerment may take place when the empowered
individuals engage in activities such as community organisation, sense of community, social
cohesion and community participation, which, eventually, may lead to collective action. The
empowered individuals may empower their communities through community organisation.
Psychologically empowered telecentre users may engage in discussions pertaining to the
vision of the community [34], thereby fostering a number of community empowerment
indicators such as social empowerment. Furthermore, telecentres users can empower
communities through community participation which will allow them to be involved in
political and social activities aiming at fostering change in their communities. Through
community participation, telecentre users may also empower their fellow community
members as participation increases psychological empowerment such as confidence
(intrapersonal empowerment) [17, 23] and promotes critical awareness of social issues
(interactional empowerment) [9]. In addition, through social cohesion, psychologically
empowered telecentre users may empower communities because their connectedness and
trust may lead them to work together which, in the end, may lead to collective action like
improving community health conditions hence leading to social services empowerment which
is one of the community empowerment indicators. Through social cohesion, users may also
be interacting with other community members and empower them by increasing their
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awareness of what is happening in their environment. This implies that when telecentres
increase users’ psychological empowerment, through social cohesion, empowered users can
benefit members of their social groups and their local communities. Finally, telecentre users
may lead to community empowerment if they have a sense of community. The sense of
community may help them to engage in collective action. Therefore, as argued by [33], sense
of community in this framework is positively related to participation. Moreover, according to
[9], sense of community is higher in those who participate as compared to their counterparts.
The relationship between sense of community and participation is reciprocal, i.e. sense of
community leads to participation [33], which, in turn, leads to sense of community [9]. In
addition, sense of community is important for forming and strengthening interpersonal
relationships and for belonging to organisations and, thereby, it affects social cohesion and
community organisation respectively. Therefore, in the Proposed Research Framework, sense
of community is linked to all the other three mechanisms. The link between empowered
individuals and the community through the described mechanisms may be constrained or
enabled by a number of factors such as norms, education and incomes. For example, some
communities would require members to fulfil certain conditions such as qualifications to take
part in community activities (community participation). In some contexts, norms would
restrict women from using the ICTs. In addition, regardless of the fact that social cohesion
may have positive impact on community empowerment, this mechanism may also serve as a
hindrance to achieving community empowerment as some would be negatively advised by
their peers or families not to use the ICTs, and some empowered users may transfer the
benefits of ICTs only to those considered in their social circles [35].

A community may be made of families, language groups or clan. In addition, a
community may be composed of heterogenous people who take an action together to achieve
collective goals [29]. Community empowerment is a broader view of empowerment whereby
individuals are able to form groups, community organisations and partnerships with an aim of
achieving common goals [14, 46]. Empowered individuals may empower communities which
could be through empowering individuals such as family and friends leading to individual
empowerment (intrapersonal and interactional empowerment); and collective empowerment
(community empowerment). The collective or community empowerment indicators come
from the Alternative Evaluation Framework. These include:

0 Information: some of the indicators include strengthened traditional information
systems; improvement in information flow within the community; and improved
information exchange with other communities.

0 Organisational: this is about how things take place within a community. Some
indicators include transparency in selecting leaders, improvement in information
flows, better coordination among different organizations that exist within a
community and increased efficacy in community operations.

0 Social services: this is about whether ICTs have improved access to social services
such as health and education services within the communities.

0 Political: this is associated with improved participation in political systems and
increased transparency in political institutions among others.

0 Cultural: some of the indicators include strengthened indigenous systems and
languages and improved dissemination of communities of culture [14, 15, 28].

To sum, this study has four main domains reflected in the Proposed Research Framework
which include: telecentre services/ICTs, empowered individuals, mechanisms for
empowering communities; and community empowerment. The focus on this will help
understand how individuals empowered by telecentres empower their communities.



4 Methodology

The study adopts an interpretive qualitative approach [18] to understand subjective
experience on the role of telecentres in empowering rural communities. Moreover, in order to
understand the ‘How’ problem as is the case in this study, qualitative methodology is
appropriate [58]. Currently, discussions are taking place with two telecentres in Malawi
whereby the users of the telecentres who have had impact on their communities will be
identified to participate in the study. The study is being conducted in Malawi because it is
one of the developing countries where telecentres are being established to reduce digital
exclusion. The study targets users empowered by telecentres, in-direct beneficiaries such as
families and friends of users, managers, and key informants, especially leaders within the
communities served by the selected telecentres and Malawi Communications Regulatory
Authority (MACRA) officials who are responsible for implementing telecentres in Malawi as
study participants.

The study adopts individual interviews, focus groups, and observations as data collection
methods. Preliminary interviews will be conducted with telecentre managers. Furthermore,
early 2019, we will conduct focus groups and individual interviews with purposively selected
users of the two telecentres will be interviewed. The Most Significant Change [30] technique
will be employed to some of the purposively chosen participants. For example, the users who
are empowered by the telecentres would be asked to indicate the most significant change in
their participation aiming at bringing social or political change resulted from using the
telecentres. Key informants such as leaders within the community and MACRA officials will
also be interviewed to get their views on how users have empowered their respective
communities. In-direct beneficiaries such as users’ families, friends and colleagues will also
be interviewed. The interviews will be useful in getting in-depth individual information. We
plan to conduct 50 interviews. In addition, observation will be done with at least 10
purposively chosen users. One of the researchers will spend at least a week with each of the
purposively chosen users through ‘living with them’ in their communities, learning their life
to ably understand how they empower their communities.

The study adopts Gioia method for data analysis [10, 16], using Nvivo software for data
analysis. This involves identifying first order codes from the participants data; followed by
identifying themes in the first order quotes and labelling the themes; and finally aggregating
dimensions and building the relationships in the aggregate dimensions which later form a
theory [10, 16].

5 Preliminary Findings

At the time of writing, contacts with two telecentre managers have been made with an aim of
selecting two cases for the study. Through the preliminary telephone interview with one of
the telecentres manager, it was found that some users have been able to empower rural
communities. For example, after obtaining computer literacy skills, individuals gained
confidence such that they have been able to write proposals leading to formation of
organisations within the community. For example, the users have formed Prison Fellowship
Malawi, an organisation which targets the ex-convicts to be transformed and responsible
community members. It is envisaged that more data will be collected early 2019 from users,
managers and key informants as already stated above, which will be presented at the
conference.
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