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Forum

What Constitutes Good ICTD
Research?
The emerging ªeld of research that examines the link between informa-
tion and communication technology and socioeconomic development
(ICTD) has been carried forward by researchers mapping methods from
their home disciplines onto this new terrain. With this journal logging six
years of history (Best & Bar, 2003) and with the third International Confer-
ence on Information and Communication Technologies and Development
(Dias et al., 2009) behind us, we have arrived at a point where it is
worth taking stock of the distinctive challenges we have encountered as
a research community. This article intends to propose some common
criteria for identifying high-quality and promising research in the ªeld, a
signiªcant challenge in itself, given the diverse range of disciplines
involved—from engineering to public policy, from the social sciences to
development theory.

The seeds of this article were planted in an exchange on a mailing list
between its two authors over what standards were truly applicable across
disciplinary and methodological distinctions (Toyama & Burrell, 2008).
Despite our initial disagreements, we believe that an understanding of in-
terdisciplinary commonalities and differences will inform how ICTD re-
searchers conduct research, how authors write research papers, how they
are reviewed, and how conferences and journals select those for publica-
tion. Some of these activities require collaboration or evaluation of work
across disciplines, and an explicit recognition of their paradigmatic differ-
ences could help build bridges between disciplines by allowing disagree-
ments to remain as such.

Given the nature of the topic, some disclaimers are in order. First, we
emphasize that the ideas put forth in this article will naturally reºect its
authors’ particular educational backgrounds, research experiences, and
personal perspectives. Burrell’s formal background is in computer science
and sociology; Toyama’s in physics and computer science. Thus, our com-
ments apply primarily to what we believe can be said about the disciplines
of engineering (including computer science and the various engineering
disciplines), the qualitative social sciences (including some, but not all, of
anthropology, sociology, etc.), the quantitative social sciences (including
some, but not all, of economics, public health, etc.), and ªelds with mixed
methodologies drawn from the above (including information science,
communications research, etc.). Although we have made an attempt to
think through what is important in other disciplines (e.g., social theory,
public policy), we refrain from claiming to speak for them. With this in
mind, we hope that readers will be persuaded by the arguments we pres-
ent. As with any ªeld of study, what work constitutes ICTD and how qual-
ity is judged remain open questions to be determined by the community
as a whole.

It’s a cause for celebration, on the one hand, that such a varied group
of people should unite in the quest to understand how technology inter-
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acts with global development, and how it contrib-
utes to the goal of alleviating poverty. Given this
common goal, it would be hard to believe there
aren’t many points of agreement. On the other
hand, there are differences that ought to be noted,
some of which seem to be deep, irresolvable, and
epistemological in nature. These tensions between
disciplinary worldviews can have a balancing, even
creative effect, making the ªeld stronger, richer, and
more varied. Even when one disagrees with a disci-
pline’s foundational premises, a mature intellect
should still be able to dispassionately absorb and
evaluate the value of work built in that context
(while perhaps remaining doubtful, even critical, of
the context), in the same way that a Baroque archi-
tect should still be able to appreciate the beauty and
coherence of Angkor Wat. What is crucial is that we
agree on ways to distinguish differences in approach
and perspective from inadequately carried-out re-
search practice. The present confusion in demarcat-
ing one from the other is a source of angst and
animosity in many interdisciplinary communities.

Citing some examples from ICTD work that illus-
trate how confusion around research quality may
arise is in order. Consider an econometric analysis of
the impact of mobile phones on national GDP that
suggests that greater mobile phone penetration
contributes to growth in GDP (Waverman et al.,
2005). The analysis is based entirely on three bodies
of data: the World Bank’s World Development Indi-
cators, the International Telecommunication Union’s
World Telecommunication Indicators, and the World
Bank’s Governance Indicators. Two widely accepted
econometric models are applied to the data to jus-
tify a causal relationship between mobile penetra-
tion and growth rates. Nothing in the article looks
at the microeconomic forces that might cause the
former to contribute to the latter, though it refer-
ences past work to suggest some possibilities.
Instead, the authors sought to quantify a hypoth-
esized trend at a macro-scale, and to this end, they
triangulated their result with two established meth-
odologies. Readers who employ qualitative, particu-
larly observational techniques in their own work
may ªnd the ambiguity around the speciªc mecha-
nisms and process that lead from mobile phone ac-
quisition to economic gains to be unsettling. Yet, it
ought to be recognized as a difference in research
approaches and forms of evidence, not as a meas-
ure of research quality.

On the other hand, consider a qualitative investi-
gation into West African e-mail scams (Burrell,
2008). The subjects interviewed were not a random
sampling of any well-deªned population, and the
eight who were interviewed in-depth were further
self-selected due to ethical and logistical constraints.
The e-mails analyzed were those that arrived in the
author’s inbox or that appeared on cautionary Web
sites. Nothing in the article can be said to meet cri-
teria of statistical signiªcance; thus, readers steeped
in a quantitative tradition could ªnd fault if the sub-
sequent analysis is read to be proportionally repre-
sentative of “West African Internet scams” in
general. However, the signiªcance of the authors’
analysis is not in identifying averaged trends in
scamming—the who, where, how often, and how
much questions—but to try to answer questions of
what, why, and how to understand more fully the
social context within which scamming e-mails and
activities are constructed from the little-known per-
spective of the scammers themselves. In relation to
the ªeld of ICTD, the purpose of the article was to
argue from the basis of a particular lived experience
about the ways that troubling patterns of racial
and regional representation may endure in cyber-
space, and how the possibilities of empowering self-
representation through Internet access can break
down. Like the previous example, the particular
techniques used also represent differences in re-
search questions and approach, not problems of re-
search quality.

Misunderstandings of method, as these examples
show, sometimes follow from a reader or reviewer’s
preference for certain kinds of research questions.
Readers may impose upon a study to answer ques-
tions that it does not claim to and then ªnd the
study comes up wanting. In both examples above, it
would be a shame if the differences between author
and reader prevented the latter from acknowledging
what is, ultimately, new knowledge. ICTD is richer
for both pieces of research.

To sharpen the clarity of the task we are under-
taking here, it is useful to ªrst identify some key dis-
tinctive aspects of ICTD research. Doing so can help
to indicate some of the unique demands on re-
searchers in this ªeld. We propose the following as
the identifying features of ICTD research:

1. Regardless of how we deªne the phrases
“information and communication technol-
ogy” and “development,” ICTD research
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broadly involves a consideration of human
and societal relations with the technological
world and speciªcally considers the potential
for positive socioeconomic change through
this engagement. This intersection of inter-
ests narrows down considerably what is rele-
vant from the broader realm of theory in the
social sciences, in development studies, poli-
cy, and relevant professional ªelds, and in
engineering.

2. Our work as researchers often entails consid-
ering and interacting directly with people in
a socioeconomic strata quite different from
our own and in distant locales. For many re-
searchers, being an outsider requires that we
come to terms with the multi-faceted differ-
ences (political, economic, cultural, ecologi-
cal) from previous experiences and what is
formally taught in our ªelds of study.

3. ICTD research involves both studies of the
interaction between people and technology
as it exists or evolves, as well as active inter-
vention work—introducing a new device,
system, or policy to achieve some objective
of development. This wide range of objec-
tives demands certain sensitivities of
method.

4. Due to its breadth as well as its range of re-
search activity, ICTD is richly multidisciplinary,
and therefore there are challenges of com-
munication and a lack of a shared founda-
tion of concepts and terms. Some of these
characteristics of ICTD research are shared
with a number of other disciplines. Yet, the
combination points to a unique set of meth-
odological concerns.

Points of Interdisciplinary
Agreement
We begin with our common ground—matters upon
which we unequivocally agree. A useful starting
point are the criteria for judging research quality set
forth by Gaskell and Bauer (2000) and their notion
of functional equivalence between qualitative and
quantitative approaches. By functional equivalence

they mean that all research, regardless of the meth-
ods employed, is guided by some basic, overarching
concerns with research quality, but the speciªc crite-
ria used to judge how well these concerns have
been addressed differ depending on the methodol-
ogy or epistemological commitments of the re-
searcher. The two concerns proposed by Gaskell and
Bauer that cross methodological boundaries are
conªdence and relevance.

Conªdence is determined in a research report by
how researchers demonstrate that a legitimate re-
search process was carried out and that ªndings are
not simply a product of the researcher’s imagination.
It is also a judgment of whether the data and analy-
sis as presented justify the ªndings. We break down
these concerns, as they relate to ICTD, into accuracy,
transparency and soundness of method, and
empiricism.

Relevance is about the question of whether the
research engages with concerns, debates, or theory
within a ªeld and what broader signiªcance it has.
As deªned by Gaskell and Bauer, relevance ad-
dresses questions of why the research would be of
interest to others, both for researchers in the ªeld
and the public at large. With respect to ICTD re-
search, we discuss novelty, disciplinary relevance,
and generalizability. Empirical methodology also in-
creases the likelihood of relevant work.

Accuracy
One aspect of conªdence is accuracy, a term that
means different things to those with positivist and
realist versus interpretivist leanings, but that matters
in some form to all. The ªrst judgment to make
about a research report, no matter the setting, no
matter how many data points, no matter the
method employed, is whether the phenomenon un-
der study is adequately described or captured in its
reporting with some degree of precision.

Accuracy is theoretically easy to conceive within a
framework of philosophical realism. It is the extent
to which a description of how research was con-
ducted or what was learned from that research
matches objective reality. This is referred to in philos-
ophy as the “correspondence theory of truth”
(Kvale, 1996).1 Objective reality, however, is difªcult
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to observe and convey with accuracy, and so there
are degrees of conªdence. Most statistical tech-
niques note this explicitly through parameters that
indicate that a statement holds, for example, with
95% conªdence or credibility. In this context, infor-
mation with greater conªdence is desirable. In addi-
tion, for those who assume an objective reality,
there is the critical problem of bias—whatever inter-
feres in a systematic manner with a researcher’s
clear view of that reality. There are many sources of
such bias: Selection bias can creep in without careful
sampling; the way that a survey or an interview
poses questions may lead respondents; a re-
searcher’s desire for a particular outcome may intro-
duce bias. A carefully designed study will strive to
reduce such biases, or it will include explanations of
how the biases may impact the ªndings in any writ-
ten report so that readers can determine for them-
selves the validity of any conclusions drawn.
Standard ways to minimize bias include the use of
blind control groups, random sampling, attention to
and consistency in wording of questions, mechanical
tools for observation and measurement, analytical
tools for post hoc removal of biases, and so forth.

Those coming from an interpretivist perspective
judge accuracy in relation to the completeness and
richness of understanding of the social phenomenon
as demonstrated in the research report. In practice,
this often means that internal variation and contra-
dictions evident in beliefs and behaviors are retained
in the presentation of research ªndings (rather than
averaged) to make the account more precise. Often,
closeness of the researcher to the phenomenon un-
der study—with the strength of claims of what is di-
rectly observed trumping second-hand reports—is
used to judge accuracy. Related to this,
interpretivists do not adhere to the correspondence
theory of truth; they account for the consequences
of the researcher’s subjective perception and the
problem of “bias” in a different way. They do value
the study of phenomena beyond their own subjec-
tive understanding of the world, but do not pursue
this by seeking to get as transparent a view on real-
ity as possible. Instead, they often study alternate
systems of meaning and value and the “social
justiªcation of belief” (Kvale, 1996, p. 37) held by
others out in the world. The knowledge they gener-
ate is considered to be intersubjective, meaning that
it falls somewhere between the subjectivity of the
researcher and that of the researched; the re-

searcher acts as a translator rather than a transcriber
of social phenomena. Following from this, an
interpretivist research perspective also involves a cer-
tain way of treating language. How a question is
posed and received by the interviewee, and how it is
translated are especially tricky when researcher and
researched are speaking across a cultural distance. A
conversational interview process, where questions
can be clariªed and answers elaborated and revised,
is part of the interpretivist process of improving the
accuracy of ªndings (Suchman & Jordan, 1990). In-
stead of emphasizing consistency in the way meth-
ods are applied, researchers consider the ºexibility of
their approach to be key to the way they home in
on intended meanings and core themes.

What seems to be accepted by both ontological
realists and interpretivists is that generations of
knowledge beyond the pure subjectivity of the re-
searcher are desirable, and that symbolic descrip-
tions are necessarily simpliªed, selective models of
complex reality. Perfect accuracy may not be achiev-
able, but greater accuracy is always desired.

Transparency and Soundness of
Method
Conªdence in a research outcome can come directly
only to those directly conducting the research. Ev-
eryone else must necessarily hear the results and the
analysis secondhand. So, apart from the hunches
and experiences that other researchers might bring
to evaluating research, what helps most to instill
conªdence is transparency and soundness of
method. Gaskell and Bauer’s criteria of conªdence,
in fact, highlight this component.

Explicit information—whom we talked to, where
we went, what we observed, what questions we
asked, what new systems we introduced, how they
were constructed, through what process they were
introduced, and how we otherwise collected the
data on which our analysis rests—helps to increase
conªdence in the research. Furthermore, the process
of analysis is equally important to specify what theo-
retical framework is being used, what ideas were
considered, which were discarded, and so forth.
Readers should have the opportunity to relate data
to the ªndings drawn by the researcher for them-
selves. Interviewers do this by using direct quotes,
survey researchers by making their data available,
and engineers by specifying the designs they have
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produced. A reasonable rule of thumb is that it
should be possible for a graduate student with
training in the methodology to repeat the imple-
mentation of the research project and any analysis,
given sufªcient resources.

In our original exchange, Toyama used the terms
rigor and replicability instead of sound and transpar-
ent methodology. Through discussion, we found
that the former words are loaded with additional
connotations in some communities. Rigor is some-
times taken to mean quantitative, and replicability
immediately suggests lab experiments where die-cut
identical results are to be had from identical meth-
odologies—a particularly difªcult end to achieve
when dealing with dynamic environments, as well as
the unique effects that a researcher necessarily has
on her or his human subjects. Neither of these
nuances, though, was intended by Toyama origi-
nally. Therefore, we looked for terms without the
baggage, and felt that transparency and soundness
of method ªt our criteria. It’s our hope that every
ICTD discipline values these traits.

Empiricism
In almost any discipline, a certain segment of the
membership dedicates their attention to very ab-
stract theory and philosophical reºection. Some
great ideas have emerged from this type of work.
Relatedly, the ªeld of development tends to bring
out idealist imaginings and a certain degree of uto-
pianism. However, what is judged as high-quality
research in ICTD must be indicated by an empirical
grounding, with claims that are well and clearly
supported with good evidence—quantitative or
qualitative, primary or secondary—as long as the
reader can have conªdence in the evidence itself.
Extrapolations of what may be possible with new
systems and services are useful to consider, but they
should be buttressed by this empirical foundation.
By empiricism, we mean the grounding of research
and claims in some evidence that is “of the world”
as opposed to arguments following purely from
theoretical principles or imagined ideals alone. More

speciªcally for the ªeld of ICTD research, we see
particular value in a non-dogmatic approach to re-
search design that does not insist on any particular
theory or technique and that involves a willingness
to ºexibly and creatively adapt and combine what-
ever tools or approaches emerge as best suited for
the problem, site, situation, or population of inter-
est. In keeping with this dedication to evidence, it is
also important for ICTD researchers to distinguish ef-
forts at evaluation from those of project marketing
(as might be necessary for fund-raising, for exam-
ple). It is in the best service of the communities we
work with to consider fairly (and with the possibility
of negative results) whether their interests are well
served by services and systems that are introduced.

ICTD research that is driven by empirical work
serves goals of relevance that are of particular im-
portance to this ªeld. Most researchers who carry
out their work in a distant and unfamiliar setting
will ªnd their most basic assumptions undermined
by the reality of that setting. It’s one thing to set up
a long-distance WiFi link in San Francisco, and an-
other thing entirely to do so in rural Tamil Nadu,
India. Similarly, the preferences of mobile phone us-
ers in downtown New York will likely not have much
in common with the mobile phone preferences of
ªshermen in Uganda. For these reasons, we can ex-
pect various forms of ªeldwork and the unexpected
experiences thrust upon researchers to continue to
be an important part of ICTD research now and into
the future. At the same time, what is conventionally
understood as the proper location for ICTD-related
ªeldwork should be considered broadly. It’s accepted
that a poor village or under-supported institution,
such as a hospital or school, is a valid site, but for
some topics, UN conferences,2 NGO projects, drink-
ing spots, local churches, and even the corporate
world might also be legitimate ªeld sites, to the de-
gree that they interact with ICTD.

Novelty
If there is a single characteristic that runs through all
research activity, regardless of discipline, it is the
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stress on novelty. It is crucial that some aspect of the
research has not been done before. It might be a
new thesis, fresh data, innovative methodology, a
novel invention, a ªrst-time evaluation, a ªrst good
evaluation, and so forth. Novelty is also evident in
the research ªndings. Are the ªndings in some way
surprising in relation to theory or to common sense?
Do they reorient the way we may think about devel-
opment or design or about speciªc populations
living in developing regions? Of course, it’s not
necessary for a body of research to be new in every
way, but something in the work should extend the
state of knowledge in the world, not simply repeat
what has been known before.

Disciplinary Relevance
In ICTD, disciplinary relevance can be broadly inter-
preted as the topics at the intersection of ICT and D.

Taken literally, ICTs can include everything from
the printing press to Africa’s talking drums, but in
the context of ICTD, “ICT” has the connotation of
modern electronic technology, and central roles
are played by the PC, the mobile phone, and the
Internet. (Toyama & Dias, 2008)

The latter emphasis is due to the association of
ICTD with the commoditization and mainstreaming
of these technologies, but the ªeld seems more
than happy to re-examine older technologies, such
as the TV, radio, and landline phone, while also wel-
coming novel technology, such as Dictaphone-like
devices (Chu et al., 2009) and modiªed WiFi tech-
nology (Surana et al., 2008). As a practical matter, it
is important to demonstrate disciplinary relevance in
research papers through explicit citations of previous
work, with care taken to situate any new research
within the ongoing dialogue by the research com-
munity. There is somewhat more disagreement
about what constitutes development, and we will
address this in a later section.

Generalizability
As discussed in the previous section, relevance con-
cerns the signiªcance of a research effort to society
more broadly. Considering how research ªndings
might apply outside the speciªc, directly examined
objects of study is important to the ICTD commu-
nity, because this informs when and where existing
projects and programs might be successfully intro-

duced. Good research will tend to contribute to
generalizable knowledge, but it is critical to interpret
such generalizability broadly.

The widely understood notion of generalizability
is derived from quantitative methods, which draw
on formalized procedures of data calculation, using
random sampling from a given population. What-
ever patterns are found in the sample are statistically
likely to be true of the population as a whole. How-
ever, it’s not only statistically signiªcant results that
are generalizable, but also case studies of small pop-
ulations that identify new phenomena, causal pro-
cesses, counterexamples, or additional evidence for
existing hypotheses.

Many ethnographers employ a form of inductive
analysis called “grounded theory” (Glaser & Strauss,
1967; Strauss & Corbin, 1990) in which abstrac-
tions, models, frameworks, and ultimately, theory
are systematically constructed from empirical data,
often starting with a single case study. The output
of that work is some kind of model, and the model
abstracts essential elements and relationships from
the case. Generalizing in this form is different from
quantitative statistical evidence, but through both
the layering of case studies and the strength of re-
searcher arguments, it allows movement from the
speciªc instances to an application of the model in
other settings (Kennedy, 1979).

Although we have already mentioned the impor-
tance of accuracy in research, it has particular
relevance in the context of generalizability, because
with generalizability comes the specter of over-
generalizing. Results from statistical random sam-
pling, for example, are generalizable only to the
larger population from which the sampling takes
place (and even then, only for a truly representative
sample). For example, there is no guarantee that a
result that holds for the Indian population, no
matter how large a sample on which it is based or
how statistically signiªcant, will apply to East Africa.
Similarly, a single case study is rarely enough to
make assertions about what is taking place in other
regions, though it can contribute toward models or
hypotheses that offer illuminating new ways of
thinking about an issue and may be demonstrated
to hold more broadly through research in other
settings. In both cases, accuracy is the foil of over-
generalization.

These tensions can be best illustrated through an
example. Jensen’s work on mobile phone usage in
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the ªshing industry in Kerala, India (Jensen, 2007) is
already recognized as a classic in ICTD research. He
examined the arrival of mobile phones to a series of
beach ªsh markets. Because the mobile phones of-
fered coverage out to sea, ªshermen began to make
calls to inquire about pricing; that helped them de-
cide on the best market to take their ªsh to. He
summarizes, “the addition of mobile phones re-
duced price dispersion and waste and increased
ªshermen’s proªts and consumer welfare” (Jensen,
2007, p. 919), which is a conclusion that is well
supported by his ªeld-based data. Jensen is careful
to circumscribe the extent to which the results can
be generalized: The article title itself is qualiªed with
the phrase, “in the South Indian ªsheries sector,”
and in his conclusion, Jensen cautions against over-
generalization, suggesting that the effect might be
most applicable for perishable goods and environ-
ments with good transport infrastructure.

Despite the care Jensen took to avoid overgen-
eralizing, his article is nevertheless frequently cited
as “proof” that mobile phones boost economies ev-
erywhere. Keeping in mind the Jensen study, one of
the authors of this article engaged in a series of in-
terviews with ªshermen working on Lake Victoria in
Uganda and found some other elements of the mar-
ket, of government oversight, and of natural re-
source management that could prevent the mobile
phone from being similarly useful there.3 In this se-
ries of interviews, three distinct groups—ªshermen
who were hired laborers, ªshermen who owned
some equipment, and ªsh traders—were asked
whether they used their mobile phone to acquire
and compare prices among markets. The vast major-
ity said that they did not. Often, the reason was due
to the credit relationships ªshermen/equipment
owners had established with ªsh traders. The trad-
ers loaned money and boat engines, or supplied ice
to the ªshermen, and, in return, required that they
sell their catch to the one trader alone (a market
condition recognized by both Jensen [2007] and
Abraham [2007] as a possible constraint). Further-
more, due to over-ªshing problems that had recently
become acute, local councils referred to as “Beach
Management Units” had been established to moni-
tor ªshing practices and to penalize ªshermen in
possession of immature ªsh or illegal equipment.
This new level of government oversight required

that ªshermen register their boats at a speciªc
landing site, so moving among markets conse-
quently involved paperwork and a higher degree of
scrutiny at markets where one was a stranger.

This work was a step toward mapping out the lo-
cations and conditions in which mobile phones can
have the kind of beneªcial effect Jensen documents.
It contributed to reªning the model of the mobile
phone’s role in market functioning as well as offer-
ing evidence of regional variability. Rather than
showing a phenomenon that is in itself generaliz-
able, this research instead speaks to generalizability.
In the case of Uganda, mobile phones did not ap-
pear to improve market functioning as dramatically
as Jensen documents in Kerala due to some con-
crete conditions that were speciªc to that locale.
Through this type of research process, we are able
to determine what projects and programs can be
moved out or scaled up, and what may get in the
way of this, as well as what project adjustments
must be made in different regions.

Generalizability was one of the central points of
contention in our previous exchange (Toyama & Bur-
rell, 2008). Toyama pointed out that applicability
and generalizability were essential, because studies
that make no attempt to consider how ªndings
might apply outside the speciªc, directly examined
case were of limited use to the community of ICTD
researchers. Burrell’s concern, on the other hand,
was that, without further clariªcation, a blind stress
on generalizability would favor studies that amass
data points and cover large regions, but that fail to
explore a topic in depth, revealing interrelationships
and the details of process as a case study might. A
broadly encompassing notion of generalizability as
described above is valuable to the disciplines we are
both familiar with, but at the same time, in striving
for generalizability, accuracy cannot be
compromised.

■
In closing this section, we note that each of the

qualities described above are continuums, and some
qualities may be at odds with others. A result can be
more or less novel (or “more or less surprising”),
methodology can be more or less well executed,
and so on. The tradeoff between these qualities is
frequently a matter of personal choice, and can
even be a source of some tension during the re-
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search activity itself. This is where some subjectivity
in judging research quality enters. Which should be
more highly regarded—work that is strikingly novel,
but sloppily executed, or work that builds on a
known result, but is ºawless methodologically? It’s
rare for even the most seminal research projects to
rate highly on all dimensions, but striving for excel-
lence is always worthwhile.

Remaining Points of Contention
There are a number of enduring differences among
disciplinary views on how the social world functions
and how technology comes into play. This section
explores a few that we think of as signiªcant to the
ICTD community, beginning with what seem to be
the greatest barriers and proceeding to points that
seem resolvable. We might call these disciplinary
value systems. We can see how the strength in
interdisciplinary ªelds is perhaps that members care
about and pursue different convictions, and that
other disciplines can provide a check on the run-
away pursuit of these convictions to prevent both
ungrounded hype and overweighted emphasis.

Philosophical Foundations
One of the ongoing challenges in many academic
disciplines, and particularly in interdisciplinary ones,
is the question of the philosophical basis on which
scholarship advances. Within ICTD, there are fre-
quent clashes between those who subscribe to
various ºavors of ontological realism, and those who
lean toward more idealist epistemologies. Scientiªc
realists, for example, postulate there is an objective
reality that can be described with greater and
greater accuracy through experimentation and in-
creasingly sophisticated instruments of observation.
Interpretivism, on the other hand, rests on an ideal-
ist foundation, where consciousness and conceptu-
alization are primary, and where there is a special
attitude taken toward language, which is viewed as
the public expression of consciousness and an im-
perfect (but still the primary) way to get access to
another’s motives and meanings, as well as to the
symbolism attached to one’s actions in the world.
While many of the deeper differences are funda-
mentally incompatible and unlikely to be resolved
any time soon, they don’t necessarily prevent dia-

logue around the practical matters of research.
Speaking practically, most researchers understand
that research is not conducted from a philosophi-
cally pure position; it requires adaptation and com-
promise and inevitably butts up against the logistical
limits of time, funding, and access to secondary
data, ªeld sites, and informants.

Reºexivity and Bias
Researchers come with all of the complexity of
being human and are shaped by their own socializa-
tion within family, school, religious institutions,
professional ªelds, and broader society. The data
one hopes to ªnd, how one interacts with subjects
and phrases questions, and how results are inter-
preted, are not controlled by purely and objectively
formulated research interests. Researchers from
different disciplines and epistemological perspectives
diverge on whether they consider these permuta-
tions primarily as a pollutant (labeling it “bias”) or
also as a resource. For those who take the “pollut-
ant” view, the focus is primarily on minimizing this
bias or reporting it, for the sake of transparency, in
the description of their methods. Ethnographers and
others taking an interpretivist stance attempt to
leverage their presence in a research setting, recog-
nizing that much of what unfolds in the social world
is taken for granted, nonverbalized, and unseen.
From this perspective, researchers and their inadver-
tent social bumbling in a foreign society, their
confusion and questions, can bring social practices
to light that would otherwise not be directly
discussed.4

Regardless of whether perturbations arising from
the researchers’ presence are seen as a ploy or a
nuisance, reºexive analysis of the researcher’s role in
ICTD is important, particularly because ICTD re-
search so often involves a cultural gap between the
researcher and the researched. Reºexivity is not only
a matter of considering the impact of the research-
er’s disruptive presence, but also of thoughtfully
considering one’s normative assumptions about
health, education, technology access, equality, fam-
ily roles, etc. Engaging seriously with alternative per-
spectives one encounters in the course of research
and then reviewing one’s own struggles to accept or
understand is a worthy pursuit in general, even if
not related speciªcally to the reporting of research
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ªndings. It matters that the moral value placed on
such contentious issues as domestic violence or
HIV/AIDS prevention can be vastly different between
researcher and subject.

Difference vs. Commonality
There are some temperamental differences between
ªelds that don’t necessarily result in outright contra-
dictions, but which can nevertheless stir controversy.
One of them is the focus on differences between re-
gions and communities vs. the search for consistent,
overarching commonalities.

For example, ethnographers who treat culture as
their prime concern generally adhere to the idea
that cultural difference constitutes a persistent and
consequential reality in human societies, and that
these differences are the most interesting aspect of
their research. Cultural difference simply exists, and
it matters because it informs the way people make
decisions about what to buy, what technologies to
use and how to use them, and what projects, pro-
grams, or institutions to participate in. There are
well mapped out cultural differences in mobile-
phone use and in terms of how receptive a society is
to particular phone services. While “caller tunes”
(speciªed music that callers will hear instead of ring-
ing) are a runaway hit in India, mobile payments
have thrived in Kenya (Morawczynski & Miscione,
2008). Broader cultural forms and institutions map
to these differences. In India, the Bollywood movie
industry is partly responsible for prompting demand
for “caller tunes,” whereas in Kenya, the combina-
tion of dispersed families, rural-to-urban migration
patterns, and poor physical security generates en-
thusiasm for mobile payments.

Other scholarly communities, including many
economists and social psychologists, devote the
work within their disciplines toward an understand-
ing of general human behavior that is common
across cultures (Bardhan & Ray, 2006). They pursue
the logic that says differences in behavior can be ex-
plained as the outcome of a complex interaction of
genetics, environment, social forces, etc., and that
these variables feed into a “formula” of human be-
havior that is essentially universal. Given the com-
plexity of the formula, simpliªed models are often
constructed that emphasize average or majority be-
havior. Thus, they ªnd improvements in education
with camera-based monitoring of teacher atten-
dance (Duºo et al., 2008) and correlations of

growth in national GDP with mobile phone
penetration (Waverman et al., 2005). Technologists
frequently ally with a large-scale perspective, given
their desire to see a single solution work for as
many people as possible.

We believe these differences are a matter of dis-
ciplinary preference, but that each approach can
complement and rein in the other. Solutions are
sometimes prematurely scaled before determining
how well they work and how dependent that is on
context, thus wasting valuable resources (Kammen
& Dove, 1997; Easterly, 2006). Too narrow a focus
on difference may show what works, but without
offering any big picture possibilities that go beyond
a single village or community. For a complete picture
of ICTD, it’s essential that we know both that there
are 4 billion mobile phones in the world, and that
there are unique use cases and certain dimensions
of variation across various geographies. It’s impor-
tant to invent technologies that everyone will ªnd
useful and to adapt them for local needs and
aspirations.

Starting from Problems vs. Values
The emphasis on problems versus values (in the
sense of what a person or a community values for
itself) often relates not to a choice between one or
the other, but to a matter of ordering, and most re-
searchers will accept that both are important. The
difference is often from whose perspective and from
what evidence a project is initiated. This also circles
back to the difference between interpretivist views
that place attention on how people perceive the
world and act (based on those perceptions) versus a
realist view that assumes a coherent, underlying re-
ality in the way research is framed and pursued.

The problem-solving-ªrst approach emphasizes a
pragmatic criterion of truth (see footnote 1)—that
the proof of an idea is in its application in the
world. An intervention that can be shown to pro-
duce measurable improvements represents a valu-
able advance in knowledge. However, in an effort to
solve problems quickly on large scale, a concern for
local values, preferences, and opinions may become
secondary.

A values-ªrst approach believes that solutions
can’t (or ethically shouldn’t) be forced on people
and that a shared perspective between researchers
and the communities they research is essential. This
approach may involve initiating research not from an
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objectively identiªed problem, but through participa-
tory development or rural appraisal techniques to
determine priorities driven by the community
(Chambers, 1995). Furthermore, an emphasis on un-
derstanding values can also be about concerns that
go beyond basic needs, such as self-representation
and empowerment, creative expression, and enter-
tainment. All communities are, in some way or
another, well functioning and wish to be seen out-
side the grid of their problems. On the other hand,
efforts to understand, no matter how carefully they
are undertaken, will not improve the health and
well-being of their subjects in and of themselves.

Clearly, both temperaments are important for the
ªeld. The best examples of problem-solving ICTD
work are sensitive to the peculiarities of local social
relations and to a sense of the particular history of a
place (Gandhi et al., 2007). A balance that respects
both is likely to result in the most impactful develop-
ment outcomes.

Different Notions of Development
Which aspects of life are and are not important as
part of global development goals is not a settled
debate in the development community, and ICTD in-
herits this uncertainty. The ªeld of development was
founded as the study of changes in gross domestic
product (GDP) linked to alterations made in the in-
dustrial sector (Easterly, 2001; Helpman, 2004). Rec-
ognition of the growing gap between rich and
poor—even under conditions of rising GDP—and
the inadequacy of national-level averages yielded
greater attention to the particular needs of the
poorest segments of society (Basu, 2001). Broader
formulations sought to ensure baseline quality of
life for as many people as possible along multiple
dimensions beyond the purely economic. In recent
years, the Millennium Development Goals that
simultaneously push for universal education, im-
provements in child and maternal health, and a host
of other gains is an example of that increasing
multi-dimensionality. Sen’s (2000) alternate formula-
tion suggests development ought to be about build-
ing capacities and increasing freedoms. There are
additional tensions between top-down versus bot-
tom-up approaches, between providing welfare and
promoting agency, and between paternalism and
partnership. For example, recent research argues
that media consumed for entertainment drives inter-
est in technology among the poor and marginalized,

and in important ways, shapes how they envision
and pursue a better life (Appadurai, 1996). Enter-
tainment, however, is not cited in lists like the Mil-
lennium Development Goals, though the intended
beneªciaries of aid frequently seek it. One article
outlines this tension nicely with a discussion of wel-
fare versus agency, using the example of a develop-
ment organization that pulled its support for a
community-radio project when the local participants
seemed interested only in listening to music on the
air, and not discussions of hygiene or agriculture
(Ratan & Bailur, 2007).

This reºects a tension in how the boundaries of
the research practice ªeld are policed and what mer-
its the label of ICTD research. The issue is about
how relevance to the ªeld is recognized through
familiar or less widely recognized notions of devel-
opment. Given that different ways of understanding
“development” is an ongoing debate in the global
development community as a whole, it seems
unlikely that we will be able to agree to a single ob-
jective for development within ICTD. By making
clear in our writing what our individual development
goals are, or what constitutes something akin to
development according to the populations we study,
we allow readers to evaluate the work in the con-
text of the stated goals.

For ICTD, what we’d like to propose is an accep-
tance that all of these viewpoints will and should
continue to coexist within the community. Instead of
spending our energies trying to quash other para-
digms, it seems more fruitful to seek to understand
work conducted in the frameworks of others.

Conclusion
In this article, we have attempted to cover some of
the points of agreement and ongoing disagreement
about the qualities of “good research” in the vari-
ous disciplines that conduct research in ICTD. We
believe that by identifying differences (perhaps
irresolvable) in how varying ªelds approach this
research, that progress has been made toward re-
specting what different disciplines bring to the table.
The eventual goal is to agree that research charac-
terized by different traits could still be considered
good research in ICTD.

In some related interdisciplinary communities, the
response to a desire for higher research standards
and evaluative criteria has been criticized as more
and more stringent and narrow evaluative criteria
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and the production of cookie-cutter studies
(Dourish, 2006). Whether this community accepts
and recognizes novel and innovative work that does
not ªt an emerging mold, or whether it falls toward
rewarding work that is thorough and adequate, but
not necessarily innovative, is an important test. It
does seem to be the nature of scholarly work to re-
ward the familiar, reªnements to paradigms rather
than big indigestible shifts in thinking. Despite the
lengthy criteria asserted above, we do believe in
making room for what is innovative, if not precisely
adhering to all these criteria, particularly in this new
and emerging ªeld.

In his original working paper Toyama noted, “Ex-
actly what counts as ‘methodologically sound’ de-
pends on the ªeld from which the methodology was
taken; most research communities have good stan-
dards that are well-understood.” In the introduction,
the concept of functional equivalence was men-
tioned brieºy. The idea is that while conªdence and
relevance of ªndings are key concerns for all re-
search projects, the actual criteria used to judge
them will vary among research methods. The distinc-
tion in Gaskell and Bauer’s work was between quan-
titative and qualitative work (2000). This is not
necessarily the primary divide within the ªeld of
ICTD. There are a number of common research pro-
cedures; the qualitative versus quantitative distinc-
tion is one among many.

A worthwhile next step would be for different
disciplinary/methodological groupings that partici-
pate in the ICTD ªeld to lay out some of these more
speciªc standards as guidance for evaluation. What
should one look for in a study using baseline and
post-intervention surveys? What are the criteria for
judging economic modeling in ICTD work? What
standards do we expect an ethnography to be held
to? How should user interface designs built for poor,
illiterate communities be evaluated? Compiling and
presenting some existing guidelines and examples
could be a useful next step.

Similarly, it would be helpful to understand
what discipline ªnds most interesting in the work
of other disciplines. What intrigues ethnographers
about design? What do engineers ªnd interesting
about qualitative research? What do sociologists
ªnd illuminating in economics? Through sharing
better knowledge about what is of greatest value
to others in the ICTD community, perhaps we can
increasingly celebrate one another’s unique
strengths. ■
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