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formulating a strategy for low - and middle - income
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Abstract

: Failures of e-Government projects in low- and middle-income countries (LMICs) are well-documented.
For many countries information and communication technologies present the most effective approach
to overcoming some of the challenges faced in service provision, yet the long-term sustainability of
projects may be hampered by an inadequate evaluation of the social and technical environment into
which these solutions are placed. More recent literature therefore suggests a strategy of co-creation.
This strategy raises questions however on the most relevant approaches to its adoption within LMICs.
In this reflection paper we argue for consideration of a decolonising intersectionality framework based
on the active involvement of beneficiary communities.
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1. A strategy of co-creation

Information and communication technologies (ICTs) are widely perceived as important in the
achievement of socio-economic goals [1], and support increased transparency, openness and
accountability of public institutions as part of e-government initiatives [2]. The long-term
sustainability of e-government projects in low- and middle-income countries (LMICs) is often
disrupted however, not only by institutional policies and capabilities, but also by extraneous
factors such as misalignment between project outcomes and stakeholder expectations [3].
Recent literature on citizen participation in e-government processes therefore challenges
traditional top-down approaches to e-government project development and, instead, emphasise
co-creation in project design [4]. This strategy recognises that projects may fail as 'they do not
recognise the social and organisational complexity of the environment in which the systems are
deployed’ ([5], p 10). Co-creation intimates the active role of citizens at multiple stages of project
development [6, 7]. Embedded in the idea of co-creation is the concept of value as underscored
by the service-dominant logic prevalent in marketing theory — that the term co-creator asserts
the endogenous role of consumers in value co-creation, where the organisation may only offer
value propositions [8]. The perception of value however varies by beneficiary [9] and successful
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co-creation is therefore dependent on a perception of derived mutual benefits which can only
be understood through pre-determination of stakeholders’ needs.

2. Value co-creation in public service delivery

In the context of public service delivery, governments make value propositions that typically
focus on improving government efficiencies, increasing transparency, and identifying "socioe-
conomic costs and benefits, for example, gains in time or money to pay government bills,
or to comply with taxes and other dues, or to obtain a registration certificate” ([10], p. 330).
Value, however, is perceived and determined by service consumers [8]. Without a clear needs-
assessment, value propositions may therefore be incongruent with user perception of service
value. Further, if co-created value is used as a measure of e-government success — that is, it is not
viewed as a by-product of co-creation processes but as a primary objective — then co-creation
processes should be predicated by a full expression and understanding of stakeholder needs.
The concept of value is somewhat rhetorical however as it carries an implicit assumption of a
positive outcome for all stakeholders [11]. Value co-destruction — where at least one group of
stakeholders experiences negative outcomes — may also occur. Uppstrom and Lonn [12] explore
this dichotomy through the adaptability of information systems (IS) artefacts across boundaries
between stakeholders. Value co-destruction may be attributed to the level of complexity of the
boundaries that are traversed by these IS artefacts or ‘boundary objects’ - defined as “objects
which are both plastic enough to adapt to local needs and the constraints of the several parties
employing them, yet robust enough to maintain a common identity across sites” ([13], p. 7). In
LMICs, these boundaries may occur between communities or stakeholder groups that may not
be culturally, socially, or ethnically homogenous. We argue that consideration of these complex
boundaries and the implications for value co-creation have not been sufficiently addressed in
the e-government literature.

3. Current discourse in social science research

To address this gap, those objects that are used across more complex boundaries [12] suggest the
need for collaborative, co-created processes with beneficiary stakeholder groups. Social science
research at the community level, often referred to as community-based participatory research
(CBPR), emphasises a reciprocal relationship, where participants are engaged throughout the
research process from initial problem definition to data collection, analysis and dissemination
of findings [14]. Effective CBPR is thus characterised by minimisation of power imbalances
between researcher and research participants and the creation of positive outcomes for the
community that are sustainable beyond the life of the research project [14]. Many communities
however face marginalisation in research processes. Decolonisation methodologies aim to
work closely with participants in the collection, analysis and dissemination of new knowledge
[15], and focus on the implications of research on participants and their communities. The
assumption in this narrative is close collaboration in the design of research where some level of
reciprocal partnership is achieved [16]. This reciprocity encompasses sensitivity to the social
and cultural traditions and values of the communities in which this research occurs, and close



collaboration between researcher and participants in the co-creation of value. We further reflect
on decolonising methodologies in the context of co-created e-government solutions.

3.1. Decolonialisation Methodology and Intersectionality

Colonialism works to organise individuals through a hierarchy that divides and subjugates
people into categories of race, gender and sexuality [17, 18]. Consequently, colonialism has
segregated and displaced communities, but also superseded their knowledge base. Chilisa and
Mertens ([19],p .243) contend that people in LMICs “have no or limited roles in planning the
methodological strategies needed to support an accurate understanding of problems, crafting
appropriate interventions, or designing an evaluation that is responsive to their culture, context,
and needs.” It is such community knowledge that is vital to improve service provision, however
capturing such knowledge requires a nuanced understanding of systems and structures that
impact the lived realities of those living in LMICs. Decoloniality is an epistemological concept
concerned with promoting commitment to and a shared knowledge of alternate forms of
language, action and involvement [20].

Participant contributions particularly in LMICs, are often undervalued in service provision
[21]. For example, funding organisations may structure financing around how information
is disseminated: the need for formally organised information dissemination workshops with
stakeholders as opposed to small gatherings with only senior members of the community;
imposition of time restrictions for data collection and analysis, that conflict with the desire
by research participants for face-to-face relationships that are developed over a longer period
of time; or the adherence to ethical guidelines of the researcher’s organisation or funding
agency rather than locally developed guidelines. These systems and guidelines are structured
according to paradigms from higher income countries (HIC) and are based on evaluations,
monitoring and evaluation systems, which do not attend to the intricate relational issues shaped
by the societal norms, cultures and priorities of communities within LMICs [19]. It is therefore
arguable that many of the institutionalised research structures and requirements may not
embrace decolonisation methodologies. Consequently, there is a need for new systems to be
developed that reflect the needs of LMIC communities. An intersectional lens can promote the
use of local knowledge in the development of IS systems. Intersectionality is both a theoretical
approach and a political practice that examines how inter-related systems and structures of
power create and sustain practices of marginality and oppression [22]. It refers to the interaction
of categories of difference in relation to individual lives, social practices, and cultural norms
and the outcomes of these interactions in terms of power and oppression. Intersectionality can
enhance our understanding of marginalisation at both the relational and structural level [23].
A look at the relational level can reveal how IS are utilized by individuals. At a macro level,
structural factors such as colonialism, that inhibit the sustainability of IS, require exploration.
Consequently, intersectionality enables an investigation into the interconnectedness of social
categories and systems and provides a deeper understanding of communities and the social,
cultural, and economic environment in which IS are employed, and how junctures of oppression
impact the sustainability of IS in LMIC communities.

Decoloniality examines the basis of these oppressive systems and provides a means of mitigat-
ing their influence by questioning dominant epistemologies, with the aim of breaking hegemony.



Hence, decoloniality connects with intersectionality to resist prevailing knowledge. A decolonial
intersectionality contests ideologies that suggest alternative knowledges are inadequate [24].
Writing about the benefits of a decolonial framework to improve technical communication, Haas
([25], p.304), claims ’this framework also pushes user-centered design theorists and practitioners
to interrogate the extent to which all designers imagine users that mirror themselves—and
calls into question the extent to which designers are capable of imagining users different from
themselves’ Hence, a decolonial intersectionality can provide greater scope for co-creating
sustainable IS systems that meet stakeholder needs and expectations rather than reflecting the
views of the designers.

Intersectional coalitions require commitment from all stakeholders and do not necessarily oc-
cur naturally. Townsend-Bell [20] explains how bridge actors can promote successful coalitions.
Bridging reflects the way in which actors, who are often intersectionally marginalised, become
a mobiliser, using their knowledge, concerns, and experiences to promote links between com-
munities and ideas. Working with communities towards co-creation of IS in this way ensures
that local knowledge is utilised, thus improving long-term sustainability. For e-government
projects to garner success, facilitating a deeper understanding of user perceptions should be an
integral objective of the design process. Indeed, if a boundary object is to operate effectively it
must make sense and function for all communities. We agree with Uppstrom and Lonn [12]
that when a boundary object is nonsensical it is not viable and consequently does not facilitate
collaboration and value co-creation. Despite various research analysing the role of stakeholders
in e-government initiatives, most studies have been founded on general categorisation [26].

Hence, we argue that an intersectional framework is key to understanding the interrelated and
multifaceted nature of LMICs when creating IS systems that can add value for all stakeholders.
Additionally, improving community well-being through IS necessitates the introduction of po-
tentially transformative practices where the consumer effectively participates in value creation.
We believe that an intersectional approach that aids cocreation can abate co-destruction that can
result from the homogenisation of communities. Rather than homogenising communities, as is
the tendency with top-down approaches [27], recognising intersections that may impact the
viability of IS can refine our understanding of their long-term sustainability. Indeed, the main
principle of research based on intersectionality is "to probe beneath the single identity to dis-
cover other identities that may be present and contributing to a situation of disadvantage” ([28],
p-204). A decolonial intersectionality can therefore capture the experiences of the marginalised
to create a richer needs assessment which benefits co-creation in LMICs. Accordingly, the
construction and management of boundary objects is vital "to developing and maintaining
understanding across intersecting social worlds” ([13], p.393).

4. Concluding Comments

Developing a co-created strategy for long-term sustainability of implemented solutions de-
mands the involvement of all stakeholders. The importance of approaches leading to successful
co-creation is particularly pertinent to communities in LMICs where an axis of privilege and
subjugation creates complex boundaries impacted by intersections relating to multifarious issues
of culture, resources, education, and environment. Hence, research concerning sustainable



and equitable IS within LMICs, requires a decolonial intersectional framework which avoids a
homogenisation of marginalised communities and the application of hegemonic knowledge sys-
tems. In addition, the methodology needs to capture the world views of peripheral communities
and adhere to notions of justice and reciprocity. Thus, in formulating a co-creation strategy for
public service delivery projects in LMICs we are tasked with ensuring that the knowledge and
experiences of participants are captured, analysed and disseminated in ways that resonate with
the realities of their respective communities [15].
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