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Social Entrepreneurship as Critical Agency: A study of Rural Internet kiosks                                         

 Nimmi Rangaswamy
Abstract— My paper looks at rural internet kiosks as small businesses run by owners/operators who display good entrepreneurial spirit and skills that match kiosk offerings to local needs, creating opportunities in constrained commercial environments. 

Kiosk operators display enough imagination to keep businesses afloat recasting information technologies to accommodate the growing demand for image /visual consumption. We argue for considering the rural internet kiosk not simply as an information booth but as entrepreneurial space to tap several commercial possibilities.

Index Terms— ICT, Rural internet kiosks, Ethnography, Entrepreneurship. 

I. INTRODUCTION

The paper looks at rural internet kiosk operators (henceforth KO) as bearers of entrepreneurial spirit. Their skills match kiosk offerings to local needs, creating opportunities in constrained commercial environments. 

There is widespread hope that information and communication technologies (ICTs) will support economic and social development in the rural areas of the developing world, by supporting  participation in global markets; promoting political accountability; improving delivery of basic services; and enhancing local development opportunities (WSIS, 2003). How does this enthusiasm around ICT for development equip and empower developing regions and communities to focus on local needs and the socio- economic contexts in which development processes supposedly play out. Thus it is important to evolve an understanding of the ‘local’ and what specific communities actually want and will pay for. 
Based on our studies of KO’s in rural India, we will argue that imagination around ICT needs to go beyond its singular role as a developmental tool, to address a broader spectrum of needs in the complex socio-cultural world of rural communities. Ethnographic evidence reveal ICT’s as commercial tools bringing profits and sustainability to rural PC kiosk enterprises. We are seeing PC services supporting demand for image/visual services like digital photography and videography and these in turn rake in profits to keep business afloat. With ‘information’ needs in rural contexts still routed through local/traditional channels, the PC kiosk is yet to emerge as an authoritative source providing information. We see opportunity here to rethink the rural PC kiosk as commercially viable and a conduit for ICT’s that are perceived as bringing value in the every day of community life.
Although there are no authoritative studies that quote figures, we estimate that there are roughly 10,000 rural kiosks/shared access telecentres. These ventures have been spreading across India for at least five years, yet to date, few studies have addressed their economic viability.

Multiple players have staked claims to shape the course of kiosk development in the country. Corporates players like n-logue, Drishtee, and ITC’s e-chaupal program have drawn on for-profit business models for long term sustainability. Meanwhile, several non-profits in this space argue for large government funded infrastructural investments. It is doubtful either group factored in the diverse inconsistencies of rural communication ecologies, agri-resources and degrees of urbanity in the 600,000 Indian villages. 

Initial studies of this space have hinted at a failure of the general business model (Dhawan 2004, Kumar 2004, Toyama et al 2004)). Building on these previous studies, we suggest a perspective shift to consider the kiosk not simply as an information booth, but rather as diversified entrepreneurial space to tap several commercial possibilities.

Our study of rural kiosks operating in particular social contexts show good evidence of innovative business skills among kiosk operators who respond creatively to these contexts. Burning connectivity issues and power cuts notwithstanding, KO’s display enough imagination to keep their kiosks afloat. In this process, they use desktop PC’s and supporting hardware and software to accommodate the growing demand for services related to visual images and entertainment. They reinterpret conventional uses of kiosk space, and survive by steering kiosk business to meet local consumption patterns. Here, kiosks still remain a shared resource and sometimes turn into village landmarks with great potential to create community value and entrench technology. 

We look at rural internet kiosks as shared access centers that offer a range of PC enabled services. A kiosk typically allowed customers, to browse, send mails, chat, offer on-line health consultancy, agri-consultancy, e-governance and on-line university admission. Off-line activities include teaching basic computer courses, digital photos and web-astrology. E-governance services, often available in kiosks, issue relevant government documents and identity certificates to clients digitally, thus saving time, money and rendering the process transparent. 

Research on ICTs for development has frequently pointed to shared access models as critical enablers of sustainable development and digital inclusion (Best and Maclay 2003, Corea 2001, Haseloff 2005). In development discourses, they are viewed as tools that most fit the demands of integrated development in resource strapped nations (Keniston and Kumar 2004). These provide fillip to communities residing, along a spectrum, on the verge of poverty to the verge of modernity. Literatures also discuss at length the specific challenges to this vision and the role of appropriate ICT in rural areas (Colle and Roman, 2003 Dragon 2002). While all of these make for strong arguments, ICT for D as small enterprises making small profits in rural emerging market regions merit little attention. 

Programs such as n-logue provide a pre-packaged set of hardware and software applications to kiosks. Yet, our initial observations uncovered mismatches between the prepackaged offerings and their applicability in rural kiosks. For example, the video conferencing software is seldom used due to poor connectivity. Instead the web camera is often used to take pictures for a growing clientele. That kiosks can transform to small business outfits, even with a given set of applications, creating a commercial milieu of economic exchange has not engaged research curiosity. 

One successful commercial model of shared access centers in rural areas has been the e-choupals.  Here, the corporate owner of e-choupals procures agri-produce directly from the farmer at current market rates digitally ascertained through VSAT connectivity. This win-win scenario keeps both client and owner happy and ensures few systemic failures and quick trouble shooting (Kumar 2004). It is interesting to notice how an extremely focused agri-market oriented use of rural kiosks, with steady infrastructural support, can make good profits without diversifying digital services. That said, our study looks at an alternate path to survival, based on diversification rather than narrow focus.

II. Methodology

We selected 12 internet kiosks in rural Maharashtra, Western India, for a year of ethnographic study. Vigyan Ashram in the village of Pabal, Pune district, is an NGO devoted to extending vocational education to local youth. It donned the mantle of local service provider, LSP, for internet connectivity in village kiosks around Pabal, bringing ICT to energize social landscapes. A private company, n-logue, in partnership with Pabal LSP, sets up infrastructure for wireless internet connectivity, supplying the entrepreneur with hard ware and soft ware packages, working out financial arrangements by which both parties share and mange income from kiosks. The idea of this partnership, apart from bringing IT to rural regions, is to steer growth of kiosk/internet users, supporting financial viability, aggregating demand and developing rural ICT savvy communities.

We are half way through our ethnography. The plan was multi fold. To locate and map socio-economic lives of kiosks, several data collection schedules were formulated to record monetary gains/losses of kiosks, profile kiosk operators as social actors, and undertake surveys of communication ecologies and socio-cultural profiles of villages. The idea was to arrive at a comprehensive picture of rural contexts in which kiosks operate and ways in which operators develop a sense for business opportunities in composite and digitally immature communication ecologies. This breadth of study also affords a structural view of village communities, the interrelationships between village infrastructure and changes occurring from state policies and developmental incursions, and consequential impacts for socio-economic and consumption patterns.
We conducted in-depth interview sessions, ranging between two to four sessions per KO in the 12 Kiosks; during the study, 10 of their kiosks were functional, and two temporarily closed. Our initial work was around collecting base line information about the beginning of each kiosk, the motive behind investing in ICT, and the kind of financial and social support structures prompting this decision. We detailed services offered in kiosks, those that make and not make money, potential for expanding business and strategies adopted to run the kiosk. .We profiled KO’s and social contexts in which they live and run their Kiosks. These include social positions of these individuals, family status, economic class/ landed status, educational levels and attitudes towards pulling technology into business. 

In addition, we interview two to four users and non-users of kiosks in each of the 12 villages (we have completed 20 such interviews). These interviews support and go beyond base line data about what services are most valued, reasons for the popularity of kiosks other than the services it provided. The personal/social aura of KO’s was cited as pull factors by some respondents.

Apart from core interviews, we profiled the communication ecology and ethnography of villages hosting kiosks. This aided in locating the immediate and surrounding socio-economic contexts of kiosk business. Details of village geography, social structures, economic/agricultural patterns, water and electricity resources, migration, literacy/occupational levels and other demographic details were collected. 

Recording village communication patterns and presence of mass media were crucial to our study to give us a sense of the demand for communication, news, entertainment and opportunities for kiosk business. These included an actual count of telephones, land line and mobile, approximate readership of newspapers, cable TV connections, usage of postal services, estimates of audio-visual merchandise consumption and how do migrants keep in touch and transfer money. Data was collected to get an idea of popular TV channels, soap operas and mega serials. It is evident that communication ecologies are a composite mix of media, personal/impersonal and formal/informal. 

Data collection for profiling villages came from official and unofficial sources. The village panchayat, telephone exchange and post offices provided relevant information. Informal interviews

with key persons, teachers, social workers, politicians, village priests filled gaps and updated information. 
III. Kiosk ethnography: Broad Findings
Around 34 internet kiosks were begun in as many villages in 2001, most of them making use of government subsidy in the drive to entrench internet technologies. Most kiosks were set up in homes of prospective kiosk operators. Some set up shop next to their businesses, either a small pharmacy, general store or a photo studio(see Fig 1 and 2). 
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Fig 1 A general store….

A couple of kiosks got attached to thriving computer training institutes run by KO’s. 

By the time of our study, there are 12 kiosks functioning under the Pabal LSP, 7 of them from the original 34 and 5 new. Kiosks ceased operations for various reasons: Some people who wanted PC’s at subsidized rates had posed as future KO’s and housed computers. Others sighted connectivity/hard ware issues and poor follow ups from n-logue as promised. Many expressed serious doubts about flagging off a new and expensive technology on a population with out serious technical and market support structures. 

Ethnography around these villages and interviews with operators has driven home two interesting findings. Amidst considerable courage and conviction to steer kiosks towards sustainability, KO’s sense acute constraint in ways their ICT ventures depend on extraneous players and agencies. The internet becomes a very expensive and frustrating experience to both owners and clients of kiosks when hardware break down coupled with huge line of sight, connectivity and trouble shooting issues collide with periodic power cuts. Strapped scenarios offer little on-line activity and push the search for novel ways to use kiosk space to stay afloat. As an example, KO’s have shown immense drive in sniffing out commercial possibilities that were though non existent. Following success and swell in demand for pictures redesigned in Photoshop, a KO wanted to buy a digital handy cam to shoot weddings and other important events around the village. He is convinced of its business prospects. Secondly, village ethnography revealed several contextual connections with kiosk survival. Why some villages prosper or do better business with ICT, is context-dependent ranging from degrees of industrialization/commercialization, proximity to markets to local consumption patterns. Degrees of urbanity in village contexts support a new crop of diverse occupations increasing the chances of KO’s that are quick and creative to transform these to business prospects.
Our ethnography covered the 12 existing PC kiosks, some making healthy business, some struggling, and two temporarily shut down. The four oldest surviving kiosks, each around three years old, Uruli Kanchan (pop: 50000), Ranjangoan (pop: 7200) Shikrapure (pop: 10,500), Kendur (pop: 8800) do well tying up with existing business or driven by good business skills.
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Fig 2 … the kiosk housed behind

The four villages have specific social geographies that intersect with industrial/urban belts aiding kiosk business. Uruli Kanchan and Ranjangoan began by attaching kiosks to a flourishing business of teaching basic computer courses
. Uruli Kanchen bordering the outskirts of Pune city and four from Mumbai by rail offers a unique opportunity for its residents to work in urban districts and live in a village. Most people in this village commute to work and it boasts of a railway station with 17 trains passing through in a day. Ranjangoan, stationed on the fringes of an industrial belt, is a religious location drawing devotee tourists.  The KO, the only women in our sample, aged 34, a post-graduate, mother of two teenaged daughters and a small son, is very energetic about making business for her kiosk. 
1The state of Maharashtra introduced in the year 2000 a basic 3 month computer course, MS-CIT, compulsory for persons seeking government supported jobs. The above two kiosks offering the course make good money, charging 2010 INR per student (http://www.msbte.com/).

Being a bustling village, most of her profits are from attached services like Xerox and teaching computing skills. On an average, 20 students learn computers each month. She manages kiosk operations almost single handedly alongside a public telephone booth and a small textile readymade shop. 

The Shikrapur kiosk, another ‘fringe’ village with a busy highway splitting through, is attached to a medical pharmacy. The village of Kendur needs special mention since it emerges as some kind of a model for rural kiosks in the creative range of services it offers through sheer enterprise of Bharat, its KO.Uruli Kanchan, Shikrapur and Kendur kiosks and their operators are profiled in our next section. 
Those that opened more than a year ago, Kadus (pop: 14000) and Karegoan (pop: 8100) are profitable. However both rely on diversified sources of revenue.  The Kadus kiosk offers MS-CIT courses but makes considerable money from Desk Top Publishing (DTP), mainly printing invitation cards! Having noticed the need and the lack of a printing press in his village, Pramod used his PC and the DTP software to meet the demand. He offers competitive rates to make more business the pull clients to his booth. He also mentioned wedding videography as his next venture. Interestingly his wife trained in computer programming, the motivation behind opening the kiosk, teaches the MS-CIT course. Her social networks in the village bring in women clients to enroll for courses. 

 Karegoan (pop: 8200) a village that transformed its socio-economic profile after agricultural lands were annexed by the government to develop an industrial belt. In the wake of new employment, in-migration and floating population, the Karegoan kiosk began making revenues from internet services, e mail and chat. However, the KO reports that an additional business -- the repair of mobile handsets – provides enough revenue to ensure the kiosk’s survival. Operator Ganesh belongs to a socially prominent family and his mother is the current head of the local governing body, the village panchayat. Enthused by the socio-economic boom in Karegoan, he is planning to develop real estate, a shopping mall cum movie multiplex, on the outskirts of his village that would most profitably serve the floating population.
New kiosks, less than a year old, at Kanerser, Kharpudi, Haji Takli and Vadgoan, are struggling. Here, KO’s have not yet been able to successfully ‘market’ a rural computer kiosk but are still trying without loosing heart. Kanerser (pop: 3500) is a small village, predominantly agrarian. It has a highest out-migration rate among the villages in our study with little job opportunities. Interestingly, its entire Brahmin/literate community has migrated in search of lucrative livelihoods. One of them went on to become the Chief Judge of India’s Supreme Court. The following section offers more details of the kiosk.
Haji Takli (pop: 3300) is a prosperous village with flourishing farms and allied occupations like animal husbandry, dairy farming and small retail and transport businesses. The village PC kiosk opened less than a year ago, run by a young entrepreneur and land owner, overseeing his family agri-input retail and a transport business. The KO, who has received an engineering diploma (somewhat akin to a two year associate degree) and computer training, is confident about generating enough business in his village for PC services. He is also keen 
on using business software to replace traditional methods of accounting for his family- run business operations.
 Kharpudi (pop: 2600) is a village with the least infrastructure facilities in our sample of 12 villages. It has no post office, bank or a primary health centre. However, the resource crunch did not prevent the opening of a PC kiosk. The KO, who is a small land owner, is keen to pull computing technology into his village. He is formally trained in software programming, hardware maintenance/ assembling and is currently employed with a computer training institute in Khed, a nearby town. Initially his kiosk was housed in the village square drawing a small number of villagers to enroll for computer courses. Ensuing power cuts closed down the kiosk that shifted to his home. There is still little business for the kiosk but the KO is keeping the faith and the kiosk functional in his post- work hours. He makes very little business with only friends dropping in to surf or chat. The KO is yet to embark on a business strategy to support kiosk services.
Vadgoan (pop: 2500) is another small village with a struggling kiosk. The operator made small money offering telephone services but precious little through PC based services. He mentions that his village, being agrarian and traditional, is seeing little value in services that make money in bigger towns/villages like computer education and internet surfing. The more enterprising persons in the village go to nearby towns for education and better job prospects. The KO is unable to market even services like digital photography and web based astrology.  However, he is seriously thinking of a second kiosk in Allandi, a nearby town that holds good business prospects. He is hoping to siphon profits to keep his village kiosk afloat. 

Elements of urbanity and porosity in village social contexts appreciably advance the reception and consumption of computing technologies available through kiosks. Many villages under ethnographic purview, living on the edge of industrial belts with a good deal of floating population and in- migration, absorb several consequential changes. KO’s in these villages manage to adapt kiosk business to new local demands for communication technologies. Karegoan village, predominantly agricultural, gave up its entire land to the state industrial belt, and have not turned the new land given in exchange to farming. With steady inflow of new employees absorbed into the belt new occupational structures crop up and impact socio-economic life. The most lucrative being rental and temporary lodging facilities and small to medium catering services. A cash based market economy has brought in its wake the demand for personal communication devices and mobile phones begin to make their entry.  Ganesh the KO in Karegoan, estimates around 500 plus mobile hand sets in his village with a population of 8200. He makes his profits from handset repair and maintenance and not from kiosk business. 

Incidentally, all 12 villages have at least one computer housed in one of their schools, some having up to 10! They are in various states of use or disuse as the case may be with some schools having trained teachers. We noted a co-relation between healthy use of computers and dynamic village contexts: proximity to elements of urbanity and good transport infrastructure seemed to play a crucial role in mediating consistent usage of computers. 

Surveys of communication ecology in each village assessing existing communication cultures, point to varying degrees of urbanity and mainstream popular culture present in the social life of village communities. The existence of satellite/ cable TV viewership and consumption of audio-video merchandise in each village validate the above contention. Rural societies, contrary to popularly held views, are linked to their urban counterparts through several social routes and popular cultural forms. Print, video and motion picture technologies aid and become prime mediating agencies (Appadurai 1996, Rangaswamy and Toyama 2005). All 12 villages show very high TV viewership with significant private cable connections. A village with no cable TV service provider had 50 families sharing a privately owned dish antenna! This leads to another interesting assumption we may stretch to a point. Computers viewed as source of entertainment, complementing other sources is a prevalent reality in urban India. It remains to be seen if this becomes a dominant mode of associating with the PC in rural regions.

In our surveys of users and non-users of kiosks, it is becoming evident that on-line services are least popular not only due to connectivity issues but to lack of imaginative marketing and services that make sense to local communities, drawing them into a commercial loop with operators. Kiosks that have some amount of on-line activity like mail and chat report little browsing or usage of ‘search’ options. It may be useful to critically rethink information technology as commercial viability in environments that do not view information give and take as business. Kiosks make money only when services are valued and communities deem fit to enter into an economic exchange with it. 

The following section will detail our findings and tie up village ecologies, social entrepreneurship of Kiosk operators and information technology as small enterprise. 

IV. Profiles of Kiosk Operators 

Socio-economic locations of KO’s provide important backdrops to how these individuals initiate and respond to the intermeshing of new technology and   village context. They are primarily situated in a socio-cultural world, be it an urbanizing rural landscape or a mixed media environment with mobile telephony and satellite TV, affined to strong social networks as bearers and transmitters of  information.

Our data review of KO’s social profiles is showing some clear trends. All of the KOs hail from farming communities with both or one parent practicing active farming. One KO’s parents are both teachers in nearby schools. Most possess graduate/post-graduate degrees and have either studied or worked in urban centers. Out of the 12, 4 KO’s are post-graduates, 6 graduates and the remaining 2 non-graduates having a basic diploma in computing skills. They are the first generation in the family to attain a college degree.

They have made decisions, in some cases giving up active jobs, and reverted to native villages to start self owned business. Almost all of them site village life as closer to human dignity offering open spaces to try their business instincts. There is an amount of self confidence in risk taking on home ground. All of them gave prominence to their intuition in bringing technology to village ecologies rather than articulating a business proposition in this. That all of them went ahead incubating ICT enabled businesses is post facto. It is interesting to notice that none of the KO’s went back to the city admitting some sense of failure in the initial decision to revert to native homes. As one of them quipped, ‘I am happy to leave the city and live in a region that has all the facilities of a city and yet is rural in consciousness’.
While most KO’s come from dominant socio-economic groups, by no means is it limited to these groups.  The percentage of KO’s in middle and low social strata is considerable given the size of our village sample. They show equal drive and ambition in pulling computers into village landscapes
.
Tied businesses include computer institutes, medical pharmacy, a mobile handset repair / maintenance outfit and a photo studio. Since attached business offered buffer for income shocks, KO’s have thought through the process of running internet kiosks and made some interesting business decisions. These in turn have helped in bringing profits and further offered varied services. Some of these kiosks have no on-line activities and make money using off-line software packages. 

In instances where kiosks make little business, there is enough conviction among KO’s to bring technology and services into their villages. The hitch, other than power, connectivity and hardware issues, seems to be genuine confusion in disseminating services that show value for a member in the village community to take that first stride to the kiosk and pay for a need fulfilled. Some KO’s who seriously grappled with ways to do business in predominantly agricultural communities, give up blaming power cuts, hardware maintenance, and backwardness of village material infrastructure and cultural consciousness. It is ironic they as bearers of the same consciousness, have broken through village opacity to information technologies. 

Charan Das began his village kiosk in March 2005 to introduce computers to his village and make business out of it (see Fig 3). Charan belongs to the community of Neo Dalits who belong to scheduled groups with a history of caste oppression. Amidst the dominant Maratha caste who runs most affluent businesses, Charan Das represents a very significant instance of village dynamism that may not always follow social dictates. We could read this instance as a response to opportunities that developmental incursion interacting with particular social contexts offer and bring mobility among and between social units. 
Upbeat about ICT, Charan has opened his second kiosk to a nearby industrial town having failed to generate business in his village. His profits from the new business will eventually feed the village kiosk into sustainability and will kick off new round off services. 
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Fig 3 Charan’s kiosk, through the front door! 

He says ‘where there is a will there is a way’ and that ‘PC’s should entrench like FM radios and even a road side vendor must see value in using PC’s for his businesses’

Charan is a commerce graduate and took advantage of a state sponsored school in a nearby industrial town offering a course in IT for a small fee. Private schools charge a fortune for the same course pushed by the demand in newly industrializing towns for computing skills. His kiosk opened shop in March 2005 in the small farming village ringed by industrial towns. The village is showing dynamism in the diversity of allied occupations and a percentage of youth commuting or relocating to these belts for employment.
Charan put in plenty of efforts to entrench his new business but blames bad infrastructure and hardware issues killing business. He even tasted success battling with traditional mind sets when villagers began to express curiosity in his kiosk. But power cuts and bad hardware killed this too. The only money he makes is from offering telephone services. He is now trying his luck with web astrology and Photo studio applications.
Charan opened his new kiosk in the industrial town of Alandi, with 7 computers, networked and ready for training skills. He generates resources buying second hand hardware, sniffs out good deals for new ones with help from social contacts. He is looking at his kiosk in a conventional server-client setting, offering training, e-mail/browse/chat services. Probably this undue emphasis on a cyber café model and reaching out to an eager market for teaching computing skills as a major component of his business aspirations failed him in a more rural context requiring a different imagination to entrench the same technology.
Baba Sawant runs a prosperous computer institute that also houses his PC kiosk in the village of Uruli Kanchen, on the edge of Pune city displaying as many features of urbanity. He is an old computer professional of 18 years, (worked for the Indian government from the railway computerization days) and trains students across a spectrum of courses from C+ AutoCAD to MS office. He spent his first 8 years in Pune and reverted to his village to open the institute. He says ‘I could see the future in ICT 10 years ago in my village on the verge of urbanity’. He kiosk makes money from on line services, e mail, browsing that has a steady clientele. There are some who use search options for information. His village has a population of 50,000, and is an important railway junction. Many of its residents commute every day to work from the village to the city of Pune.

Baba has already built a data base of his village demography. He also has a voters list and spotted irregularities in these, ‘All this is possible because of the computer. But there are no takers for this information! Sometimes the semi-urbanity in my village is its bane. It has half baked knowledge of everything’. Baba is clearly mentioning, what to him precious information content, finding little value in his community thus far.

His futuristic vision of computers in emerging markets posits faith in creating community data bases, e government services and agri-information portals. He runs an agri-interest group updating farmers on evolving scenarios. He considers a matter of time when villages such as his will embrace digitization in all walks of life with aplomb! He envisions a plasma screen display in the middle of Uruli Kanchan that flashes various ‘day in the life of his village’ social scenes apart form providing relevant information about it.

Bharat by far is the most enterprising of KO’s who makes cool profits, around 10,000 INR per month, through creative use of the same inventory of computer applications and not tied with prior business set ups. He displays a very sharp sense of the rural market and has quickly expanded services to expose and meet veiled demands of ICT. A commerce graduate from the city of Pune, he began business in his village opening a photo studio attached to his home. Perhaps this initial affinity with a market for image reproduction clued him in with similar consumption patterns in his village when he went digital! 
Hailing from the family of local priests in charge of the village temple prompts a curious kind of confidence in him to take creative risks in business. ‘We are the seventh generation of priests who came from Karnataka and served the religious needs of this village. We are in some sense the first family here’. His village is touted among the new crop of emerging villages with the opening of a hydro electric project near by. His services include Xerox, scanning, digital-pics, redone in photo shop, DTP and little else. His pictures of village folk are nothing short of transporting them photographically to Bollywood type scenarios (see Fig 4 and 5). He uses a pirated version of photo shop. While this kind of scene spotting has always existed in photo studios its digitization by Bharat to fit the tastes of emerging markets is great tech-adoption.
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Fig 4 Bharat’s pictures. Grandmother and Child

His business has expanded and a partner was found to manage the photo business. Bharat is also a local reporter for a national newspaper. He views this as a social resource connecting him to a network of informed people clued in to current events around the village and beyond. Laptops have caught his imagination and he wants his kiosk to house some of these too. He is confident of finding cheap versions of these too! He is soon to begin wedding videography which he considers the ‘next big market splash in emerging villages such as Kendur’. 
Vasant is the KO in a predominantly agricultural village with medium resources, making little money from kiosk services. He earns his living from petty trade through his provision store. He admits that there are no customers in his village for on-line services but pins hope on DTP and photo studio His printer has been lying unused for sometime in need of repair. He also confesses that he has little patience with trouble shooting and is overwhelmed with hardware breakdown and power cuts.

He belongs to a community of backward caste, but active in village politics. His father was nominated for head man of the village and is among the trustees of the local temple. Serious efforts are being made to put the temple on the Maharashtra state tourist map. Vasant however is confident of making business from opportunities that will soon arise when his village becomes a major tourist spot. The Yamai temple in his villager is soon to be a state endorsed pilgrim centre. ‘The demand for photos when tourists arrive is in itself a great business proposition that I am gearing up for. I am willing to wait until such time as I see no other demand for kiosk services generating profits for me’.
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Fig 5 A women on a lotus for a seat!
Rajendra runs his busy medical pharmacy and attached kiosk bang on a busy highway cutting through his village (see Fig 6). His village is also ‘edgy’, on the borders of the state industrial belt. He was one of the first to take advantage of n-logue’s schemes and clearly mentions business as primary motive. He was the first operator to install web astrology software application, roping in an astrologer to read and predict his client’s future. The last couple of years, his entire profits have come from this alone.
Rajendra has a diploma in instrumentation but wanted to begin his own business rather than work in the industrial belt. He comes from a farming family of the dominant Maratha caste and a brother who is a news reporter in a national newspaper recounts the geographic history of his village. ‘10 years ago, the hustle and bustle in front of you was non-existent. 10 years from now it will evolve further.  We have everything here, why opt to live in a city that stinks!’.  
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Fig 6 Rajendra’s Kiosk, in through the door of his medical shop
The belt has created numerous job opportunities and accompanying influx of people.  Several schools, colleges opened in the last 10 years and there are two computer institutes in the village teaching various courses. Rajendra has now stopped all off-line kiosk activity and makes money from clients browsing and e mailing on-line. He is not particularly looking for kiosk expansions and is more interested in participating in the general economic boom of his region by opening more shops. ‘It is taking too much effort to entrench computers. I would rather invest in hardware stores and the like that will bring sure profits. There are 9 hour power cuts and I use a generator during power cuts’.
V. Making business out of information kiosks

Out ethnography began by recording instances that reveal good social entrepreneurship around ICT for emerging markets and the various crunches and facilitating factors impacting business opportunities. We would like to list some linkages that came out of it.

It is becoming clear from our village ethnography that technology and social contexts feed on each other to shape landscapes. Much depends on receptivity and social costs of technology to feed imaginations, prod human agency to learn skill sets, open businesses or take technology further to meet atypical demands
. 

As mentioned, dynamic villages with diverse infrastructural facilities being part of industrial/ export zones, pull in business investments, socio cultural expectations and behavioral shifts.  For an example, an out sourced Swarovski unit employs young women from local village to create premium fashion products. It may be hard to convince ourselves that they have no impacts on the social and imaginary worlds of the girls and their social groups. All of these create nascent consumption demands that KO’s tap in ways to augment business. 

Kiosk services also depend on village social geographies. Demand for learning computing skill packages has obvious ties with the market and is part of an on-going process of demand and supply. 
The only browsing/emailing happened in those spaces that attracted a floating population from urban areas with prior dependency on these services. Requests for information, whether agri-related or not, brought little commerce.

 Turning from contextual support for kiosk business we look at KO’s responding to these social scenarios.  The more enterprising the KO the more is the business sniffed out of nascent consumption patterns and creates an active market out of them. They strongly intuit about technology and its business visualizations with a honed instinct to understand consumption patterns and its commercialization in specific social milieus. The two kiosks, temporarily shut down, in our list of 12 had interesting KO’s keen on introducing ICT into their villages. Both now working in fulltime jobs outside the village, cite their impatience and lack of effort in driving and holding on to the kiosk until it reached a level of sustainability. They are still hopeful of rekindling kiosk business.

It is interesting to see how desktop PC’s attract other hardware/technology attachments to meet popular demands. Xerox/scanner/printer/Fax/web cameras are popular attachments that attract clients to the kiosk. Photo shop is a very popular application that makes over pictures to suit client preferences. A more enterprising operator will take the camera to the village to look for client and business opportunities. KO’s have mentioned the desire for village web portals with dedicated ID’s.  A KO’s brother, trustee of the local temple which is a prominent pilgrimage centre, expressed a strong demand for web sites to enhance and broads cast the visual appeal of such places. Creating web domains for a village and providing virtual space for each family to store their photos are thought as a future market demand. These are growing indications of an understanding that web spaces can accommodate visual representations of village social geographies. Seasonal events, weddings, festivals are attractions making demands for videography. 
VI. Conclusions

It is important to address the relevance and usage of ICT in complex societies such as India, where pre-literacy and non-literacy co-exist with highly literate sensibilities, economic statuses do not necessarily coincide with literacy levels, and culture specific oral traditions and visual cultures are intrinsic to everyday experiences.  

Many ICT ventures in rural contexts will lack the access to focused business models and deep resources of corporate players like ITC’s e-choupals. These ventures need to be particularly responsive to local needs in order to be successful. Commercially sustainable ventures need to target context related and locally unheeded consumption needs or tease it out with new technology. Even in contexts of prevailing poverty people pay for entertainment or what they consider superfluous needs. The high numbers of TV ownership and viewership support this argument. Thus, to pay for useful information, say to browse the web for a new cropping pattern or a pesticide or even employment opportunities may still be a difficult response. People continue to depend on traditional knowledge bearers and social networks to extract and pass this kind of information. However, it is highly probable that one will happily pay for a marriage to be digitally documented, for astrological charts or making a family film!
Despite a serious growing interest and focus on ICTs in the developing world, our opinion holds that innovation in IT software is still biased towards information needs of developed communication cultures, and ignores complex ways in which communication patterns differ in developing or constrained market spaces. Despite the huge popularity of computers as a multi-mediated experience with appropriate software, its basic grammar is targeted at literate, information driven, text rich scenarios that may not take off in other contexts (Srivastava 2005) 
However, it is not as if technologies are not mutating to adapt to this. Mobile and telephonic systems become very popular in developing nations with high semi-literate populations.
 Similarly, it may not be an under statement to see a digital camera to be more exciting than a word-processing system in these societies. Our ethnography has more that reiterated that a dominant section of population, especially in rural contexts gravitate to an image-based IT intervention. 

We have illustrated cases were, despite an infrastructural crunch, kiosks survive due to good entrepreneurial skills. We have also stressed the importance of arguments in favour of teasing out consumption patterns that are part of time tested economic exchanges where ICT can intervene and create markets. In this, village contexts, resources and proximities to urbanity play a role.

The results of our ongoing studies around Pabal urge us to broaden the development discourse around ICT in rural areas. This includes a reviewing of local information needs and a step forward towards meeting non-instrumental and entertainment requirements, as well as those which support the tapestry of daily social life within the villages. Applications which support visual communication, like digital photography, are particularly well-suited to this broader conceptualization of local demand. In Pabal, we have seen evidence of significant social entrepreneurship and demand for image/visual based kiosk services in composite and resource stressed communication ecologies. 
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� It is important to mention that castes as occupational groups in rural contexts have historically displayed dynamism, mobility across social units and learning new skill sets in response to demands. On the contrary, growing urban areas quickly consolidated casts units to meet high competitive levels. This is evident even today among highly successful business groups in India that belong to traditional business castes.





� The advent of cassettes and cassette technology had a dramatic effect on music industries, musical forms, consumption patterns and consequent spread of this technology across classes and markets (Manual, 1993). This also bolsters our argument around porous urban-rural inflows.





� A small historical detour will familiarize us to family photographs becoming a rage in the late 19th century after the Daguerre type was introduced (Eco 1986). The digital image has a similar potential for becoming a commercially sustainable venture – if it hasn’t already! And just as the 19th century photograph became the impulse for other kinds of archiving of family histories, including textual recording, there is no reason to believe that the same will not be applicable in a contemporary context.  
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