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Abstract  

Title: Todo el País, Uruguay in transformation 

Authors: Alexander Karlsson & Nellie Marand 

Purpose: The purpose of our research was to study the role and impact 
that ‘information and communication technologies’ and the MEC 
centers might have on the Uruguayan society. We want to 
examine how MEC and ICT usage could affect daily lives of 
marginalized people in Uruguay. We want to explore how it 
might benefit individuals living in small communities by 
evaluating indicators of positive impact of how ICT usage could 
strengthen capitals and increase freedom. Furthermore, our aim is 
to understand how digital literacy and the access to ICT’s can be 
related to democracy, and try to understand if greater individual 
empowerment also could enhance democracy.  

Method: For a period of eight weeks, from March 3rd to 28th of April 2014, 
we were in Montevideo and vicinity to gather material that we 
later have analyzed qualitatively. The material is based on 
observations in the field, interviews with various stakeholders, 
manuals and national policy documents concerning MEC, as well 
answers we received from an online survey. 
 

Theory: Social Capital and The Capability Approach 

Main conclusions: We have found that the MEC centers and ICT, combined with 
education, could be an important tool to facilitate the inclusion of 
marginalized groups in the Uruguayan society. Our findings 
indicate that the MEC centers in Uruguay could contribute to the 
decentralization of the country and have a positive impact on 
gender- and generation equality. The result suggests that the 
centers could have a positive impact on democracy in Uruguay by 
teaching participants how to use e-governmental services as well 
as encouraging them to participate in online governmental 
websites. Furthermore, we found that MEC lets the local 
communities be in charge of their own development, which 
indicate that the sustainability of the project is increased as well as 
the positive development outcome. Through the MEC centers we 
found that both the freedom and the social capital of the 
participants were positively affected. 

Level: BA Thesis in Public Relations and Communication Studies focus 
Peace and Development 

Semester: Spring semester 2014 
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Chapter 1. Introduction  

 

Chapter one aims to present the central parts of the study. In the introduction we present a short summary of our 

minor field study, in continuation we present the purpose of the study as well as our research questions.  

 

1.1 Introduction 

 

 Information and communication technologies for development used as a tool for 

decentralization and equality inside Uruguay. 

(Department Coordinators of Canelones, Canelones) 

Like most countries in the world, Uruguay has marginalized groups within the society. During the 

latest years, Montevideo has experienced great development while many areas outside the capital 

have not have kept up with the same pace. The countryside of Uruguay faces a high level of 

seclusion from Montevideo.  This results with citizens on the countryside living on different 

conditions and with fewer services than the citizens of the capital.  

Other groups feel marginalized in the society because of their age; older generations sometime feel 

left out of the digital modern society. Others does not get the same chances in life because of their 

gender or socio-economic position, and this can lead to a feeling of exclusion, a feeling of not being 

an equal member of the society.  

With this thesis we want to examine how ICT and the MEC centers might lead to a more inclusive 

Uruguayan society. We want to see if certain areas are left outside of the technological development 

and what the effects of this seclusion from the modern society might be. Furthermore, we want to 

examine MEC closer to shine light on which ways ICT usage can affect the daily lives of 

marginalized people in a society. We want to look at if a wider inclusion also could lead to a more 

democratic society, where a higher percentage of the population lives on equal conditions.  

To conduct this study we spent 2 months in Uruguay to understand the country and the large scale 

and nation spread ICT4D initiatives they have. The method we used to collect data was desktop 
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studies, observations, interviews and one online survey. The two theoretical approaches we used 

conducting this study was Amartya Sen’s Capability approach and Pierre Bourdieu’s theory of social 

capital.  

1.2 Structure of the thesis 

This thesis consists of seven sections. The first part includes an introduction, a presentation of the 

purpose of the study, and our research questions. The second chapter is the background thus 

presents previous research in the field as well as critique raised against ICT4D. The chapter ends 

with a summary. The third chapter will give a short overview of the country Uruguay. The fourth 

section will guide the reader through our theoretical framework; here we discuss both the strengths 

and the weaknesses we have identified in our theories. The fourth section describes and motivates 

the method and material of the study. In the fifth chapter, we present our findings and the analysis 

of the collected data, which is followed by a discussion in the sixth chapter. The final seventh 

chapter consists of a list of references as well as appendixes used for the study. 

1.3 Purpose of study 

The purpose of this thesis is to study the role of the MEC centers and ICT4D in the Uruguayan 

society. Uruguay is unique regarding large scale ICT implementations and because of this a great 

example to study, regarding both small and big effects, local and nationwide.  

In every developing nation there are obstacles standing in the way of social development and this 

thesis will try to identify the positive contributions that the MEC centers have on development, both 

today and possibly also in the future. We want to examine how the technology and the centers are 

used as a tool for development and how this could generate social equity and inclusion in the 

Uruguayan society. We further want to find and evaluate indicators of positive impacts that the 

usage of ICT could have, and to understand how ICT usage could strengthen social capitals and 

create a higher freedom in daily life for individuals and communities. Moreover, we want to 

understand how digital literacy and the access to ICT can be related to democracy, and to try to 

understand if individual empowerment might also enhance democracy. 
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1.4 Research questions 

 In what ways do the MEC centers wider the capabilities for its participants? 

 In what ways do the MEC centers affect individual’s social capital? 

 How is the work that the MEC centers do affecting democracy in Uruguay?  

Chapter 2. Background 

 

This chapter will present previous research about ICT4D composed together with a conceptual analysis. To get a 

comprehensive view of the field, we will follow with a section about the various critiques that exists for using 

information and communication technology for development. Lastly there will be a summary of the chapter.  

2.1. Previous research about ICT4D & conceptual analysis 

Since the beginning of the technological history, have the tools and products connected to it played 

a significant part in our life and development. The technological inventions have gradually become 

more and more advanced and the products of today are sophisticated as never before. It is a 

constantly evolving industry, that especially during the last decades when Information and 

Communication Technologies (ICT) have become integrated in daily our routines, continues to 

influence our lives greatly (Garcia, 2011). The digital revolution is today shaping our society on all 

levels as we are constantly surrounded by high-tech equipment and rapid global communications. 

The internet 2.0 with its complex grid of dialogue, networks, social media, individuals, enterprises 

and institutions, can be connected all over the world (SIDA, 2014). To be a part of this modern, 

digital and technological society, one arguably needs to have access to ICT as well as knowledge on 

how to use them. This becomes problematic when people because of generation, geography or 

limited funds don not have access to ICT or the knowledge. When for example the technologies are 

just in the hands of a few rich and privileged, it could create a digital divide in the society. 

Furthermore, it has been proven that already existing development gaps in a society are emphasized 

when it emerges a digital divide (Lucia Pittaluga, 2012). Hence, one might argue that the digital 

inclusion is an important aspect of social inclusion in a contemporary world (Garcia, 2011).   
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ICT could create and spread a new “common sense” that affects both individual and institutional 

behavior. Some researches argue that the spread of ICT are demonstrably troublesome as the digital 

divide creates new inequalities in societies on local, national and international level, as well as 

reinforces old ones. They argue that with the spread of ICT, there has to be a policy response to 

tackle the unequal access to it. As connectivity to networks become more and more important for 

individuals capability to carry out their daily life, there has to be policy interventions in the 

marketplace to ensure justness (Mansell, 2009). 

Policy initiatives that endorse the diffusion of ICT for development (ICT4D) have been based on 

the mainstream vision of the Information Society. This vision traces back to the United States 

program of research in 1948 when Weiner’s suggested that “to live effectively is to live with adequate 

information”, hence stressing the importance of information systems in a society. Most of the research 

regarding ICT (and information) has been economic analyzes, both as a base for policy initiatives 

and capitalist interests. The research has had a western ethnocentric expression and most ICT 

initiatives have also had a market-led emphasis. On the assumption that access to information equals 

knowledge, researchers and economists have concluded that knowledge is a key factor for driving 

the economy, hence the development. This kind of knowledge-based economy, including both 

human beings and technology, constitutes the vision of the Information Society. The knowledge 

making activities will appear when people, with the help of ICT, work together and network. From 

this interaction the new knowledge would be created, and it is the vision that has been deeply rooted 

in political forums and among people with decision making power. This mainstream vision, with 

economic emphasize and market led initiatives, have mainly been focused on the diffusion of ICT 

and the assumption that once there is access to ICT, hence information, knowledge will also be 

created (Mansell, 2009).  

Other researchers argue that there is a big difference between providing information via ICT contra 

creation of knowledge (Mansell, 2009). UNESCO calls this the “info-exclusion” which regards 

content rather than the easy matter of access to ICT and connectivity (UNESCO World Report , 

2005). The important thing is not how many people that have access to ICT, what is interested in 

terms of development is how they are being used. The term ‘digital divide’, that many politicians and 

initiators like to say they have reduced with diffusion of ICT, becomes problematic since it requires 

extensive research to really see the actual result of. Even with access to ICT the ‘digital divide’ could 

be unchanged if there for example no knowledge on how to use them. Research has shown that 
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policy initiatives, such as the distribution of laptops, could contribute to narrow the digital divide, 

but it might be an insignificant reduction if the target group does not receive additional stimuli and 

support on how to make the most out of the opportunities that access to ICT could give them 

(Lucia Pittaluga, 2012).  

UNESCO’s World Report ‘Towards Knowledge Societies’ brings up the diversity of knowledge and 

information societies. The report takes its position in the idea that the Information society is to 

narrowly focused on technological breakthroughs. The report instead proposes a discussion of a 

knowledge society that includes a wider scope of social, political and ethical dimensions. The idea of 

a knowledge society is still somewhat problematic due to the fact that not everyone has the same 

opportunity to get an education. Throughout history knowledge has been and is still today, colored 

by inequality and social conflict. This is because knowledge is controlled by a few intellectuals and 

people with power, in a sort of exclusive knowledge society where not everyone is qualified for, or 

can afford education. What UNESCO instead proposes is that knowledge should be viewed as a 

public good. A knowledge society ought to make sure that all its members are included, every 

individual, both young and old. UNESCO argues that this type of knowledge society is something 

that the diffusion of ICT generates new platforms for. ICT creates inclusion to the before exclusive 

knowledge society, especially through internet which creates new opportunities to broaden the 

public knowledge forum. The authors of the World Report also emphasizes that ICT is solely an 

important tool for the knowledge society, information and the growth of networks are only means 

to generate knowledge; it is not knowledge in itself (UNESCO World Report , 2005).  

 

The World Report explains that information is as a fixed stabilized form of knowledge. In many case 

information becomes a commodity because the spread of it is more efficient than the desire of 

exchanging this knowledge. Information is in this sense a commodity that can be both bought and 

sold, while knowledge, with some exceptions, belongs of right to any reasonable mind. Hence, information 

is the material, and knowledge on the other hand is considered as immaterial. This leads to a reflection 

and a re-imagining of what information and knowledge societies are how to build and develop them. 

It takes a step away from traditional models of development and places more value on the “human 

capital” as contributor to development and a knowledge society that foster knowledge-sharing 

(UNESCO World Report , 2005).  
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In his article the information society and ICT policy, Mansell writes that by re-thinking what a knowledge 

society is, it might lead to initiatives that promote communication and information enviroments to 

become more inclusive by including people from a broader spectra of the society. He uses the term 

Sustainable development, as a development based in the given context, opposed to the western, and 

for some also provocative, use of the term ‘development’ as a one-size fits all model (Mansell, 2009). 

The contemporary view of development is gradually becoming more centered on models that are 

focused on joint help and the role of the public services. With the help of ICT many researchers are 

now re-imagining their idea of development models that makes the most out of knowledge, instead 

of only viewing economic growth as a the goal. UNESCO concludes from their research that human 

development will be endorse through the development of genuine knowledge societies, and if that is 

going to be possible it is a must to overcome digital inequalities, and the digital divide (UNESCO 

World Report , 2005).  

The Swedish Program for ICT in Developing regions (SPIDER) recognizes the importance of 

capacity buildig in their publication of Spider Stories from 2012. In ICT4D projects, the capacity 

building keeps being one of the key elements in all interventions, both for community 

empowerment and for the sustainability of projects. Together with their project partners around the 

world and with the increase of ICT skills in communities and organisations, SPIDER working for a 

bottom-up and long-term development. According to results from their different projects its evident 

that by looking at development as capacity building, sthrenghtening actors aswell as enabeling new 

ones, its both empowering for them as individuals as well as beneficial for the future of their 

communities (SPIDER, 2012).    

The authors of “Building Collective Capabilities through ICT in a Mountain Region of Nepal: Where Social 

Capital leads to Collective Action” explores in their research article if and how an ICT intervention in a 

developing country can lead to human development. Their point of departure disregards the narrow 

economic focus on development, and instead defines development generally as human development, 

and more specifically; development as freedom. The result of the study conducted in Nepal shows 

that by developing collective capabilitites, in this case providing ICT to a remote region of the 

country, concurrently enhances the individuals capabilities. They have with their study come to the 

conclusion that the provision of ICT increases the social capital of a community, enhance 

individuals capabilities and freedom, which in turn also lead to human development (Devinder 

Thapa, 2012). The research article“ICT4D and the Human Development and capabilities Approach: The 
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potentials of Information and Communication Technology” by Jean-Yves Hamel works within the same 

framework. He writes that all of the basic dimensions of human development such as health, 

education, income, participation and empowerment, could be positively affected by ICT. With 

linking ICT to peoples ability to increase outcomes in health, education and income, the study shows 

that it can empower people and increase their participation in their society. The author concludes 

that ICT could be positive for human development, with emphazise on that it has to be 

implemented alongside broader strategies. To make the most out of ICT implementations, and to 

ensure the higest potential for human development and improvement of peoples lives, he 

furthermore concludes that government policies and investments plays a key-role (Hamel, 2010). 

 

Furthermore, the knowledge society transforming our view of democracy. The trend is that more 

and more countries are joining the Open Government Partnership (Agesic , 2013) and for both the 

State and the citizens it opens up for transparency, efficiency and participation. Research about 

community engagement has shown that apart from empowering individuals and strengthening the 

knowledge society, ICT promotions has positive effects on the democratic development when the 

state is organized as an E-government. By empowering local communities with ICT and information 

on how to take use of them, it could lead to a more informed citizenry and it can also foster civic 

engagement. ICT can be a good tool and platform for participating in mainstream discourses that 

otherwise might overlook minority concerns. By empowering communities to participate in civic 

discourses, the researchers conclude that it will benefit the whole society. They continue to state that 

participation in e-government services is viewed as decentralization of democracy and at the same 

time a democratization of communication (Carol Azungl Dralega, 2010). 

 

Another place where civic discourses and minority concerns are more easily brought to attention is 

social media. Some researchers, including media and journalism professor Martin Eide at the 

University of Bergen, means that social media have the possibility to change the power balance of 

societies. Eide talks about his own country, Norway, which he argues for is on its way to get a fifth 

state power because of the great influence, for good and for worse, that social media has. He argues 

that social media contributes to a shift in power, away from the journalism over to the sources 

(Världen, 2014). 
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Social media plays an important role in many people’s life, and the forerunner Facebook has an 

average 968 million active users daily (Facebook). Many ICT4D initiatives, leading to digital literacy 

and access to computer labs, have the effect that more people take the opportunity to join social 

media networks. But could the use of social media lead to a positive societal development? Could it 

lead to an improvement of society at large when young and old people are reading about celebrities 

and watching funny YouTube clips via Facebook when they use the computer labs? According to 

researcher Simon Lindgren at University in Sweden it could and that is because it leads to “media 

literacy”. That is, it leads to skills about the new media landscape and how to navigate it, for example 

how one relates to public institutions or distributes ones opinions. Optimists mean that user driven 

media, such as Facebook and YouTube, could at large have the consequences that it leads to a more 

democratic society.  

Critiques say that it creates some kind of dilution of politicization, it becomes at culture that is 

characterized by entertainment and fast kicks. Optimists mean that this is a popular cultural 

patters but it is also a premonition about what is about to come, a change in a change of the 

entire public space and civil society. Where these participating patterns that we can see now is a 

propagation phase where these playful contexts will put their stamp on political systems and 

other areas. Today we don’t have it, but some argue that in 30 years these patters, the way to 

relate to knowledge production will come to permeate society more. Then maybe we can say 

that this “digital revolution” that we are now experiencing had a positive effect on society, but 

as we are right in the middle of it, it is hard to give a verdict now.  

(God Morgon Världen , 2015) 

Further argument is the ongoing international digital media revolution that lives in symbiosis with 

social media. Many threatened, even called “dying”; traditional newspapers are going through a 

rather painful transition at the moment, while digital newspapers are growing healthy. While a 

traditional paper newspaper puts 10 % of its budget on actual journalism, Internet and online 

newspapers are rid of some costs and can instead put 60 -70 % of their budget on journalism 

(Norberg, 2014), journalism that have direct effect on democracy. Jesper Strömbäck, professor at 

Mittuniversitetet in Sweden, means that especially local media journalism is crucial for democracy.  

A basic condition for democracy to work is that people are reasonably informed about what is 

happening in politics and society. If people aren’t, it's difficult to take a stand on social issues 
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and it is hard to vote in a thoughtful way, and it is also difficult to influence policy. The media is 

crucial for people to get the information they need. 

(Directly translated Jesper Strömbäck (Gustavsson, 2014) 

2.2. Critique to ICT4D 

The last decade, ICT has become an acknowledged component of development initiatives, especially 

since it was accredited a place in the United Nations Millennium Development Goals (MDG), but 

alongside it there has always been discussions and critique against it. The Information Society has 

emerged from economic research done by wealthy industrial economies that developed universal 

ICT solutions, both for their part of the world but also for the so called ‘underdeveloped’ countries 

(Mansell, 2009). A lot of the critique against ICT initiatives comes from it being created out of an 

ethnocentric westernized perspective, based also on the much criticized concept of development. 

According to Escobar and other advocates of the critical discourse against development, they mean 

that the term is an extremely westernized concept created to benefit the western first world 

countries. Development, or the need of it, should not be viewed as a natural phenomenon but as 

historically constructed in first world societies, invented to divide the world as they pleased 

(Escobar, 1995). This very cultural specific view is likewise for ICT4D. Some argue that technologies 

are used as a tool so that the rich and privileged can keep their positions of economic, social and 

political power. That there are powerful interests that make sure that information and knowledge 

systems are controlled to keep their positions (Unwin, 2009) and that policy discussion have often 

suggested ICT solutions for the optimal way of capitalizing on the implicit benefits of both the 

usage and production of it. Much research on ICT and the Information Society is said to have been 

colored by this, since its agenda has been internally incoherent and simply pushes specific interests 

that aims to make information and knowledge a commodity in the capitalist system (Mansell, 2009).  

As other critical researchers to the mainstream paradigm regarding development and ICT, Schiller 

writes in his book Digital capitalism  that a few companies owns a lot, controls the market through 

various products, systems and favors. That despite what many might want to believe; it exist no 

high-tech Eden. He describes that the worldwide network of cyberspace has been colonized by the 

market system and that is what he calls Digital Capitalism. It constitutes of networks that aims at 

generalizing both social and cultural arrays of the capitalist economy (Schiller, 2000).  
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From the western ethnocentric point of departure it is easy to acknowledge ICT as a fundamental 

part of daily life and a necessity to function inside the society. From the other perspective, it is 

though questionable how high we should value the access to ICT, when you live in another reality 

where not even the basic necessities such as food, water, sanitation etc. exists. Towards these 

realities are much of the western aid and development initiatives pointed at, towards poor people in 

rural areas in “developing” countries, and because of what some say is a global hype, are these 

initiatives often in the form of ICT (Unwin, 2009).                                                                                                                              

Researchers such as Escobar means that the current paradigm that is becoming more and more 

globalized is driven by economic forces that exploit in their search for cheaper options, and that the 

solution is not to develop in that system. Instead they suggests and advocates the importance of 

looking for alternative models to development by exploring and learning from local, indigenous and 

autonomous social movements. Others take on a little softer position by suggesting to still be in the 

current system but emphasize that the opportunities for local cultures and identities to be expressed 

in the global market, thus coining the term “Glocalisation” as an alternative model for development 

(Unwin, 2009). This has strong consensus today among policy, economic and research perspective in 

the debate regarding the design and distribution of ICT. Researchers are idealistically proposing that 

in policy making forums, when discussing implementations of ICT4D; questions need to be asked 

before the systems are developed and installed, to know if it is the most suitable solution given the 

context (Mansell, 2009).  

Critiques of the mainstream vision mean that it is too simple and perhaps even naïve to assume that 

knowledge would be created just because ICT as a tool to reach information is provided. 

2.3. Summary 

In present development agendas ICT is regarded as an important component and the use of it is 

seldom disputed in development practice. Nowadays it is not a question of whether to incorporate it 

or not, the focus is rather on how and for what purpose, which is a consequence of the whole 

notion of development per se, is being disputed. The current climate of economic uncertainty in 

USA and Europe has sparked a debate that questions the present paradigm with the neoliberal 

development discourses to a point where ICT4D researchers are moving away from traditional 

theories that to narrowly concentrates on economic growth. The contemporary discussion, at least 

in the research community, is moving towards including a broader spectrum of aspects when 
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measuring development. Thus, the field now also measures quality-of-life, human development and 

the freedom to live life as one want, so that it includes more possibilities that might influence the 

complexity that is human development (Annika Andersson, 2012).       

Chapter 3. Our Study 

 

The chapter “Our Study” presents short facts about Uruguay in order to understand the context of where this study 

was made. It is followed by a presentation of ICT4D in Uruguay.  

3.1 Short facts about Uruguay 

Though it is one of the smallest countries in South America, with a population of 3.3 million people 

(National Encyklopedin) it receives much attention for being different, modern and progressive; a 

pioneer country in the region (P1-morgon, Uruguay ställer om, 2012). Uruguay has a democratic 

tradition and was the first country in the region to establish a welfare state. The country is known 

for its early developed and advanced social infrastructure (Landguiden). A parenthesis in the 

otherwise relatively peaceful history starts in the beginning of the 1960's, when confrontations 

between the government/military and urban guerrilla groups took place. This resulted with the 

establishment of military dictatorship 1973, and civilian rule was not established until 1985 (Allier, 

2006. ). During the grim years of military dictatorship human rights violations were prominent and it 

has been taking some years for the country to recover. Uruguay is now starting to regain its former 

position as a leading country in Latin America. This applies to both the implementation of a stable 

political institutionalization and to various liberal reforms taking place (Studio Ett, Uruguay och 

återvändarna, 2012). After the dictatorship Uruguay has invested in education as part of the 

economic recovery, and as a result of this, they today have the highest literacy in Latin America 

(National Encyklopedin). In recent years Uruguay have been functioning as a guinea-pig regarding 

implementation of new projects; because of its small size, it becomes easier to see the effects of 

them (Studio Ett, Uruguay och återvändarna, 2012). Many of these projects have been ICT related 

as a way for the country to fight poverty, corruption and exclusiveness in the society.        



   

18 
 

The capital Montevideo is home to almost half the total population of Uruguay and has become the 

natural governmental, financial and commercial center of the country. The port of Montevideo, one 

of the major ones of Latin America, constitutes together with tourism the two major incomes for 

the country. 

3.2 ICT4D in Uruguay 

Uruguay is amember of the Open Government Partnership. Furthermore, they have implemented 

the Electronic Government as an inventive transformation of the State, making use of technology 

with the aim to construct the State focused on the citizen (Agesic , 2013). 

The government of Uruguay follows the Declaration of Principles from the World Summit on the 

Information Society (WSIS), endorsed by the UN General Assembly that commits to the following 

statement: 

..build a people-centered, inclusive and development-oriented Information Society, where 

everyone can create, access, utilize and share information and knowledge, enabling individuals, 

communities and peoples to achieve their full potential in promoting their sustainable 

development and improving their quality of life. 

(Agesic , 2013) 

Based in the context of Knowledge and Information Societies (KIS) the nation wants to increase 

development with large implementation of ICT. To generally improve national development, and 

specifically well-being, poverty and social exclusion, Uruguay strategically works to promote, 

establish, and enable ICT among all citizens.  The two biggest ICT efforts Uruguay has done is Plan 

Ceibal that target the younger population and Plan Nacional de Alfabetacion Digital (PNAD) 

together with the Minesterio de Educación y Cultura (MEC) that is mainly working with adults.  

Plan Ceibal is an ICT4D initiative and the Uruguayan version of the One Laptop per Child 

Association (OLPCA). With the implementation of Plan Ceibal in 2009, Uruguay became the first 

country in the world to provide every elementary school child with a laptop (www.one.laptop.org). It 

was made possible because of the leaders of Uruguay, which considered universal digital literacy to 

be a key to Uruguay's future competitiveness. The project is funded by the state and by reporting 

directly to the president, Plan Ceibal works highly autonomous degree (Michael Fullan, 2013). 

Through the distribution on one laptop to every primary school student in Uruguay it would 
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integrate them into the global information age and decrease the digital divide. The theory is 

furthermore, that by giving a student a laptop, he or she will bring it home and hence provide a 

computer with internet access to an entire family. It will decrease the digital gap between rich and 

poor families and in families that before had very limited or non-existent ICT access, this will lead to 

social inclusion and decreased marginalization (Plotts, 2011). 

PNAD are targeting adults as their main group, and their main objective is to reduce the 

generational digital divide and promote the use of ICT to improve access to services, goods, 

education and culture, contributing to social integration. This is a national framework conducted by 

the Uruguayan government, the project aims at educating 100,000 adults in digital literacy by 2015. 

The framework provides written frameworks on eight workshops, divided on two levels, available 

for the centers to use as guidelines when conducting their workshops. Some of the specific 

objectives are for example; Foster and strengthening spaces for meeting and interaction between the 

various components of cities and locations, and develop educational and cultural integration 

activities involving ICT as a means for building collective strength (PNAD).  

MEC is a project of decentralization, democratization and accessibility to educational content. By 

establishing hundreds of ICT centers throughout Uruguay, MEC aims to facilitate the access of 

culture and services online, to the population which has traditionally been marginalized. The centers 

have been deployed where the demand have been the greatest, in rural villages or small towns, 

ranging from 450 inhabitants up till 5000 (Appendix 1 and 2). Places that previously lacked any type 

of internet access. The role given to a center is more than the mere access of internet; each site 

should work as a social driving force. Giving this parts of the population, not being age or gender 

specific the chance to learn and understand the basics of ICT. (Garcia, 2011) As a social force, the 

centers also emphasize training and the exchanging of human resources throughout the participants 

(PNAD). 

Workshops are conducted, from the very basic of maneuvering a computer and understanding key 

components such as the mouse pad and keyboard, but workshops are also conducted focusing on 

more complex ICT usage such as critical thinking or how to apply ICT usage in daily life. MEC have 

released cost free manuals for each workshop, providing each center with a general execution plan. 

This is all a plan of a nation spanning plan for digital literacy. Plan Nacional Alfabetacion Digital 

where the goal is to educate 100,000 adults in Digital Literacy by 2015. 
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Chapter 4. Theoretical framework 

 

Chapter 4 presents the two theories we have used in this study. In different sections we will summarize and criticize the 

theories of Social capital and later the Capability Approach in the sense that we have used them. The chapter ends 

with a summary where we present the strengths and weaknesses we identify with our theoretical framework.  

4.1 Two theoretical frameworks - introduction 

This section will present the two theoretical approaches we have used conducting this study. We 

have chosen to use Amartya Sen’s Capability approach with its alternative way of looking upon 

human development, in combination with Pierre Bourdieu’s theory of social capital. 

 

These two theoretical approaches will compose the framework that we have used on the empirical 

data in this study. Amartya Sen’s capability approach argues for a different way of looking upon 

development and human development. The conclusive result of a development project is moved 

away from the traditional economic factors, and instead focuses development on the individual’s 

freedom.  Development, or rather human development, is seen as individuals’ possibilities to live the 

lives they choose to. We want to combine this way of thinking with Bourdieu’s theory of Social 

Capital (SC). The theory is based in the notion that all capitals of an individual could be articulated 

throughout the individual’s social relations, i.e. the social capital. The effects of a well-established 

social capital will provide a spill-over effect to all the other capitals in an individual’s life.  

 

So why are these two theoretical frameworks applicable on our empirical data? The work that MEC 

does is to a high extent based on freedom. Their services are for free and centers are spread out all 

through the country. People have the freedom to themselves decide whether to participate or not, 

adopt the knowledge or not, whether to continue the learning process. By analyzing in which ways 

the capabilities, hence the freedom of the participants are strengthened, we also want to understand 

how the social capital is increased, and furthermore what the possible spill-over effects of this could 

have on other capitals.  
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4.2 Social Capital 

Social capital in the community plays a significant role in every aspect of our personal and 

community life. The basic idea of social capital is that our family, friends, and acquaintances are 

important assets in our lives. Whether it’s surviving a crisis, getting a job, or just enjoying the 

simple pleasantries of life; one can benefit from the people they are most associated with.  

(Putnam, 2000) 

The term Social Capital (SC) was first introduced by in Hanifan in 1916. He proposed the idea that 

SC could be a helpful tool for building goodwill, fellowship and social interaction between 

individuals and groups inside a social unit (Wulf, 2004). The theory has been defined in plentiful 

ways, but when developing the concept it is the definitions from the authors Bourdieu, Coleman and 

Putnam that have been of the most importance. Bourdieu argues that every capital of an individual 

could be articulated throughout the individual’s social relations.  

SC is the sum of the resources, actual or virtual, that accrues to an individual or a group by 

virtue of possessing a durable network of more or less institutionalized relationships of mutual 

acquaintance and recognition.  

(Bourdieu, 1986) 

We believe that an individual’s SC should not be limited to the connections that he or she has.  

Instead we want to argue that SC could also be identified as an individual’s relation to its own 

government, organizations and companies that are interlinked for different purposes. We believe 

that there exists a social relation in these ties. By theorizing individuals, groups, organizations or 

societies as nodes and to label the relationship between these actors as formal or informal, the 

relationship could take the form of individual-to-individual or individual to group’s ties. These 

different forms of SC can be attained for different reasons via the exchange that takes place, which 

for example could be mere communication, or a more martial relation that is centered on resources 

or money (Wasserman, 1994). It is therefore possible to look at the phenomena of paying bills as 

one type of social relationship between a person and a company, even if the process of paying this 

bill is the only transmission of communication between the two parts. Another example could be the 

online publication of documents by a government, meant to be read by the citizens. The 

government wants its citizens to read the documents and the citizens choose whether to do it or not, 
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and this process could have an impact on SC. This could be a likely case scenario for this study. If 

the process of reading these documents are more effective, easier accessible for the citizens online 

and with ICT education, we believe that the social capital could be improved.  

 

It is possible to divide SC into three separate categories, depending on what type of relation is 

created or improved.  

 

Bonding social capital refers to the connection, trusting and co-operative relations between people 

who are similar to each other. This could mean the relations amongst family, relatives or kinship. It 

could also mean relations of people who are similar in social identity through for example race and 

ethnicity. Bonding could for example mean the improvement of family relationships.  

 

Bridging social capital refers to connections between those who are unlike each other in a 

demographic sense, yet are more or less equal in terms of their status and power. When bridging 

social capital it could for example be a relationship between two members of the same type of social 

class but who lives in different villages. 

 

Linking social capital is defined as norms of respect, and networks of trusting relationship between 

people who are interacting across explicit, formal or institutionalized power and authority gradients 

in society. Linking social capita could mean the relationship an individual’s has with its government, 

for example via online documents (Ichiro, 2004).  

4.3 Criticism of Social Capital 

Ordinarily, a theory’s parsimony i.e., its capacity to explain the most with the least is a desirable 

property; in this instance, however, a single term is being adopted indiscriminately, adapted 

uncritically, and applied imprecisely. 

 (Woolcock, 1998)  

Paul Haynes expects the critique of social capital since the concept is being used so broadly and as 

explanation for a multiplicity of social changes and pressing social problems.  
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It is in the absence of true consensus of the theory that the critique is rooted; despite the vast 

literature existing on the term there is an absence of a framework explaining in detail the actual 

contribution of it. Critics argue that SC is a “fundamentally exclusive concept, trying to explain too 

much with too little”.  

From this critique of lacking consensus, there are theorists who mean that a large part of social 

capital is unnecessary. Other terms such as trust, solidarity and commitment could rather be used 

with the same or even better understanding (Haynes, 2009). 

4.4 The capability approach 

The Capability Approach (CA) is a theoretical framework pioneered by the economist-philosopher 

Amartya Sen. Some of the central aspects of the CA could be identified and traced back far earlier in 

history as Aristotle, Adam Smith and Karl Marx among many others have used similar terms (Sen A. 

, 2001). Sen have applied the theory in many different ways, from conceptualization and 

measurement of development, to theories of justice and rights, but also in cases of poverty, gender 

and other social exclusions. There is an extensive amount of literature written on theory, in several 

different contexts and fields.  

 

The basic idea of CA is rooted in the individual’s freedom. If well-being is to be achieved, the 

individual must have freedom, and the freedom to achieve well –being is understood in terms of 

people’s capabilities. This could be seen as their real opportunities to do and be what they 

themselves value as desirable. The capabilities of individuals are potential functioning’s. Meaning 

what a human is able to be or to do. This could mean being well fed, taking part of an education, 

living in a sheltered and protected home, caring for others etc. The difference between a capability 

and a function could be understood as the difference between an achievement and the freedom to 

actually achieve something, or as outcome vs. opportunity (Robeyns, summer 2011 Edition). What 

each person is able to be and to do is the central question of the CA approach. 

 

Sen emphasizes that historically the field of human development have put too much focus on 

measuring (micro) economical outcomes, focusing on what is not important.  

Wealth is evidently not the good we are seeking; for it is merely useful and for the sake of 

something else. 
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(Sen A. , 1990) 

He criticizes evaluations that focus exclusively on utilities, resources or income related statistics. 

Evaluations such as these might hide important dimensions in human development and perpetrate a 

misleading view of an individual’s development. The theory provides a pluralistic way of looking 

upon development, emphasizing that development could not be centralized to one single metric. 

This could for example be the case if too much emphasize is put on one country’s BNP; 

theoretically the BNP of a country could be in the hands of one single person, or in control of a 

close connected group (Sen A. , 2001). The fact that certain groups of the society faces a high risk of 

being forgotten if only economic figures are taken into consideration, an individual’s economic 

situation could be sufficient enough to meet the standards of gaining literacy inside his or her 

country, but because of sex/race/sexuality is prohibited to attend schooling. For an individual to be 

able to gain more freedom, the functioning’s must be institutionalized, in other words, become 

available for everyone.  

 

The Capability approach is not a set framework with categories or indicators, instead it is a theory 

which offers the researcher a high level of self-interpretation and therefore this will constitute a 

majority of our analysis. We have for our analysis interpreted the theory based on the individual and 

defined the capability approach with synonyms such as ‘more freedom’, ‘new choices’, ‘wider 

opportunities’, ‘positive development’, ‘broader possibilities’ ‘creating new knowledge’, ‘capacity 

building’, ‘freedom to achieve’, and the like. It is easy to understand that these terms interlink with 

each other, and therefore we have in our result chosen to refer to the term “widening of capabilities” 

because of the complexity of identifying and using every term. With the term “widening of 

capabilities” we demonstrate how we have applied the theory of Sen’s Capability approach when 

analyzing our material.  

 

We understand that the work that MEC do, as a widener of possibilities and opportunities, creating 

new knowledge and introducing its participants to new forms of technologies, could bring them new 

choices and more freedom. Therefore, we believe that the capability approach is highly applicable on 

this study. If the participants of MEC receive new knowledge and education, we still have to ask 

ourselves how this should be used to create more opportunities and freedom, so that every 

participant can live the life they want to live.  
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We want to look upon MEC’s work, which is ICT centered, with the capability approach, meaning 

that we want to understand what types of freedom and opportunities that the work of MEC could 

provide for its participants. It is important to understand that merely the technology probably will 

not change everything. Oosterlaken and Van den Hoven clearly state “Not even Internet 

technologies are free of barriers”. More is needed than just the technologies to expand the 

capabilities of the people who use them. Therefore they argue that more attention should be paid to 

the user participation in the design of ICT. This is interesting because what MEC often do is to let 

the participants themselves decide what the technologies should be used for, and it is often the case 

that it is the participants who decide what the project should focus on. This is another reason why 

we believe that the capability approach would be suitable to use.  

 

4.5 Criticism of the capability approach 

One of the critiques raised against the capability approach is articulated by Sabina Alkire. In the 

work “Why Capability Approach” she raises concern by questioning exactly how far Sen’s 

framework really is operational. This concern is identified because of the rich and multifaceted array 

of functioning’s that Sen argues to be relevant for the capability approach (Alkire, 2005). 

 

Alkire questions the theory’s ability to accurately measure capabilities and also brings to attention the 

problems of defining what capabilities should be selected for a study. How are researchers supposed 

to measure capabilities? How are value conflicts going to be resolved? Without these answers the 

validity of the capability approach could be questioned. Alkire ask for a further development of the 

theory. He provide evidence from the human development reports, which annually have drawn 

conclusions on Sen’s approach, but also developed practical key positions on areas such as 

participation, gender, and globalization (Alkire, 2005). 

 

Moreover, Alkire raises the questions of ethics. She states that there is a need to understand exactly 

what capabilities are needed to achieve well-being? On this there are no answers, only the mindset 

that freedom provides capabilities (Alkire, 2002). 
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Qilbash also mean that a discussion is needed whether there is negative freedom or not. And if we 

as researchers are to decide what is more positive, and will provide more freedom it actually 

contributes to less freedom.  The idea that ‘we’, ethical theorists, can claim to know better than 

some particular individual what is good for her seems to open the door to restrictions on freedom 

(Qilbash, 2011). 

Chapter 4. Method 

 

In this chapter we will present our methodology. We describe of how the work of this study started and we will present 

and argue for how, why and what data we have collected in Uruguay. Furthermore, we will describe the whole research 

process as well as the delimitations we have done. Lastly there will be an ethical discussion of the methodology and the 

study. 

4.1 Research point of departure 

The study we conducted in Uruguay has a normative point of departure for two reasons. For one, 

our research process started in the fall of 2013 when we took a course about development communication 

at Linnaeus University. One of the modules of this course was focused on ICT4D and that is where 

our interest in the field began. The other contributor to our choice of study is that we both have 

great personal interest in the country of Uruguay with its pioneer position in the region. With these 

two points combined, ICT4D and Uruguay, we quite quickly found the Plan Ceibal initiative.  

 

Via Twitter we got hold of the project manager of Plan Ceibal English, and after responding to one 

of his tweets we received his email and could contact him about our ideas. Based on our ideas he 

later directed us to the project manager of Social Change at Plan Ceibal, who became our first 

contact person in Uruguay. All correspondence with Plan Ceibal was rapid and positive, and they 

were very helpful with all our inquiries and thoughts about the field of ICT and Uruguay. The warm 

and encouraging welcome we received from Plan Ceibal was vital for the success of this study.  

 

To be able to conduct our study in Uruguay we applied for a Minor Field Study Scholarship from 

Sida and the Swedish council for higher education. We drafted a research plan that we submitted to 
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our faculty at LNU, which they later approved and within a couple of weeks we were granted one 

scholarship each.  

4.1 Research process 

Before departing, yet after establishing our first contacts in Uruguay, we continued to read and keep 

up to date with current research about ICT4D, events and the social climate in Uruguay. This was 

necessary in order to be well prepared for our MFS-travel. Apart from reading articles, textbooks 

and information with relevance to our field, we had sporadic yet comprehensive email 

correspondence with our contact person in Uruguay. 

 

The first week in Uruguay we were invited to a conference with Plan Ceibal with the topic 

“Multimodal designs for learning”. During this conference we also got to know the organization, the 

people who work there and the area of Latu (The Technological Laboratory Centers of Uruguay), 

where Plan Ceibal have their main office. After a couple of weeks of working with Plan Ceibal we 

realized that our research questions would not be answered unless we changed our data collection 

strategy. At this point we were faced with a rather difficult decision; we either had to modify our 

research questions so that they would meet the material we had collected, or ‘throw away’ the data 

we had gathered and to start over again. We decided with the latter. The result thus became that the 

study in Uruguay and the gathering of empirical data started over from scratch again, as we decided 

to switch ICT4D initiative of focus.  

 

The breakup from Plan Ceibal was not because of them, but because of us. We were incredibly well 

received; felt welcomed and we got much valuable help from them. But since our research focus is 

on adults, the ‘One laptop per Child’ project Plan Ceibal was for obvious reasons not a perfect fit. 

Even though we could not use the material we had collected at Plan Ceibal, meeting and learning 

from them became a good gateway to other organizations and ICT projects inside Uruguay. 

Through Plan Ceibal we learnt about MEC whom we later contacted, and eventually we could meet 

with the director. With the help of the director, we later attained more contacts within the 

organization and could organize visits to the centers. Observations and interviews happened in a 

natural and organic way at this point of the study. 
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To understand the context of where our interest of study was located we put effort on examining 

the social and economic structures of Uruguay, both informal and formal. The aim was to find 

reasons why Uruguay regards, and works with development the way that they are. We also put focus 

on understanding the history of the country, both from desktop research and unstructured 

spontaneous interviews. 

4.3 Collecting data 

For a period of eight weeks, starting March 3rd and ending the 28th of April 2014, we were in 

Montevideo and vicinity to gather material for this study. The study we have done is based on four 

different types of material which we have qualitatively analyzed. The empirical data is based on the 

material we collected from interviews with various stakeholders, observations in the field, as well as 

the answers we received from one online survey. Furthermore, we have gathered and analyzed 

manuals and national policy documents concerning MEC.  

4.3.1 Interviews 

Our study is partly based on qualitative interviews that we have had with various stakeholders of 

MEC in Uruguay. We considered the method of qualitative interviews well suited as it aims at 

finding out the respondents own thoughts and analysis of the certain situations. The method is also 

subject related which we deemed to be positive as it means that both the interviewer and the 

respondent have an interest in the subject. We wanted to avoid leading the interviewee to answers or 

a line of thought, and have therefore kept the questions as open as possible. One other aspect we 

took in mind while designing our interview approach was the organizational culture of MEC. From 

research and previous interviews with other organizations in Uruguay we knew that MEC puts great 

value on the fact that their organization has a horizontal structure, disregards prestige and cherish a 

relaxed atmosphere. Consequently we wanted to make the interviews informal and similar to 

conversations as possible, another argument for why we used unstructured interviews with open 

ended questions. In this way we could easily ask follow-up questions as well as letting them freely 

talk about what they deemed as the most important aspect about their work, their opinions and 

participation in MEC. 

 

The interview data was gathered from 4 different interview sessions that took place in Montevideo 

and in the department of Canelones, which can be shown in Appendix 1.  
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These are the interviewees, presented in chronological order followed by the location of the 

interview. 

·        Head director of MEC, Montevideo 

·        Director digital literacy MEC, Montevideo 

·        Teacher at Montevideo MEC center, Montevideo 

·        Department Coordinator of Canelones, Canelones 

·        Participant at Santa Rosa MEC center, Santa Rosa 

·        Worker of San Bautista center, San Bautista 

 

By meeting and talking to stakeholders with different relations to MEC, we wanted to offset 

eventual biases and get varied information. All interviews started with us briefly telling the 

informants about who we were, the reason why we were there, as well as describing to them our 

genuine interest in their work. The interviews were all very comprehensive, the ones with the 

directors and coordinators took about 2 hours each, while the others lasted approximately 1 hour 

each. We were careful to make sure that the interviewees understood that their answers were 

anonymous, and in the end of the sessions we asked if they had any questions, and we also made 

sure that we had not forgotten to ask anything important. To be as effective and accurate as possible 

during the interviews we always divided the work tasks; while one was asking the questions, the 

other one was taking notes.   

Depending on the interviewee’s relation to MEC we were seeking slightly different information and 

would also angle our questions. These were the main topics and questions that we had;  

 How, why and for what reason does Uruguay need MEC and large scale ICT projects 

 Main contributors and challenges with MEC and ICT 

 Attitudes towards MEC and ICT 

 The role of ICT in the past, present and future 

 

4.3.2 Observations 

The observations we did took place at four different MEC centers that we visited in Uruguay. The 

centers were chosen depending on how many inhabitants they had, with the aim to get as wide 
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spread as possible. This is because we wanted to get as varied information as possible, and to see if 

perception, adoption and utilization of the center were context dependent. MEC gave us free reins 

to visit any center of our preference at any given time. After interviewing the director, assistant 

director and the department coordinators, we knew which centers to visit in order to understand 

how it is to work under different circumstances.   

 

In chronological order, followed by an approximate number of inhabitants and some distinctive 

features that made the locations different from one another, these were the centers that we visited; 

 

·        Montevideo, 1.3 million inhabitants. A MEC center located ‘Ciudad Vieja’ (Old Town) in the 

capital of Uruguay, right in the heart of the city in a highly urbanized environment. 

 

·        Ciudad de Canelones, 19 800 inhabitants. A MEC center in a so called ‘dormitory city’, since a 

large part of the population commute to work and study in Montevideo. 

 

·        Santa Rosa, 3 700 inhabitants. Infamous among MEC for being a center located where it is 

difficult to work because of uncooperative institutions, a reluctant local mayor and an overall 

skepticism about new things, such as the center.   

 

·        San Bautista, less than 1000 inhabitants, zero percent unemployment, most of the small 

population work in the chicken industry, famous among MEC for being easy to work in as they are 

cooperative, enthusiastic and a friendly community.  

 

The most common researcher role during fieldwork is to participate in the social interactions, but 

not in the environment specific activities; activities that are specific to the current context (Fangen, 

2004, p. 141). This is the approach we took while visiting all of the centers. For us this meant that 

we were talking to the visitors, workers and the coordinators at the center, but we were not 

participating in the activities. This is because we wanted to blend in naturally in the setting without 

interrupting the activity. To get the best observation it was necessary for us to follow the implicit 

social rules, in other words chitchatting and socialize as one would normally do, but at times also 

take a step back to observe what was going on at the center. For that we took on a performativity 

attitude, as necessary in this kind of observation. With this approach we might get the best chance to 
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access people's minds via their symbolic systems and get an understanding of their actions (Fangen, 

2004, p. 141)  

 

In Montevideo and Canelones we got to sit in during two workshops which gave us the opportunity 

to take a “fly on the wall” observer role. Since the classroom situation is relatively formal with a 

fixed structure, we considered that it was likely for us to get a fairly accurate perception of what a 

normal workshop looks like. From these two visits we took extensive field notes, video recording, 

and photos. In addition we did collect some of the class exercises along with some of the 

standardized manuals of digital literacy made by MEC that are being used in the workshops and 

classes all over the country. 

 

During the two visits to Santa Rosa and San Bautista we got to follow the department coordinators 

of Canelones throughout a normal working day. This gave us a good insight in how the actual work 

of MEC is being operated in the field. These two places and the approach were suitable for our 

study since we could both meet with local workers and visitors, at two centers that geographically 

are close to each other, but is very different to each other regarding culture and the general overall 

mentality of the community. 

 

During the afternoons at the visits to San Bautista and Santa Rosa we strived to take on the role as a 

non-participating observer.  A non-participating observer only observes, without involving oneself 

in the interaction (Fangen, 2004, p. 145). We decided to spend the afternoon in entry hall of the 

Santa Rosa center in order to get a general perception of the flow of people coming and going and 

an overview of what they were there for. In San Bautista, on the other hand, we specifically wanted 

to see what the visitors at the center were using the computers for, but without them changing their 

usual habit because of our presence. This became possible for two reasons. Firstly, because of the 

center’s interior design and furnishing it was possible for us to sit and observe in such a way that we 

were as close as to being unnoticed as possible. Secondly, after lunch the hours most of the visitors 

at the center shifted, which meant that the people who might have noticed our presence, did not 

know who we were and what we were doing at there. In this way they were not affected in the sense 

that they would change their usual computer habits because they knew what we were looking for, or 

wanted to see. We wanted to avoid that visitors for example would do more “serious” things on the 

computer because of our presence, such as checking emails, reading news, reading policy 
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documents...If the visitors were to use only Facebook for one hour, we argue that that is an 

important finding for our study as well.  

 

4.3.3 Online Survey 

To further collect data we choose to conduct an online survey. For this we had two main reasons, 

and the first one was that we wanted to overcome the language barrier. With the level of Spanish 

that we knew it was enough to have informal conversations, but with the quite distinct dialect of the 

Uruguayan accent, which becomes even more difficult to interpret in rural areas because of the use 

of local slang, it early became clear that we would not be capable of having an academic and formal 

interviews with locals. Secondly, with an online survey we could work around the time limitations, 

since the survey wasn’t constricted to us being in Uruguay we could also give the respondents more 

time to answer our questions. One other aspect of the survey was that we could reach out to 

communities and centers that we could not visit because of long geographic distances, but could add 

a wider spectrum of opinions and ideas. The respondents of the survey would be completely 

anonymous, which we deemed might make them feel more secure to answer questions more freely, 

and even negatively, if they wanted. All these issues were discussed and concluded together with the 

coordinators of MEC. They were also the ones helping us to translate some questions, as well as 

directing us to the email addresses for the different centers.   

 

To guide our work we have used Floyd J. Fowler Jr’s book Survey research methods. Thus, our survey 

has the following purpose and characteristics; 

-Collect information through asking people questions and then let their answers constitute the data 

to be analyzed. 

- Collect information from a fraction of the population as a sample, rather than from every member 

of the Uruguayan society (Floyd J. Flowler, 2002). 

 

The survey was designed at the very end of our field study for the reason that we wanted to have as 

much knowledge of MEC and the context where they work as possible to be able to make the most 

out the questions. In this way we knew which questions would be the most interesting and of most 

relevance, and furthermore, how to formulate them to ensure that they had as consistent meaning to 

the largest extent of all the respondents. The questionnaire was designed in Google drive to make it 
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user friendly and very important; easy accessible by linking and sending it via email. A translated 

version of the survey is presented in Appendix 7.  

4.3.4 Desktop Studies 

The method of desktop studies simply is means that we did research from the desk, not in the field. 

At this point there were no interviews, surveys or observations being made. Instead we were 

studying already existing material on the subject. For this study we were able to gather and analyze 

valuable information from the materials that were already published online by various stakeholders. 

The types of documents that we studied at our desks were for example the different manuals used 

by MEC in their workshops, or documents published by the Uruguayan government regarding 

Education and ICT. This was useful for us because here we could get an overview of what types of 

documents made available for a public audience, and by using official online material we could also 

obtain vast amounts of information relatively fast.  

4.4 Methodology discussion 

To ensure that our research is as objective as possible we have conducted a methodology discussion. 

We regarded this as necessary since our aim was to execute an impartial and relevant study, collected 

on holistic and valid information. 

4.4.1 Qualitative method 

The philosophy of science that we have based our study on is a qualitative method. Qualitative 

research is generally, but not explicitly, used in social science; at times there might be reason to use 

some simple quantification as well. To define what exactly a qualitative study is, is problematic, but 

focus on open and ambiguous empirical data is a central criterion, even if some qualitative studies 

emphasize the importance of categorization. Another important hallmark for the qualitative method 

is that it is based on the studied objective’s perspective, and that is why it was suitable for our study.  

(Mats Alvesson, 1994). We wanted to find out our respondents and stakeholders own thoughts and 

analysis 

4.4.2 Critical discussion and delimitations 

As researchers it is important for us to be able to critically value the methodology and the research 

results. As previous mentioned, after half of our time in Uruguay our study changed direction. This 

meant that a lot of time had been spent collecting data that was no longer of use for this study. The 
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observations, interviews and material that we had collected was not getting us closer to any answers 

of the research questions; we had to look elsewhere for answers. The material that we have used as 

empirical data for this paper was therefore collected during the last 4 weeks.  When looking critically 

upon this, one might argue that if we had had more time in the field to analyze material peu à peu, 

we might have gotten more information-rich data. On the other hand, by ‘wasting’ time at the wrong 

organization and interviewing the ‘wrong’ people, it gave us a good insight of the Uruguayan society, 

and a rich foundation and understanding of ICT 4D and MEC.  

 

Another important factor that has to be included in this discussion is the language complications 

that we encountered. The official language of Uruguay is Spanish, but only one of us was able to 

understand and speak the language. Furthermore the dialect, slang and fastness of the Uruguayan 

Spanish, basically known being difficult to understand, forced us to carefully consider our options to 

avoid communication problems. In many parts of Uruguay, especially in the interior and in the rural 

areas, English knowledge is very limited, if not almost nonexistent. Apart from the geographical 

differences of English speakers, there is also an aspect of socioeconomic differences that affects. 

This get articulated in the educational system, where the ones who can afford private schooling and 

university get a better education; that in general leads to better knowledge of English. To conclude, 

this meant that all the interviews, except one, that we had with people from the area of Montevideo, 

with university education and of a relatively high socioeconomic and work level position, could be 

held in English. To reach people in more parts of the country we used an online survey. In a survey 

we were strung from the possibility to ask follow up questions, but it was considered the best 

alternative since we in this way could reach people who only spoke Spanish. In the sole interview 

where the two interviewees did not speak English, one of the MEC coordinators helped us translate. 

This might have influenced their answers as it was their superior translating, but we deem the 

answers to have high credibility, a judging based on our observations of the relaxed, friendly and 

open minded atmosphere among the coworkers.  

 

Another possible issue has been the selection of interviewees and survey participants. All of them 

are in direct contact with MEC through employment.  This has to be considered as their answers 

might be bias, or on the other side, affected by not wanting to say negative things about their 

employer in fear of risking their job. We have taken this in to consideration, and it contributed to 

the decision to use an anonymous online survey for the workers of MEC. Concerning the interviews 
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with the two coordinators, a factor of partiality might be possible since they are also involved in 

designing and developing the different MEC projects. On the other hand, what became obvious 

during the interviews was the fact that they put great pride on that they are, and constantly strive to 

be an adaptive organization, by being both open and prone to changes in their organizational work. 

Our analyze concludes that the organizational culture of MEC is accepting and encouraging to new 

solutions and out of the box thinking, which further can be viewed as evidence for a high tolerance 

of complaints, negative comments, and constructive critique.  With this we argue that the interviews 

are might be slightly bias, but not to a high degree.  

 

4.4.3 Validity and reliability  

Our study is partly based on people’s opinions, thoughts and attitudes, and therefore we have put 

importance and emphasize on validity and reliability all from the start of the research. For this we 

have used Jane Ritchie and Jane Lewis guide for social science students and researchers, called 

“Qualitative research practice”. To measure how strong the relevant data is in a qualitative study, 

according to Ritchie and Lewis you can get help in validity and reliability. They define reliability as 

“sustainable”, and validity as “well grounded”. The validity and reliability of a qualitative study could 

be defined as to know what it means and how we can measure it. Even though both of these terms 

originated in the natural sciences, they are of importance in the social sciences too (Lewis, 2003, p. 

270). 

 

Much of our study is based on interviews which have made us as researchers forced to make sure 

that the information we have gotten is trustworthy.  The reliability is used to see if the study is 

measured in an accurate and reliable way. According to Ritchie and Lewis, one way to do this is to 

generalize. The reliability is measured by looking at the gathered information to see if it is possible to 

apply or transfer it to other groups of the society (Lewis, 2003, s. 275). 

4.4.4 Ethical concerns 

Before departing to Uruguay, it was important for us to understand what kind of ethical dilemmas 

we might face when gathering material for our study. We did not value the purpose of our study as 

ethically problematic or that the type of information we would gather could cause ethical problems. 

When conducting a study in social science, the Swedish Research Council provides four main 
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requirements. We will below list these four requirements and provide a description for how we have 

chosen to ethically conduct our study (Vetenskapsrådet, 2013).  

 

The first requirement.  

The researcher must inform the interviewed or survey participant about their role in the project, and 

explain the conditions of their participation. They must be informed that everything is done by free 

will and that they possess the right to stop or leave the interview at any time. 

 

The majority of our material has been extracted from personal interviews, with people working at 

different levels inside the MEC organization. Therefore we understood that it was very important 

how we relate to these sources. Before conducting an interview we tried to make everything as clear 

as possible. We described who we were, our background, the purpose of the interview and the study, 

and also what the result later could come to be used in. 

 

The second requirement. 

The researcher must receive an approval from the interviewed, allowing the researcher to use the 

data received. 

 

We made it very clear that notes were taken during all of our interviews, but that no names would 

later figure in our thesis. This is was important for us; by “de-personalizing” our interviewees we 

would not place them in an uncomfortable situation.  

 

The third and fourth requirement. 

The interviewee shall have the right to end the interview without receiving any forms of pressure. It 

is also important that no dependency between researchers and the interviewee exist.  

 

We wanted to create a climate where everyone could talk freely about the project and its impacts. 

The answers of the online survey is as close to a 100% unidentifiable, not containing any questions 

regarding name, location of exact workplace etc. Together with the survey, we also attached a letter 

explaining, as the above requirements state, and with that information the participant could decide 

to participate or not (Vetenskapsrådet, www.vr.se, 2013). 
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4.5 Summary 

With a MFS scholarship we were able to travel to Uruguay and start our 8 week study together with 

Plan Ceibal. Half way through our study we realized that to be able to answer our research questions 

we had to disregard much of what we had collected and instead change focus towards another ICT 

initiative; MEC. The study we have done is based on four different types of material which we have 

qualitatively analyzed. This, the empirical data is based on observations in the field, interviews with 

various stakeholders, an online survey, and we also studied manuals and national policy documents 

concerning MEC.  

The philosophy of science that we have based our study on is the qualitative method. In our critical 

discussion we argue for the delimitations that we have done, such as time limitations, language 

complications and the possibility of bias respondents. Since our study is partly based on people’s 

opinions, thoughts and attitudes, to further ground our study we all from the start put importance 

and emphasize on validity and reliability We followed the Swedish Research Council’s requirements 

and ensured to explain the purpose of our study, that our interviewees felt that that their 

participation was voluntary, and that they approved that we could use their answers as data for the 

study.  

Chapter 5. Results and analysis 

 

As the title reveals, this chapter presents our result and analysis.  

 

This following chapter will conflated present and analyze our results from the field. The chapter will 

present the aspects of community life that we were able to discover could be affected by the MEC 

centers in Uruguay. For us to be able to approach our research questions, which are directed both 

towards the collective and individuals, it was necessary to search interdisciplinary and broadly for 

answers. This is because participant’s capabilities and social capital, as well as Uruguayan democracy 

at large could be affected by plentiful factors.  

These are our research questions: 
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 In what ways do MEC centers wider the capabilities for its participants? 

 In what ways do MEC centers affect individual’s social capital? 

 How is the work that MEC do affecting democracy in Uruguay?  

From our findings we were able to detect numerous areas of the Uruguayan society, both rural and 

urban, that were affected by the MEC centers, and that could answer our research questions. Our 

findings will be discussed according to a “storytelling” structure and will be analyzed in regard to 

how they could affect inhabitants’ social capital, capabilities and the Uruguayan democracy. Data 

that we have received that did not affect any of our 3 research questions are left out.  

Part 1 handles the idea behind MEC, the difficulties that they have had, as well as how and why they 

work the way they do. Part 2 handles a more precise area, namely the education that MEC provides. 

We understand that these two areas interconnect with each other, thus making the division of them 

problematic. Although, to achieve a reader-friendly structure of our findings we still believe that this, 

almost chronological, thorough walk-though MEC was necessary.  

Result and analysis part 1 

5.1 An isolated population and MEC’s start up 

From our desktop studies we knew that Uruguay is a centralized country, where approximately half 

of the population lives in the capital Montevideo. The countryside of Uruguay faces a high level of 

seclusion from Montevideo and the citizens on the countryside are in some aspects living a 

disadvantaged life compared to the citizens of the capital.  

“One of the main reasons to why MEC was founded in the first place was its role as a tool for 

decentralization.” 

(Head director of MEC, Montevideo) 

The maps shown in Appendix 1 & 2 illustrates where the different MEC centers in Uruguay are 

located. By covering a large geographical area of the country with centers, it is evidence that MEC at 

least physically decentralizes government resources in the country. Below are seven examples that 

show how MEC works to decentralize the country.   
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“The whole idea of MEC is to decentralize the country by opening up centers with ICT, 

workshops and cultural activities to groups of the society that before did not have access to it. 

When we started MEC in 2007 we were surprised by how isolated some of the people in the 

country were living.”  

(Director digital literacy MEC, Montevideo) 

“The most important achievement of MEC is to bring education opportunities to areas and 

people that before had very limited options to that.”  

(Department coordinators of Canelones, Canelones” 

“Has life changed in your community after the MEC centers opened with computers with 

Internet? 

-Seeing a before and after, the MEC centers made the community burst with great social and 

technological impact. Now there is a better distribution of goods and services of the state. 

Before MEC used to be a ministry that was totally centralized, now having 123 centers across 

the country, there is much more fluidity of services and information.” 

(Online survey 2014.05.07) 

“-Do you think that the MEC centers contribute to the decentralization of Uruguay? 

-Yes, they allow people to give their own opinion in many areas, and also allow us a very fluid 

communication with a broader range of people who have diversified ideas”                                   

(Online survey 2014.05.23) 

“Life has changed for the better in my community since the MEC centers opened. It has 

allowed access to the computer world, connecting with the rest of the world” 

(Online survey 2014.05.13) 

 “Almost 70% of the 19 different departments and the MEC areas are covered with 3G 

connection. Almost all the participants of workshops are therefore also able to access internet as 

well as education at the centers. “ 

(Director digital literacy MEC, Montevideo) 

“The percentages that is without 3G connection is also the ones that are the most difficult to 

reach. Even though these “isolated” communities are welcome to visit the centers with 3G 

connection in nearby villages, they don’t want to because of fear of what other people might 

think of them. Many people are embarrassed of their simple way of living and they feel ashamed 
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that they come from a “back warded’ area, many does not want to show that they don’t know 

how to use a computer. Therefore, it is important to reach these communities with 3G in order 

for them to have the same opportunity to learn in their home environment where they feel 

comfortable and secure, with people they know.” 

(Director digital literacy MEC, Montevideo) 

We look upon the idea to use ICT as a tool for decentralization from a development perspective. 

We can see from the answers provided by the interviewees, that for example a larger part of 

Uruguay now is connected to 3G, and that the people living inside these villages feel more 

connected to the outside world because of this. Sen (1999) writes that development can be seen “as 

a process of expanding the real freedoms that people enjoy”. We argue that it is clear to see that now 

the people are able to enjoy more, hence have more freedom. Communities and isolated areas have 

centers with 3G connection as well education to give people the opportunity to reap the full benefits 

of being connected. Sen also mean that freedom have a generic similarity to quality of life. Our 

interpretation is that the quality of life has improved, and a widening of capabilities has occurred for 

the people and the regions where MEC have started their ICT centers. We find evidence for this in 

the answers and data collected, where the respondents describe a new situation after MEC arrived. 

Education and technology have been brought to areas previously isolated, and the people of these 

areas, are welcomed inside these centers.  

5.2 Peer-to-Peer and Community Capacity Building 

From our desktop studies we know that all the workshops, apart from the level 3 workshops, are 

standardized. The local MEC centers provide them depending on if there is interest in the 

community.  

“We want MEC to be successful and that is why we supply education and activities after 

demand”  

(Head director of MEC, Montevideo) 

“It is the local community, i.e. the coordinators together with the participants, who decide which 

workshops they want to have. The local communities are in this way in charge over their 

development and what kind of direction they want it to take. Some centers have tango classes 

(Appendix 5), another organize flower bonding workshops, while others just prefer standardized 

ICT workshops.”  
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(Department Coordinators of Canelones, Canelones) 

“I think that MEC is so appreciated because all education and activities are provided when 

people ask for it. Many workshops, such as the first ICT workshops, are still overloaded with 

inquiries from people who want to participate.”  

(Department Coordinator of Canelones, Canelones) 

The MEC centers work on a peer-to-peer basis, as a further strategy to work with community 

capacity building. MEC is educating and training local community members in MEC’s methodology 

for them to become teachers for workshops in their own community. Every MEC center also has 

two local workers that take care of everything on spot.  

“A very important aspect of our work is to engage, educate and include the local community. 

The community and its respective members should know and feel that they are in charge of 

their own development.”  

(Head director of MEC, Montevideo) 

The director and coordinator of MEC further explained their view of local- and national 

development as well as ICT4D. 

“We have tried to understand the criticism regarding ICT4D and instead consider that there are 

(cultural) differences even within Uruguay. We do not think it is enough to just provide ICT and 

to simply wait for the “magic hand” to steer towards “development”, we want to see the 

differences in the local communities and understand what they need.”  

(Head director of MEC, Montevideo) 

“If people are satisfied with their life situation and does not understand how ICT could benefit 

their life, it is difficult to see why a person would dedicate their spare time to it. Becoming digital 

literate could be quite challenging and time consuming, and it needs to be motivated.”  

(Department Coordinator of Canelones, Canelones) 

      “Sometimes it is not enough to only provide education opportunity for individuals; they have to 

be motivated as well if the project is going to succeed. It should be catered to the specific local 

needs, which is why the centers have this high level of autonomy. The ICT skills are in the long 



   

42 
 

run supposed to open up other possibilities for individuals, such as using e-government 

resources, and that is also a reason why it is important that it is successful.”  

(Director digital literacy MEC, Montevideo) 

Since anyone can apply to become a teacher at the MEC centers, the teacher staff has varied 

background. Some have university education, while others not even a high school degree.  

“The only requirement to become a teacher with MEC is that it should be someone that the 

members of the community can look up to. It is more important that the teachers can promote 

good social values in the community than that they have advanced computer skills or a higher 

education.” 

(Worker of San Bautista center, San Bautista) 

“This is particularly the case in the rural villages where people usually lack any type of higher 

education, and where receiving a teacher certificate, working and earning a pay check from the 

government, i.e. MEC, is highly respected. They feel proud and empowered to be a teacher.”  

(Worker of San Bautista center, San Bautista) 

“The selection process for finding teachers is easy. Ads are put up in the village and towns 

where teachers are needed, and it is often no problem finding new people willing to work for 

MEC. Even for teachers in Montevideo with higher education, they feel very proud to be a part 

of MEC’s educational system. For them it is more about creating an equal society, from a 

philosophical point of view, than teaching at some “fancy university”.” 

(Department Coordinators of Canelones, Canelones) 

“The computer skills that I teach are extremely basic, but I am proud of what I am doing. I have 

a lot of respect for my students who are usually twice my age, it is fun. I am a big supporter for 

organizations like MEC.”  

(Teacher at Montevideo MEC center, Montevideo) 

As we can clearly see, MEC puts a high value on the free choice, and the strengthening of the 

available local capital. Local empowerment is central by letting it permeate every aspect of the 

organization. By letting the community to be in charge of its own development it creates 

opportunities and freedom for its inhabitants. “The difference between a capability and a function 
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could be understood as the difference between an achievement and the freedom to actually achieve 

something or as outcome vs. opportunity” (Robeyns, 2011).  

MEC is bonding social capital within the Uruguayan communities through education. By letting 

younger “digital natives” teach how to use apps like the calendar and the alarm to older members of 

the community. In this way, MEC empowers younger people to feel that that have valuable skills 

and knowledge that they can share, and they might also contribute to strengthen social capital by 

bonding generations.   

As we explained in our theoretical chapter, the C.A approach is not a set framework, by allowing 

communities and citizens to educate themselves on their own conditions, we conclude in our 

analyze that it is a positive development. In other words, the capabilities of these people are 

strengthened and more freedom is created.  

5.3 The first encounter with formal education 
“The cornerstone of MEC is that every workshop and activity is cost free. It will always stay 

cost-free because if not, the fundamental functioning of MEC disappears, which is that 

everyone should have the same possibility to participate.”  

(Head director of MEC, Montevideo) 

Therefore, many participants first encounter with formal education is via MEC. Below are four 

findings to strength the claim.   

 “For people over 30 in your community, what is the normal level of education completed? 

1. -Primary  

2. -Basic cycle. 

3. -Basic cycle 

4. -High-basic cycle 

5. -Primary 

6. -Complete Basic and Primary Cycle”  

(Online survey, 6 out of 6 replies)  

“In many of the communities where MEC are located the majority of the people do not have a 

high degree of education. Many do not even have a secondary diploma, in rural areas there are 

not many possibilities for further (formal) education. Nevertheless they are experts in their own 

area of work.”  
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(Department Coordinator of Canelones, Canelones)  

“What is the main occupation for the people in your community?” 

-The main activity in my community is working in rural tasks and with cattle. Men work in rural 

establishments, engaged in raising sheep and bovine cattle. Women only have a few jobs, and 

some accompany their husbands on the premises being used as cooks and /or dealing with the 

cleanliness of the establishment.” 

(Online survey 2014.05.10) 

“Farmers know everything about what they do but are often not well educated or well informed 

in other matters, but now that they have ICT skills through education from MEC and access to 

computer with internet, they know how to ask and search for information in case they would 

need it.” 

(Worker of San Bautista center, San Bautista) 

This was something we witnessed in the workshop that we attended. During spare time in class, the 

participants used it for online browsing, such as browsing for new recipes.  

At the end of every finished course they have a small party; a ceremony where the participants 

get recognition their certificates and for the effort. 

“As a temporary thing, while waiting for a more efficient electronic option, we gave out paper 

certificates as diplomas to participants who had completed 20 hours’ workshop course 

(Appendix 4). The plan was to change it but as we noticed that people were so happy about 

them, we decided to keep them. Many feel that it is “all they have to show for” in terms of being 

a part of the modern, educated society. And because of this they feel very proud and 

empowered when they receive a formal educational certificate, such as the diploma. Participants’ 

want to have a paper certificate to be able to feel, save and maybe even to put up on the wall. 

It’s an acknowledgement that they have finished an education. We even noticed that people 

were starting to have parties at the end of a course so now it has developed in to becoming a 

standard event, organized by us at MEC.” 

(Head director of MEC, Montevideo) 

As previously mentioned, many of the people participating in MEC’s education have zero previous 

experience from school. Sen describes the lack of functional education as a form of “unfreedom”, 

and being left outside formal education is a strong contrast to the idea of basic participatory 
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freedom (Sen, 1999). In this we can find evidence in our own empirical data. By not having any 

formal education you are in many ways "unfree", you may know a lot of things but it is regarded as 

non-formal knowledge. By promoting ICT usage for these types of people you open up 

opportunities, create freedom and strengthen capabilities from a C.A perspective.  

5.4 Gender equality  

Because of the cultural context where MEC works, a lot of their focus has unintentionally been 

focused on women.  

According to our interviewees, this is for two main reasons; the machismo culture that is persistent 

in Latin America, Uruguay included, and that women are the ones who most actively are seeking the 

centers. Below are two extracts that confirms the first assertion.  

“The machismo culture partly means that many men strongly dislike confessing that they lack 

knowledge in something. This goes to the length that men often decline learning opportunities, 

saying they don’t need it, or simply that it’s stupid, rather than admitting to their shortages. 

Taking a MEC workshop would mean to “lose face”. Another consequence of the macho 

culture is that some men have difficulties accepting being educated by a female or from 

someone who is younger, which very often the case at the centers is.”  

(Director digital literacy MEC, Montevideo) 

“Since many men refuse to take part in the workshops and the facilities that MEC offers, it has 

resulted in a gender knowledge gap within many communities. As more women take part in the 

workshops they also have better ICT skills, while many men still remain “digital illiterates”, 

don’t know how to use a Smartphone, or do online banking.”  

(Department Coordinator of Canelones, Canelones) 

MEC are trying to come up with solutions to narrow the gender gap MEC. 

“Now we will try to make men come to the MEC centers by tempting them with football. Since 

Uruguay is a country that breathes and lives football, with the world championship this summer 

(2014) we will try to lure the men in to learning how to use the computers. We will suggest that 

the easiest way to keep track of teams, statistics and information about the world cup – is to go 

to a MEC center and use the computers. When learning how to get information online about 
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the world cup, they will automatically also get ICT skills. This will hopefully be an offer they 

can’t refuse.” 

(Director digital literacy MEC, Montevideo) 

The other reason why women have come to be more in focus is that they are the ones who more 

actively are seeking the centers as a place to simply “hang out”. This was also something that we 

observed while visiting the centers, and was further confirmed by the head director of MEC.   

“Many people in the villagers live very isolated lives and have relatively restricted opportunities 

and locations where they can socialize.”  

(Head director of MEC, Montevideo) 

In rural communities the problem is that there is often no meeting places for women to socialize 

outside their home. Men have so called Whiskerias1 and such where they meet and socialize, but 

in many communities there are no places like that for women. This is especially a problem in 

many small rural areas where MEC works where they don’t even have copper wires because it 

means that when the evening comes and everything goes dark, i.e. there are no lit parks or 

squares, women become “trapped” inside in their homes. Nothing happens after 9 o’clock when 

the sun has gone down and the possibilities to socialize are very limited” 

(Head director of MEC, Montevideo) 

The below recipient came from a community with approximately 1500 inhabitants and further 

explained the centers as a place to socialize.  

“The main activity for people in my community is Livestock. This is an area where there are few 

rural meeting locations, but men generally meet at Bars and ends Night in Soccer Field, or racing 

Horses… Women meet in the Plaza, or in activities organized by the school and by the MEC 

Center.” 

(Online survey 2014.04.08) 

It is possible to say that some women have found a sort of freedom inside the centers. When 

previously lacking meeting spots and places to socialize for bonding and bridging social capital, we 

interpret that the centers have filled a gap, one that was much needed to be filled. We see a situation 

                                                 
1 Name for special men’s club existing in Spanish speaking countries, a place for men to spend time and drink, often in 
the company of prostitutes.  
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where women now also have the possibility and freedom to find likeminded people. Woolcock 

(Woolcock, 1998) describes the perks of a well-developed social capital as ”one’s family, friends, and 

associates constitute an important asset, one that can be called upon in a crisis, enjoyed for its own 

sake, and/or leveraged for material gain”. He also clearly states that social relations are a key in 

mobilizing other growth-enhancing resources. Something we saw for ourselves with large groups of 

women organizing inside the centers, either around the educations provided or with for example 

crafting and design. Nothing like the feeling “of being trapped inside the house” which we were told 

often was the case before that MEC existed.  

5.5 MEC: a social hub 

From our desktop studies we understood that much of MEC’s focus is put on ICT and ICT 

workshops, but from our observation it was evident that to a high degree the MEC centers are more 

than that. 

“MEC works with a holistic approach. The computers and ICT courses are just one part of it, to 

be considered as a tool for our work rather than the sole goal. The centers are about much 

more; the cultural activities and being a meeting point for the community are just as important 

as the digital literacy workshops.”  

(Department Coordinator of Canelones, Canelones) 

We also understood during our observations at the different centers that MEC often share their 

space with other community institutions, such as libraries or other social hubs.  

While observing and talking to people at the centers, we recognized that in many of the cultural 

activities and the workshops, the primary reason for attendance was socializing rather than the actual 

activity that they were there for.  

“Today the MEC Centers in my area are not only a place where people can learn how to use 

computers, but it is a landmark for recreational, cultural and social enrichment…”  

(Online survey 2014.05.10) 

“MEC became a natural meeting point especially for middle-aged and older women to meet and 

discuss matters of interest. “ 

(Worker of San Bautista center, San Bautista) 
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“Middle-aged women are the ones who use the centers to hang out, but they are also the ones 

who take the most workshops, including ICT.”  

(Head director of MEC, Montevideo) 

This is a phenomenon that we were also able to identify when we visited different centers. Below 

follows an extract from our field notes.  

“For those hours when we were sitting in the “activity room” at the MEC center in Santa Rosa, 

we could see that it resemble to a youth center, though this was mostly for older ladies. Women 

were coming and going, some looked like they had just picked up their children from school and 

brought them there as a stop on the way home. Some brought various craft-things to busy 

themselves with, such as sewing kits and flower decorations, but mostly it seemed the women 

were there just to chat, socialize, and hang around; the cultural activity was merely an excuse to 

go to the MEC center.” 

(Field notes 2014.04.08) 

What we observed was confirmed by one of the ladies that who stayed at the center during the 

whole day that we were there.  

“I’m very happy that the alternative to go here and craft exists. The people in my community 

were very skeptical about the center in the beginning and very few wanted to participate in the 

cultural activities. But this is changing now. A while ago I attended a class on how to design and 

make clothing, and now I am here with some other ladies to try to do it ourselves. I like that I 

have a reason and somewhere to go during the days since I’m a housewife, and my only 

daughter has moved out of the house to another city. I appreciate that there is an open place 

where we can meet and socialize, and especially that we can design clothing here. I think that 

our village is more open now than before, because of the center, and people are somehow 

generally less skeptical towards new things. I’m very happy that I can go here and learn new 

craft skills. Learning has no age limit!  And it is so nice to come out of the house once in a 

while, even though you don’t have job.” 

(Participant at Santa Rosa MEC center, Santa Rosa) 

The cultural aspect of MEC should not be forgotten; instead we identify it as extremely valuable and 

as one of the motors of the whole organization. It might be here that the social capital is affected the 
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most, by becoming a natural meeting point. Putnam (Putnam, 2000) explains that the social capital 

greases the wheels that allow communities to advance smoothly.  

Where people are trusting and trustworthy, and where they are subject to repeated interactions with 

fellow citizens, everyday business, and where social transactions are performed more easily and with 

less cost, it is also likely to think that the centers become a place where bonding of social capital 

occurs on a high level. Ichiro (Ichiro, 2004) describes bonding as connections, trusting and co-

operative relations between members who are similar to each other, meaning people in similar 

situations, such as immediate family, close friends and neighbors. This is something that we argue is 

strengthened at the MEC centers.  

5.6 The generational digital divide 

A recipient from our online survey recognized that one of the greatest changes in their community 

after the opening of a MEC center was that it includes older generations.  

“It has included elderly people, who mostly don’t feel part of technological advancement”  

(Online survey 2014.05.13) 

“People who are not automatically introduced to ICT, through for example work or education, 

often feel that they are being put aside, regarded as “secondary citizens” and not equally part of 

the society.”  

(Head director of MEC, Montevideo) 

Other recipients elaborated further on the topic: 

“When the MEC center came to my community it not only brought the opportunity to access 

computers and internet, but also to the Digital Literacy Workshops, which makes older 

generations no longer feeling excluded from this digital society that we live in today.”  

(Online survey 2014.05.10) 

“Has life changed in your community after the MEC center opened with computers with 

Internet? In case it is better or worse, please explain how.  

-It has included people of older generations, who are mostly neglected and do not feel a part of 

the technological advancements” 

(Online survey, 2014.05.13)  
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The generations born before the age of internet often need extra support with ICT and therefore 

visit the centers.  

“In Montevideo the majority of the younger people are already digital literates. Most of them 

also have access to ICT, so in the centers in the capital most of the participants in the ICT 

workshops are from older generations. “ 

(Teacher at Montevideo MEC center, Montevideo) 

The above assertion from the teacher was confirmed by our own observations.   

“During one afternoon when we were spending time at a center in Montevideo we could 

observe the flow of people coming and going from the workshops. By this we could estimate 

that the average age was probably around 70 years old. What especially caught our interest was a 

woman who arrived at the center for an ICT workshop with a brand new laptop which she 

neither could figure out how to unpack, start or in the end - turn off. Though it was great to see 

how avid she and many of her fellow participants were to learn, and to keep up with modern 

technology in spite of the severe difficulties they seem to have with even the very basic steps.“ 

(Field notes 2014.04.04) 

This observation confirmed what we had been told from the Director of digital literacy.   

“Much emphasize is put on making sure that the participants feel secure, such as ashamed for 

being slow learners. Participants are allowed to retake a workshop as many times as necessary 

and it is always cost free.”  

(Director digital literacy MEC, Montevideo) 

From our empirical data, we can see a pattern of older generations explaining the feeling of being 

left “outside” the world of computers and internet. Previously they neither had the knowledge nor 

the tools needed for this.  

Sen (1999) explains that the growth of GNP or the individual incomes can of course be very 

important as a mean to expand the freedoms enjoyed by members within a society. But freedoms 

for these people also depend on other determinants, such as social and economic arrangements, 

such as facilities for education and health care. This is something that we argue that MEC do by 

providing facilities for education inside their centers. We also identify their education as a social 
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arrangement where knowledge is created and taught. By letting the earlier marginalized groups take 

part of the education, their freedom has expanded in many ways. We do not believe that it was the 

lack of money (individual income) that mainly prevented these elders from learning ICT; instead it 

was the lack of facilities and social arrangements. 

5.7 ICT4D = Digital Literacy = Facebook  

From the director in charge of shaping the digital literacy workshops we were told that they had 

noticed that many elderly wanted to be on Facebook.  

“Many elderly women inquire for workshops on “how to use Facebook”, in other words; digital 

literacy courses. The society of Uruguay is collectivistic and family oriented, and these women 

(mostly) have recognized how much of their family’s lives that is taking place online today, 

especially on Facebook. They simply feel that they are being left out of their family when they 

are missing out on what their younger relatives are doing on Facebook. They want to be a part 

of their children’s life, to see picture of their grandkids, and also pictures of their neighbor’s new 

puppy. It is for these reasons that many register to do the digital literacy courses. Facebook with 

all the cute pictures of their grandkids make a very good carrot for motivating older generations 

to become digital literate.” 

(Director digital literacy MEC, Montevideo) 

Other mentioned Facebook as place to ventilate opinions.  

 “In your city, where is the most common place to talk about politics? 

-Facebook” 

(Online survey 2014.05.23) 

“If you feel dissatisfied with something in your community, where would you go to make that 

complaint? 

-Usually the first thing you do is to use Facebook, most of the time it is there. “ 

(Online survey 2014.05.07)  

Facebook is undoubtedly emphasized as one of the most important aspects of internet, and by also 

being the world’s largest social media, so we mean it has great, almost immeasurable, effect on social 

capital.  



   

52 
 

We can assume that if certain topics are discussed online from members of a local community, it is 

likely that some of the issues existing in one rural community might also exist in another. 

Complaints, issues or for that matter even encouraging topics in the surroundings could be 

discussed together online and by this bridging social capital. Woolcock explains bridging social capital 

as ties to more distant persons, such as people from other rural communities with MEC centers who 

have met online and are living in similar situations (Woolcock, 1999).  

Facebook is also a great tool for organizing movements and getting messages to broader audiences. 

By organizing and creating large movements on Facebook it is possible for small communities to be 

linked to arenas that previously have been impossible to reach because of demographic dilemmas. 

By this we mean creating social ties to more powerful people, in other words linking social capital. 

Thus, the MEC centers are in this way also contributing to democracy in Uruguay, by “giving 

everyone a voice” and the chance to seek information.  

Result and analysis part 2 – The workshops 

5.8 ICT Level 1 

When reviewing the manuals we found that the very first class of the first ICT workshop handles 

the issue of being afraid of the computer, and that MEC’s digital literacy courses are focused on 

online activities.  

“Many people are “afraid” of the computers because they don’t know how to start it, how to 

handle it without breaking it, or how to hold the mouse. For everyone to feel comfortable and 

to understand even these simple tasks get reviewed.”  

(Teacher at Montevideo MEC center, Montevideo) 

“Opposed to focus the education on informatics, such as MS office skills, the ICT and the 

digital literacy workshops that we teach are mainly focused on the internet.” 

(Director digital literacy MEC, Montevideo) 

ICT workshops on level 1 are followed by classes that teach basic knowledge for browsing and 

searching for information online. Participants are for example shown how to find information using 

Google and Wikipedia. From the level 1 manual, ¿Como podemos participar en internet? (How can we 
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participate in internet) used as teaching material at the workshops, the participants get the following 

introduction; 

“Internet is a large network that allows us to access vast and varied information. But perhaps the 

most revolutionary aspect is that we all can be sources of information to others and publish 

content. Within the possibilities of participation and communication we have internet, where we 

can easily and freely, have  a personal site (websites, photo blogs), participate in social networks 

(Facebook, Twitter, Orkut, Hi5, etc.) or publish materials in public places such as (YouTube), 

just to mention  some. We can also participate in forums, chats or make comment on other 

pages.”  

(Manual nr 5) 

During a visit to a center in Montevideo we got a glimpse of how this is being taught. We got to sit 

in on a workshop that had six 50+ year old participants, who all showed unmistakably eagerness to 

learn. In appendix 3 there is a copy of one of the exercises that the participants had to do for the 

workshop. The goal of the exercise is to learn how to browse information online and to write a 

summary of the findings.  

“It is a crucial part of the education to teach the participants what trustworthy information is. 

The online search-results and texts should be evaluated and not accepted as the absolute truth 

just because it looks “nice and written” on a computer.” 

(Department Coordinator of Canelones, Canelones) 

The manual explains in detail how one can take part in online activities in different ways and 

encourage the reader/student to independently browse online for subjects of interest. It was evident 

from interviews and observations that the participants felt empowered by learning how to use a 

computer and internet. The workshops teach the participants to navigate a search engine, locate and 

evaluate what is a trustworthy result and based on the findings the participants create their own text 

with what they deem as the most important. If this type of skill is used correctly and developed 

further we believe it could create an almost endless freedom on the web. We analyze this as 

capability enhancement as it provides the students with vast freedom, and the possibility to develop 

their skills. Sen, (1999) puts high emphasis on participation, without the opportunity to participate 

there is no freedom, and since these groups have been left outside the possibility to participate for a 
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long time, they have also been left outside the basic idea of participatory freedom, which now is 

changing.   

5.9 ICT Level 2 

ICT workshops on the second level are more complex and add more essentials needed for browsing 

the web actively. In addition, the second level also consists of workshops that could be directly 

connected to an individual’s economy. One example is the how to buy and sell online workshop that 

teaches about e-commerce. The workshop provides the first initial steps for the participants to 

understand how e-commerce is functioning. MEC have chosen to focus this course on the largest e-

commerce site in Latin America; Mercado Libre. It is similar to the American website eBay but 

limited to Spanish speaking countries. The workshop covers how to search for objects of interest 

and how to complete a trade, either as a buyer or seller. In the long run it might help participants to 

overcome geographical barriers that might exists when buying certain goods. 

 Is it common that people in your community use the Internet to for example purchase tickets, 

basic necessities or clothing? 

“Yes, although it is not a very normal practice it is something that is increasing day by day, and I 

believe MEC have a part in this. The E-commerce workshop has contributed much to this 

happening.” 

(Online survey 2014.05.12) 

“The capital is something very far away for many of the participants of MEC’s workshops. 

Many have never been there, and if they have, it is not very likely that they have traveled to the 

luxurious malls of Montevideo. The online market offers the same items as these hard to reach 

malls, for the same prices to everyone.” 

(Department Coordinator of Canelones, Canelones)  

“Social opportunities (in the form of education and health facilities) facilitate economic 

participation”, a quote from Sen that is applicable for this study. From our data, it is visible that the 

education and knowledge created via MEC might facilitate the student’s economic situation, by 

expanding their freedom in ways that might help them economically. Knowing how to buy and sell 

online is a strong freedom enhancer and many people now have the ability to access much larger 

markets, research better prices, and also save time and money on long travels to the capital. Sen 

describes that the denial to access product markets as a deprivation that many small-scale cultivators 
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and struggling producers are suffering under while under traditional arrangements and restrictions. 

Furthermore he says “The freedom to participate in economic interchange has a basic role in social 

living” (Sen, 1999). 

When the participants are introduced to an e-commerce site, with members from all over Latin 

America, it is likely to assume that they could find and interact with individuals from varying societal 

and economic groups as well as from different power structures. This is because on this site, and on 

other ecommerce sites, it is possible to buy low-priced, daily life items there but it is also possible to 

purchase high-end, luxurious goods. We mean that it is possible that a social relation is built among 

the members of Mercado Libre that has not existed before; everyone can access the website on equal 

conditions and are free to buy and sell from each other. This eradicates the power structures that are 

often found in traditional areas for shopping. 

Woolcock describes one manifestation of social capital as the one that facilitate exchanges, it lower 

transaction costs and makes trading easier (Woolcock, 2000). From our analyses this is what 

happens when MEC teaches their participants how to access larger markets online. Their social 

capital increases since they now are interlinked on a market covering numerous countries.  

Moreover, since many small villages and towns also lack ATM’s and other financial institutions, 

making them even more probe to isolation, but one solution to this problem is that MEC provide a 

workshop on how to conduct online transactions. The workshop provides guidelines on how to pay 

any type of bill to a company that uses online banking. They teach the new ways to communicate 

(Pay bills, collect pensions etc.) with the institutions.  

“One of the main issues for the people in many of the small towns and villages is the time-

consuming travelling caused by the lack of local financial institutions and services. Many of the 

villages do not have places to pay bills or collect pension money, which means that people are 

forced to travel elsewhere. This could mean travelling up to 100km’s or more.” 

(Department Coordinator of Canelones, Canelones) 

Where and how do people pay their bills in your community? 

1. “In the city of Salto 60km away, this is because we do not have an Abitab2  

                                                 
2  A payment network (similar to Western Union) where customers can send money anywhere in the world instantly, 
often used to pay bills. 
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2. “In the city 80 km away, because in the village where we live there is no network of 

collections.” 

3. “Bill payment is done at the Citizen Service Centre by electronic bank system.” 

(Online survey 2014.05.12, 2014.05.07, 2014.05.23) 

Do you believe that MEC contributes to the decentralization of Uruguay? If yes, how?   

“Yes, because users can conduct paperwork online without travelling. This saves both time and 

money. It is also possible to apply for jobs and scholarships, this a great help for our 

community.” 

(Online survey 2014.05.23) 

As we explained in our theoretical chapter, we see improved methods to communicate with 

institutions as a form of increased social capital. Rural citizens are now able to communicate with 

the institutions on more equal conditions. Woolcock again; social capital facilitate exchanges and 

lower the transaction costs; the consequence of this is lower transaction costs as there are no middle 

hand fees. The manifestation also encourages responsible citizenship (Woolcock, 2000). We mean 

that this type of knowledge enhances all three forms of social capital, as the participants now have 

the knowledge to conduct safe bank transactions through services such as PayPal on local, national 

and international level. The social ties between the individual and the government are also 

strengthened, since the student now have the information about how to obtain information from 

the governmental public websites. The exchanges between the individual and the government have 

been facilitated; reinforced and social capital is linked and increased.  

5.10 Increasing employability 

In other level 2 workshops the participants learn how to present themselves in a more 

professional way through curriculum vitae.  

“MEC offers two workshops on how to write formal curriculum vitae. The workshops are 

much appreciated and well-liked by many of the participators, even looked upon as ones of the 

most important. It is a great tool to increase the chances of finding work for the participants, 

both in the local village but also in surrounding areas.” 

(Department Coordinator of Canelones, Canelones) 

It is likely that education in writing a decent CV opens up freedoms via access to a larger job market. 

The option to apply for a job that earlier was unfeasible to attain with an informal approach is now 
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possible. Chances of employment increase and there are benefits of employment in terms of 

strengthening social capital through new colleagues but also enhance freedom via a salary. Sen, 1999 

describes unemployment as a heavy burden for the individual, not only a deficit of income but 

unemployment also has debilitating effects on individual freedom, initiative taking and skills. He 

argues that the effects of this could lead to social exclusion, loss of self-reliance, self-confidence, 

physical and physiological health (Sen, 1999). 

As seen below in an extract from our online survey, one interviewee answered that the Internet is 

widely used by locals to apply for jobs online. A higher level of knowledge on how to apply for jobs, 

combined with the possibility to access larger job-markets online, will lead to the strengthening of an 

individual’s capabilities. More freedom is created for the individual in the job application process.  

“The people in the community who before had no access to Internet can now use the 

computers provided at MEC. It is widely used by the locals to apply for jobs online.” 

     (Online survey 2014.05.23) 

5.11. The Electronic Government 

From our desktop studies we gathered that during the last years, Uruguay has witnessed a fast 

developing progress of Electronic government services, with values such as equity, transparency, 

accessibility, efficiency, cooperation, integrity, confidence and security. The Uruguayan government’s process of 

becoming as transparent and digital as possible means that a lot of e-government services have been 

published by them online. They have many websites containing platforms for forums and 

discussions. The Uruguayan government aim to make various e-government platforms and 

encourage people to become active citizens and to use these platforms to make their voices heard.  

Thus, MEC’s second level also offers one workshop named Electronic Government. The aim of the 

workshop is to explain for the participants what exactly the expression “Electronic Government” 

means. The workshop breaks down the concept into actual areas of usage for e-services in daily life.  

 What workshop on the second level do you identify as the most important after the education 

was finished?   

 – Electronic Government     

(Online survey 2014.05.23) 
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The majority of the participants still only use the E-government services on a relatively small 

basis. They are still quite new, and not completely developed, and most people are still 

accustomed old habits of still visiting the physical offices for these services.  

(Department Coordinator of Canelones, Canelones) 

 We aim to encourage the usage of the various e-government platforms. It is one of main goals. 

(Head director of MEC, Montevideo) 

5.12 Special workshops  

Sometimes when all the standard workshops are finished, new special projects are created in the 

local groups. For example; two groups from two different centers located relatively close to each 

other started an online newspaper together with their teachers. It consists of local news and 

events from the two villages that is chosen and created by the participants. 

(Department Coordinators of Canelones, Canelones) 

Media is an essential link for ordinary people to reach politicians and to bring attention to their 

concerns and ideas, especially since the debates and authors of the columns seldom have direct 

contact with politicians. 

(Department Coordinator of Canelones, Canelones) 

A newspaper like this contains many important aspects of online participation. The members are 

given the freedom to create their own newspaper. They are also free to choose what is important for 

just this group of people to fill the newspaper with.  

Apart from the newspaper as an important channel of information, it not only works as bonding 

social capital within the communities among its people, but geographically also bridging the two 

communities. Moreover, by linking the villages across the segments of the society to form a sort of 

relationship between these individuals and communities to the government, something that 

previously did not exist. 

5.13 Summary of results and conclusions 

So how exactly are the capabilities of the participants of MEC affected? It is of course impossible to 

group all participants and draw common conclusions, since this type of development is highly 

dependent on the individual’s efforts. It is only the individual who can actively use the possibilities 
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that are given to him, in other words the freedom. Nevertheless, MEC has undoubtedly increased 

the opportunity for people to do so.  

From the first day, and from the very first interview that we conducted, we could distinguish a red 

line in MECs work. Across activities and workshops, MEC functions as a tool for decentralization. 

We can conclude that bringing centers, education and ICT to rural shielded areas of Uruguay they 

are by fact increasing opportunities and decreasing the isolation of certain groups of people. 

Another conclusion that we can draw is that MEC works strategically to avoid the common “pit 

holes” that many developments projects unintentionally fall into. We believe that one key point for 

MEC’s success is the freedom that is given to the participants. The workshops and education is 

generated by demand, what is needed is also what is given. They work from a community capacity 

perspective, where the locals are in charge, locals who often does not have formal education but still 

are able to exercise influence. Moreover, a very interesting aspect of MEC was how cultural specific 

they were working at every center. MEC would let their organization adapt to the circumstances 

found in each village. From all the above findings are according to us important for the sustainability 

of the MEC, i. e. for the sustainability of people’s opportunities.  

So have there been any changes in the freedom of daily life on the countryside of Uruguay?  We 

strongly believe that is the case. MEC facilitates daily life in rural areas by teaching and providing 

possibilities to do online banking, shopping, applying for jobs, and much more at the center’s 

computers. Before, these were services and tasks that our study showed were troublesome and time 

consuming for people living in rural areas. Today MEC facilitates much of that, both direct and 

indirect, and we argue that it might also lead to an enhancement of life and greater freedom for 

people in rural areas when they can save both time and money on travels to bigger cities.   

MEC also helps to diminish, or at least shrink, the digital divide between older and younger 

generations. Older generations want to feel that they are equally included in the society, and our 

findings especially show that this mean learning how to use social medias such as Facebook. 

Another aspect of MEC is that they have unintentionally become a social hub for many 

communities, especially for women, who often are housewives with limited common meeting spaces 

in their communities. Thus, the conclusion is that the social capital has been strengthened as well. 

MEC and the centers have become social platforms where people can meet and socialize, and 
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together with the education that takes them “online” and connects them to a world much bigger 

than the rural countryside of Uruguay.  

We could see that people were using the skills they were thought by MEC, that they wanted to learn 

more and keep on building on their knowledge around computers, one brick at a time. When the 

workshops were finished they return and ask for more, a good customer review as any. We can also 

see with examples such as the online newspaper, how the new knowledge is being used in real life 

and transferred to wider areas of usage.  

Chapter 7. Discussion 

 

In this chapter we will in a wider perspective reflect upon the data that we have assembled. Based on previous research 

in the field we will draw conclusions from the characteristic of our findings. We will also argument for how this study 

could contribute to the field of ICT4D.  At the end we will provide topics for possible further research.    

6.1 Reflections on the Research 

During our two months in Uruguay, we got the chance to follow an ICT project closely on-sight by 

talking to managers, workers and participants in the project. This has made us more aware of the 

importance of technology in the modern world and the impact it could have on communities, both 

for the group and the individual. We have seen for ourselves, but also been told by the one’s using 

these technologies, that in many different ways and on varying levels, the opportunities for a better 

everyday life have been improved after ICT was introduced to their lives.  

Uruguay could be looked upon as two separated segments; the capital Montevideo and the rest of 

the country. The majority of the youths in Uruguay are moving to the capital, leaving the older 

generations on the countryside where infrastructure is less developed, jobs fewer and state services 

harder to reach. When a country as Uruguay is centralized it could be harmful as a relatively big part 

of the population is left outside the modern society and the economic system. People that are living 

on the countryside are less likely to get ICT skills from work and a gap of ICT skills between the 

generations is normal, probably found in every country, but we argue that the ICT gap in Uruguay is 

of greater importance as it has been proven that already existing development gaps are emphasized 
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when it also emerges a digital divide (Lucia Pittaluga, 2012). We believe that ICT could play an 

important role if the country is to become less centralized, and geographical barriers could definitely 

be eased with ICT.  Moreover, as a policy initiative to narrow the digital divide in Uruguay, MEC 

also provide education in connection to the ICT. To make the most out of the opportunities that 

ICT could give people in Uruguay, MEC also give additional stimuli and support, which previous 

research has shown to be crucial if an ICT4D initiative is to succeed (Lucia Pittaluga, 2012). This is 

ever so important as connectivity to networks become increasingly essential for individuals capability 

to carry out their daily life (whether you like it or not), even in rural areas of Uruguay. By this we 

also argue that the policy intervention that MEC is, being state owned ensures a greater justness in 

the marketplace (Mansell, 2009).  

Just as it is possible to look upon Uruguay as segments of the capital and the countryside or the 

young and the old, there is also a gap between rich and poor. UNESCO proposes that knowledge 

should be viewed as a public good, and that a knowledge society ought to make sure that all its 

members are included, every individual, both young and old, and we believe that Uruguay and MEC 

is working towards this vision. Throughout history intellectuals and people with power have 

controlled knowledge. With high fees and exclusion of people without proper qualifications, large 

groups of societies have been excluded from formal education (UNESCO World Report , 2005). 

According to our findings this kind of division dissolves with initiatives as MEC.  

Moreover, Sen argues that the state has the responsibility to its citizens to provide these functions 

regardless of a person’s point of departure in life. For an individual to be able to gain more freedom, 

the functioning’s must be institutionalized, in other words, become available for everyone. A good 

state should promote opportunities for its citizens, that they later can choose to participate in or not 

(Sen A. , 1999). We think that the state of Uruguay is doing this via initiatives such as MEC. This 

creates a situation where the participants of MEC’s workshops are able to stay free from any 

concerns regarding negative effects on the household economy. The participants will not be bound 

by the thought of what the money could have brought for the household instead. As our findings 

indicate, a digital literacy workshop could be considered as a good beyond basic necessities and 

might need to be encouraged in different ways. When Uruguay and MEC are making knowledge-

generating activities a free public good, it is in our meaning making the society more equal. When 

everyone in Uruguay can engage in knowledge-generating activities via MEC, without geographical 

barriers, and no matter educational background or socioeconomic position, it creates a more equal 
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society.  We find evidence for that MEC works towards creating a society where everyone competes 

on the same equal terms and conditions, and it is likely that a more democratic society could appear.  

To further elaborate on MEC as a contributor to Uruguay’s knowledge society; if information is the 

material and knowledge the immaterial one can re-imagine what the development of a society should 

look like. The immaterial place more value on the “human capital” and take a step away from 

traditional models of development, which we find evidence that MEC does. We mean that MEC 

want to generate knowledge, via the interactive workshops, and foster its sharing, via community 

capacity building, the same way that UNESCO concludes that human development and genuine 

knowledge societies are built (UNESCO World Report , 2005).  

It became evident that MEC focuses much of their attention on local capacity and we think that it 

has a major positive impact on the initiative’s sustainability. As they choose the center’s staff based 

“local positive social influence” rather than formal education, and letting the centers be in charge of 

their own development, we think it is empowering both for individuals as well as beneficial for the 

future of the whole community. The Swedish Program for ICT in Developing regions (SPIDER) 

recognizes the importance of working for a bottom-up and long term development in order for a 

ICT4D initiative to sustain (SPIDER, 2012), and we have found that MEC align to those values. 

It is clear that the directors and administrators have done their research when putting MEC 

together; even in the smallest communities they are cultural specific; attentive to the specific 

situation and local needs. A common critique to the term development and ICT4D is that it is 

created out of a western ethnocentric perspective, in a “one-size fit all model” (Mansell 2009). We 

agree with the head director of MEC; it is not enough to only provide ICT and wait for the magic 

hand to steer towards development. Many ICT4D projects are not cultural specific and have had a 

blind belief that by just providing a computer or a telephone, the rest will sort itself out, i.e. it will 

solve the whole community’s problems. Escobar among others mean that one should instead look 

for alternative models to development by exploring and learning from local, indigenous and 

autonomous social movements (Escobar 1995), and from what we have been able to identify this is 

what MEC is doing. There is a close connection between what the participants want to learn and 

what is being taught. Some centers want to learn tango and others want to have ICT workshops. We 

mean that this furthermore increases the success of MEC as a development project, which could 

lead to a widening of its participant’s capabilities as well as strengthening social capital. 
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The centers also take on the role of a social hub, where especially women meet and socialize beyond 

enrolling in workshops or using the ICT. Where there were previously none public meeting places 

for women, in the centers they are now able to make friends, share stories, update and connect with 

each other. Based on data from multiple stakeholders this was evidently something positive. We 

agree with researchers who disregard development as solely economic growth and who instead 

defines development as human development, and more specifically; development as freedom 

(Devinder Thapa, 2012). We believe that the centers could (and have) improve the situation for 

these women significantly, even though they are only used as a social hub and not an educational 

ICT center. We think that MEC facilitates human development as their initiative increases the social 

capital of the community and enhances individuals, especially women’s, capabilities and freedom.  

With the implementation and distribution of ICT and education provided by MEC, individuals will 

obtain digital literacy. As mention above, we find evidence that through this the digital and 

educational divide between rich and poor families, between areas, and between generations are likely 

to decrease. They will learn how to be more than consumers of ICT, how to create content by 

themselves, and how to critically and creatively use it. ICT opens up for low-cost publications, 

horizontal communication and networking, and without MEC and the widespread centers it would 

not be possible. Our findings point towards that MEC contributes to a greater social inclusion, 

decentralization and decreased marginalization in the society. By empowering local communities 

with ICT and information on how to use of them it could lead to a more informed citizenry and it 

might also foster civic engagement in Uruguay. ICT and social media, our findings showing 

Facebook being a popular site, can be a good tool and platform for participating in mainstream 

discourses, which otherwise might overlook minority concerns (Carol Azungl Dralega, 2010).  

Moreover, we agree with Professor Martin Eide (God Morgon Världen Söndag 6/4 2014) who 

argues that the influence that social media have on societies might lead to a fifth state power. We 

believe that this might be a likely statement also for Uruguay. “Everyone” is on Facebook, and many 

of those who are not want to learn how to be. Our study showed that people are keen to use MEC’s 

computers to check their Facebook, browse around, and to see what their friends and family are up 

to. But they also use Facebook to ventilate their complaints and to talk about political issues, which 

is an evolvement that possibly might change the power balance in the Uruguayan society.  



   

64 
 

Regarding the use of Facebook, both as the reason for older generations to get ICT skills and for the 

general visitor who mainly use MEC’s computers for Facebook, we believe it could lead to a positive 

societal development. It is possible to argue for both pros and cons with Facebook usage. Many 

links, articles and videos that are put on Facebook comes from sites such as BuzzFeed; a site that for 

a long time and still is associated to clips of cute funny cats and other easily digested entertainment. 

It is likely that people who use the computers for Facebook at the centers will get a good dose of 

cute kittens (to follow the example) when they log in, but it is also likely that there will be posts on 

the more serious side, about worldly matters as well as local issues. There is a trend that even sites 

such as BuzzFeed now have a section of “real” investigating journalism. Our point is, that even an 

innocent click on a link showing a cute kitten, might lead to a widening of people’s views as the 

same sight also provide “real” articles. It is arguable that there of course are more educative websites 

than Facebook and BuzzFeed, but undoubtedly Facebook is one of the world’s largest websites and 

it is possible to find reader friendly information about more or less anything that might expand 

opinions. If nothing else, Facebook posts could be an appetizer that sparks the interest for 

continued search about specific topics. Moreover, we agree with the optimists who mean that user 

driven media, such as Facebook and YouTube, could at large have the consequences that it leads to 

a more democratic society. Researcher Simon Lindgren means that it leads to “media literacy” and 

skills about how to navigate the new media landscape (God Morgon Världen, 2015), which we also 

view as important to get an informed citizenry. The skills to search for information by yourself, find 

news via Facebook, or other digital channels are crucial for people in order to take a stand in social 

issues and to vote in a thoughtful way, or to even influence policy. MEC is in this regard 

undoubtedly contributing to a more democratic society.   

As we have previously explained, today there are many strong forces trying to transform Uruguay 

into a more open and equal country. We believe that MEC have an important stakeholder role in 

this transformation. Uruguay has a long tradition of the freedom of the press, guaranteed by the 

constitution, and media in Uruguay could be considered a fourth estate. Media is crucial for the 

debates that does not take place in the political meetings, but instead might take place and are shown 

in the newspaper’s columns. As media in this sense play an important role for democracy, MEC as a 

provider of tools and teacher of media skills, is an obvious and essential contributor for enabling a 

wider spectrum of people and communities to influence politics. The clearest example is how the 

capacity building of communities led to the organization of a local newspaper between two villages. 
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The fact that participants are using their new skills to start an online newspaper has a direct effect on 

democracy, as Professor Jesper Strömbäck concludes that local media journalism is crucial for 

democracy (Gustavsson, 2014). It is crucial for democracy that people are informed about what is 

happening in politics and society, and we mean that a newspaper as the one stared via MEC, has 

positive effect democracy.  

We further see how Uruguay might leap-frog through some states of development. While for 

example Sweden uses much intellection about the general “newspaper death”, especially the local 

one, one could argue that Uruguay to some extent could avoid that pain. By starting digital 

newspapers from the start they will have fewer costs for administration, printing, etc. and could 

instead use a bigger part of the budget on journalism, hence likely also increase the quality of it. 

There is also the possibility that the development of digital newspapers could create employment 

opportunities. In the US the new online media companies have created more than 5000+ fulltime 

jobs (Norberg, 2014). A number that Uruguay might never compete with, but a trend and a type of 

occupation that goes in line with how Uruguay are preparing future generations to compete on a the 

(digital) global market.  

Moreover, we agree with previous research that argues that by empowering communities to 

participate in civic discourses, general forums and in the electronic government services, it will 

benefit the whole society. Promoted by the republic's previous presidency; José “Pepe” Mujica, 

Uruguay has witnessed a fast developing progress of electronic government services. We view the E-

governmental services as an opportunity to transform the state into something better, something 

that links social capital between the people and the government. Uruguay is making use of 

technology with the aim to construct the state focused on the citizen, but for all citizens to be able 

to be a part in this modern state they need education and access to ICT – which MEC is providing. 

Previous research states that the participation in e-government services is a form of decentralization 

of democracy and at the same time a democratization of communication (Carol Azungl Dralega, 

2010). These are important factors of the centralized country and we think that Pepe made a suitable 

implementation for Uruguay. 

6.2 Further Research 

As we have discussed above, the knowledge and the skills are constantly increasing among the 

population of Uruguay. This will lead to a wider usage of ICT and most likely also new usage areas 
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for it in the coming years. To re-do a similar study as this 10 years from now will guaranteed provide 

different answers to what ICT are most suited for.  

There are many statistics that would be interesting to compile about the participators of MEC, one 

could for example be related to work. After receiving courses in how to write Curriculum Vitae’s or 

receiving knowledge on how to apply for jobs online, is it possible to see that this has actually led to 

a job, positive changes or more freedom? Another would be to follow the development of two 

different yet similar communities, one that has MEC center and one that does not, in order to pin 

down more exactly the impacts of a center might be.  

We all know that Facebook and social networks as such possess great power over the internet, 

billions of people are connecting to them every day, and this is of course also happening in Uruguay. 

A study where the social network patterns of participants of MEC are studied more closely would be 

interesting, to see exactly what types of social networks are used and the reasons for it. For example, 

how is public opinion or political participation manifested throughout the social networks?  
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Appendix 1  

Map from March 2014 
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Appendix 2  

Map from 2013 
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Appendix 3 
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Appendix 4 
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Appendix 5 

Flyer for a Tango class 
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Appendix 6 

 

MEC’s own words to describe themselves.  
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Appendix 7 

Translation of the online survey 

1. Approximately how many citizens live in your their city / town? 

o 0-1000 

o 1000-2000 

o 2000-3000 

o 3000-4000 

o 4000-5000 

o 5000+ 

2. What is the main occupation of the people in your community? 

3. For people over 30 in your community, what is the normal completed level of 

education? 

4. Is it normal for households in your community to have computers connected to the 

Internet? 

o It does not exist 

o It exists but is not normal 

o Normally 

o More or less all they have 

5. What is the most common way for people in your community get local news? 

o From other members of the community, as friends or family 

o Local printed newspaper 

o National print newspaper, 

o Digital newspaper / local internet 

o Digital newspaper / national internet 

o TV 

o Radio 

o Social Media (e.g. Facebook) 

o Other:  

6. Normally in your community, where do people get national news from? 

o other community members as friends or family 
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o Local printed newspaper 

o National print newspaper, 

o Digital newspaper / local internet 

o Digital newspaper / national internet 

o TV 

o Radio, 

o Social Media (e.g. Facebook) 

o Other: 

7. In your community, where do men usually gather outside the home and outside of 

work? 

8. In your community, where do women usually gather outside the home and outside of 

work? 

9. How well the MEC center is built in your community? 

o Bad 

o Okay 

o Very good 

10. Has life changed in your community after the MEC centers opened with computers 

with Internet? 

o Has not changed 

o Is better 

o It is worse 

11. In case it is better or worse, please explain how (No long answers necessary)  

12. Approximately, how many people visit the MEC centers per day to use the 

computers? 

13. Do you know the main reason for people to use the computers in the MEC centers? 

(Could be  for example Facebook, computer games, work,  school work, paying bills)  

14. How often do people in your community use the computers at your center for 

research, work or for study? 

o Never 

o Sometimes 

o Very often 
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15. Approximately how many people in your center have completed the first level of the 

National Plan for Digital Literacy? 

16. What course of the second level, would you rate as the most useful after the training 

it is over? (By this we mean the course that you think is the most adapted and used in everyday life of the 

people in your community.) 

17. Does your MEC center offer level three courses or projects? If “yes”, which are they? 

18. Still a blog on the Internet? 

o Yes 

o Do not 

19. In case if what are they? 

20. Are you aware of the digital government resources that can be found online? 

o Yes 

o No 

21. If “yes”, do you and people in your community use them? 

o Yes 

o No 

22. If not, why? 

23. Do you think MEC centers contribute to the decentralization of Uruguay? If so, 

how? 

24. Where is the most common place to talk about politics in your city?  (For example the 

town hall, Internet, Facebook, restaurants, homes, etc.) 

25. If you feel dissatisfied with something in your community, where would you go to 

make the complaint? 

26. Where and how do citizens in your community pay their bills? 

27. Is it common that people in your community use internet to purchase for example tickets, basic 

necessities or clothing?”  

28. Do you think that the Internet facilitates your life? 

o Yes 

o It does not make it more complicated 

o It makes no difference to me 

o Other 

If “yes”, how? 


