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I bring in an important humanities centred perspective into the design, implementation and 
use of public health information systems within a broader development context. This 
perspective I believe helps to put the focus on the human, the end user, and redresses some 
of the excessive focus on technology, which many ICT4D initiatives tend to carry. My 
perspective is grounded in my Indian roots, where living primarily in rural India, I have 
experienced developmental challenges, but also the potential of technology, namely the 
television, to disseminate useful knowledge about agricultural practices. 
 
During the course of my doctoral studies, my human-centred perspective was greatly 
enhanced by the theoretical perspective of the Capability Approach articulated by the Nobel 
prize winning economist Amartya Sen. This approach put the focus firmly and primarily on 
the individual, and examines the potentials or capabilities he or she possesses and the 
enabling or constraining conditions which allows the achievement of things the individual 
values, or what the Capability Approach defines as achieved functionings. In my empirical 
work which was based in the public health system in India, the individuals I focused was on 
the health care providers in two states in India and one county in India.  
 
My analytical focus was on understanding the kind of enabling or constraining roles which 
ICTs plays in facilitating the conversion of capabilities and functionings. I conceptualized 
this as a two- step process.  Firstly, the ICT is a resource which needs to be perceived as a 
capability of the individual, implying that is seen to be useful to the individual to achieve 
certain ends that is valued.  Second, this capability needs to be converted to a valued 
functioning. This conversion was conceptualized as “empowerment” reflecting the 
enhancement of the individual’s capabilities.  
 
My empirical work demonstrated mixed outcomes. In some cases the ICTs positively 
converted to the enhancement of empowerment, and in some cases, the reverse was the 
case. Understanding what were the reasons contributing to these mixed outcomes was an 
important quest in my thesis.  
 
I found four important contributing conditions.  The first related to contextual conditions 
which in the Capability Approach terminology is called as “opportunity structure.” 
Conditions related to the role of the state, involvement of donors, extent of decentralization, 
and prior existing ICT infrastructure helped to define what kind of space and opportunities 



individual users are given to exercise   The second related to the agency of the individuals, 
which broadly reflects the intention and will of the individual to take action, and their ability 
to shape change. The opportunity structure and agency were seen to have a mutual 
relationship, where a positive structure would enhance agency while the reverse would also 
be true. The third related to participation, reflecting the space individuals are engaged in 
processes of design and development of the system and in defining their visions and 
aspirations in the future trajectory of the system. However, to effective participate, users 
need capacity to use the technology, which brings me to the fourth condition of capacity 
strengthening. 
 
I found that ICTs fundamentally mediates the processes of capacity strengthening and 
participation. Individuals need to have capacity to use the ICTs for work related reasons, 
and also to apply them to achieve ends they value. What then becomes important is the 
modes of capacity strengthening – whether they focus on instrumental skills development 
or there is a form of mentoring and coaching which allows the individual to pursue 
intrinsically valued choices. A strong participatory environment helps individuals to build 
capacities and also with such capacity, they enhance their own potentials to participate. 
This mix of different conditions and their interactions, if leading to enhanced capabilities of 
the individuals can be conceptualized as contributing to empowerment. 
 
In conclusion, I have argued that empowerment while being a fundamental ingredient and a 
normative aim of ICT4D projects tends to be invisible and neglected. For example, the 
entire literature on failures are focused on measuring visible outcomes, and tend to ignore 
soft elements such as empowerment. My study has thus put forth and argued for the thesis 
that empowerment should be treated as a central element in the formulation of ICT4D 
projects. 
 
 
 

 


