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Abstract:

About ten percent of the world has access to information and communication
technologies (ICTs). Telecenters and cyber cafes are one prevalent way to increase
access. This paper suggests increasing access through currently existing, local
businesses where people aready gather and where proprietors already posses existing
business relationships with suppliers and customers. This paper questions the
prevailing emphasis on the “cyber” characteristics of access, e.g., computing and
internet access as is currently known, and attempts to refocus the conversation by
considering computing and access in the context of the “café’, e.g., as public lifein
the sense of Habermas, which permits an in situ evolution of relevant access. This
analysis is based on extant literature and direct ethnographic research in several
public places in six countries. We offer example design perspectives based on a
reflection of “third places’ as inspiration for appropriate innovation in the provision
of computing and communications.
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INTRODUCTION

About 10% of the planet has access to information and communication technologies (ICTs)
while the remaining 90% do not. Most basicaly, it is this difference that has been labelled as the
“digital divide.” However obvious it may seem to the thoughtful reader, it bears stating that the
90% without access is not a uniform social, cultural, economic and political population living in
similar environments possessing similar needs and offering similar capabilities; thus the digital
divide also is not a “unitary phenomenon” [11]. Obvioudly, there is wide variability along all of
these dimensions, which trandate directly into various gradations of both ICT access and the
capability to derive benefits from such access crossing a wide swath of economic and socia
aspects[13].

If there is a wide range of variability within the population, then it follows that there may be a
wide range of possible solutions for the effective adoption of ICTs by people living in
communities across the divide. Rather than assume ICT solutions currently available among the
top 10% are simply awaiting appropriate conditions for adoption among the other 90%, this paper
proposes privileging extant local entrepreneurs with existing businesses as one impetus for
effective ICT adoption across the digital divide.

In this paper, we consider the general case of shared access models, e.g., cyber cafes,
telecenters, kiosks, etc., as an example of our proposition. People and ingtitutions often consider
shared models of ICT access when such solutions across the digital divide, with good reason. In
contrast to personal ownership of equipment and personal access to infrastructure, shared access
models, variously shift the physical, economic and social burdens of access from the individual to
businesses, communities and governments [16], [5]. “ Telecenter” is a general term applied to any
establishment that provides public accessto ICTs. However, as the term “digital divide” obscures
difference within it, “telecenter” also obscures critical differences among the various forms of
shared access. At ahigh level, there appears to be a growing, albeit still rough, consensus around
three categories of shared access: Telecenters, Cyber Cafes and Information Access Points [19],
[20].

Telecenters, per se, take as defining characteristics an emphasis on community service and
development in addition to the provision of ICT access [4], [14]. Globally, there are numerous
attempts to establish telecenters as a means of erasing the digital divide, often but not aways, in
the most economically disadvantaged and geographically rura areas. Telecenters of this ilk
operate mostly as not-for-profit organizations relying on various sources of funds, including
governments, foundations, non-governmental organizations in addition to fees for use. Some
examples that have met with varying levels of robustness include, include Australia [6], Brazil
[21], Egypt [24], Hungary [14], India[18] and South Africa[17].

Cyber cafes represent a second common model of shared access that may have relevance for
easing the digital divide and which have, in recent years, expanded from (the amost mythical)
first cyber café' to the uncounted thousands that are reputed to exist today [2]. A typical cyber
café is composed of between five and twenty computers with varying levels of internet access,
e.g., dia-up or broadband, in addition to providing other business services such as internet
telephony, copying, faxing, etc. [23]. They are particularly attractive in that they represent
economic opportunity for the café owner/operator [27].

In addition to cyber cafes that support people temporarily disconnected from their home
computers, e.g., London commuters, many cyber cafes serve local populations in developing
nations. For example, they are popular in places like Ecuador and Peru. However, they are
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considerably less prevalent in Brazil or Mexico, where those that do exist seem more for tourists
and professionals (cf., [26]). Furthermore, for a variety of reasons, there are very few outside of
urban environmentsin town or rural settings.

As currently conceived, it is not difficult to understand key reasons why cyber cafes have
remained tethered to their urban, this-side-of-the-divide environs. Among these are available
power and communications infrastructure, sufficient investment and maintenance capital, and
sufficient expertise and access to maintain the equipment. Financing is also important. Unlike
telecenters that rely on a variety of funding sources, cyber cafes are most often “for-profit” “fee
for service” establishments and must sustain a profit. People using cyber cafes for access must
therefore have sufficient discretionary funds and as a result cyber cafes are appear often to be not
available to the “ desperately poor”.

Though cyber cafes can offer such access, they must meet certain requirements and have thus
become remarkably similar in design following a tight range of business models [2]. This “one
size fits all” requirement seems to artificialy limit the potential with which cyber cafes can help
reduce the digital divide —whether in the most disadvantaged rural settings or, asismore likely in
the shorter term, to somewhat |ess disadvantaged urban settings.

In terms of technology diffusion & adoption, Roger's [29] is often cited as not only
explanatory but also predictive. Roger’s model reflects a rather “linear” approach to technology
adoption suggesting a time based classification of early, middle and late adopters. Adopters are
distributed normally with the middle adopters being the largest category reflecting the equivalent
of the one-person-telling-two-other swho-each-tell-two-others model of diffusion. The “cyber
café’ model exemplifies this model of adoption by introducing a new business “species’ with
usage models adapted to itsinitial ecosystem and transplanted into what we argue is an ecosystem
sufficiently different to warrant a separate approach.

A cyber café reflects not only the technology it uses, but also customer value in addition to the
business model necessary for sustainability. Moving a successful model from one environment to
another suggests there is sufficient similarly among these three variables that the enterprise will
thrive, presumably in the same way. It is assumed, therefore, that the environments into which
cyber cafés are inserted are sufficiently similar to the environments from which they derive and
therefore can draw on similar externalities of support and provide similar benefits.

On the other hand, there is evidence to suggest that environments across the digital divide
often are not sufficiently similar such that one can make these assumptions. There is a need to
develop new networks of support to sustain their operations. Sherry, Salvador & Ilahiane [10],
identify at least four distinct networks — often an entire physical and virtua infrastructure - that
must also be developed in addition to the “telecenter” itself. They are: networks of provisioning
and support, that is, social networks whereby technological goods and services are both
introduced to and maintained in communities; networks of access, that is, constellations of
technologies and people that allow those with limited means to access these technologies or their
products; networks of value, those various forms of resources and socialy valued goods that
govern people’s evaluations of new technologies; and networks of places, the locations, media
and modes of interaction by which information is shared, and relationships and knowledge are
created. These networks of people, places and things are not only necessary, but also must be
created along with the cyber café or telecenter.

This framing draws on a well-established anthropological tradition of looking holistically at
both the production and use of technology e.g., [12], [25], [1]. As other analyses have shown e.g.,
[28], any artifact is merely the touch point for entire (often largely invisible) systems of
infrastructure, labor, capital, the natural environment, social networks and many other
dimensions; entire ecosystems must be in alignment for the viability of any offering. Any product
or service must not only fit within economic systems of production, supply chains, maintenance,
financing and the like, but will also affect and be affected by social and cultural systems of daily
practice, relations of power, the construction of meaning and value, and many other, hard-to-
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measure systems and processes. Considering al of these issues with some measure of
simultaneity implies a more nuanced, and indeed, networked approach to diffusion.

Agar [30] presents such an approach somewhat contrast to that of Rogers in that he argues for
a networked approach, in which adoption (in this case a drugs epidemic) happens as a result of a
network of associations embedded in the daily life of the participants. In the Rogers s model, the
“technology” is diffused and the perspective from the point of diffusion is assumed to be
sufficient. This assumption is, by definition, an outsider’s view and the “technology” is imbued
with that view. However, as one considers various environments, that outside view of what
matters — the etic — will increasingly clash with the insider’s view of what matters — the emic.
Not understanding the emic view, i.e., not understanding what differences make a difference, will
lead to interventions that are incommensurate with the local conditions.

Emic and etic are common terms in anthropology which permit the distinction of the insider’s
and the outsider’ s perspectives, respectively, and which Agar interprets as “differences that make
adifference” to the insider (emic), vs. differences that the outsider believes matter (etic). In this
construct, introducing the typical cyber café as a means of crossing the digital divide implies an
etic approach, whereas considering alternative means of introducing ICTs in away meaningful to
the insider is an emic approach.

One can see a hit of the role of local conditions on technology adoption also from an
economics perspective. Sarkar [31] presents evidence arguing that decisions made to adopt or not
adopt technology are distributed over time based on local conditions. Adopting technology is
considered in terms of an optimal stopping problem where there is a cost and a benefit to
adopting later. The benefit, or return, he argues, is lower prices of technology; and the cost is
obviously the “forgone benefits of consumption in the current period”. On the one hand, Sarkar
argues that since the internet and computing are strong network goods, whose value increases
with the number of participants, the more participants, the more value and hence the greater the
propensity to adopt later if cost is an issue. In this simple example, the emic view is not merely
that “they cannot afford it”, but that it is not sufficiently valuable, especially as a networked good,
given their relevant social networks.

Sarkar assumes, of course, that all participants are gaining by belonging to the network.
Cyber café business models, per se, aso make that assumption. And the assumption seems sound
if we further assume that cyber cafes are primarily of utility to those people who aready have
access elsewhere, e.g., tourists, travellers, commuters, etc., and participate in the network.
However, in considering the digital divide, the return may be lower prices, or it may be the ability
to derive benefits from the technology. A reduced cost for a thing essentialy devoid of utility
will not greatly affect the decision to adopt. It seems obvious, however, the etic view assumes
value and emphasi zes price sensitivity, while the emic view emphasizes value and relies on their
socia and business networks to derive that value.

While we do not adopt an economic perspective, we do adopt a theoretical perspective
borrowing from a stance of networked diffusion. While many attempts at crossing the digita
divide with extant technological or business configurations suffer from an fatally etic perspective,
we posit that any utility of ICTs across the digital divide can be identified only be adopting an
emic perspective. Further, just as there is not one way that technologies have diffused on “this
side” of the divide, there is not one way to bridge the divide. Therefore, we suggest a model that
identifies many potentialy fertile arenas in which to introduce technology from an emic
perspective. In this paper, we consider extant socia gathering places in contrast to the cyber café
model.

A possible advantage of considering extant local gathering places, especially businesses, is
that many aspects of the aforementioned networks, though not all, already exist. A second
advantage is that the businesses themselves have exigting roles in their communities — that offer
meaning and value to both proprietors and customers. A third reason is that if technologies are
adopted in these establishments — or if technologies are designed with these establishments in
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mind — the technologies are more likely to reflect an emic perspective to provide what Gurstein
[15] refers to as “effective use” or “effective benefits” for both the proprietor and the customer.
With these advantages, we explore how the shared access concept of telecenters and cyber cafes
might expand their potentia of providing ICT access by de-emphasizing the “cyber” part and re-
emphasizing and reenergizing the “café€” partin locally valid ways.

This paper considers a variety of extant social gathering places around the world to which we
have had opportunistic access. Our goal is to contrast the prevailing shared access modd, e.g.,
cyber cafes, against a consideration of seeding various models of access in a variety of existing
establishments. These establishments may be categorized as locally situated “third places’,
which are defined as public, social gathering places, about which more in discussed in subsequent
sections [22], [3]. That is, following a model more akin to Agar’s networked diffusion model as
compared to Roger’'s top down diffusion model, we consider technological diffusion to extant
places of public congregation, such as bars, coffee shops, news stands, etc., that already have the
advantage of being attractive and frequented. Recasting what ‘access means in these contexts
shifts not only the kinds of access that might be possible and perhaps increases the numbers of
people who might gain access, but it can aso stimulate the development of alternative
technologies from the local perspective as well as business models that are possibly less capital
intensive as well as being less expensive to operate over the long term.

RESEARCH SETTING, DESIGN AND METHODS

As part of the People and Practices Group at Intel Corporation, we use ethnographic
techniques, e.g., shadowing, participant observation and nondirective, situated interviews, to gain
insight into the lives of people, places and systems of interaction in various places around the
world. Thework in this paper falls under the auspices of a multi-year project intended specifically
to identify potential applications, needs, desires, appropriate technologies and business models
relevant to a large corporation for bridging the digital divide. This paper reports on several case
studies.

The work in this paper derives from a small proportion of this much larger project reflects our
general interest in understanding the interplay between people and places. However, because the
work in this paper was derived from the larger work in which our general site selection met a
wide range of criteria, the sites discussed herein were opportunistically selected based within the
larger site selection. For example, while Rio de Janeiro was one of our carefully chosen sites, the
juice bars (discussed below) reveaed themselves as one of the obvious places where people go.
Similarly, bars in Spain were obvious sites to meet our interests. In other cases, we sought out
places where ICTs were being adopted and where people had shared access. Cabinas Publicas
were one clear example, as were cafes de internet in Ecuador and PC Baangsin South Korea.

Overall, we examined many different sites at various levels of detail. In many ways, the work
evolved over the years. For example, the work in Peru regarding the cabinas publicas was
systematically considered and included inputs, observations and small interventions from
government vice ministers, individual operators, customers, umbrella organizations of various
sorts including lawyers, telephonce companies and banks, and especially site visits. On the other
hand, our examination of the cafes de internet in Cuenca was far more cursory — while we
observed and interviewed in roughly 10 establishments, we did not interview other entities in
their ecosystem, nor did we approach this work with the same level of systematicity in ensuring
coverage in the way we did with the cabinas publicas.

However, as aresult of thislong term, but less structured sampling, we are not making grand
claims about the construction of each of these places that go beyond the data we have. We are
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offering a more generalized position that considers a breadth of data, derived over time, from
multiple sites, in various contexts. From this, we extract a more generalized pattern reflecting the
intersection of people and places that we suggest may be beneficia to ICT adoption and use in
places currently without access. In this paper, we take our cues from both places with explicit ICT
access, e.g., cyber cafes, as well as from traditional cafes and related “places people go” from
Brazil, Ecuador, Korea, Peru, Spain and the United States described in the following section.

The data presented here were collected over a period extending from 1999 through 2002;
therefore, at the time these data were collected, newer technologies, such as WiFi wireless
connectivity were not available. However, the main points of this paper stand.

Sites Examined
Cabinas Publicas (Peru)

The cabinas publicas of Peru, in addition to being ubiquitous, small, self-financed businesses
(with approximately a one year return on capital), are marked in large part by the variety of
services they offer, the variety of services used and the relative sophigtication of their user
population as a whole. A cabina typically has 10 to 20 machines, with relatively few exceeding
20. The largest we saw was about 40 and it was the largest anyone heard about. Services include
internet phone service (“voice over IP") to a wide range of countries, email, chat, pornography,
business services and media downloading. Individual users also store personal content in
password protected, shared and zipped folders and return to that particular cabina to access their
material. In sum, they are a resource providing support for individual sCentertainment, business
and communication needs. They are also marked in that they fall largely within the "informal
economy" of Peru, which offers advantages that enable them to exist.” As a result, they remain
small, family owned businesses, disconnected from one another and mostly from the "formal”
economy. They are typically housed in the minimum amount of necessary "available space"’ with
little designed ambiance. Cabinas were initiated by a group (Red Cientifica de Peru, RCP) with a
goa to develop the country and install a network for internet access; they taught the generd
public how to set-up and run cabinas through free classes. There are an estimated 2500-3500
cabinas throughout Peru (population 27 million), with approximately half in Lima and the
remainder distributed over other large cities[27], [4]. See Figure 1.

PC Baangs (K orea)

Although Korean PC Baangs offer services similar to those of cabinas, the PC Baangs are
situated differently. For one, it is not unreasonable for a PC Baang to have 50 to 100 PCs. For
many users, they are and seem increasingly to be socia destinations in and of themselves for
couples and groups. Whereas many people use the cabinas as individuals, PC Baangs are at their
best when groups of kids (e.g., school age) or teens or young adults out for the evening come in
and play networked games with each other. It is akin to a computer "playground”. The spaces
themselves are often purposefully designed to be evocative and to resonate with the clients, e.g.,
use of structure, lighting, colour, layout, etc., to connote a space ship or something similar. They
are places one goes for diversion, after school, before they go out drinking or afterwards to sober
up. They are, in many ways, an extension of the home. They are funded through use-fees, but
may be owned by small business people or even by large corporations and they may be franchises
in that they may have formal arrangements with game companies to reduce license fees, etc. They
have far more and more formal associations with large business and government and are thus,
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explicitly a part of the forma economy. There are an estimated 26,000 through out Korea
(population 47 million), in most all cities with the exception of very rural or remote (difficult to
access) areas|[7]. SeeFigure 2.

Cafés de Internet (Ecuador)

The situation in Ecuador is alittle like Peru, abeit with relatively fewer services and with less
equipment and less up to date equipment. The cafés de internet in Ecuador are almost completely
ad hoc arrangements of equipment, space and use; there was no RCP equivalent in Ecuador. As a
result, they are smaller (3 to 10 machines) and less well equipped (various vintages and machines
comprised of the working parts from severa machines). They also appear to be used by a wide
variety of people, including older people, but more narrowly for email communication (and some
chatting) and music downloads. At the time, there were about 50 of these small cyber cafes in
Cuenca (population 350,000, with no guesses for the number throughout Ecuador, population 11
million). SeeFigure 3.

Public Access (Rio de Janeiro, Brazil)

There were relatively few public access points in Rio de Janeiro (population, 12 million) that
were at al obvious to us, and even fewer cyber cafes. Those we did see were incorporated into
other gathering places, e.g., just off the lobby of a theatre or as parts of gaming centres (video
game arcades) in upscale, popular malls. Access of this nature was primarily for gaming and for
passing time while doing something else, for example, while you are in the mall with your
parents, or waiting to be let into the cinema, that is, while being social. In Brazil, being inside is
not valued or experienced in the same way as in many other places in the world. For example,
cafes and juice bars are popular and prevalent, where people stand to chat and drink fresh fruit
juices, coffee or other drinks. On the other hand, CDI (Centre for the Democratization of
Information) has crossed into the digital divide, arranging with local neighbourhood associations
to insert small computer classrooms making use of donated and used equipment. The result is
extremely low capital costs. While they serve an education, training and civic function, most of
these classrooms are not connected to the internet and are not generally publicly accessible other
than during classtimes. See Figure 4.

Bars (Spain)

Confusingly, the Spanish word “bar” does not mean what the English word “bar” means.
There are numerous types of “bars’ in Spain. In Barcelona alone, there are at least eight different
types of bars, including “after hours’” bars open from about 1am to 6 or 7am, themed and high-
styled “design bars’, “yuppie bars’ with long time regular business people, journalists, etc.,
tourist bars which are more like discos and “al day” bars, which are the staple of neighbourhood
public life in Andalusia, Catalonia, the Basque Country, Asturias, Galicia and everywhere in
between. Over the course of the day and into the night, the bar undergoes a transformation in its
nature including what is served, the amounts served, the atmosphere, the clientele and the types of
socia interaction. These bars are heavily integrated into the daily lives of people (including all
children), who will frequent them (though not necessarily the same one) two, three or more times
aday — for example, in the morning for a*“café con leche”, at midday for a“snack” or tapa” and
in the evening for cafas or draft beers, the portions of the latter determined by the barkeep. Other
features make these bars very comfortable places, for example, the client is primarily responsible
for maintaining his or her tab and there are rarely any queues in which one must wait one’s turn.
This type of bar isless of adestination, per se, and more of an extension of one’ s living room, “a
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third place” where people who know each other, including families, see each other on a daily
basis. The types of interactions will aso change depending not only on time of day, but with
particular events, such as soccer (futbol) on TV. SeeFigure5.

Starbucks (USA, Taiwan)

The American (USA) version of the franchise model is to maintain its identity independent of
its physical context, whether in an airport concourse or the main public square in downtown
Portland. Each isroughly identical in terms of design features, atmosphere, menu, and expected
accoutrements, e.g., newspapers, seating, utensils, china, associated foods and available choices,
e.g., skim milk vs. whole milk. The majority of people in the US experience Starbucks the same
way: they enter, wait in a queue, order, pay, wait for drink, personalize the drink with sugar or
chocolate powder, etc., and leave. The more quickly the encounter, the better the encounter, and
preferably if the shop is on the right side of the road for easier entry and exit along the morning
commute.  Perhaps not surprisingly, the customer experience of Starbucks in other countries
differs. For example, in Taiwan, where there was aready an extant café culture, Starbucks
popularity is less about the franchise coffee experience and more about a “foreign” experience
because it is so different than the Taiwan caf€' s [9]. Regardless, Starbucks — or any franchise —
likes to think of itself asthe purveyor of the experience. See Figure 6.

Coffee Time (USA)

Coffee Time is a locally owned coffee shop in Portland, Oregon, USA. It is, in many ways,
unique, and one could argue, the antithesis of a “franchise” shop. For example, at Coffee Time,
there is a large population of younger, “edgier” people, whose attire of black garb and chains
might be somewhat off putting to the same 65 year old retired housewife who visits the shop in
Pella lowa. On the other hand, the poetry readings on certain weekday nights attract a more
“artsy” crowd. The furniture is also unique; old brown leather couches and other “used” furniture
dominate the lounging rooms. The walls, lighting, flooring, layout, signage, and all the other
accoutrements and products, e.g., vegetarian (in fact, ‘vegan’) chocolate chip cookies, also differ
from the franchise shops. Moreover, the shop encourages people to spend time there in ways that
gather no fee. Coffee Time keeps a stack of board games including chess (for which they solicit
additional pieces from their customers) among other items like an internet terminal, some reading
materials and a host of customer placed postings. Coffee Time also offers outdoor heating under
the awning, something one might only expect in more upscale locales. Coffee Time, like other
local shops we have studies, is, in many ways, co-constructed by the owner and the clientelein a
sort of informal interaction, unlike the franchise shops which are corporately constructed and
conscioudly replicated. Local shops, like Coffee Time, are more a place to be and less a place
simply to retrieve a cup of coffee. See Figure7.

Networks & Third Places

Traditional café's have long been recognized as one kind of “socia space” relied upon for
conversation and general conviviality among groups of people and within communities [8].
Traditional cafes offer far more than coffee and assorted drinks, for which there are ample
networks of provisioning and support. They also provide a place that permits the emergence of
sociality; they offer a place where people can gather, talk, know each other, express community
and “hang-out” — all of which can be considered within the constructs of networks of places and
networks of value. What's missing are networks of access.
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Cyber café's, though borrowing the term “café€’ seem to emphasise the “cyber” in terms of
“functionality”, “efficiency” or “effectiveness’. One way to think differently about cyber cafesis
to consider them fulfilling a role more akin to traditional cafes or, “third places’ [22], i.e., as a
part of public life. Put another way, we consider the characteristics of traditional cafes and
imagine maintaining and/or expanding these characteristics while providing ICT access. One
outcome might be a different category of “cyber café’ that better serves different populations in
the context of extant socio-cultural networks. Another outcome could be various models for
introducing cyber cafes in a town or village and evolving them appropriately. An alternative
position would be to appropriately provide ICT access from extant third places.

It is worth mentioning here that whereas the locally owned bars and cafes appear to
demonstrate continuous adaptive response in conjunction with their clients, cyber cafes appear
less malleable. For example, in Spain and Portland cafes seem to have adapted along a wider
variety of “dimensions of daily life” insinuating themselves more deeply into the lives of their
patrons — and vice versa - offering everything from games to vegan cookies to morning coffee
and afternoon beer to a place to sit and talk to watching futbol on TV, only some of which
actually requires the patron’s money. In contrast, the cyber cafes regardless of location appear to
offer very smilar capabilities, network gaming and internet access. While there are some
variations, e.g., internet telephony in Peru, they are remarkably similar. It is not necessarily bad;
itisjust stifling.

Traditiona cafes also appear to have perfected the art of adapting their shops to loca
conditions by offering not only their explicit products but by providing a space for the emergence
of sociality, something they cannot “sell”, e.g., watching a sporting event on TV. Thus, at one
level, they are the same — they all sell coffee (albeit some better than others) and they all offer
small snacks or pastries, etc. However, at the level of actually creating and running the business,
they are each quite different. And it is important that they are different because they each attract
different clientele depending on the whole set of conditions and characteristics. It is exactly these
variations that seem less prevalent among cyber cafes. It is exactly these variations among local,
social establishments that may be of prime relevance to a more differentiated incorporation and
provision of ICT access and of introducing ICT access where little now exists.

Examples Emphasising “ Café”

In this section, we attempt to demonstrate through the presentation of afew concepts what we
mean by adapting technology to the place. The section is meant as a demonstration or illustration
of the concepts herein, and not a set of solutions, per se. The scope of this paper does not permit
in depth consideration of each concept in its entirety, nor have we had the privilege of attempting
such product development. Rather, our basic point is to shift the framework of discussion from
an etic view to more of an emic view and proceed from there.

In Rio de Janeiro, Brazil, we noted that many people spend significant amounts of time out of
doors rather than inside. There were few cyber cafes of any sort, and with one exception in a
mall near awealthy area, publicly accessible internet connected computers were not being used —
even in the midst of large humbers of people. However, juice bars and snack bars — which are
exactly that, bars where people eat/drink standing up right off the sidewalk — were frequently
occupied. The question of course is: What would a “juice bar offering ICT access’ be like? That
is, in what way can computing and internet technologies be introduced into this existing third
place such that it enhances the “café-nature” of the juice bar, which establishing an element of
“cyber”?

It certainly would not be aroom full of computers, one per person. Perhaps it might be aform
of “local area broadcast” with one screen showing content of particular interest to the regular
patrons of that juice bar. Or perhaps it might be small flat (but bright) touch screens attached to
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the bar with local newspapers or magazines that people can pick up, scan for an interesting
publication and read an article or, in Brazil particularly, watch snippets of web cast TV news as it
unfolds over the course of the day. Of course, these suggest different support technologies as
well. For example, small screens on the bar counters might receive information wirelessly from a
backroom “server” using the appropriate wireless protocol. Perhaps people coming in can aso
receive information to their own personal devices aswell, e.g., to a personal digital assistant or to
acell phone.

For contrast, in Seoul, amost al gathering places were indoors, off the street. It was very
common to enter the side door of a nondescript building, climb a narrow flight of stairs to a
fourth floor coffee shop or PC Baang. In their early instantiations, they offered simply internet
access but quickly became gaming centres in neighbourhoods in amost every city in Korea. In
addition to the highest broadband penetration rates in the world (~60% of Korean households),
there are an estimated 26,000 PC Baangs in Seoul alone (population 10 million). These cyber
café's have over time, increasingly becoming venues for groups of people to come and “hang
out”. Many cyber café€'s offer conscious styling and atmosphere, e.g., “space age”, comfortable
modern chairs and a variety of arrangements designed to permit face-to-face and verba
interaction ssimultaneously with game play.

Another PC Baang we visited had “love seats” in front of several computers for couples to sit
together and play games, chat or read email. This same one had a movie viewing area as well.
Their most popular times are when school lets out and evenings when groups of people come by.
One PC Baang, which has recently seen business decline, reinforced this notion of cyber café as
“venue” by declaring that the most successful PC Baangs were ones located in areas near other
venues, such as singing rooms or bars, i.e., places where people go when they go “out”.

Thinking about the simple concept of a “love seat”, where couples can sit together, hints at
different sorts of technological interventions. As a simple example, playing games that require
two people with two separate ssmultaneous inputs to the computer; these were not available. Or
perhaps, smaller screens with clever input devices on table tops such that a couple can sit more
comfortably with a coffee and a dessert (popular in Seoul and Brazil) while engaging in a
lightweight diversion. Alternately, kids in a small village might be better able to play a game
together with multiple inputs and one larger screen. A few adults might gather together at various
times in the day to learn about a new farming technique of particular interest to local towns or
villages (the video for which was downloaded asynchronousdly overnight). Additionally, the
screen might also serve special events, such as “movie night” or more generally as a mini-cinema
at appropriate times. Or, we imagined a projected image of a crossword puzzle on the wall of a
café in Portland, Oregon, with a few specialy tailored input devices that would permit people to
causally make a contribution to the puzzle without disrupting the social nature of the place. Of
course, these sorts of usages suggest different instantiations of basic technologies, which is, of
course, the point, to imagine how technologies have to be recombined, improved or even
invented.

By shifting the conversation from “business centre” to “third place” we change the way
“access’ might be provided. Each of these examples, the “juice bar cyber café’, the “mini movie
cyber café’ and the “cross word cyber café’, variously incorporates computing and access to the
internet in a way that might conform to local sensihilities. None of these sites requires 10 or 20
PCs, network connectivity, broadband or even synchronous connectivity (perhaps taking
advantage of store and forward technologies or night time downloads). On the other hand, the
foundation laid in each just as well might over time offer additional capabilities as appropriate.
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Practical Considerations

In actual practice, there are business and technology issues to consider. In addition to the
necessity of adding to their existing networks of provisioning and support, perhaps the critical
business factors from the proprietor’s perspective are those of capitd and operating costs, while
out-of -pocket costs and associated benefits might be considered from the customer’s view. Aswe
have noted previoudly, capital costs are typically covered in two ways. For telecenters, capital is
often raised as “donations’ from NGOs, foundations and governments and for cyber cafes as
“private funds’, e.g., personal loans from family and friends. Operating costs in telecenters are
often met through a variety of revenue sources, whereas in cyber cafes, customer use fees are the
primary and often the only source of revenue. One possible advantage in thinking about ICTs and
“third places’ is that an appropriate level of ICT incluson might represent a relatively small
proportion of capital and operating costs while producing a disproportionately high rate of return;
additional capabilities built over time on the initial asset base might well represent greater
incremental net income with considerably larger profit margins.

Of course, the opposite is also a possibility. It is very difficult to asses the financial impact for
either customers or proprietors without detailed knowledge of the specific case. In one case study,
we were able to evaluate the finances of atypical cabina. One result of particular interest was the
effect of internet telephony on the profitability of the cabina. The cost of an internet call was
significantly less than the cost of a normal phone call from one's home, making internet
telephony a fairly popular service. From the proprietor’'s perspective, the incremental capital
requirement to add internet telephony to the already-existing cabina was small. Y et, the revenues
extracted from telephony services were substantial in terms of incremental net income; as aresult,
the internet telephony service nearly doubled the profits of the cabina. As a stand-alone service,
the internet telephony would not make sense from a return on capital perspective, but it made
perfect sense as an “add-on” service to an existing asset base. While the bulk of the revenuesin
the cabina came from computer rentals for internet access, internet telephony made the difference
between being a good overall business or not. This example clearly demonstrated the importance
of adding relevant services and local content to the cabina business.

The argument in this paper is to consider incorporating access such as internet telephony in
extant third-places, as an incremental or “add-on” service. The financial considerations are of
course critically important. It is very difficult, however, to get a view on finances in a genera
way as one key element of third-places is their variability. Thus, financial considerations remain
an open issue that must be resolved locally, not unlike the sorts of access one might consider.

Inextricably bound with financial considerations, are technology considerations. On one level,
it is easy to suggest reducing the price of technology as a solution. Another possibility is
appropriately adapting the technology to suit the environment. Increasingly, however, extant
technologies are being co-opted and used in surprising settings. For example, the linux operating
system is becoming increasingly popular in South American universities, and wireless access is
being actively considered as a means of |eapfrogging more intensive infrastructure devel opments.
Additionally, local needs and predilections will determine the sorts of access considered viable by
the proprietor and the community as well as variation in the local context of that access, e.g.,
urban v. rural, or a coffee shop where people come and sit v. ajuice bar where people stand.

These issues aso remain open and require further research. Yet, various ideas suggest
themselves as potential directions. For example, building far more modular systems such that
basic components can be swapped in or out as required without the need to change whole systems
is one approach. For example, cabinas publicas have widely adopted internet telephony as a
major portion of their offerings. Internet telephony serves a real need in Peru. Perhaps it is also
useful elsewhere. One might consider selling a system that offers only internet telephony, but
which can also accommodate added functionality over time in a modular, building-block fashion.
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A related approach would be to sell and build systems based on an initially diversified set of
components, e.g., offering solar power, electrical power or hand-generated power, e.g., pedd
power.® Street markets in some developing nations are aready disassembling systems to salvage
components for replacement in other systems, e.g., replacing cell phone screens if yours breaks
by using an old screen from another phone.

In the cabinas, at any one time it is an individual using an individual computer as if it were,
for that moment, personally owned. The “upgrade path” is to replace an old PC with a new one,
or ten old PCs with ten new ones, which is burdensome. An alternative would be to offer
technologies that rely on shared computing power, per se. For example, disassociating the
processing from the storage, the monitors and keyboards can permit a different form of sharing,
potentially reducing capital costs, while maintaining shared access.

Consider the “juice bar cyber café’ example. There is presumably one source of compute
power while there are various means of interaction, e.g., multiple displays on the counter. Over
time, one might imagine evolving the cyber capabilities of the juice bar, an evolution that might
well involve replacing parts of the system rather than the entire system (which is also harmonious
with a notion of less waste). Upgrading the compute power, or upgrading the input and display
devices could be independent events. An open question is how technologies can be designed
more modularly to permit this form of mixing and matching of various parts to support a wider
variety of applications that could be developed as localization intensifies, much akin to the
localization of traditional cafes while better supporting sociality.

CONCLUSION

As currently conceived with the emphasis on “cyber”, cyber cafes have limited potential to
further extend access to computing and the internet given their infrastructure, business and usage
requirements. Shifting the emphasis from “cyber” to “café” opens a space of possibilities
suggesting various technical and business innovations that better conform to realities and desires
of people’s lives. These innovations would appear to have an increased potential to extend the
reach of information and communication technologies— even if initially to alimited extent.

Following a networked technology diffusion model, the spread of technological innovations
via existing establishments requires a different set of considerations than a more traditional top-
down approach. Network models of diffuson require a greater emphasis from an emic
perspective as compared to the more (implicitly) etic approach of applying technologies from one
domain to another apriori.

One key benefit of thinking about smaller interventions customized to a variety of existing
third-places is that more narrowly defined applications, locally considered, would appear to be
more harmonious with other conditions of these businesses such as thinner margins, lower
revenues, lower per customer revenues, variable infrastructure, etc., that might not apply to a
cyber café right in the Plaka of Athens. Of course, this is conjecture at the time of this writing.
But one suspects that for exiting businesses to incorporate the technology, it must be
commensurate with their existing business models.

From a third-place perspective, ICT introduction of the types listed here seems to better
permit the ongoing co-construction of third-places in which the patrons and the owner
symbiotically (even if implicitly) evolve the establishment over time. It appears one reason for
the diversity among traditional cafes around the world is that they evolved slowly, over time,
considering customer interests (politics, sports, lotteries, etc.), current technologies (TV, radio,
video games, etc.) and owner capital. Because they are third-places in which the customers have a
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stake, a co-evolutionary process seems to ameliorate the risks involved with the owner’s capital
expenditure.

It is the owners who take the financial risk. And to do so with new technologiesis to increase
the risk for obvious reasons of costs, complexity and uncertain benefits. Franchises offer an
advantage in this regard by seeking similar environments in which to establish their shops such
that changes to one shop have a greater probability of being relevant to other shops. Loca
establishments do not have this advantage, and thus the risks must be lowered and business and
technical considerations must be considered in addition to the actual benefits of the ICTs.
Considering third-places as a possihility shifts the context of the conversation in a way that
reconsiders the applicability of ICTs asthey are currently instantiated.

Obvioudly, such a shift in emphasis as outlined here is only one part of an overall solution
space. More work is required from all points of view — business, technology and that of the
customer. Yet even this simple tactic implies fairly severe departures from current cyber café
technologies and business models. Daily conditions among the digitaly disadvantaged are quite
different from those among the digitally enabled; it only stands to reason that reducing the
imbalance that is the digital divide while providing economic opportunity coupled with
sustainability requires us to consider aternatives different from extant common practice.
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Figure 1.
Interior of atypica Cabina
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Figure 2
Interior of atypica PC Baang, mostly gaming, populated by students from a local school right
after school
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Figure 3
Entrance to anot untypical internet café in Cuenca, Ecuador
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Figure 4
Public access center, mostly for gaming, Rio de Janeiro
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Figure 5
Interior of abar in Basque Country, Northern Spain
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Figure 6
Interior of an American Starbucks store
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Figure 7
Interior of Coffee Time, alocal coffee shop in Portland, Oregon, USA



