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ABSTRACT

Telecentres in Malaysia were a policy response from the Malaysia government to
address the digital divide between urban and rural communities. In the first instance,
the main goal of the rural internet centres (RIC) program was to enhance rural access
to information and communications technologies (ICTs) and to build human capital
in ICT knowledge and skills in rural communities. The main goal of RIC program
was extended over time and the RICs in each community were seen as a means for
developing economic activity in rural communities through local entrepreneurship.
The adoption of ICTs in rural regions may further enhance the effectiveness of RICs
to the local communities. Social and economic benefits have been identified as
important outcomes (perceived benefits). The objective of this study is to evaluate
the perceived affects of RIC program on quality of rural life (QoRL).This study
assesses the perceptions of stakeholders (RIC end-users and program managers) in
regard to the impact of the RIC program on human capital of rural communities in
Malaysia. The research questions were translated into three specific testable
hypotheses. Despite that, the main research problem is, “Can rural internet centres be
an effective tool in bridging the digital divide for rural communities and improving
rural quality of life?.” Thus this study is not evaluating if the divide is closing,
however, it is evaluating if people perceived there is an improvement in their digital
skills due to their use of RIC services.

This study is an evaluation of the RIC program in Malaysia, using a program logic
framework to identify and evaluate inputs, outputs and outcomes of RIC program
from multiple key stakeholder perspectives. Community informatics, end-user
computing and social capital provided the theoretical lens for the program logic
evaluation of the RIC program. An online survey of RIC users across 42 RICs was
the main data collection method used to determine RIC users’ perceptions and level
of satisfaction with the services provided by RICs. And furthermore whether there is
evidence of outcomes from the use of RIC services which could result in enhanced
human capital. The main data collection phase was supplemented by a series of
interviews with program managers and RIC managers from different regions and
locations, some non-users and members of local RIC management committees.
Finally some general observations about how RICs were operating were made during
site visits to 11 RICs conduct interviews. The results of statistical analysis of the
quantitative survey data and narratives determined from a content analysis of the
interviews (qualitative) along with some RIC site observations (qualitative) are
presented and discussed. The program logic framework of (1) inputs and outputs and
(2) outcomes was used to guide these analyses in order to evaluate the RIC program.
The quantitative and qualitative data collected for each stage of program logic
framework were analysed, interpreted and triangulated in determining the key
findings of this study.

There is generally strong support for the benefits of the RICs in building human
capital, including improving job prospects and business opportunities for rural
communities in Malaysia. The key findings also show that RICs are strongly
associated with enhanced social capital although the causation effects may run both
ways. The results are used to propose a model of the effects of community



informatics, noting that many of the potential benefits may be intangible.
Theoretically, this study has shown that the RIC improved the individual community
QoRL with the use of ICT applications and services. Meanwhile, this thesis
developed a comprehensive theoretical framework drawn from community
informatics, end user computing and social capital theories to evaluate the RIC
program. This is a new empirical contribution to the growing literature on the
relationship between community informatics and social capital. The majority
previous empirical studies on social capital have been conducted in sociology,
whereas there is dearth of empirical studies which have evaluated the contribution of
community informatics and social capital in telecentre programs; especially in
developing countries such as Malaysia. Furthermore, there are few if any previous
studies have evaluated an entire telecentre program such as the RIC program using
program logic theory.

The research gap is whether the people perceive that there is an improvement in
human and social capital as a result of the RICs. Thus these contribute to perceived
effectiveness of the RIC program and improve in digital knowledge and skills in
rural Malaysia. Hence, the contribution to practice is to build social capital policy
while emphasise more on human capital approach in rural Malaysia. With the
improvement on RIC program in Malaysia, i.e.; inputs, outputs and outcomes, this
will leads to improvement on ICT for rural development. Therefore, this study makes
a contribution primarily to the field of community informatics, drawing concepts
from social capital, economic development, quality of rural life and rural
development with reference to local rural communities in Malaysia.
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BCT Basic Computer Training

BDD Bridging Digital Divide

BOC Bonding Capital

BRC Bridging Capital

Cl Community Informatics
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ED Economic Development
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USP Universal Service Provider
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