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Executive Summary 

The purpose of this paper is to build a model for understanding ICT micro-enterprise in 
developing countries.  It does this by reviewing two strands of literature.  In Section 2, it 
picks two examples from the – relatively sparse – research on ICT micro-enterprise; using 
these in order to draw out some particular themes: factors that appear important to an 
understanding of such enterprises. 

In the Section 3, broader development literature is reviewed that tells us more about some 
of those themes; in particular, about enterprise clusters; about serving base-of-the-pyramid 
markets; and about urban settings. 

The paper ends, in Section 4, with a summary model that pulls together the main factors 
that have emerged from the literature.  This model can be used for understanding and 
examining existing work on developing country ICT micro-enterprise; both research work 
but also policies such as those of support agencies.  It can also be used in helping set a 
future research and practice agenda on developing country ICT micro-enterprise. 

1. Positioning ICT Micro-Enterprise 

It is well known that micro-enterprises1 provides significant employment in many 
developing countries and that they have a strong influence in providing for those close to 
poverty (Mead & Liedholm 1998). Such micro-enterprises have traditionally been 
connected with small goods trading and clusters of industrial production (Brown 2006, 
Nadvi & H. Schmitz 1999), but increasingly micro-enterprises are emerging in developing 
countries which centre around information and communication technologies (ICTs). In this 
paper, we examine the emergence of such enterprises, which are likely to become 
increasingly prevalent in developing countries and given appropriate policy conditions, 
might have a wider transformation effect on the economy. We follow the definition of an 
ICT micro-enterprise being one where there is extensive application of ICT, that is, the 
micro-enterprise uses ICTs as the key input for new products and services as opposed to 
enhancing pre-existing ones2 (R Heeks 2008c).  

Historically, micro-enterprises have been seen as a crucial poverty 'safety net' in 
developing countries, providing small income and jobs where the formal sector has failed. 
More dynamic micro-enterprise can emerge, however micro-enterprise growth is often 
limited by a number of factors; access to goods, markets and capital, close connection into 

                                            

1 There are multiple approaches in the literature to defining a micro-enterprises: size, number of 
employees, sector, market type. In general, agreement is that they they are small in nature (typically less 
than ten 'employees' including family labour) and their products are predominantly orientated towards the 
market rather than intra-, inter- household redistribution. (Mead & Liedholm 1998, Levy 2010) 

2 The more methodological literature on ICT and mobile use within existing SMEs in the South (Donner 
2004, Donner 2005, Duncombe & R Heeks 1999, Molony 2007, Jagun et al. 2008, Horst & Miller 2006) 
has argued that ICTs, whilst aiding some transactions and collapsing spatial distance, have often been 
adopted as a useful, but peripheral tool and not transformed existing work patterns or power structures for 
SMEs. However, extensive ICT micro-enterprises where ICT is central to operation are markedly different. 
They embrace technology at the centre of their practice rather than simply modulating it into existing 
practices over time 
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unstable livelihoods as well as policy and spatial factors related to localities(Mead & 
Liedholm 1998, Brown 2006). ICT micro-enterprises offer potential through their greater 
ability for service modification and innovations connected to the inherent flexibility and 
reconfigurability of ICT products. Additionally, digital production and digital products might 
sidestep traditional SME constraints related to raw materials, transportation or markets 
(Castells 2000). In sum, the potential of ICT micro-enterprise is that similarly to 
conventional micro-enterprises, they offer 'safety nets' to quickly provide income and jobs, 
yet the flexible and dynamic nature of ICTs offer intriguing potential for adaptive survival 
and dynamic growth from their often lowly origins. 

2. Examples of ICT Micro-Enterprise 

The focus of this work comes from the evidence of a growing number of micro-enterprises 
in developing countries.  Examples of ICT micro-enterprises found worldwide include: local 
ecosystems of mobile services and sellers (Sey 2008), international telecoms and voice 
over IP providers (Southwood 2007), film and video production and distribution (Larkin 
2004), cybercafes and 'gold farming' (R Heeks 2008a).  There are also evidence of music 
production sectors in Dakar, Kinshasa, Nairobi and Accra, cable TV distribution to the poor 
in Indian cities, and a critical mass of gaming centres in South East Asia and Brazil. 

However, whilst there are a number of isolated discussions of ICT micro-enterprise 
documented in the literature, wider and more methodical work looking across sectors has 
not been done. As such, ICT micro-enterprises have been rather peripheral in discussions 
of ICT within a development context, with little coherent understanding of their 
characteristics or potential. In this section, we use the literature to analyse two ICT micro-
enterprise sectors.  The goal here is to outline the type of practices and issues that are 
typical of such enterprises. 

2.1. Mobile: An ecosystem of inventors 

The mobile sector provides the best source of literature referring to ICT micro-enterprises.  
The literature suggests that ecosystems of mobile entrepreneurs are present in many parts 
of the world, emerging to serve local demand for mobiles and for associated products and 
services.  An example which encapsulates some of the main issues in this sector is a 
study of 'cyber-informal' centres in Venezuela (Lugo & Sampson 2008).  These centres, 
widespread in Venezuela, sell a number of mobile cards, phones, accessories, repair and 
unlocking services which are provided by individual entrepreneurs or small organisations 
who for reasons of tax, licence, location or products lie outside legal norms - the so-called 
informal sector. 

From the description we highlight two key observations about these centres.  Firstly, noting 
that “infrastructures are widely networked across the urban spaces in which they operate” 
(Lugo & Sampson 2008 p.111) we see that micro-enterprises actively connect into the local 
ecosystem, rather than working on their own.  This allows them to provide services even 
when they do not have the skills, as well as using interconnected networks of wholesale 
supply when required.  Secondly, in this Venezuelan example, such centres are located 
next to formal government-owned (CANTV) mobile shops, and this provides a site to 
examine the relationship between the informal and formal mobile markets.  Lugo & 
Sampson's work suggest that in Venezuela, this close location is no accident.  Rather than 
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being in competition and antagonistic, it may be that there is some level of co-existence 
and complementarity.  As they point out “there is evidence that many of the cyber-informal 
centres are exploiting niche markets” (Lugo & Sampson 2008 p.111) so in this case, the 
informal sector differentiates itself based upon 'niches' of modifications and services better 
suited to a certain section of the population.  This is not necessarily in competition with the 
formal sector, but may represent spaces left by the formal sector. 

In other work in mobile micro enterprise, we see that these two discussion points, local 
ecosystems and informal niche, are also alluded to.  In the following sections, we will 
examine these concepts further. 

2.1.1. Ecosystems/local networks 

The notion of "ecosystem" can easily be understood in terms of localised networks that are 
crucial in the survival and growth of such mobile micro-enterprises, and these are 
manifested in two particular ways: 

Connections between micro-enterprises - Connections between micro-enterprises 
particularly as played out within localities are crucially important to mobile micro-enterprise.  
Given the small size of such enterprises, they often only fulfil a few specific tasks.  It is only 
through their connection into a wider group of micro-entrepreneurs, configured within a 
locality, market or bazaar that they provide a wider range of services to customers 
(Ilahiane & Sherry 2008, Lugo & Sampson 2008, Sundaram 2009).  There are also 
suggestions that such groupings provide additional advantages, by potentially providing 
locations for newcomers to connect and learn the ropes (Rangaswamy 2009a), in the 
sharing of suppliers and storage (Ilahiane & Sherry 2008), and in shared approaches to 
local problems and issues (Sundaram 2009). 

Connection into supply chains and customers - Beyond the connections between ICT 
micro-enterprises, we also observe connections of micro-enterprises into value chains, 
both upstream to wholesalers and other suppliers, and downstream to customers.  In 
Venezuela, Lugo & Sampson (2008) argued that in the 'cyber-informal centres', informal 
network supply chains are very loose and reconfigurable.  This is a contrast to the rigid 
formalised agreements that we often associate with formal enterprise, and this provides 
part of the dynamism of such informal enterprises.  Despite this flexibility, supplier 
connections are still crucial.  For example, Rangaswamy's (2009a) work in Mumbai 
stresses the importance of the mobile agent to informal airtime sellers.  In this setting, the 
mobile agent acts more as a mentor to entrepreneurs than a simple seller of goods, often 
taking his/her own time to help train the sellers and providing them with cheap call time as 
an incentive to stay loyal. 

In terms of the connections between mobile enterprises and customers, we can also see 
examples of micro-enterprise networks moving beyond the financial to the social.  Where 
there is close clustering of enterprises, cut-throat pricing is often the key differentiator, 
particularly for mobile top-ups (Rangaswamy 2009a), but in other spaces social networks 
are still important.  Mobile phone vendors may build customer connections in order to 
secure potential further income from connecting these customers into mobile repairers or 
upgrades (Ilahiane & Sherry 2008). 
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In sum, we can say that the relations within ICT micro-enterprise, ecosystems are marked 
by not just tangible flows (of good, of money) but also intangible flows (especially of 
knowledge: see also discussion of customer service below): and are marked not just by 
fully-commercial relations but also by social relations.  The specificity of ecosystem 
practices also suggest that one may need to avoid generalities and make a careful study 
of localised practice in any given situation. 

2.1.2. Niche 

Figure 1: Different niches used by informal mobile sellers 

 

Examples of 'informal niches' pervade the texts on mobile micro-enterprises.  We isolate 
different realisations of such niches as shown in Figure 1.  Informal settings are often 
marked by the ability of vendor and customer to talk or interact with mobile technology in a 
substantial way, before or after the sale (Chipchase & Tulusan 2007, Ilahiane & Sherry 
2008).  This is most aptly described by the Moroccan mobile entrepreneur who “will sit 
down with their customers, show them how to navigate the interface, and discuss the 
relative merits of various technologies” (Ilahiane & Sherry 2008 p.351).  Similarly, with 
mobile services, the informal entrepreneur will often assist customers in the transactions, 
and hence provide customer service and value added through 'mediated use' (Chipchase 
2009).  Also, with the inter-connections between enterprises, entrepreneurs may act as 
middle man for customers to other micro-enterprises when they cannot meet the actual 
needs (Sundaram 2009).  In sum, this value-adding customer service niche – based on the 
specific skills, knowledge, and connections of the micro-entrepreneur; on their ability to 
invest a key commodity: time; and, hence, on their ability to build a social as well as 
commercial relation – is seen not as a side issue, but as an essential part of business 
strategy: 

“offering a service that brings in more customers for longer periods of time 
enables cross-selling and the time spent on mediating the task can be 
considered an effective loss-leader” (Chipchase 2009 p.7) 

Other works describe technological changes or forms which allow mobile to fill a niche to 
fit into everyday lives (Tall 2004, Barendregt 2008, Qiu 2008, Chipchase 2009).  This can 
come through innovative arrangements of technology to allow customers to carry out 
common tasks more easily.  For example senté, an informal model of efficient money 
transfer over long distances using call cards, has emerged in the informal sector.  It 
requires informal kiosk operators to cooperate over longer distances and allows customers 
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to transfer remittances conveniently with less expense (Chipchase & Tulusan 2007).  
There are also modifications of the technology hardware or software, to provide a niche.  
This is particularly true in informal sectors in more emerging economies.  In Indonesia, 
micro-enterprise repairer offer services which modify the innards of mobile phones to allow 
customers to use dual sims which allows cheaper calling (Barendregt 2008, Chipchase 
2009).  In China there is an entire industry, of borderline formal-informal 'shanzhai' phone 
production, which deals in selling imitation, and increasingly modified and innovative, 
mobile phone products (Shanzai.com n.d., Fei 2008, Wu & Zhang 2009).  According to 
recent estimates, this industry numbers around 30,000 companies in Shenzhen, the 
principal city of the industry (Ma et al. 2009) and will ship 145 million units in 2009 (13% of 
all phones sold in the world) (iSuppli 2009). 

Finally, informal mobile entrepreneurs often provide a price advantage over other more 
formal outlets.  Most likely, this sits outside economies of scale.  Rather, products are split 
down, into smaller portions, to fit in with the cash flows of their less affluent customers, for 
example with phone top-ups (Rangaswamy 2009b) or through providing cheaper 
alternatives to formal products, for example by selling unbranded Chinese phones 
(Rangaswamy 2009b). 

Niche and the informal-formal relationship - The connections of informal micro-
enterprises into the formal sector are highly nuanced as illustrated in Figure 2.  In terms of 
technology and service, informal niches often seep into the formal sector over time.  This is 
illustrated, for example, in the spread of street level phone operators employed by formal 
mobile companies in developing countries.  These operators provide a similar customer 
orientated niche originating from the informal sector that we have described (Sey 2008).  
Equally informal technological niches have also seeped back into the formal sector.  Dual 
sim mobiles, first added to phones in backstreet mobile repair shops, were taken up by 
Chinese shanzai producers.  They are now beginning to become commercial products, 
produced by the likes of Nokia and Samsung (Chipchase 2009). Similarly, services such 
as mobile banking can be argued to have grown out of informal schemes of transfer such 
as senté (Donner 2007 p.6, Tall 2004). 

Figure 2: The informal-formal relationship in mobile 

 

In terms of on the ground relationships between informal and formal suppliers, in Mumbai, 
formal suppliers keen to keep their 'respectable' reputation often call upon informal 
'partners' when custom or 'Chinese' phones are demanded (Rangaswamy 2009a).  Thus, 
in Southern cities, evidence suggests that the informal and formal sectors survive in an 
unstable equilibrium of coordination and competition, where one influences the growth of 
the other (Ilahiane & Sherry 2008). 
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2.1.3. The dynamics of mobile entrepreneurship and enterprise 

Path - The entry paths taken by ICT entrepreneurs involved in the mobile sector are 
sporadic, but often connect into earlier ICT industries, as well as parallel sectors where we 
can see similar technical skill-sets.  In India, mobile sellers often come from the electronics 
repair and media distribution industries popular in the '90s (Sundaram 2009); in Morocco, 
an entrepreneur is documented as moving from car repair to mobile (Ilahiane & Sherry 
2008); in China there are many connections between the shanzai mobile companies and 
those Chinese companies at the bottom of the transnational corporation outsourcing 
chains for mobile (Wu & Zhang 2009); and in Venezuela, mobile entrepreneurs are 
documented as often being former IT workers unemployed after the collapse of the 
economy (Lugo & Sampson 2008).  Given the low barriers into the simplest mobile card 
selling or vending jobs (Chipchase 2009 p.10), the literature also suggests that there is 
room for individuals to learn and move into higher value positions within the ecosystem, 
once entered.  For example, in India this knowledge and skill upgrading occurs through 
unpaid apprenticeships, friends or small uncertified IT training entrepreneurs 
(Rangaswamy 2008, Rangaswamy & Kumar 2008, Rangaswamy 2009b, Chipchase 
2009).  There is hardly any (non-Chinese) scholarship on China's shanzhai industry, but 
evidence suggests that from its lowly origins, as a semi-legal offshoot of multinational 
contracting arrangements, large innovative companies might be emerging with a coherent 
supply chain beginning to take shape (Wu & Zhang 2009).  Hence, we suggest that given 
the right conditions, the path of mobile ecosystems, beyond simply aiding a few scattered 
entrepreneurs might potentially act as more widespread vehicles for longer-term economic 
development and the creation of technological capability. 

Less encouraging signs about paths of mobile entrepreneurs come from a rural case, 
where entrepreneurs are less well inter-connected, and where opportunities for upgrading 
or diversification are fewer.  The 'village phone' project has been articulated as a viable 
model of rural development through phone ownership, and in Bangladesh this certainly 
seems to have been the case for the 'phone ladies' who initially took Grameen bank credit 
and started phone businesses (Aminuzzaman et al. 2003).  However, changes in the 
mobile market (increasing numbers of phone ladies, the move from shared to individual 
mobile phone ownership in rural areas) seems to have made these schemes less viable as 
an enterprise over time (Shaffer 2007).  In this case, there is no evidence that the phone 
ladies have been able to shift into new niches in the same way as outlined by 
entrepreneurs in other mobile examples.  One possible reason for this failure is the 
suggestion that phone ladies were generally owners but not operators of their phones, due 
to gender issues in rural areas (Aminuzzaman et al. 2003).  This might connect to a lack of 
knowledge of niche, learning and a lack of connections: the factors that have allowed other 
ICT micro-entrepreneurs – perhaps particularly those in urban areas – to shift focus when 
appropriate. 

Path and mixing sectors - We note in this discussion of 'path' that mobile micro-
enterprises often also work in other sectors, notably PC refurbishment and repair, skills 
training, media distribution and digital photography services (Sundaram 2009, 
Rangaswamy 2008, Rangaswamy 2009b, Lugo & Sampson 2008).  In part, this reflects 
the typical diversification of informal sector entrepreneurs, who are keenly aware of their 
own vulnerabilities, and seek to reduce these by spreading their risks.  As well as a static 
perspective of not keeping all of ones "eggs in one basket", there is also a dynamic here: 
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the ability to expand one strand of their path while contracting another.  The literature is not 
clear enough for us to pinpoint the level of specialisation, but we can say that the 
ecosystem of mobile often blurs with other sectors many of which are ICT-related, and that 
entrepreneurs can quickly shift between ICT sectors as either threats or opportunities 
emerge. 

Further, we need to be wary of the idea of ICT micro-enterprise as necessarily a separate 
entity.  There is evidence that micro-entrepreneurs may mix ICT enterprises with other 
entrepreneurial work (Rangaswamy 2008).  If there is an interest in understanding 
process, then these wider conditions and interconnections need to be considered as 
essential parts of the strategies of such entrepreneurs and sectors to being resilient to the 
ebb and flow of ICT demand and the external environment. 

 

2.2. Nigerian video-film: from ICT micro-enterprises to major industry 

The Nigerian video-film industry offers an insight into the potential of ICT micro-enterprises 
(here taking ICT in its broader sense rather than confining it solely to digital media, though 
digital technologies play an ever-growing role).  Taken together, the industry is a provider 
of significant income and employment, particularly in the urban centres of production, and 
it revolves around a sector of ICT micro-enterprises.  Due to the level of informality, it is 
difficult to pinpoint the actual value.  Zajc (2009) uses a ball-park figure of $200m.  In terms 
of films, Ugor (2007) offers a pointer to the size of the industry by quoting the number of 
films censored by the Nigerian Film Board from 2004 to 2006 as 4,600. 

There is little in the way of a definitive description of the emergence of the Nigerian video-
film industry.  One stream connects its growth to socio-political factors: the Nigerian civil 
war in the '70s, the closure of the formal cinema industry, followed by an increase in 
consumption following the oil boom, accounting for the growth of video-films (Zajc 2009, 
Larkin 2004).  Another stream connects the rise closely with ICT entrepreneurship.  Some 
early popular films have been put down to enterprising video cassette importers, who 
started to finance films as a way of selling cassettes (Zajc 2009, Haynes 2007).  In 
addition, the move to digital filmmaking – using cheap cameras, PC editing software and 
copying technology – means that many facets of the industry are able to operate in the 
informal sector (Haynes 2008).  Additionally, the industry provides space for a number of 
other ICT-related innovations such as the production of film posters, film music and related 
magazines (Larkin 2008). 

Crucial in the growth and survival of the Nigerian video-film industry has been the ability 
for these video-films to reach a large audience of consumers.  One cannot underplay the 
importance of the micro-enterprises connected to the distribution, media copying, and 
informal trading via market sellers and video centres, and the importance of their 
interrelations “based on a complex balance of credit and trust” (Larkin 2008 p.223).  This 
network originally emerged as a way to efficiently distribute pirated US and Indian films, 
but gradually over time it has additionally become the principal distribution channel for 
video-films, religious cassettes and local music (Larkin 2008).  In this we can therefore see 
elements identified earlier in mobile: the niche market that grows; the informal that seeps 
into the more formal, and the dynamic paths of ICT entrepreneurs that enable them to 
move from one area of demand to another. 
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Work on the Nigerian film sector has mainly emerged from media studies, and hence there 
are only occasional details about the practices and processes of this industry.  The 
literature points towards two broadly similar themes to those found in mobile.  One is the 
industry's networks and inter-connections.  There are no accounts of localised, horizontal 
inter-connections, so we focus on the supply and distribution chain of the industry.  
Secondly we examine the wide socio-technical appropriations that have occurred in the 
industry. 

2.2.1. Supply chains and diverse audiences 

Supply and production chains in the film industry vary widely as shown in Figure 3. Chains 
are generally centred around the uneasy relationship between the 'marketeer' and the 
'producer'.  The marketeers, who mainly finance films, often emerged from those who were 
electronics or cassette importers.  They were often from poor communities and they now 
hold much sway in the value chain (Ugor 2007).  Producers are hence subservient, with 
marketers dictating terms based on the 'understanding of the poor audience' that they 
claim to have.  The marketeers are also well connected into the wider distribution networks 
and oversee the copying and distribution of products (Ugor 2007, Larkin 2008). 

Over time alternative production chains have emerged.  One centres around a more 
empowered producer, emerging from the middle-class, who finds funding through friends 
and other social network connections.  These films “draw their stories from the familiar 
terrain of the urban nouveau riche ... with whom the filmmakers themselves have 
privileged encounters” (Ugor 2007 p.16) and hence these films generally connect into a 
different set of customers, the growing middle classes and the diaspora. 

Christian- and Muslim-financed films follow a completely different path, being financed by 
religiously minded institutions and individuals, and then distributed through congregations 
and religious networks (Larkin 2004, Ugor 2007). 

In sum, as this case most vividly illustrates, the value chain for ICT micro-enterprise can 
be much more than simply a set of supply relationships.  Their forms are related to both 
historic issues (existence of pirate distribution and lack of other distribution channels), 
reconfigured by the desires of different audiences (diaspora, the poor), as well as by 
changes in technology (digital technology and speed of production) and embedding varied 
power relations.  And their forms are shaped to some extent by social connections for 
financing, production and distribution. 
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Figure 3: Productions chains in the Nigerian film industry.  Adapted from (Haynes 2008, Haynes 2007, Zajc 
2009, Larkin 2004, Ugor 2007) 

2.2.2. Total appropriation 

The ability of the Nigerian film industry to appropriate – that is, to understand, master, own 
and then adapt to the local context – all aspects of industry technologies and techniques, 
is considerable.  It applies not simply to the ICTs themselves but also to the business 
processes, even business models, necessary to create, distribute and sell. 

Production - Nigerian video-film production is different than one would encounter within 
Northern film production, and final quality can be poor.  This type of production connects 
closely with the conditions of production.  Given rampant piracy and the rapidity of film 
releases into the distribution networks, financiers in the industry only have a small window 
in which to recoup investment.  Hence the form of production is shaped by the need for 
low budgets and a full production cycle of 10 days to 1 month (Zajc 2009).  Whilst we have 
come across no definitive ground level accounts of practice, we infer that these limitations 
are likely to result in very high levels of appropriation, in which ICT use and ICT mediated 
practice have a very particular and localised form, specific to the Nigerian context. 

Distribution and sale - The form of the video-film itself provides a study of an 
appropriation in terms of technology to fit in with customer viewing habits in Nigeria.  Zajc 
outlines the particular importance of the video centre, generally a small ICT micro-
enterprise which allows locals to buy or rent the video-films.  Home viewing of video-films 
is popular due to the ever-present dangers in travelling, particularly in urban areas (Larkin 
2004).  Additionally, video-centres have added viewing spaces to allow those who cannot 
afford to buy, to view the films on site.  As was the case of mobile, micro-enterprises and 
practices have appropriated ICTs to match the specifics of local conditions; thus enabling 
ICTs to reach out to the market at the "bottom of the pyramid". 
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2.3. Features of ICT micro-enterprise 

We use the two examples above to summarise some key features of ICT micro-enterprises 
in the South.  Additionally we add some observations drawn from Heeks' overview of gold 
farming, “the production of virtual goods and services for players of online games” (R 
Heeks 2008a p.1), which analyses another emerging ICT micro-enterprise sector, mainly 
located in Chinese cities. 

2.3.1. From models to dynamics 

In general, micro-enterprises are highly volatile enterprises, often affected by the 
livelihoods of entrepreneurs, the local effects of institutions and increases in competition 
(Mead & Liedholm 1998). In addition to these factors, ICT micro-enterprise sectors also 
have to deal with trends and policy relating to technology and competition.  

In the case of 'village phone' entrepreneurs, volatility arose from increasing personal use 
of phones (Aminuzzaman et al. 2003); in the histories of Indian mobile sellers it came from 
the decline of older media such as cassettes (Rangaswamy 2008); and in gold farming in 
China, it came from a change in the strategy by owners of internet and gaming centres, 
presumably connected to increased competition (R Heeks 2008a).  Hence models of 
success in ICT micro-enterprises whilst likely to follow common characteristics, as outlined 
in the preceding sections, are likely to be transient in their form. 

Whilst it is possible for a ICT micro-enterprise to find a successful model or mix of models 
at one point of time, it is important that models and technologies are dynamic and evolve 
as wider changes occur.  Successful ICT micro-enterprises must therefore be "scanners" 
that are highly context sensitive.  This has implications for any analysis of ICT micro-
enterprise emergence and growth.  Whilst 'the enterprise' or 'the sector' are crucial lenses 
to understand practice, one cannot infer conclusions directly from their rise and fall, 
particularly if one just studies them at a single point in time.  Focus should be on the 
dynamics of entrepreneurs and enterprises and how this relates to their particular sector 
and the evolving practice, social relations, learning and knowledge within that sector. 

Shifting dynamics on the ground with respect to evolving ICT indicates that there are 
plenty of opportunities for new micro-entrepreneurs to enter into markets.  Often these are 
initially within low value positions, for example mobile card sellers or video-film vendors.  
From a dynamic view, given the correct conditions, these low-positioned entrepreneurs 
can evolve as they exploit opportunities in the ever-shifting industries.  For external 
organisations wishing to interact with such ICT micro-enterprises this complicates things.  
Development by providing a single ready-made technology business model may not be 
effective in the long run, as may be the case with the 'village phone ladies' (see also 
Foster's (2008) critique of development as 'one-shot' 'empowerment').  Instead, what may 
matter more is the capacities and resilience of entrepreneurs: their ability to scan for and 
detect environmental changes; and their ability to react successfully to those changes. 

2.3.2. Proximity to, and 'ethnographic' understanding of niche market customers 

Examining the diverse services and goods that are offered by ICT micro-enterprises, it is 
noticeable that a number of these enterprises provide some kind of inventive 'add-on' 
which differentiates them from the wider market, for a specific set of customers.  In mobile, 
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we referred to this in terms of 'niches', of customer service, price, technology and services.  
ICT micro-enterprises may also venture into niche services to provide something that the 
formal sector does not.  In gold farming, formal enterprises have been reluctant to provide 
gold trading services, given the suspect legality, so informal Chinese enterprises stepped 
in.  Similarly, the Nigerian video-film industry provides cultural goods that the formal sector 
has rejected as not profitable.  Thus, ICT micro-enterprises have the ability to provide 
goods for sectors or sub-sectors that might have previously been ignored. 

The way that ICT micro-enterprises finds and serves these niches can be attributed to their 
very close connections into their customers.  It is only through an intricate understanding 
of the sector, sub-sector and customers that entrepreneurs are able to provide this 'niche' 
differentiation.  For informal traders in mobile, being close to their customers is a matter of 
daily life, and this is a crucial source of their 'ethnographic' understanding.  Equally, it is no 
accident that Chinese gold farm entrepreneurs are often obsessive gamers themselves, 
and this immersion into gaming culture has enabled them to take advantage of this new 
market opportunity. 

2.3.3. Socio-technical appropriations 

As summarised in Figure 4, the 'niches' that have been pinpointed closely connect to 
socio-technical appropriation: localised adaptations to technology and techniques by 
entrepreneurs.  The Nigerian film example provided a mature example of such 
appropriations, with virtually every part of the process linked to ICTs – including those 
related to supply, production and demand – having been modified over time, thus enabling 
its niche markets to be served. 

Figure 4: Connection between appropriations and customer niche 

 

In some cases, the ability to reconfigure and appropriate is at the core of ICT enterprises' 
potential to survive.  As Rangaswamy (2007) notes in her study of slum internet cafes, in 
such informal spaces, the shifting needs and technologies mean that such enterprises 
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often only make small profits.  It is only through niche-serving adaptations that such cafes 
survive. 

As this example suggests, the resources and capacities ICT micro-enterprises have for 
appropriation are often very limited.  Yet that very resource-poverty can also be a stimulus 
to adaptation; forcing these enterprises to find a different way of doing things in order 
overcome the resource-poverty of their context. 

2.3.4. Importance of connections and locality 

In cases of ICT micro-enterprise, we have shown that the dense connections between 
organisations in a locality is crucial to daily survival.  This applies to both the horizontal 
connections between similar enterprises, and the vertical connections that allow a flow of 
goods, services and other resources along the business value chain.  Those "other 
resources" particularly include knowledge that allows micro-entrepreneurs to identify new 
opportunities and threats; to serve their customers appropriately; and to solve problems, 
sometimes collectively.  Because of the proximity and informality of the connections, they 
can be understood as both social and business networks.  Urban settings are therefore 
favoured for ICT micro-enterprises due to the density and relative efficiency of the 
connections and flows in these networks that one finds in urban areas. 
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3. Understanding ICT Micro-Enterprises in Developing Countries 

So far we have used a few examples of ICT micro-enterprise to identify various features 
they may have.  The purpose of the current section is to review some of these features in 
more detail: drawing on the literature on clusters, poor consumer markets, and urban 
environments. 

3.1. Enterprise in the global South 

3.1.1. Clustering and industrial competitiveness 

Models of clustering - Clustering is crucial to micro-enterprises in many sectors.  We 
draw upon the rich literature on clustering and developing countries in order to understand 
its relevance to ICT micro-enterprises.  Clustering has been defined as “a geographically 
proximate group of inter-connected companies and associated institutions in a particular 
field, linked by commonalities and complementarities” (Porter 2000:254 in Nadvi & 
Barrientos 2004).  Hence, studies of clustering in the South provide a literature to 
understand the intricacies of interactions on the ground.  In studies in developing 
countries, many manufacturing clusters have been shown to be significant to their local 
area, ranging from textile production in India, metalworking clusters in Pakistan, to fish 
farming in Kenya (S. Benjamin 2000, Nadvi 1999, Mitullah 2000). 

One of the commonly-used frameworks to understand clusters and their significance in 
developing countries is Schmitz's (1995) model of collective efficiency.  This defines two 
dimensions which help clusters to achieve competitiveness.  On the one hand, advantage 
is related to external economies, the efficiency gains that are made from firms being closer 
together.  On the other hand, it is related to joint actions, where clustered enterprise act 
together to improve their situation.  External economies can be seen as essentially a 
passive gain which comes from being in a certain advantageous location, whilst joint action 
requires active work on behalf of the clustered enterprises (Nadvi & H. Schmitz 1999). 

Much of the literature of clustering looks into understanding how such clusters grow, 
particularly with regard to more mature clusters and how they are able to move into higher, 
better quality work.  This is related to the collective efficiency model and how industrial 
clusters work together to undertake joint actions and move beyond easier gained external 
economy advantages.  This can be done through building trust, upgrading technology, 
connecting into global value chains and enforcing standards (UNIDO 2002). 

Clustering, technology and wider frameworks - Technology is largely underplayed 
within earlier cluster studies.  This may be because (compared to ICT micro-enterprise) 
technology is often less central in the success of Southern manufacturing.  In this work,  
the approach to technology has been critiqued, since it often assumes technology simply 
to be 'diffused' from the North, with little or no innovation in clusters in the South 
(Humphrey 1995). 

More recently there has been a growing discussion, connecting to notions of learning and 
linking clusters into transnational chains (UNIDO 2002).  The success of East Asian 
economies built upon technology-led manufacturing and increasing globalisation, has 
prompted integration of clustering work into wider understanding of technology-led growth 
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and upgrading.  Best illustrated by Mathews & Cho's (2000) study of the 'East Asian 
Tigers', a range of active government policies and support were used throughout East Asia 
that resulted in the massive expansion of semiconductor industries over a short period of 
time.  Notably, Mathews and Cho argue the Tigers' model of 'developmental resource 
leverage', based on policy designs which focus on improving the speed of technology 
diffusion and learning, were the main driver of rapid catch-up (and leapfrogging) by the 
Tigers. 

In sum, as illustrated in Figure 5, recent work on clustering moves away from simply 
describing the phenomena of clustering, into wider discussions revolving around industrial 
policy.  Given the increasingly-globalised nature of production, clustering is increasingly 
conceptualised as a set of crucial horizontal links (between inter-connected enterprises), 
where the vertical links (into supply chains) and policy which allows connection into 
transnationals, and upgrading are of equal importance (Bell & Albu 1999, Bell & Pavitt 
1993). 

 

Figure 5: Evolving models of clustering and important concepts for ICT micro-enterprise 

 

Growth vs development - Much of the work on clustering in developing countries, 
positions itself within conceptions of development by economic growth, and hence  
focuses on upgrading and moving into global production chains.  In their study of 
clustering and its potential for poverty relief, Nadvi & Barrientos (2004) note that this 
means that smaller, less dynamic or early growth clusters have been underplayed, even 
though these clusters might actually be more crucial to poverty.  Wider analyses of 
enterprise in developing countries, also suggest that such clusters and enterprises may 
have vastly different forms and influences to more dynamic micro-enterprises (R Heeks 
2008c, Mead & Liedholm 1998).  Whilst it is not to underplay the importance of growth 
effects of mature clusters on wider poverty reduction, studies related to poverty and 
clusters need to examine more fully issues such as low paid workers, and how such 
clusters can balance long-term growth again short-term improvements (Robinson 2006).. 

Clustering and ICT micro-enterprise - The evolution of the discussion on clusters 
presents some challenges for the understanding of ICT micro-enterprise.  Using Schmitz's 
(1995) model of collective efficiency, we can see that most of the work that has been done 
on ICT enterprise looks only to the external economy effects of clustering, concentrating 
on surface phenomena of interaction without delving too deeply into wider relations or 
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forms.  There are suggestions that joint actions at a cluster level may be beneficial.  
Sundaram's analysis of practices amongst pirate electronic traders in Delhi illustrates a 
number of joint approaches that such groups take to protect their enterprises, particularly 
in the light of increased police raids (Sundaram 2009).  Larkin (2008) also outlines how 
Nigerian Hausa film makers and distributors formed an association, when Sharia law was 
introduced in Northern Nigeria, and all film was banned.  However, there is need for further 
study, and where joint actions have been mentioned (such as the examples above) they 
are as a reactive measures. 

Similarly, there is little analysis of linkages into wider value chains.  This may be because 
they are less important.  Models of value chains and global production networks 
(Henderson et al. 2002, Gereffi 1999, Porter 1998) seem less relevant for ICT micro-
enterprises where customers and suppliers are more sporadic and more localised than 
they are in typical manufacturing cases such as the production of surgical instruments.  
However, we must be careful not to dismiss such notions.  It may be that ICT micro-
enterprise sectors are still in their youthful stages of growth and will in the future need to 
connect into wider value chains if they are to grow.  Also, it may be that such technology 
clusters are connecting into less visible chains that do not fit into work that predominantly 
originates from transnational corporations and their contracting arrangements.  In the 
literature on ICT micro-enterprise we can see potential traces of such chains; in 'quieter' 
supply chains connected to base of the pyramid models (see next section), the connection 
of the diaspora into the Nigerian film industry (Zajc 2009), informal connections directly to 
consumers through the internet in gold farming (R Heeks 2008a), and South-South supply 
chains originating from China in the mobile industry (Rangaswamy 2008). 

The collective efficiency model also suggests that more successful dynamic clusters have 
moved beyond neoliberal models of autonomous growth of industries, with potential roles 
for collective actions, the state, support agencies and NGOs.  Like early work on industrial 
clustering (Humphrey 1995), work in ICT micro-enterprise – with its tendency to date to 
focus on "surface phenomena" – has not examined the role (if any) of institutions (formal 
and informal), the state, external agencies and collective action of clusters in their survival 
and growth. 

Clustering and the importance of trajectories - Clustering literature provides insight on 
our discussion of dynamics in ICT micro-enterprises.  Critiques of cluster work argue that 
we need to be wary of building shopping lists, or factors to guide successful cluster-
building.  Humphrey argues that such approaches are largely irrelevant: “the definition of a 
broadly applicable prescriptive model inevitably abstracts from the social context in which 
the model was developed” (Humphrey 1995 p.151).  Humphrey argues instead for a focus 
on trajectories, examining linkages and enterprise change over time as a better way to 
theorise clusters.  In later work on clustering in wider policy, there is still a strong voice for 
such conceptualisations that adopt a trajectory orientation, to allow a nuanced 
understanding of both technology change and to connect this to learning and knowledge 
(Bell 2006, H Schmitz 2007). 

The focus on trajectories and the need to understand shifting settings orientates us 
towards a Schumpeterian view of economic growth.  ICT micro-enterprises follow highly 
uneven rather than smooth evolutions over time (McDaniel 2000, Hagedoorn 1996) and 
this is likely to influence the actions and choices of micro-entrepreneurs.  Further, such a 
view, means that it is essential not to disassociate ICT micro-enterprise from place: the 
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predominantly urban settings and the national and local politics which is likely to influence 
the actions of entrepreneurs over time. 

3.1.2. The base of the pyramid 

Studies of the 'Base of the Pyramid' (BoP), have been used to described how large 
companies can explore opportunities to provide goods and services to poor communities 
in a way that both generates profits and benefits for the poor – the so-called 'double 
bottom-line' (Prahalad 2009).  Hence, BoP scholarship focuses on a similar population as 
ICT micro-enterprise.  Indeed, our discussions of ICT micro-enterprise, correspond very 
closely to some of the BoP literature.  Notably our conceptions of niche, and discussions of 
the proximity of micro-enterprises to local needs are very much present in the BoP 
literature (less so on dynamics, and social networks). 

Whilst Prahalad's notions of the great untapped market of the BoP have attracted the most 
attention, we focus here on studies that examine prudent approaches for companies to 
embrace the BoP.  This literature critiques approaches of many BoP-focussed enterprises 
which use traditional Northern strategic approaches such as national level planning, and 
marketing strategies, which rely on Northern market segmentations (London & Hart 2004).  
In contrast, most successful BoP ventures have adopted highly contextual, social-
embedded approached to achieve success, which profit by offering uniquely tailored 
products to unique markets (as such we should strictly refer to multiple heterogeneous 
BoPs as opposed to 'the BoP') (Hart & Christensen 2002, London & Hart 2004) 

In terms of local entrepreneurs, such a contextual approach does not see microenterprises 
as competitors, but as essential partners taking part in processes of the 'co-creation' of 
value, innovation and business models (Prahalad 2006).  One needs to “allow local 
entrepreneurs, who are more familiar with local culture and customer needs, to innovate 
proactively” (London & Hart 2004 p.365).  Successful BoP approaches embrace such local 
entrepreneurs in a more equitable way, where the responsibility of the larger organisation 
is to provide capacity building, and help smooth problems related to any wider market 
difficulties.  In the long term, local innovations made at the BoP can be leveraged into 
wider contexts, “capabilities...may also have the opportunity to ‘move up the pyramid’ and 
challenge existing capabilities developed in top-of-the-pyramid markets” (London & Hart 
2004 p.367). 

Hence, one could see BoP connections into ICT micro-enterprises as providing potential 
benefit to both parties.  Referring back to our discussions of the mobile sector, many of the 
behaviours of successful mobile operators in the South could be seen as one of the most 
successful case studies of BoP ideas.  Mobile companies like Nokia and Vodacom work 
through ICT micro-enterprises in the South, allowing space for local innovation and 
adaptation of business models (Rangaswamy 2008, Chipchase 2009, Chipchase & 
Tulusan 2007).  So whilst, on the surface, we see locally emergent enterprise, the BoP 
literature helps us see these enterprises as being powered (and empowered) by Northern 
enterprise, but acting in a different way. 

However, there is also a more critical view of ICT micro-enterprise and BoP, particularly in 
its relation to its supply chains.  Supply partners are likely extracting much of the profits 
into their companies, and thus the potential of such BoP ventures for poor micro-
entrepreneurs may be less than transformational.  London (2007) notes that for all the 
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poverty relief rhetoric of BoP, in general, organisations adopt business focussed metrics to  
analyse their success and failure and as such,  there is little evidence beyond anecdotes 
which points towards poverty alleviation and best practices for poverty alleviation within 
BoP,.   

So, in mobile, the growth paths of mobile entrepreneurs may be limited in the longer term 
and entrepreneurs may be destined to remain in a marginal position.  The growth of mobile 
through BoP partnerships could be argued to have led only to new grassroots strategies 
that allow predominantly Northern enterprises to extract profit through unnecessary BoP 
consumer spending on products (R Heeks 2008b, Song 2008).  At its most extreme an 
argument can be made in the example of mobile, that BoP partnerships and the 
incorporation of ICT micro-enterprises and poor consumers into wider supply chains might 
actually have increased the poverty of the poor by diverting expenditure into less-than-
essential consumer goods, and by diverting financial flows to distant rather than local 
enterprise.  In reality, such a strong critical position undersells the benefits that micro-
entrepreneurs gain from such partnerships.  However this does show that an 
understanding of ICT micro-entrepreneurs must include examination of long-term 
dynamics, particularly as related to poverty. 

3.1.3. Summary 

These two literatures, on clustering and industrial competitiveness, and on the base of the 
pyramid provide insightful, but somewhat contradictory understandings of the growth of 
small micro-entrepreneurs.  For BoP advocates, ICT micro-enterprises need to connect 
into mutual beneficial partnerships with Northern enterprises.  As such, the BoP literature 
is orientated to larger companies at the top of the 'pyramid', looking down, examining their 
approach to acting at the base of the pyramid, at the end of the supply chain.  Cluster and 
industrial competitiveness literature provides an analysis for Southern micro-enterprise, 
agencies and government to looking up the supply chain, generally as producers at the 
start of the supply chain, to analyse a range of options as to how they might improve 
themselves.  Likely in reality, neither of these models will be totally suitable, but we may be 
able to take aspects of each to understand ICT micro-enterprise. 

Both literatures are similar in focusing mainly on economic development as an end in itself, 
where poverty is assumed to follow economic development.  For those interested in the 
potential poverty-relieving power of ICT micro-enterprise, the BoP and clustering literatures 
we have analysed, should orientate research toward a more critical examination of the 
connections between enterprise growth (often articulated within strongly neoliberal 
models) and poverty relief. 

 

3.2. The urban setting 

We have seen earlier that the wider setting in which ICT micro-enterprise sits is of central 
importance.  The examples we have come across are based in urban centres in the South 
and so in this section, we will discuss the influence of this urban setting on enterprises. 

As should be evident from our previous discussions, we consider this approach to sit well 
outside the still influential Chicago school who see Southern urban settings as inherently 
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problematic; characterised by overcrowding and crime (Angotti 2006, Robinson 2006) as 
espoused by the likes of Davis(2006).  Rather, we sit within a more optimistic space which 
is interested in the potential, skills and tactics of those in the urban informal sector. 

3.2.1. The urban setting and innovation 

There is a growing literature which sees urban spaces as engines of wider development 
and economic growth (World Bank 2000, UN Habitat 2001).  It is now well established that 
the majority of GDP and growth produced in Southern countries comes from cities (World 
Bank 2000).  Further, the form of such growth is guided by urban centres, “it is 
inconceivable that future economic growth in these countries will not heavily depend on 
the productivity of these cities” (Cohen 1991 p.23). 

Advantage of cities for enterprises comes from their positive externalities, agglomeration 
and higher productivity for those running enterprises (Overman & Venables 2005, Cohen 
1991).  It is in this more favourable, diverse environment that enterprises have room to try 
out innovative and new approaches.  For innovation, ''large diverse metropolitan areas 
play a role as a 'nursery'” (Overman & Venables 2005, p.8 referring to Duranton & Puga 
2001). 

For micro-entrepreneurs, we can thus infer that there are multiple factors that push them 
towards innovating in cities.  From this economic view, lower costs due to agglomeration 
(clustering) mean that more risks can be taken with offerings.  Clustering in Southern cities 
may also mean there is collaboration between enterprises that further reduces the 
individual costs of innovation.  Conversely, in other urban clusters, entrepreneurs may find 
themselves in a strongly competitive environment in which any small innovation can allow 
them to beat their competitors (Nadvi 1999).  In urban settings, micro-entrepreneurs also 
have a better ability to lower the risk of innovation, by splitting their enterprise between 
'safer' income streams and more risky ones.  The safer streams effectively cross-subsidise 
the more innovative work.  This is certainly the case in the example of slum internet cafe 
owners in Mumbai.  Owners, at present, do not see great profits from their ICT micro-
enterprises, but see them as a sideline supported by other enterprises or products (such 
book selling or family trades).  ICT micro-enterprise is articulated as a future more risky 
investment which presently only produces a small profit, insufficient to make a living at the 
present time (Rangaswamy 2008). 

Looking at innovation from a social perspective, we focus on urban diversity being a key 
component that encourages innovation.  Ethnographic studies have shown that in urban 
areas, with its constant flux and mixing of people from different settings, 'traditional' 
identities are constantly being remade and reinterpreted in the light of new connections 
and influences (Robinson 2006).  Thus, the city is naturally a site where innovation 
emerges through the modulation of historic identities with incoming modernity (Robinson 
2006).  For ICT micro-enterprise, we can see these theoretical ideas follow very closely 
accounts of innovation in India's pirate industries (Sundaram 2009) and Nigeria's video-
film culture (Larkin 2008).  The juxtaposition of unique historic identities (including colonial 
ones), and modernism in urban areas, guides innovative locally emergent forms in the 
South and leads to a locally contextual 'impetus of innovation'. 

In sum, the relation between the urban setting and innovation implies that support 
agencies might be able to design schemes which push certain positive externalities which 
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encourage growth and reduce risk for entrepreneurs; perhaps following meso-level models 
like Porter's 'diamond' model of regional competitive advantage (Porter 1998, R. Heeks 
2007). For example, in Kerala, India. The government outsourced informational tasks to 
women's social enterprises, which provided a basis for small IT enterprises to emerge and 
build reputation (Richard Heeks & Arun 2010)   

We have also argued that there is likely to be a certain 'impetus of innovation', guided by 
the shape of the urban setting and its dynamism.  There is evidence that in the past, 
enlightened Southern states have been able to build on their unique 'impetus of innovation' 
and transform this into wider equitable growth models.  For example, Japan's support for 
clusters of electronic enthusiasts post-war can be read as the foundation for the country's 
later electronics-based growth (Takahashi 2000), and in Taiwan economic growth was 
build around the state, building sustainable enterprise support organisations to nurture 
small electronic businesses, introducing direction and coherency (Mathews & Cho 2000). 

3.2.2. Urban governance and informal livelihoods and enterprises 

Whilst the urban setting can be considered a driver of innovation and wider growth, for 
micro-entrepreneurs it can also restrict the stability and growth of their enterprises, and 
this is likely to be particularly marked for more 'survivalist' clusters that are pushed into 
enterprise from lack of other income sources (as opposed to those which are pulled by the 
perceived market opportunities). 

In recent times, there would seem to be increasing space for support of micro-enterprises.  
Decentralisation has been encouraged strongly by the World Bank as a way to allow the 
poor to have a say in their local policy (World Bank 2000), and resultantly “The gap in 
serving the public interest is being more and more taken up by local authorities” (UN 
Habitat 2001 p.xxxii).  In terms of trade and action in urban areas, “much of the 
responsibility for dealing with informal trade falls to urban managers” (Lyons & Snoxell 
2005 p.1078).  Thus, decentralisation could potentially lead to an advantageous situation 
for micro-enterprise with close and locally appropriate urban decision making at a local 
level (UN Habitat 2001). 

However in reality, such genuine decentralisation is limited.  There are different views as to 
why this is the case.  The UN (ibid) argues that fiscal and political control from above still 
shape what city governments do.  Municipalities act as managerial implementers rather 
than innovators, with few financial resources for independent schemes due to their limited 
role in collecting and using tax (which goes to central government, and when it does flow 
downwards is often highly restrictive) (Cohen 1991, UN Habitat 2001).  Further, there are 
issues related to the capacity of urban government, and their ability to handle the 
increasing demands of decentralisation.  For the World Bank, there is a strong emphasis 
on urban governance that is not fit-for-purpose, on problems with corruption at an 
municipal level, and on a lack of coherency in strategy (Cohen 1991, World Bank 2000). 

We argue that decentralisation policies have resulted in a 'schizophrenic administration'.  
We use Castells(2000) notions of space of flows and space of places to illustrate this.  
Castells' notion of flows represents the entire gamut of communications, media and inter-
relations at a distance that occur in the 'network society', which connect those who might 
be classed as the elite.  The space of flows describes the circuits of information, lifestyle 
and norms which are encountered by connected individuals, organisations and NGOs.  
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Within the space of places are locations outside the network society often invisible and as 
such not understood or considered in the thoughts or discourses of those with power. 

Thus, we see that the rhetoric of urban policy is increasingly driven from within the space 
of flows by notions related to world cities and global flows of finance and knowledge 
(Castells 2000, Sassen 2002).  Urban areas often articulate their future through 
recomposing themselves with the desire to attract investment from outside.  This leads to 
cities being regenerated or providing facilities to attract such investment and “competing 
for globally footloose investment” (UN Habitat 2001 p.26), and these global interests often 
have precedence over local powers. 

Inevitably, such schemes can often result in marginalisation of poor groups, and 
particularly those working in the informal sector.  It is often their places of living, modes of 
earning a living or economic settings located in markets, slums and on the streets which 
are the target of regeneration (justified by articulations of crime, uncontrollable slum 
growth and disorder as the reason for regeneration) (S. Benjamin & Bhuvaneswari 2001).  
Further, new investments have little effect on inequality, which are often narrow schemes 
to attract investors, or invoke bubble effects with little trickle down (Urban Age 2008). 

We argue that the space of flows has become disconnected from the space of places and 
local control of cities agendas, and as Robinson suggests, this is problematic: 

“To aim to be a 'global city' in the formulaic sense may well be the ruin of most 
cities.  Policy-makers need to be offered alternative ways of imagining cities, 
their distinctiveness and their possible futures” (Robinson 2006 p.113) 

Thus, we need to “bring..  the city back into view” (Robinson 2006 p.117) in order to 
construct an understanding about how city strategy and policy makers can improve the 
livelihoods of those in the informal sector, and how this might flow into wider national 
growth and innovation. 

Given the advantages that come with locating in urban settings and the low financial 
barriers required to take part in the informal sector, urban poverty is often less directly 
linked to economic lack, as much as it is to the constant instability of economic settings, 
and lack of availability of services and infrastructure which hinder growth (World Bank 
2000, de Soto 1989, S. Benjamin 2000).  This view is supported by in-depth micro-level 
studies of poverty, which point out that for the poor, their informal enterprises and 
livelihoods overlap.  Economic settings are often home based and livelihood issues are the 
main cause of business failure.  In sum, the poor are able to cope economically, but are 
prone to problems that come through instabilities and magnified by a lack of services, 
particularly as related to health, housing clearance, crime or a loss of economic settings 
(S. Benjamin 2009, Mead & Liedholm 1998, Collins et al. 2009, Nadvi & Barrientos 2004). 

Our discussion of poverty thus orientates us towards casting a wider net when analysing 
urban micro-enterprise.  For the poor, entrepreneurial survival and success cannot be 
disconnected from livelihoods and as such, the avenues and tactics of the poor for 
achieving stable livelihoods needs to be considered as crucial to understanding ICT micro-
enterprise. 

Studies of the how the poor work with external agencies to gain traction in securing their 
livelihoods has noted the success of federated organisations across cities (and more 
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widely).  These groups are increasingly able to connect together to act as a voice for the 
poor and pressure governments for rights, for example in tenuring schemes or 
infrastructure provision(UN Habitat 2001, Harriss 2006, Satterthwaite 2007).  In terms of 
economic needs, informal money lenders are often more prevalent than microfinance, and 
may be preferred by the informal sector due to their ability to fit in flexibly with the 
economic needs of the poor (even when considering their lower reliability and increased 
fees) (Collins et al. 2009).  However, we need to be more wary of the actions of donor 
funded NGOs and 'civic forums'.  It has been argued that whilst appearing progressive, 
their work often empowers the middle classes, and that it may actually lead to 
disempowerment of those close to poverty, in the informal sector, due to conflicting 
demands on the state, or through a loss of voice of the poorest (Harriss 2006, S. Benjamin 
& Bhuvaneswari 2001). 

The poor also draw upon more direct tactics to be able to interact with government.  
Benjamin (2001) refers to these approaches as 'democracy by stealth'; the more messy 
way that the poor are able to interact with the municipal 'implementers' of projects in order 
to gain traction; this can be local patrons or 'big men'; community-based organisations and 
associational activity, protest and occupation; connection into bureaucracy, petty bribery; 
and vote banks  (S Benjamin 2007, S. Benjamin & Bhuvaneswari 2001, Tripp 2002, Bayat 
2000, Harriss 2006).  “Party politics, generally, is oriented toward the denizens of political 
society, rather than the middle class citizens of civil society” (Harriss 2006 p.454).  Often 
such politics is connected to an institutional clash between norms at the lowest level 
(connected to social capital and reciprocity) and the rhetoric of good governance, and the 
restraint of 'progress' (Brinkerhoff & Goldsmith 2005, Rakodi & Leduka 2003). 

Finally of crucial importance – and taking us back to some of our original findings about 
the enterprise ecosystem and support networks used by ICT micro-enterprise – are the 
networks of 'social capital'.  Given the stated close connection between informal 
enterprises and livelihoods, one needs to analyse the social networks which support such 
groups and action.



 

22 

4. Summary Model of ICT Micro-Enterprise 

We can now review the evidence that has been presented so far, and do this in the form of a summary model, shown in Figure 6. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 6: Summary model of developing country ICT micro-enterprise
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- Diversification 

 
Technology 
- Appropriation 
- Innovation 

Geography 
- Localisation 
- Clusters / 
agglomeration 
- Urban setting 
- Spaces 

Context 
- Specificity of 
particular experience 
- Poverty / BoP 
- Resource poverty 
- Instability / Volatility 

Impacts / 
Outcomes 
- Economic 
- Livelihoods 
- Capabilities 

 

ICT Micro-
Entrepreneur 

ICT Micro-
Enterprise(s) 

 
(and other 
enterprises) 

Governance 
- Informal institutions 
- Formal institutions 
- Value of "organic" 
governance 

Initial Dynamics 
- Path into 
enterprise 

Dynamics Properties 
- "Mobility / agility" 
- Resilience 
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We will not reprise in detail here the elements of the model which have already been 
described in the paper, but will just summarise them: 

• The context for enterprise has emphasised three main components.  Firstly, the 
relative lack of capabilities and resources (including money) and the uncertainties and 
volatility of the micro-enterprise environment.  All of these make decision-making 
difficult and create threats as well as opportunities (though as noted the urban setting 
of most ICT micro-enterprises is relatively well endowed compared to an average rural 
location).  Secondly, the challenges to urban governance that, whilst being increasingly 
emphasised, has its own capacity constraints, and threats from inappropriate top-down 
imposition rather than more organic forms of governance.  Thirdly, the specifics of the 
urban setting, which provide a density of inter-connections, a multiplicity of formal and 
informal organisations, and a diversity and strength of demand including many dynamic 
niche markets.  Above all this (and notwithstanding this summary), the evidence 
suggests a specificity of each particular context and the difficulty of generalising 
research findings or policy lessons from one setting to another. 

• The importance of focusing on the micro-entrepreneur rather than simply thinking in 
terms of ICT enterprise or sector, given it is they who experience, embody and 
actualise all of the factors within the model. 

• The key components of ICT enterprise and entrepreneurship: in terms of structure, the 
key construct being not of market or hierarchy but rather of network, with the 
entrepreneur sitting within a web of relations that enable critical resource flows; in 
terms of process, the key construct being that of technology appropriation: that is, 
not merely the procurement and use of the technologies that are central to this type of 
enterprise, but some locally-relevant adaptations – to the technologies themselves, to 
the processes those technologies enable, and/or to the surrounding business 
techniques and models that enable those technologies to create a livelihood. 

• The strategy that either emerges or is decided upon by the entrepreneur including how 
they handle the relations and flows within their network; and how they handle the 
technology and techniques on which their ICT-based livelihoods depend.  And the 
consequences of this strategy, including the ability (or otherwise) of their enterprise to 
compete with others. 

• Very much related to this, the consequences of strategy and other factors on the 
dynamics of entrepreneur and enterprise: entry into enterprise; entry into the particular 
ICT sector; and the path beyond that which might or might not include enterprise 
growth and development.  Alongside this, the presence (or otherwise) of particular 
dynamics-related properties of the entrepreneur, enterprise and wider system including 
the agility required to cope with the dynamics of operating in an environment that is 
urban, informal, and technology-intensive (each one of which imposes its own 
volatility); and the broader notion of resilience which would draw on factors such as 
agility, diversification, resourcing / capabilities, and level of interconnection. 

• Finally, the immediate impact and broader outcomes of ICT micro-enterprise: not just 
understood as the income it generates, but also the impact on livelihood assets and the 
wider livelihood environment, and/or which could also be understood in relation to the 
development of freedoms and capabilities in a Sen-ian sense. 
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4.1. Using the summary model 

For what, then, can the summary model be used?  We suggest a number of possibilities: 

• Analysing existing research on developing country ICT micro-enterprise; for example, 
comparing the factors found within the research to those found in the model; seeking to 
identify similarities and explain differences. 

• Appraising ICT micro-enterprise support policies: looking to see whether these policies 
take account of the components within the model and, if not, what implications there 
may be; analysing in particular whether policies are well-attuned to the realities of 
urban, technology-intensive, informal livelihoods or whether they have been based 
more on models of formal, Northern enterprise; and analysing whether there is support 
for organic models of governance. 

• Guiding future ICT micro-enterprise research since almost all the individual factoral 
boxes can provoke research questions: from the role of geography in ICT micro-
enterprise development, via the nature of technology appropriation, through the type of 
strategies chosen by micro-entrepreneurs, to the impact of these enterprises on 
livelihoods of the poor; and many other questions. 

• Guiding future ICT micro-enterprise interventions: ensuring that such interventions 
work in harmony with the factors identified in the model, rather than ignoring them or, 
worse, by omission or commission damaging the elements that underpin the dynamism 
of ICT micro-enterprises in developing country urban areas. 

 

4.2. Policy implications of the summary model 

The summary model indicates a number of directions in policy research: 

• Strong connection between micro-entrepreneurs and livelihoods, means that poverty 
and conditions of lives, are intimately connected into the emergence and growth of ICT 
micro-enterprises. As such, good policy related to growing and consolidating ICT micro-
enterprise should contain substantial social and poverty alleviation elements, which 
ensure that the (livelihood) causes of micro-enterprise failures are reduced. 

• The above point connects into policy which assesses the impact of ICT micro-
enterprises, particularly as related to the connection of poverty relief and growth within 
ICT micro-enterprise. In such examples, poverty relief effects might be seen as part of 
fulfilling a pre-requisite for future resilient growth. 

• For external organisations, donors and government, the model suggests that sectoral-, 
or cluster- based support, whilst important in establishing entrepreneurs, should not be 
held as the sole goal of policy and interventions, given unstable technological cycles 
and trends. Rather, the goal should be to support holistic and complimentary clusters 
and sectors, and to build adaptive entrepreneurs who can adaptively respond to 
changes. 

• The above point again connects into impact assessment of ICT micro-enterprise within 
external organisations. Dynamics and path understandings suggest that pre-defined 
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cause and effect matrices for examining success might present an incomplete picture 
of ICT micro-enterprise success. Impact assessment should be designed so as to allow 
room to consider unanticipated externalities and outcomes, which are common as 
entrepreneurs strategically adapt to the changes in policy and technology. 

• Local government structures have an important role to play within ICT micro-
enterprises growth, through their influence in defining of the contextual, institutional and 
geographic situation within which micro-enterprises work. Further policy research is 
needed to examine how best to configure connections between ICT micro-enterprises, 
local government on the ground, and wider urban governance structures. 

• The model reveals the importance of the local networks and relations within ICT micro-
enterprises, thus, technology regulation and policy thinking within paradigms of 
fragmentary, interacting and competing enterprises would be beneficial, as opposed to 
solely adopting Northern models of competing individual enterprises.  

• Further to the above point. These local connected ecosystems of ICT micro-enterprise 
are likely to become more dynamic when they move beyond reliance on natural factors 
and proximities as the drivers of success. As such, policy that encourages and 
supports local shared decision making or governance are likely to aid the ability of such 
ecosystems to grow 
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