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Open development refers to an emerging set of possibilities to catalyze positive change through
“open” information-networked activities in international development. While there is evidence to sup-
port the observation that these changes could be coming, we are only now beginning to glimpse their
potential for developing societies. Consequently, embedded in this theory are a high level research
question and hypothesis. The research question asks how these information-networked activities work,
in what circumstances, and to whose beneªt? The hypothesis states that these new models of net-
worked activities can lead to development outcomes that are both inclusive and transformative.

The theory of open development emerged through observation and experience. The importance of
openness for ICT4D came to light following a long day of meetings at a secluded farm near London,
Ontario in 2008. Many of the participants had been grappling with the future of ICT4D, and after hav-
ing drawn an issue map, participants had an “ah ha” moment. The issue of “openness” in IT systems,
policy, and development sectors seemed to permeate every element of our (IDRC) ICT4D program-
ming. From access to use, and from content to creation, it appeared that some form of openness was
a component of much of the research we supported, including open participation in use, open licens-
ing to provide services, open content, open source, and open government.

Openness is, however, perhaps a better marketing term than analytic concept. Its fuzziness and cur-
rent trendiness make it susceptible to multiple interpretations and co-option by actors who subscribe
to a range of positions and ideologies. For example, openness is used to describe unfettered markets,
but it also describes, for others, the justiªcation of state support for maintaining access to public
goods. Others have even seen the underlying “open source” ethos, which questions principles of
ownership, as akin to socialism.

In this special issue, we differentiate ourselves from these perspectives. We are concerned with open
development; i.e., openness that serves the purpose of development, not openness for openness’
sake. But let’s not get ahead of ourselves; ªrst we must be clear about what openness and open
development mean.

Open Development
The seeds of open development were planted in the earliest designs of the Internet, with its open
standards and sharing culture (Castells, 2001a), alongside the emergence of open source “thinking”
and longstanding development concepts like democracy, participation, and inclusion. The success of
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early open source applications and favorable technological advances have encouraged similar social
innovations, such as those in government (open government data), research (open access), education
(open educational resources), and business (open business models), to name a few.

The term “open” is shorthand for information-networked activities that have, relatively speaking, more
information that is freely accessible and/or modiªable and more people who can actively participate
and/or collaborate. It is not new to suggest that we are moving toward a “network society” (Benkler,
2006; Castells, 2001a). Arguably, the fundamental unit of society has always been social networks of
a sort (e.g., families, communities, cities, institutions, governments). What is new about the network
society is that “key social structures and activities are organized around electronically processed infor-
mation networks” (Castells, 2001b). As illustrated above in the list of open activities, we are living at a
time when information networks are broadening (access to and inclusion in), deepening (more infor-
mation ºows, higher quantity and quality of interactions), and increasing in relevance. Critically, these
networks take on new forms that alter how we (people, groups, governments, etc.) mobilize and
organize resources (information and people) to achieve desired ends. In general, these new forms are
less hierarchical than their predecessors, and they also bring certain advantages.

There are many examples. Crowdsourcing illustrates social production in domains that were previously
dominated by experts, such as peer review of academic articles,3 the veriªcation of mathematical
proofs (Markoff, 2010), crisis mapping, and election monitoring (Banks, 2007). Collaborative produc-
tion can beneªt many domains, as it has in the development of biotechnologies following open source
principles (Masum et al., this issue), or potentially, as a means to promote ethical consumption (Gra-
ham & Haarstad, this issue). Similarly, the low cost of online publishing has meant that anyone with
access to an Internet connection can be a publisher. In the United States, one man began recording
very high-quality, clear, and concise educational courses and placed them online. Eventually, he started
the Khan Academy,4 an NGO that seeks to be the world’s ªrst free classroom for the world. He has
produced over 1,400 videos, and volunteers are now translating the videos into other languages. New
media tools such as blogs, YouTube, and Twitter have had an effect on political action around the
world. Although the extent of this impact is not well understood (Aday et al., 2010), examples
abound.

These novel information networks are also beginning to change how international development itself
is conducted. This change has been coined “development 2.0” by some (Quaggiotto & Wielezynski,
2007; Thompson, 2008; Heeks, 2010), although the full extent of this change is yet to be realized and
understood. ICTs and Web 2.0 are a rapidly expanding range of possibilities for engaging in participa-
tory methodologies (Chambers, 2010). The models of how and from where innovations might emerge
are shifting (Heeks, 2008; von Hipple, 2005). For example, recently, the World Bank opened up their
data to the world in a manner that allows for easy access and combinations (mashups).5 Also, it pro-
vides a new level of transparency of the aid industry which was not previously possible, and recent
research seems to indicate that donor transparency has the positive impact of reducing recipient cor-
ruption levels (Christensen et al., 2010).

The dynamic also raises new challenges. For example, who do donors fund if they want to support a
decentralized loose network of social change actors (Bernholz et al., 2010)? New modalities of fund-
ing are required. Furthermore, as the speed of change is accelerated by new technologies, the donor
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and philanthropic communities must embrace the implications of dealing with the complexity involved
in fostering change through networks of people.6 For example, development planning requires the
ºexibility, critical thinking, and situational awareness to respond to emergent issues, as well as appro-
priate accountability arrangements that can handle this adaptability (Patton, 2010).

Of course, there are plenty of negative examples, a “dark side” of openness (Smith & Elder, 2010), as
the expansion and deepening of networks comes with risks and challenges. For example, the perva-
siveness of the Internet and Web 2.0 applications also implies that an ever-greater amount of informa-
tion on people is shared and stored by both the private and public sectors, raising issues around
citizens’ right to privacy and who controls personal information (Mayer-Schonberger, 2009). There are
many such issues, and they should not be taken lightly.

Disruptive Transformation
Open development, as conceptualized here, necessarily involves a process that alters who is able to
participate in development activities. The open development hypothesis suggests that positive develop-
ment can emerge through new models of engagement and innovation that are more participatory,
more collaborative, and driven more by the beneªciaries. Lower costs of entry mean that those who
might have been otherwise motivated but had earlier lacked sufªcient knowledge or resources can
now mobilize (Hagel et al., 2010).

Such a shift is both practical and cultural. Practically, it involves ensuring that any open development
initiative is true to its goals of facilitating greater participation and inclusion, and that it provides the
necessary resources to remain true to those goals. Open development initiatives may consist of a
superªcial veneer that hides less inclusive intentions and systems (Buskens, this issue). It is no surprise,
then, that two articles in this special issue stress the need for reºexive and honest researchers and
practitioners to engage in a truly open and inclusive manner (see both Buskens and Harvey, this issue).
Culturally, inbuilt assumptions and values are also shifting. Testing the open development hypothesis
necessitates an overdue conceptual shift from viewing the “poor” as passive consumers to seeing
them as active producers and innovators (Heeks, 2009; Liang, 2010). It also signiªes a general move-
ment in the central organizing principle of society away from competition and toward collaboration, as
well as the concurrent adjustment of motivations and incentives that underlie such activities.

This process also shifts power and control; truly inclusive and participatory open development initia-
tives push for disruptive transformation (Avgerou, 2010), contesting power relationships and the status
quo. The new models of information network organization that underlie open development are ulti-
mately a direct challenge to contemporary models of production, ownership, and control. In particular,
these models can threaten the interests of many of the private sector actors who have played a role in
the history of ICT4D (Unwin, in press). A political economy lens is necessary if we are to understand
the contours and dynamics of changes taking place in the networked society.

By way of example, we illustrate some ongoing battles that are being fought over control of both digi-
tal content and the networks on which the content passes. The battle over ownership and control of
digital content is in the area of intellectual property (IP) rights. Many computer science pioneers were
ardent believers in the idea that computing could only get better if you were free to copy and improve
upon existing work. Consequently, the idea of open source software, and later, of open source licens-
ing, of which the general public license (GPL) was the ªrst example, came to be. This turned the pre-
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dominant notion of intellectual property on its head, since a patent had been created that ensured the
product would be in the public domain. Others then expanded the idea to creative goods that would
otherwise fall under the domain of copyright by developing licenses like the Creative Commons. This
was a response to the fact that companies active in creative and software industries were both
ªghting to have governments put tougher IP laws in place, and installing digital rights management
technology on their goods to protect them. This was, in turn, a reaction to the threat of digital tech-
nologies’ abilities to inªnitely reproduce goods at no or very low cost.

This focus on IP results in policy debates between those who support reforming IP law or expanding
fair use provisions, and those who want to expand the protection of IP to maximize monopoly rents
and deter digital piracy, a main threat to those rents. This debate takes on added complexity when
trade interests are taken into account, seeing as most developed nations make important proªts
through exporting IP in digital products, whereas developing countries are mostly net importers.
Another interesting battleªeld where crucial matters of openness are being fought over is related to
the Internet itself. The Internet is built on a platform that ensures all packets of data are treated the
same. This neutrality is a key strength of the Internet, and it has played an important role in ensuring
its growth. However, various factors have been threatening this openness. First, the net neutrality
debate has brought to the fore the ability of Internet providers to shape Internet trafªc and favor
some content and services over others (Bar et al., 2008). Although some question the extent of this
threat outside of the United States,7 the fact that most of the developing world will access the
Internet through mobile phones may make this more of an issue there than in the developed world.

Mobile service providers have tended to be much greater gatekeepers of Internet provision, due in
part to the centralized nature of mobile networks, and to limited wireless bandwidth, with its subse-
quent challenges for quality of service (Zuckerman, 2010). As the dominant players, mobile operators
consolidate their power through increased market share, and they are therefore beginning to resist
more open and liberal telecommunications policies (Melody, 2010). Another threat to the Internet’s
openness has been the ability of governments to exert inºuence on Internet service providers in the
form of censorship or content ªltering. Finally, some consider that social networking applications, such
as Facebook or Twitter, as well as apps on smart phones or tablets, are also challenging the openness
of the Internet (Anderson & Wolff, 2010). Through the creation of walled gardens, where a company
chooses how to store and handle personal data, or which apps can be downloaded or not, potentially
a more segmented, less interoperable, and more commercially dominated Internet is upon us.

This disruptive transformation focus serves as an important reminder that is not a foregone conclusion
that openness will necessarily beneªt the disempowered and marginalized; indeed, one might antici-
pate that, in times of transition, those with the resources to take advantage of the situation would
beneªt most. This happens both at the macro level, with actors such as the mobile operators, as well
as on more local levels. For example, a study in Bangalore showed how the increase of open data
(digitization of land records) led to large land capture by the already rich and empowered, rather than
beneªting the poor and disempowered (Benhamin et al., 2007).

The Special Issue
A key point emerging from the above discussion is that arguments promoting openness should always
be critically questioned, in the same way that arguments for defending more closed systems should
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be. Consequently, we remain agnostic and pragmatic as to the open policy/practice prescriptions; the
focus is on what works for development, rather than pushing a particular model or policy.

To connect openness to development, these models need to be studied and understood in both their
particular instances in different domains (e.g., health, education, government), as well as in the devel-
opment context in which they are situated. We need to know how, and in what circumstances, such
models are both sustainable and transformational. For example: Does open access to scientiªc papers
bring wider dissemination?8 In what situations and for what type of data does government transpar-
ency result in improved accountability and government performance?

We are pleased to have the opportunity to present this special issue on open development that seeks
to begin providing insight into the relevance of open development. The content of this special issue
comes from two sources. The ªrst set come from a call for papers and workshop sponsored by the
International Development Research Centre in May 2010. The call was seeking papers that spoke to
the following questions:

• How does (or might) increased access to information networks and communication possibilities,
as well as new forms of participation and collaboration, result in social, economic, and political
development?

• What are the possible downsides and risks of expanding openness in the cultural, social, eco-
nomic, and political spheres, and how can we mitigate them?

We received more than 80 abstracts for the call, of which 21 were selected, with 20 papers being
ªnally written. All 20 papers were revised through a double-blind peer-review process. Six of these
papers were then chosen by the special issue co-editors to submit for this issue. One paper had
already been submitted for publication in an alternative journal and therefore was excluded. The rest
were put through the standard ITID review process, and were eventually accepted.

The Forum piece by Ineke Buskens was an invited submission. The author was asked to reºect on the
potential of openness for development from a gender perspective. It also underwent the standard ITID
review process.

We are excited by these articles, which collectively represent a ªrst foray into exploring open develop-
ment. We hope you enjoy the special issue!
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