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ABSTRACT

Free and open source software (FOSS) has been attracting the interest of organi-
zations involved in the development and implementation of information and com-
muni cation technologies (ICTs) in developing countriesfor years. |CTsfor development
initiatives often have public sector orientations, as governments ICT policies are
expected to shape and support socio-economical development. The usual mismatch
between formal bureaucracies’ functioning, the usual top-down software devel opment
schemes, and the actual trajectories of development initiatives (mostly run by
international agencies) provides a promising empirical field. This paper intends to
discussthe connection between FOSSand organizational learning in contextswherethe
usual assumptions about them cannot betaken for granted. Itisargued that therelevance
of open technologies as public goods is in alowing organizational learning in public
administration. Such afocus on the organizational aspects would complement existing
studies on the economical relevance of FOSS.

Theargumentisbuilt by addressing FOSS-rel ated emphati c expectationsfor emanci-
pation in the “knowledge society” on one side (Government of Kerala2002), and imple-
mentation and use, on the other. Then, a meso-level between global trends and local
specificities is identified as crucia in situating FOSS for development potentialities.
Empirically, this level is between the two usual poles in information systems studies:
decision makers (public administrators and software devel opers, both oriented by atop-
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down approach to systems design) and the ground of implementation (usually sensitive
to avariety of contexts). Asitisunusual in developing contexts to have spontaneous
voluntary participation, the software development process needs to be designed and
carried out in away that allows local organizations to “indigenize” FOSS.* Its fluidity
allowsinscribing avariety of context-bound socio-technical arrangements (De Laet and
Mol 2000), and aso can cause avoidance of path-dependencies and vendor lock-ins
(Weerawarana and Weeratunge 2004).

The case of ahealth information system being implemented in Kerala, as part of an
international initiative, is presented. We describe, on one side, the principles and views
supporting the network and local politics and, on the other side, aspects of the
implementation dynamic, which is underestimated in the common approach to ICT for
development (Avgerou 2007).

Theproject presented in the paper hassignificant linksboth at theglobal level (parti-
cipating in a broad and heterogeneous network of trend-setting organizations like
universities and research centers, international donors, ministries of different countries)
and local levels(where systemsare piloted and implemented, capacity buildingiscarried
out, requirementsfor further devel opmentsare collected). Empirical exploration showed
that the (formal andinformal) institutional constraints, which FOSSimpliesandrelieson,
arefragmented or absent, whereas others can berelevant. Nevertheless, FOSSnarrative
proves to be present and effective both in negotiations between stakeholders, and in
facilitating local participation to information system development.?

The meso-level position of thisinitiative shows the distance between the two ends,
descriptively. Prescriptively, it suggests how possible bridges can alow interorganiza-
tional relations across a variety of actors rarely involved in the same FOSS initiative.
Theinteractions around local technical skillsimprovement and the increased ability for
organizationsto formulate, express, negotiate, and inscribe their needsin technology is
proposed as a chance for organizational learning. In contexts of multiple accountabi-
lities (Suchman 2002), we claim that the relevance of FOSS emerges from negotiating
alliances, and does not inhere in FOSS itself. FOSS facilitates learning as far as its
opennessisallowed by software development processes, and enacted by brokering acti-
vities to relate dispersed practices (Gherardi and Nicolini 2002).
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