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Abstract

Some five years ago a small area of Upper Karelia in Finland’s eastern periphery rose into
national and even international fame by developing a successful computer network service,
that mobilised over 25 percent of the local population to enrol as its registered users. The
project was implemented by an innovative activist as a project manager and group of local
unemployed who were trained to become peer trainers of rural population in the use of
computers and computer communication. The project changed the local atmosphere and the
public image of the place, attracting visitors to see this most densely networked periphery of
the Finnish information society model. My paper will focus on what happened after the suc-
cess-story. The Finnish foundation Sitra funded a huge project enabling local actors in eight
different locations in Finland to implement a project of their own, using the model and expe-
riences of the original success. These project of eight pilots has ended now. I shall analyse
the processes of transforming the original model of rural development, I shall try to under-
stand why the later successes were so much less than the original, and I shall also try re-
think, why the original became such a success story. My paper is based on evaluations and
research of the local information networks in eastern Finland during 2000-2003. 
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1 Background

During the information age, new mechanisms of exclusion are emerging (see for example
Castells, 1996). In earlier times the key factor for being included in the developments of the
society was land ownership or bargaining power in welfare society. In today's Europe the key
to being involved in development is the connection to the networks of consumption, produc-
tion and learning. In addition, innovations and their diffusion are taking place through net-
works. If you are not connected in the networks, you are in danger of being excluded, even if
you live in a major metropolitan area (see for example Oksa, 1995a).

The key question of local development is how to mobilise the limited local resources in such
a way that they connect that locality to a growing wave of general development? My paper
discusses a new model of involving local communities of peripheral rural areas to networks
in Finland. The concept of "learning district" is relying on social innovations, new forms of
co-operation, and on mobilising unused human and social capital in a peripheral area. It is
deviating from the main stream of information society policies and projects that seem to em-
phasise technological innovations, expert knowledge and such urban features as plurality of
cultures and critical mass. The first of the learning district initiatives was the Learning Upper
Karelia project, implemented in a remote rural area of about 20,000 people. In two years the
Learning Upper Karelia project was able to create a local community network where about
25 percent of the population was registered as users. After that the network was enlarged into
three neighbouring municipalities, and the model of Upper Karelia has been implemented
after that in several other districts in Finland. In the county of North Karelia itself, a new
network has been opened to serve the southern and western parts of the county, and there is a
plan for the network covering the whole county. The Finnish National Fund for Research and
Development (Sitra) started in 2001 the Learning Districts Project (Osku), where the concept
is being experimented in eight other localities in rural and in urban areas. 

This paper is based on the materials of the evaluation studies of the original project and its
enlargement (Oksa and Turunen, 2000; 2002), and on a recent monitoring study of three
projects representing the new generation of ventures trying to transfer the model of Upper
Karelia to new contexts. 

The success stories that are connected with Finnish Information Society model have become
part of the Finnish national self-understanding. However, now we are becoming aware of the
fact that information society development has not solved the basic social problems of the
Finnish Society. The latest rapid structural change in the 1990s started also a new round of
regional differences. In today's situation, however, the regional policy measures of the indus-
trial welfare society are not available. Different regions and localities are encouraged to find
their own ways to use the opportunities opening with the information society developments.
Public support is available for acquiring equipment, skills and for innovations. This kind of
policy fits excellently into the framework defined by Manuel Castells, who is depicting the
process of polarisation where the emerging fourth world is becoming excluded from the net-
works of the information age. This message has been heard and understood very well in the
peripheral parts of Finland. Nobody wants their home district to become part of the fourth
world. This is why local institutions and decision-makers have been eager to grasp offers of
becoming part of the information society.
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North Karelia, as well as Eastern and Northern Finland in general, has been a periphery for a
long time. It has been relying on forestry and small-scale family agriculture. During the pe-
riod of Welfare State, it was able to fight against the centralisation tendencies with the help
of state regional policies, which supported rural manufacturing and public services (training,
healthcare, social benefits), accessible also to people in remote areas. The cutting of public
spending and the membership in the European Union has changed perspectives of remote
areas profoundly. The earlier state policies are being replaced by structural fund projects of
the EU.

Figure 1: Location of Upper Karelia

The Region of North Karelia in Finland (see Figure 1) has been active in various information
society programmes. Last year, according to the regional databank of projects, there were
over 100 information technology related development ventures in this area of about 170 000
inhabitants. The Regional Council has formulated an information society strategy document
of its own, and development of the Information Society is one of the main priorities of the
regional development plan. As Finland is trying to become a model for an information soci-
ety with social values, so the region of North Karelia wants to become a regional laboratory
for information society development that serves also the social needs and local development,
even in rural areas. The region has a long history of such information society projects. Two
of the first rural telecottages in Finland were founded there in 1986 (in Polvijärvi and Kon-
tiolahti). In early 1990's several other projects tried to find ways to use information technol-
ogy for the needs of local people, for example, there were project to help rural social work-
ers, some other experimented in getting public email terminals in rural post offices. There
were also early tests of local networks, where local associations and citizens' groups and local
administration were to develop forms of open communication. (See Oksa, 1995b.)

2 Success Story

The new concept developed in North Karelia in the end of the 1990s was a community in-
formation network used and managed by local people. My observations are partly based on
the evaluation studies of the original Learning Upper Karelia project and its extension, which
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has become a model for similar ventures in other parts of Finland1. (See Oksa and Turunen,
2000; 2002.)

The area called Upper Karelia is a remote rural area located in the eastern forest periphery of
Finland. It consists of three municipalities (Nurmes, Valtimo, and Juuka) with a total popula-
tion of about 20,000 people, living in three centres and numerous small villages. The area has
suffered from unemployment, declining incomes in agriculture and forestry, out-migration of
young people, cuts in public services and infrastructure. During the two years of its imple-
mentation (1998-2000) the Learning Upper Karelia project was able to create a local com-
munity network where about 25 percent of the population was registered as users.

The project is based on high awareness of its specific context: distant location, geographi-
cally large area with several centres and scattered small settlements,  good communication
infrastructure (underutilized high speed lines to the local polytechnic training school). The
main funding for the project came from the Finnish National Fund for Research and Devel-
opment (Sitra). Three local municipalities, the district labour office, and the North Karelia
Regional Council also contributed to the funding.

During the two years of operation the number of users of the local community network
reached 5000 (Figure 1). The project received a lot of favourable publicity in the local and
national press and in television. The project officially concluded at the end of March 2000,
but the community network continued to operate as a part of a new projects. During the proj-
ect of Oppiva Vaara- Karjala (Learning Karelia Hills, 2000-2001) the network was extended
to three neighbouring municipalities. Furthermore, the project is starting to “export” its ex-
pertise to other local community networks. Two new enterprises, Karelian Netfellows Ltd
and Glocal Ltd were founded for this purpose.

Figure 2 : Weekly numbers of registered users of the community
network

                                                          
1 Acknowledgement: The description of the Learning Upper Karelia project is based on the joint
work with my colleague Jarno Turunen (Karelian Institute, University of Joensuu).
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During the extension of the Upper Karelia network to neighbouring municipalities, the num-
ber of registered users continued to grow (see Figure 2), but the percentage of people reached
by the net did not grow as fast as was expected. However, the project's image as a successful
model for rural networking was flourishing. The key activists of the project became nation-
wide media figures and Sitra Fund brought internationally well-known information society
theorist professor Manuel Castells to see the region and the project.

The results of the project were good. Compared to many community networks the share of
the registered users of the local people were high. The highest rates were reached in the mu-
nicipalities of the original experiment, during the extension project the rates in the new areas
remained much lower. (Table 1 has the numbers of the registered network users at the end of
the extension period in December 2001).

Table 1. Registered users of the community net by municipality
in Upper Karelia and Karelian Hills, December 2001

After the success of the Learning Upper Karelia the Sitra Fund started in 2001 a large project
of Learning Regions (Osku), which started eight pilot projects, using the experiences of
North Karelia as their guidelines. Osku project supported the implementation of the local
network idea in different localities of Finland, in both urban and rural communities. The
author of this paper was involved in close monitoring of the two Osku pilots implemented in
Eastern Finland. The monitoring has also covered the further developments in the original
region of the model in the county of North Karelia (see the map, Figure 3). 

During the period of five years both the community networks and their researchers have met
rapidly changing challenges. The implementation the of the model created in Upper Karelia
has not been simple. The development has not flown forwards as fluently as the visions and
the planning documents of the new project anticipated. In spite of the fact that already during
the extension period of the original network researchers were able to put their finger on sev-
eral problems points (Oksa and Turunen, 2002), the new projects ran into these very same
problems. 

Many of the development projects and programmes are based on this kind of idea of transfer-
ability and replicability of "best practices". According to this thinking, pilot projects construct

 Number Share of
population

Nurmes 2 595 26,8 %
Juuka 1 549 23,8 %
Valtimo    892 30,3 %
Lieksa 1 885 12,6 %
Ilomantsi    920 13,2 %
Tuupovaara    374 16,8 %
Together 8 215 19,0 %

In addition there were about 700 users
from outside the region.
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a best practice, which is then recognised and formulated into a model, which at the next stage
is replicated and transferred to new context. And many funding agencies believe these prom-
ises of the project plans, so far. 

Figure 3 : Community Nets in North Karelia and 
Osku Learning Regions of the Sitra Fund

3 The model

The Learning Upper Karelia success has been turned into a model. The model consists of
four essential and mutually re-enforcing elements (described in Figure 4). Firstly, peer
training or work of so called lay trainers has proved to be a very good practice to teach adult
novice users of technology. It is exactly in this way that most of us have learned to use word
processors and email, with a little help of friends, trusted colleagues, and neighbours, who are
just one step ahead of us and know how to communicate to us. In Upper Karelia and in other
research cases of ours, as a rule, the peer trainers have been found amongst the local unem-
ployed, who went trough a six month unemployment training course to enrich their computer
skills. Secondly, the network itself has given local people email and discussion areas that are
easy and free to use. One can use it from any computer connected to internet or to telephone
modem. The software was tuned to work also on slow connections. In addition to free email
address, people were given a new arena for local publicity, for expressing opinions, for sell-
ing and buying things on the local market place, etc. Thirdly, several free access kiosks were
constructed in local public places (libraries, youth halls, post offices, etc) and also in private
service businesses (village shops, banks, youth cloth shops, cafes). The network has claimed
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to have built the most densely networked periphery in the world with free access terminal for
every 600 inhabitants. The fourth element of the model was active participation of the local
users, who would use their time and creative resources to contribute to the network content.
Thus a new virtual community would be created, enabling the exchange of information, ar-
ticulation of needs, and debate if various social issues. In addition, the definitions of the rules
of the network behaviour were locally controlled. As the network does not allow any false
names nor pseudonyms, the social context in the network consists of familiar real persons,
which would make it safe for network members to let their children to participate in the net-
work.

Figure 4. Tasks carried out by the network project

4 Problems of transferring the model

The objective of the project of Learning Regions of the Sitra Fund was to test the Upper
Karelia model in new areas. Together the community net projects in North Karelia and the
eight pilots of Sitra’s Learning Osku Regions run experiments in 44 different municipalities,
most of them rural, but also small towns and large city suburban areas were included (see the
map, Figure 4). In addition to these places, the model has served as an ideal for several other
projects as well. 

As a rule, the main features of the Upper Karelia model have been implemented successfully
in most of the Osku regions: there are open access kiosks and a local network, the use of
which is taught by peer trainers, who themselves got the their training on unemployment
courses. The most uncomfortable part of the model has been the commitment to a specific
software (the network server and the client were FirstClass software). Some pilots wanted to
develop a system based on internet browsers, only. The struggle over the qualities of the
software has at times been rather intensive, loaded with strong and contradictory opinions
about the usability and aesthetic qualities of different user interfaces.

Because the original Upper Karelia experiment created two it-enterprises as a result of the
project, the expectations about new employment possibilities were high also in the new re-
gions. However these expectations turned into disappointments, as the new pilot projects did
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not manage to find practical steps towards creating jobs. The unemployment training course
alone does not create jobs, and for the creation of enterprises, for example, one has to recog-
nise new markets. The most probable area of finding new employment has been training.

The network model has been best received in some very small municipalities. There are
similar cases in different parts of the country, where a small rural municipality has found
many uses for the community network and its trainers. There seems to be a pattern of suc-
cess, where the local trainers, the municipal officers and political leaders and activists man-
age to find a common way of solving problems and adopting improved practices. In the Fin-
nish context, the municipalities seem to be often in key position, in both the successes and
failures of these projects.

One general result of the projects is their impact on the public image and self-understanding
(or identity) of places. The original Upper Karelia became the celebrated showcase and a
model of the local Finnish Information Society. The new projects, in most cases did not reach
such fame; their favourable publicity was mostly on the regional and local level. Such new
innovative forms of action that would attract the media are difficult to find. However there
was a case of new success story of the Maunula network in a Helsinki suburb. The project
was able to start a new way of organising urban household wide-band connections, which has
since challenged the big telephone operators. It may be ironic that this successful Osku pilot
was the one which never committed itself to replicating the original Upper Karelia model, but
choose a path of its own. 

Table 2. Comparison of success factors in Upper Karelia and problem
factors in the new projects.

The problems of our research cases in eastern Finland were similar to those of other cases
earlier and elsewhere. There have been some internal problems, such as change of key per-
sons, emergence of unsolved conflicts. There has been also some problems in external rela-
tionships, especially one has to mention the incompatibility of the working cultures of the
project development and the municipal decision-making and administration. Although the
importance of the municipality has been widely recognised, it seems to be the fact that proj

Original Success Story
(Learning Upper Karelia)
• external support and
expertise
• enthusiasm, commitment,
optimistic future
perspective
• pioneer identity, birth of a
success story
• technological solution
and social need meet
• problems points were not
paid practical attention to
• period of general trust in
technology

Problems in Transfer
(three cases)
• shortage of of external
advise
• uncertainty
• imported idea, less
courage for own new
experiments
• conflicts over the
technological solution
• repeated problem points,
no solution transferred
• period of rising
technological scepticism
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ects almost never start the collaboration with the municipality early enough. All the regions
have encountered also the problem that the production of local contents in the network has
not been solved on long-term and professional basis.

5 Explanation 1. Changing context

The uneven results of the projects need explanation. They also challenge to rethink the ex-
planation of the original success-story. Why was it such a great success when the results of
the others projects seem to be less flashing and shiny? So far, there is no final conclusion or
explanation. Our research group seems to be fooling around with three different sets of con-
cepts, while trying to understand the vicarious turns of the local information society. I shall
try to present them here shortly.

The first explanation is based on the idea of changing context. There seems to be a widely
shared understanding amongst rural researchers that development processes cannot really be
understood out of their context (local, social, cultural). For example some years ago an
OECD expert group on rural development concluded that ”The main lesson that can be
learned from existing knowledge on transfer processes is that policy-makers should not at-
tempt simply to transplant policy from one area to another in a passive and one-directional
manner.” (OECD, 1998) 

Our observations of the local development of Finnish information society seem to confirm
this conclusion nicely. This interpretation leads us to a uncomfortable conclusion that proj-
ects are very likely to fail, because contexts are so different. But how do we then understand
the cases of success? Are they just lucky coincidences, or are they products of some internal,
non-transferrable qualities (for example something called embedded practises or tacit knowl-
edge)? In this framework the researcher’s task may be to recognise them, but they cannot
really be taught or formalised in an transferable language. 

For example, it seems that only in very rare cases the solution enabled by the technological
innovation really meet the social demand in time and place. According to this point of view,
the success of Upper Karelia was an exceptional coincidence, and the more modest successes
of the latter projects can be seen as a return to the business as usual. My colleague Jarno Tu-
runen has called this a paradox of  the relationship between the social and the technological.
When some innovation is technically feasible, it is not socially acceptable. When an innova-
tion is socially accepted, it may be technologically obsolete.

One reasonable sounding contextual interpretation of our observations is about the changing
time context. The original Upper Karelia experiment was started at a time (late 1990s) when
the use email was rapidly increasing. Also at that time there was in Finland a strong belief in
the new opportunities opened by the information and communication technologies. The
original Upper Karelia, however took distance to the mainstream of the technology projects,
it was based on the awareness of emerging digital divide and it focused on use and construc-
tion of local expertise in the periphery. There was challenge to make periphery a part of the
successful wave of new technologies.

The time context of the latter projects was different. The general atmosphere had changed to
being sceptical towards the new economy and it-speculators. There was awareness of the
need of  the participation of the users and citizens in the development of the technological
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practices. New social innovations and new advances in technological policy were called for.
The community networks had lost their position as the pioneers or as the vanguard of the
society-technology relationship. At this time the local community networks were not repre-
senting alternative to the mainstream of technology discussions. (See Figure 5.)

Figure 5: Change in the general attitude towards information
technology (based on diagram by Jarno Turunen)

This explanation of the changing context (time and place) seems to generalise many of our
observation, but it falls short in explaining why some places do better than others. Why some
places seem to reach social innovations or find solutions that work in their local context?

6 Explanation 2. Learning networks in competition

To try to understand the successes, there is another explanation available, that is very attrac-
tive and popular in the eyes of local developers and project activists. It is also favoured by
policy and programme makers. It is the set of concepts that is related with local and institu-
tional learning processes. Be reminded that the name of the original success project was
Learning Upper Karelia, and the name  of the Sitra project was Learning Regions. Here the
idea is that practices are re-created in new contexts by a set of interaction that produce local
collective learning.

In this conceptual framework we are not transferring or copying models of action from one
place to another but we may transfer ways of learning, ways of increasing capacities for
learning, modes of action that support creative problem solving. This kind of explanations are
in accordance with various theoretical approaches and theories, such as action research, theo-
ries of learning (for example expansive learning), regional economies, new geography of
knowledge based economies etc. In the Finnish case the concept of learning regions has
found fertile soil, as the Finnish mode of the Welfare State is very much based on strong be
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lief in education, and in many cases the local projects are organised by educational or training
institutes.

Also in our evaluation report the explanation of the success of the first Upper Karelia project
was based on this kind of explanation. We concluded that there were three factors that ac-
counted for the success of the project. (See Figure 6.)

The essential feature behind the successful results in the Upper Karelia, was the fact that the
project was immersed in local life. This was the basis for the successful user training and the
content of the community net. The core innovation behind the success is the skillful connect-
ing of locality and general development trends of the society. Locality has not been under-
stood as isolation or a fortress, but rather it has been an arena for working together to meet
new challenges. The implementation was rooted in the community: the key implementing
actor and the project leaders were from the region, and the lay-trainers had earlier been local
unemployed and they  were highly sensitive to the starting level and needs of the people.

In addition to being embedded into the region in many ways, the project succeeded in gaining
sufficient outside support. These resources allowed for innovative experimentation. In addi-
tion to the financial support from the Sitra Fund, the district labour office and the North
Karelia Regional Council, their expertise has been indispensable.

Figure 6: The factors of success in Upper Karelia experiment.
(Oksa & Turunen 2000)

The third important factor was the way of implementation of the project, its special working
style, which emphasises teamwork and learning by doing: “If they can’t solve a problem,
they work and study for the answer. One person doesn’t know everything but a group can
brainstorm anything” (project homepage). This working style supported enthusiasm, com-
mitment and innovation. The key actors had a strong orientation to the future and were able
to rapidly grasp new possibilities, keeping the project is in a continuous process of recon-
structing future perspectives, which gave larger meaning and deeper motivation to the practi-
cal everyday work.

Even today this characterisation of the factors of success is valid. This interpretation fits ele-
gantly into the framework of recent discussions about networking and some definitions of
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social capital. In the framework proposed by Ian Falk and Sue Kilpatrick (2000) social capi-
tal is constructed in network interactions that provide access to knowledge and identity re-
sources. The collective learning process in Upper Karelia could be seen in terms of con-
structing and using knowledge and identity as resources (see Figure 7).

Knowledge Identity

Interaction
Figure 7: Elements of social capital, 

based on Falk & Kilpatrick 2000

In the case of Upper Karelia knowledge resources used and accumulated would be: Knowl-
edge of networks inside and outside the area, knowledge of what skills and resources are
available via the networks. They include also knowledge of rules of behaviour in the net,
which knowledge was actually very actively created inside the net, as was knowledge of val-
ues and purposes of actors in the network. One must not forget knowledge of access points
and skills needed in using them, which was the core content of the peer training system.

The central role of identity as a resource has meant several things: it has offered improved
self-confidence (based on learning), it has created of common objectives, visions, and pur-
pose. Successful problem solving together has built trust to others in the project  The public
image of the community has been improved. All this has increased commitment to the project
and the whole concept of learning region.

This second explanation depicts Upper Karelia project as a flexible and learning network that
was successful in the competition between places. It managed to adopt the right way of acting
in the framework of network capitalism or information capitalism (ala Manuel Castells,
1996). This second set of explanatory concepts is useful for project and programme writers as
it produces, at least seemingly, recommendations of local development policy. It makes sense
of such practical projects that are based on training and education.

7 Explanation 3. Communities  of development and of the ordinary

The experiences of the less celebrated community network projects have started our research
team looking for explanation that would go beyond the context and the competitive network.
The concepts of networks and social capital turn the social relationships of enthusiastic de-
velopment process into functional elements of economic competition, where knowledge and
identity are being turned into economic resources. In our observations, when projects and
local activists start to aim for economic results (such as number of jobs, income, new enter-
prises), the process itself seems to disintegrate, as the actors try to reach these aims directly,
via shortcuts and effective tricks. The Learning Regions process is a good example of this,
but not the only one. In the mid-evaluation seminar of the Sitra’s Learning Regions project,
several of the evaluators and researchers noted that many of the project has focused their aim
to getting 15% of the local inhabitants to register as users of their network. The project lead-
ership had enforced this idea, by making it a precondition of the continued funding, and fur
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ther it was emphasised by comparing the eight pilots by using the registration numbers as an
indicator. In some pilots the local trainers tried to get rapid results by going to schools and
training youth groups to become users. They got rapid and good results. However the net-
work discussion zones were filled with the unguided self-expressions of the youth, and the
adult population did not find there anything that would motivate them to become part of this
virtual community. The network got an image of being teenager’s chatting room. As there are
several other arenas that already serve this purpose, the use of project’s resources for this end
can be criticised. While aiming at the easily measurable indicators the projects forgot about
their real objectives, such as reaching those groups that are in danger of being excluded from
the use information networks.

When we are trying to explain the difference between successful and less successful projects,
there is something more to be said than that “time and place have changed”, or “the networks
were more creative than others.” The third set of concepts is an attempt to capture yet another
dimension of explanation by trying to answer to the question, what did happen to local com-
munity. What elements or forms of community the projects have been constructing, and
how?

Because people move from place to another and because the borders of administrative and
functional units do change, every place or region consists simultaneously of several overlap-
ping forms (layers) of community. The local community is being redefined in organisations,
political discussions, in the public media, in administration, and in development projects.

On a very abstract level, the objective of community network projects was to create tools
against exclusion from information society development. These general objectives, that may
be found in project plans and documents, however, do not automatically translate into practi-
cal strengthening of local communities. Information Society and Network Economy include
also strong elements of competition between enterprises and individuals. Also the dream of
rapid profits has been part of the Finnish information society, and this dream has been sup-
ported by the success stories of enterprises and individuals. In this social context someone’s
success is easily interpreted to be benefiting that individual or that enterprise, only, and not
the whole local community.

Two kinds of local community are important and relevant here. One is the community of de-
velopment activists, those belonging to the network or to the project. If actions bring results,
and they usually do, these successes create a common experience for those who define them-
selves as participants. Success gives energy, it gives credibility to the shared visions. It brings
legitimacy, feeling of righteousness for those who act in the name of the community. Success
attracts new people, and if they are allowed in, this brings in more resources. Also failures,
and every process has failures, can enhance the feeling of community if they are being trans-
formed into lessons which strengthen the capability of the community. Of course, failures
may also start vicious circles, biased explanations, secrecy, mutual accusations  and seeking
for a scapegoat.

Very much of what in the second interpretative framework was called learning networks, can
be also translated into a dynamics of an emerging community for development. (This could
be compared with the community of common purpose in Falk & Kilpatrick, 2000.)

However, it would be a mistake to depict local development only in terms of the developer’s
community, although one may find interesting local differences also in this regard. One must
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also get in touch with the local community of the “ordinary” people. I shall illustrate the cru-
cial role of the ordinary everyday in the community networks by referring to some empirical
results. An electronic survey was conducted in Spring 2003 in 16 different regional networks
in Finland. Almost 5000 users of these networks responded and their answers can be used to
draw a portrait of an active user of these networks. These results were in some regards sur-
prising.

The typical user of the regional network is not (any more) a young man, neither a profes-
sional developer or an active participant in politics. The most typical user is middle-aged
female, training herself or having temporary job in service sector. Over half of the users are
over 40 years of age. When we go to age-groups over 50years, the majority of the respon-
dents were men.

What are these middle-aged women and old men looking for in the net? Only in very rare
cases the network was strengthening a feeling of belonging to one’s community. Not many  
felt to be part of virtual communities, neither had they inspiring network discussions. They
did not mention that they got new information about their place. However, they did have
many practical needs that they were using the net for, such as contact information of public
officers and the opening hours of offices, information of how matters are processed and what
has been decided. Some willingness to do business in the net can be found, also some will-
ingness to participate in local affairs, if the use of network is not too expensive.

Table 4. For Whom the regional network is indispensable?

We have earlier, when we have used the framework of the competitive networks, noticed that
many of the networks of the second wave, were not great success stories. If we look at the
networks from the viewpoint of the ordinary people, these networks seem to have reached
important parts of the local communities. Answers to one question were particularly reveal-
ing. Network users were asked, if they would feel a great loss if the network was closed. In
all the regional networks studied, pensioners felt the network to be indispensable. In several
regions also people of some other social groups would experience a great loss if the network
were closed: female workers in short term jobs, farmers, the unemployed. 

Learning
Karelia Hills

Silicon
Savo

Osku in
Kainuu

Pensioners
Farmers
Other Entrepreneurs

Workers, whole time
Workers, part time

Unemployed
At Home
Students

All Respondents

82 % 79 % 57 %

69 % 51 % 52 %

86 % 50 % 40 %
81 % 42 % 50 %
70 % 54% 58 %
84 % 43% 40 %

70 % 53 % 57 %
83 % 67 % 67 %
60 % 40 % 46 %

n=1085 n=390 n=378
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There is no difference between female and male respondents but there is a considerable dif-
ference between age groups. Older people feel the network to be more indispensable than the
younger ones. Those under 30 years seem to be quite aware of other networks offering email
and network services. Perhaps they are not so interested in local services either. 

The closure of the network is felt to be a greatest loss in such places where the local commu-
nities have been active also for other causes. The communication network has, at best, been
able to offer them new tools, arenas, concepts, and even symbols of future.

These observation give support to the thesis of the domestication or even banalization of in-
formation technology. The new generation of community networks is connected with the
non-dramatic everyday practices, e.g. taking care of the ordinary necessities of life, running
practical routines, that need not be explicated in words and documents. It could be called life
in low culture of tacit conventions, and self-evident presuppositions. 

We have now identified two kinds of community that have been involved in the projects of
new community networks. If we focus on the relationship of these two kind of communities,
we see another important dimension that explains why some project are successes and others
are not. I refer here to the connection between the ideas of local development of the two
communities. I would claim that there are many elements in the practices of the development
programmes and project professionalism that is working against this kind of connection. 

The community for development is in many cases some kind of vanguard, that is representing
alternative objectives and calling for changes. This quite often means challenging the existing
power elite of the place. New projects create a line of distinction from those who do not share
the ideas of the group of developers. In addition the development practice, if it is successful,
creates new social differences, e.g. new kind of unequal distribution of benefits.

Success of the project may be explained in terms of being sensitive to these obstacles and in
finding practical ways of interaction that overcome these local social divides. The original
success story of Upper Karelia may be looked at again from this point of view. Although
there was a new community (project network) for development, that was enthusiastic and
vanguard, and even challenging some of the existing positions of power and expertise, the
project did have the acceptance of the majority of the local ordinary people. The project was
understood to be seeking solutions for important common challenges of the region. The proj-
ect was also aiming to widen its sphere of participants. Its activists were easy to identify with.
They were unemployed sons and daughters of the district, who had lost their jobs because of
external reasons, and they became the trainers of the project who taught their neighbours and
co-villagers to use computers and the network connections. They were regarded as repre-
senting the grassroots even when they became public figures. In spite of the media publicity
the activists never lost their local connections. They never become cosmopolites who would
forget where they come from. In their public rhetoric they advocated for a simple “country
net” that is easy to use, serving local needs and running in local conditions and is run by local
experts. This was the kind of success that politicians and people in general could easily iden-
tify with, and to participate in.

One may conclude, that in the best of the cases, the innovative vanguard of the community
for development can go together with wide local acceptance and shared feeling of success.
Locality is an arena where heroes of the community for development may earn the support of
the communities of the ordinary.



J.Oksa - 16

8 The competing tribes of the information society development policy

Maintaining an integrated and balanced view of the information society development, is a
challenge also at the arenas of national policies. I give one example. The state of Finnish In-
formation Society was thoroughly discussed in as seminar (organised by Sitra Fund and the
Information Society Institute of the Tampere University) in December 2003. In this seminar
the top experts of the Finnish information society development were rejoicing that they had
overcome the divide between the tribe of “information managers” on one hand and the “in-
formation society developers” on the other hand. Vast majority was now aware of the im-
portance of understanding the needs of users. Even the concept of innovation had widened
from technical inventions to social innovations. This positive assessment may be valid as
such, but simultaneously the debates at the seminar proved that the crowd consisted of at
least three different professional tribes, each of which had policy priorities of their own. One
tribe was looking for increasing productivity with the help of technology. It is not enough to
produce technology (such as phones or software), one should also use technology in all sec-
tors of production. The second tribe was calling for improved public e-services. This will
make the service production less costly and more accessible and flexible. People should be
seen as clients of service and their needs should be recognised and met. The third tribe was
talking about citizenship and participation. New technologies should be used to improve pos-
sibilities for participation, for self expression, and for needs of communities. People should
be helped to use the new technologies to improve their life and society. (See also Viherä,
1999.) These three tribes have totally different views about what the user does and who the
user is. However, it is not difficult to see, that it would be disastrous if these tribes started to
destroy each other. They need each other. If the productivity of economic sectors is low,
there are less incomes for households and less tax incomes for the state. If the public sector
services are poor, the result is waste of resources and unsatisfied public. If the everyday of
the ordinary citizens becomes troublesome, if the participation withers away and activists
disappear from public arenas, then the information society dries out into a one dimensional
and badly functioning hierarchy. In this unfortunate case the acceptance and political support
of the information society project starts to disintegrate. Then the developers and the elite of
the information society loose their moral backing and their feeling of legitimacy. The accep-
tance and political legitimacy of the information society development are a must. If this
foundation is solid, then a success story of one enterprise, one town or a village, or one en-
thusiastic vanguard network is felt to be a valuable part of a common success story. 
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