2846

Transferring Technology to the Developing

World

StaciePetter
Georgia State University, USA

Galen Sevcik
Georgia State University, USA

Detmar Straub
Georgia State University, USA

INTRODUCTION

The potential for technology growth in lesser devel oped
countries (LDCs), particularly withinthe Arab World, is
enormous (Loch, Straub, & Kamel, 2003). Within the
Middle East, the projected demand for information tech-
nology hardwareand serviceswill be $8.9 billion by 2005
(Pyramid Research, 2001). Y et, in spiteof thissignificant
promise, information technology transfer (ITT) hasbeen
slow in thisregion. Clearly, thereis more than money at
issuein diffusing computing and the I nternet throughout
the Arab world, and the less devel oped world in general .

What are the reasons for this? As with most LDCs,
resourcesfor purchasing systems may be scarce, both for
businesses and individuals. The publicinfrastructure for
el ectricity and tel ecommunicationsmay belacking. Politi-
cal instability, disease, and warfaremay limit theability of
a people to absorb and effectively utilize technology,
especially in many African countries.

Y et thesereasonsarenot sufficient to explainthe slow
growth of IT indeveloping andleast devel oped countries.
There must be something more at stake. The scientific
literature, although not asextensive aswork inthe devel-
oped countries, suggests several explanations for this
phenomenon.

First, itisclear that much of theresearchrelatedto I T
hastaken placein devel oped countries, primarily in North
America. But asthe businessenvironment becomesmore
global, it becomesincreasingly important to examine the
influence of IT in other contexts and cultures (Checchi,
Hsieh, & Straub, 2003). Naturally, countriesthat areless
developed economically donotinvest heavily ininforma-
tion infrastructure, limiting a country’s ability to make
efficient use of resourcesand effective choicesfor invest-
ments opportunities (Checchi, Sevcik, Loch, & Straub,
2002). Evidenceismounting, however, that other reasons
may affect ITT in devel oping countries (Straub, Loch, &
Hill, 2001). Loch, Straub, and Sevcik (2000) offer two

reasonswhy the transfer of I T isdifficult in the devel op-
ing countries and in the Arab world:

. Cultural differencesaffecting system devel opment
and implementation
. Government policiesinfluencing ITT

BACKGROUND

Beforeexaminingthetransfer of IT totheArabworld,itis
important to understand the impact of culture on IT.
Identifying the culture of anation is difficult; therefore,
cultureisoften defined by national boundaries. However,
the distinction between cultures is more sophisticated
than geography. Researchershave defined culturebased
on shared values, problem solving and outcomes, and
general, all-encompassing definitions, but culture is a
complex, multi-layered phenomenon (Straub, Loch,
Evaristo, Karahanna, & Srite, 2002). To classify culture,
Ein-Dor, Segev, and Orgad (1992) identified factors, or
“constants”, that influence the culture and are consistent
over time. Examplesof constantsidentified by Ein-Dor et
al. (1992) include geography, language, social norms, and
traditions. Factorsthat change over time, “ changeables’,
includetechnology, GDP, and level of education. Under-
standing the impact of the constants on IT solutions is
critical for system architects as technology becomes
implemented worldwide.

The Arab world consists of over twenty countriesand
200 million people; therefore, itisdifficultto definitively
define the culture of such alarge population. Within the
Arab world, there are many subcultures; however, there
are several characteristics that span across sub-cultural
boundaries(Hill, Loch, Straub, & El-Sheshai, 1998). Barakat
(1993) found several social characteristics that traverse
the entire Arab culture, such as patriarchal family struc-
tures, pyramidal class structures, and expressive social
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interactions. Y et, healso found conflicting valueswithin
groups of the Arab world. He acknowledges that the
dominant values of the Arab world include conformity,
col lectivism, and obedience, among others, but subgroups
withinthe cultureareemphasizing creativity, individual -
ism, and rebellion. The social characteristics, dominant
values, and emerging contradictory values are critical in
shaping the Arab culture as we know it today (Barakat,
1993). Accordingto Hof stede’ s(1980) work, Arabshave
astrongly collectivist culture compared to the individu-
alist North American culture. Inaddition, the Arab world
ischaracterized by large power distance and high uncer-
tainty avoidance. Regarding the position of the Arab
culture on the masculine/femininity scale, the cultureis
considered moderately masculine. Examining the Arab
world using the works of Barakat (1993) and Hofstede
(1980) yield insight into the Arab organizational culture
and the response towards technology transfer.

Research has shown that culture impacts the accep-
tance of technology. By understanding the effect of
cultural beliefsand attitudestoward technology, it can be
adapted to a group’s behavioral patterns (Loch et al.,
2000). Kransberg and Davenport (1972) argue that “an
advance in technology not only must be congruent with
the surrounding technol ogy but must also be compatible
with...existing economic and other cultural and social
institutions [italics added].”

Although cultureisconsidered to be apowerful force
in ITT, much of the research on factors affecting ITT is
related to economic issues and characteristics of the
organizationsimplementing thesystem (Hill, Straub, L och,
Cotterman & EI-Sheshai, 1998). Whiletheeconomic state
of acountry doesaffect ITT, for many countrieswithinthe
Arabworld, cost isnot anissue. For economically devel-
oped countries, such as Saudi Arabia and Kuwait, the
adoptionof IT hasstill been slow (Straub, 2003), suggest-
ing that other factors, such as culture, are important.

DEVELOPMENT AND
IMPLEMENTATION OF SYSTEMS

System implementations are difficult across cultural
boundaries. Technology designed and created in devel-
oped countries has cultural-biases embedded within the
system (Escobar, 1994). Cultural-specific beliefscanin-
hibit ITT in developing countries and within the Arab
world. Typically, when implementing systems, the na-
tional cultureisnot taken into account and no adaptation
occurs(Hill, Straub, L och, Cotterman, & El-Sheshai, 1994).
Two examplesof cultural differencesthat impede system
implementation in the Arab world include differencesin
leadership style and perception of time.

Cross-cultural conflictsbetweenthe stylesof western
and Arab leadership affect the system development pro-
cess (Straub et al., 2001). Within the Arab culture, there
isapreferencewithin organizationsfor face-to-face meet-
ings and family-like environments (Straub et al., 2001).
Thesecultural preferenceslessentheimpact of groupware
and e-mail technology within these countries. Practical
implicationsof thesecultural-specificbeliefsof ITT within
the Arab world suggest that managers should ensure top
management support, even more so than in developed
countries, before introducing new technology (Rose &
Straub, 1998). In addition, technology such as e-mail or
groupware should not be used to replace face-to-face
meetings, but rather serve asasupplement toinformation
exchange (Straub et al., 2001).

Another difference between cultures that affects the
implementation of systems within the Arab world isthe
perception of time. Thetask-oriented, linear view of time
that is found in Western culture is monochronic. The
polychronicview of timefoundinLatin Americaandinthe
Arabworld suggeststhat eventsunfoldin parallel (Straub,
2003). These differences have strong practical implica-
tions. First, the Arab culture focuses less on long-term
planning and forecasting thaninwestern cultures (Straub
et al., 2001); therefore, planning systems may be less
accepted within the Arab world as compared to their
western counterparts(Loch et al., 2000). Second, thosein
monochronic culturestend to focuson onetask at atime;
however, people that are part of polychronic cultures
often perform several tasksin parallel (Rose, Evaristo, &
Straub, 2003).

With the explosive growth of the Internet and the
supportinginfrastructures, companiesthat are marketing
globally must take into account other factors than lan-
guage and currency. Research by Rose et al. (2003) has
foundthat in monochronic cultures, long download times
of aWeb site lead to a negative attitude about the delay
in viewing the content. But they also found that
polychronic Web users, such as most Arabs, had more
tolerance for long download times. For Web-based com-
panies that are targeting people from polychronic cul-
tures, it isnot asimportant asin monochronic culturesto
have an infrastructure and Web site design that reduces
download time. Lower cost servers can be installed in
these countries without having a negative effect on the
attitude toward the website.

Although cultural factors can influence the ability to
implement systems across national and cultural bound-
aries, technological culturation can offset this effect
(Loch et al., 2000). Acculturation is an anthropol ogical
concept inwhich characteristicsof onecultureareassimi-
lated into another culture. People in less developed
countries may implement IT systems with cultural bias
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