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ABSTRACT ARTICLE HISTORY
Despite much criticism, global digital platforms hold some promise Received 6 July 2020
for small-scale entrepreneurs (SSEs) in the global south. However, Accepted 31 March 2021
they are often excluded from direct participation in global initia- KEYWORDS

tives, such as crowdfunding. Besides socio-cultural disparities, Small-scale
accessibility and adoption issues, technology usage and integration entrepreneurship; digital
present a major challenge. To bridge those gaps we propose platforms; crowdfunding;
a workable model consisting of a local tech mediator operating global south

on a digital platform connecting local SSE to global digital services.

We have engaged a group of informal settlement SSE in Windhoek,

Namibia to jointly conceptualise the roles, tasks and responsibilities

of a local tech mediator, concurrently with technical skills training

as well as the development of an international crowdfunding cam-

paign. We assert that the jointly developed concepts of a local

instantiation of the model as well as the co-design process have

enabled us to create model, which would allow the utilisation of

global digital platforms for SSEs in the global south.

1. Introduction

Globalisation and digitalisation are rapidly changing economies worldwide. While they
offer much opportunity for growth, they also reinforce existing inequalities fostered
through the digital divide (World Bank 2016). Digital platforms have been criticised
for furthering the economic inequalities by exploiting their users to benefit the platform
owners (Srnicek 2017; Poderi 2019; Wood et al. 2019).

Much of the debates have been from a global north standpoint (Koskinen, Bonina, and
Eaton 2019; Ahmed et al. 2016) with little consideration what those global platforms
could mean in resource stricken environments from a local perspective.

Crowdfunding networks: Structure, dynamics and critical capabilities Participation on
these platforms enables communities to access global marketplaces, and turn resources
into financial assets (Keskinen et al. 2020), or to get more efficient service delivery (Hira
2017). Platform-directed crowdfunding specifically has the potential to create jobs and
spur innovation in the global south (Best et al. 2013), and empower the economic
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development of women in particular (Pekmezovic and Walker 2016). In light of these
opportunities, we investigate how communities from the global south could access and
benefit from global platforms, and specifically crowdfunding.

Local entrepreneurs in the global south are facing their own particular challenges in
terms of usage of digital platforms. For example, 24/7 affordable Internet access, online
payment facilities, and mastery of English or other dominant languages are unquestioned
givens in digital market spaces, thereby excluding those who do not operate within those
conditions. Moreover, efforts of local innovations are often not supported by global
platforms (Nicholson et al. 2019), hampering a seamless integration with locally co-
designed digital services (Arvila et al. 2020). Thus, a more holistic approach from
a southern perspective is required to ensure inclusiveness of global platforms.

In this paper, we are proposing a workable solution which has been co-designed with
Namibian informal settlement entrepreneurs. We present the concept of ‘tech mediator’
collective, consisting of local community members, skilled in the usage of international
digital services, and bridging the use for their fellow community members. The tech
mediators’ role is to facilitate the usage of global (north) digital services by local members
from the global south. The aim of this paper is to present a practical solution on how
global platforms can effectively be accessible for users in the global south as well as share
the process of co-designing the tech mediator collective.

2. Co-design in the era of platforms

Recently, the role of co-design in developing platforms has been discussed, in confront-
ing the hegemony of platform capitalism, where the collaboration of many is turned into
profits by the platform owners (Srnicek 2017; Avram et al. 2019). Digital platforms have
permeated society, rendering services efficiently; however, their neo-liberal values have
been questioned (Brown, Choi, and Shakespeare-Finch 2019). Instead of platform capit-
alism, the co-design community has supported alternatives, such as platform collecti-
vism, being mutual beneficial for stakeholders (Carroll and Beck 2019). Co-design
projects have facilitated a more equal participation, such as a citizen-centric city-
planning (Light and Seravalli 2019); and commonfare.net, where underprivileged popu-
lations have been able to share their stories, and find dignity and meaning (Bassetti et al.
2019). Non-extrativist alternative platforms, also understood as commons, have collec-
tively managed resources that are used to benefit the users (Poderi 2019).

Srnicek (2017) has categorised the different types of platforms with their own unique
characteristics and issues, namely into; advertising, cloud, industrial, product, and lean.
Crowdfunding fulfils the criteria of a lean platform- the platform owners have reduced
their ownership to the platform itself, and profit by taking a share of transactions
performed in the platform. Crowdfunding platform users, who are seeking funders, do
unpaid work in creating campaigns, and the platform owners benefit from this work.
While the usage of crowdfunding platforms can be beneficial for the fund seekers, the
labour by them (and potential funders) maintains the profits of the platform owners.
However, crowdfunding platforms may offer the unbanked users a service that has been
previously monopolised by banks. The platforms might sometimes even explicitly aim at
creating socially sustainable alternatives for previous models of funding projects (Light
and Briggs 2017), while profiting from project shares (Meyskens and Bird 2015).
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Common to co-designed platforms has been that users are peers and have similar
needs of use. However, literature on multi-sided market platforms has been scarce.
Multi-sided platforms create value for their owners and users by facilitating commu-
nication between different types of users (Hagiu and Wright 2015). In principal partici-
patory approaches such as co-design posses tool boxes to facilitate exactly such inter-
group design initiatives addressing power relations (Keskinen and Winschiers-
Theophilus 2020). In this paper, we aim at finding a way of facilitating constructive
participation on global multi-sided platforms via participatory design, and pose the
research question ‘How co-design can contribute to a workable solution on the usage of
multi-sided digital platforms by global south users?’

3. Rationale for design intervention

In 2014 Namibia University of Science and Technology (NUST) established a long-term
collaboration with marginalised youth in Havana, an informal settlement in Windhoek,
Namibia, to co-design digital services aimed at improving the well-being of community
members (Winschiers-Theophilus et al. 2017). National and institutional ethical approval
was granted for the project as well as sub-activities, such as the one presented in this paper.

We were particularly interested in building on one of the projects, which was con-
cerned with supporting entrepreneurs in Havana through crowdfunding (Kambunga,
Winschiers-Theophilus, and Goagoses (2018) and Winschiers-Theophilus et al. (2015)).
Thus, the aim of this research is to implement a workable yet generalisable solution for
local entrepreneurs to connect to global digital services, such as crowdfunding.

3.1. Background of Namstarter

During the exploratory stage of attempts to combat youth unemployment in Windhoek,
and Havana in particular, crowdfunding was considered a promising solution to support
young entrepreneurs lacking seed funds (Ongwere 2015). In 2016, the first version of
a local crowdfunding platform called ‘Namstarter’ was co-designed with Havana youth
and NUST students, and a prototype was developed by a honours student. The youth
design participants were the first to upload their own projects onto the platform. Usability
issues with the system were simultaneously resolved, and skill gaps in business planning,
budgeting, marketing and media production were addressed through training sessions
provided by RLabs Namibia (Kambunga, Winschiers-Theophilus, and Goagoses 2018).

To ensure adoption of the platform among the wider Havana community, a local
technology adoption strategy was co-designed with the youth participants (Goagoses,
Kambunga, and Winschiers-Theophilus 2018; Kambunga, Winschiers-Theophilus, and
Goagoses 2018). Their role was to explain the concept of crowdfunding to fellow young
people, as well as to introduce the technology and co-facilitate training sessions and
workshops in areas such as project management and marketing to capacitate community
members (Kambunga, Winschiers-Theophilus, and Goagoses 2018). A final version of
Namstarter was launched and deployed in 2017 under the management of RLabs
Namibia, containing 41 Havana projects.
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3.2. Need for re-conceptualisation

Major challenges have hampered the successful operation of the platform. One of the
most important goals of crowdfunding platforms is to create a paying public, that is
willing to donate or invest money to projects presented in the platform (Light and Briggs
2017), and Namstarter has failed to do that.

One of the reasons for the failure is related to technical issues such as the resolution of
online payments as well as the administration of the website. Considering that
Namstarter in its current state does not attract enough funders willing to carry out
local bank transfers, the amounts received have been minimal.

A second is the promotion and visibility of the platform among possible funders
within and outside Namibia. With this still unresolved, the Havana entrepreneurs have
not yet received funds. Often, money raised by crowdfunding campaigns is sourced from
close social circles around the campaign founder (Agrawal, Catalini, and Goldfarb 2014).
However, in the case of small-scale entrepreneurs (SSEs) operating in an informal
settlement, close circles do not have the resources to invest in fellow community
members. Thus, funding needs to be sourced from outsiders, meaning projects need to
be visible and attractive to strangers.

Due to these reasons, entrepreneurs are still anxiously awaiting funds. Thus, a re-
conceptualisation of the system is required to ensure a workable solution within this
specific context. In 2019, technical support was taken over by the inclusive and colla-
borative Tech Innovation Hub to capacitate Havana youth to maintain and administer
their own system while hosting the digital service.

3.3. Bridging gaps

To reach funders internationally, we started to explore the possibilities of accessing global
crowdfunding platforms. Our goal is to enable the interaction between SSEs in the global
south, and potential funders in the global north. We identified four distinct gaps between
them as represented in Figure 1.

3.3.1. Gap 1: socio-cultural gap

There is socio-cultural disparity (Gap 1) between international funders and SSEs, who
often live under different circumstances, have different cultural backgrounds and lan-
guages, which hampers their effective communication (Arvila et al. 2020). Creating value
in multi-sided markets, including crowdfunding platforms, requires interaction between
different types of users (Fehrer and Nenonen 2019; Hagiu 2014). These cultural differ-
ences might result in misunderstandings in communication (Kim 2005; Ting-Toomey
2005). Although cultures in the global south and global north are not monoliths, it is
expected that the cultural differences are larger in south-north collaborations than they
would be in more local ones. Additionally, in crowdfunding, the challenge of commu-
nication lays with the SSEs, in an attempt to attract funders.

3.3.2. Gap 2: accessibility & adoption gap
The introduction of global digital service platforms has created an accessibility and adop-
tion gap (Gap 2) by global south users needing additional technical skills, infrastructure,
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Figure 1. The four gaps between SSEs the global south and potential funders.

and communication competences. Financial, technical, cultural, and social barriers have
been identified as factors hindering the adoption of international services for users in the
global south (Pankomera and van Greunen 2019). These users might not have access to
banking services (Deen-Swarray, Ndiwalana, and Stork 2013), or lack the access to digital
devices, broadband, and electricity (Wresch and Fraser 2011). Additionally, the users in the
global south might lack the knowledge about existing services (Boateng et al. 2014; Osei-
Assibey 2015) or do not trust them (Gbadegeshin et al. 2019; Lafraxo et al. 2018). The global
platforms are mostly designed to match the needs of the users in the global north. This
makes the availability of the global services even lower for the SSEs.

3.3.3. Gap 3: usage gap

Attempting to resolve this second gap through the implementation of local digital plat-
forms has revealed a usage gap (Gap 3) with the lack of global north users engaging on
those platforms due to trust, awareness, and other issues (Kang et al. 2016; Lacan and
Desmet 2017). Trust in the crowdfunding platform is needed for users to donate or invest
their money (Gerber and Hui 2013; Kang et al. 2016; Kim et al. 2017; M6hlmann and
Geissinger 2018). Additionally, usability and good website design are essential (Kuo and
Wu 2014; Masele and Matama 2019). The ease of monetary transactions is especially
critical (Lacan and Desmet 2017). The same cultural and accessibility factors that make
gaps 1 & 2 more intense for SSEs in the global south, affect the use of local platforms by
global north users. These localised platforms are designed for culturally different groups,
and the users in global north might simply lack the knowledge of them.

3.3.4. Gap 4: integration gap

We speculate that there are ways to technically connect the local digital platforms to the
global ones. However, this has not yet been realised, given the differences in the transla-
tion of standards, languages, expectations and so forth. Furthermore, the global digital
platforms have often been developed with the users in developed countries in mind. The
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users in the global south might lack credit cards, bank accounts, permanent home
addresses, etc., which are requirements for using these platforms. Thus, it is not enough
to just design new user interfaces, but to find workarounds for these underlying issues in
order to make the global platforms connectable to the local ones.

3.4. Concept of tech mediator

In order for SSEs and funders to communicate, they need to operate on the same
platform. However, there has been difficulties for SSE’s accessing global platforms
(Gap 2), funders accessing local platforms (Gap 3), or trying to connect the local platform
to the global one (Gap 4). Additionally, even if the parties were on the same platform, the
differences of their contexts would still hinder their communication (Gap 1).

Considering that a number of the informal settlement entrepreneurs do not have bank
accounts or reliable access to the Internet to maintain their own campaigns, the idea of
maintaining individual campaigns on a global platform seemed unattainable. Building
a technical solution to connect Namstarter to global platforms did not appear feasible due
to associated technical challenges. The scale of our project also did not allow us to attract
global north users for the local platform. Thus, another approach for bridging the gaps
was needed.

Thus, we devised the concept of a ‘tech mediator’. A tech mediator is a person among
underprivileged communities, who is knowledgeable in the usage of global digital plat-
forms and who can mediate for their peers. Tech mediators can distribute information
about beneficial digital services among their peers, assist them in using these services, and
bridge the cultural gap between users. In short, tech mediators could act as a human
interface for their peers to use global digital services.

Using a participatory approach, we have co-defined and implemented a tech med-
iator collective among Havana entrepreneurs, while designing a global crowdfunding
campaign for Namstarter. Ultimately, we derived a tech mediator collective model,
which describes the capabilities, roles, and responsibilities required to ensure local
communities from the global south can equally benefit from global (north) platforms
and digital services. Thus, we contribute a practical approach to bridge the gap between
local communities and global digital services, which could be replicable in similar
contexts.

Instead of individual projects, it was decided that we would upload Namstarter as one
project managed by tech mediators. The money gathered through the campaign would
then be distributed to the individual entrepreneurs by a committee of community
members. In this scenario, Namstarter would have acted as a sort of business incubator
for the local SSEs. Namstarter itself would be funded through the crowdfunding cam-
paign, and it would have offered both funding and other support for the local SSE. The
tech mediators were trained to both run the crowdfunding campaign, and to help the
local SSEs in reaching their own entrepreneurial goals by providing them support in
utilising digital services.

In this paper, the focus is given to the role of the tech mediators towards the
community. Our aim is to examine what skills and knowledge tech mediators need
help local SSEs.
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4, Co-designing the tech mediator

In April 2019 we ran a one-week training and design workshop with selected Havana
community members at the local collaborating university. The workshop had two
goals: 1) to develop and define the role of the tech mediator further within the given
context of the participants and 2) to produce a global Namstarter crowdfunding cam-
paign. The focus of this paper is on goal 1.

4.1. Participants and facilitators

The workshop was held with a total of 10 participants from the communities. Six of them
were from Havana and four came from indigenous rural communities who were about to
develop a similar crowdfunding platform. In this article, we only focus on the Havana
participants, affiliated with Namstarter, consisting of three females and three males. Of
the participants, only two were able to attend all six sessions. The other four attended
irregularly due to health reasons, sudden family emergencies, or transportation chal-
lenges. The participants were aged between 21 and 52 and all spoke English. They were
invited on the basis that they were part of the previous co-design of Namstarter and its
adoption strategy (Kambunga, Winschiers-Theophilus, and Goagoses 2018). As they had
previously attended the local crowdfunding efforts, they were all familiar with the idea of
crowdfunding and with Namstarter in particular. All of them also had their own
crowdfunding campaign on Namstarter.

The facilitators consisted of two Finnish researchers and three Namibian-based
researchers from the local university as well as a professional local media consultant.
The local team consisted of the Namstarter developer, the tech hub innovation coordi-
nator and a supervising professor. The Finnish postgraduate students, had both spent
more than 6 months in the country, were well acquainted with the community and
affiliated with the project through a bilateral university collaboration. The Finish students
facilitated most sessions in consultation with the local counterparts.

During the workshop, both written and audio recordings were made. The audio notes
were transcribed post-situ. The participants created posters about the future roles of tech
mediators, and these posters were scanned. A role-playing exercise was also recorded and
transcribed. The data was then labelled according to our initial tech mediator concept by the
two Finnish researchers. The selection of data presented in this paper was made on the basis
of its relevance for the tech mediator concept in discussion with all researchers involved.

4.2. Intervention approach

We followed an action research approach deploying participatory design methods,
considering that this research builds on previous research and development collabora-
tions with Havana community members who are familiar with these methods. Similar
methods have been previously used by Kambunga, Winschiers-Theophilus, and
Goagoses (2018) and Winschiers-Theophilus et al. (2015). Thus, upon identification of
the problem of Namstarter not providing entrepreneurs with the expected funds, we
designed an action, namely a joint conceptualisation of a tech mediator concurrent with
a skill training and the development of a global Namstarter campaign.
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4.3. Technical content

We had previously identified the features of successful crowdfunding campaigns and the
technical skills needed to create these. Running a crowdfunding campaign requires
significant effort from the campaign founders (Belleflamme, Lambert, and
Schwienbacher 2013; Cordova, Dolci, and Gianfrate 2015; Mollick 2014). Creation of
persuasive media is important skill in creation of crowdfunding campaign (Mitra and
Gilbert 2014; Mollick 2014). In addition to the human and financial resources needed,
knowledge about crowdfunding and crowdfunding campaigns is also required (World
Bank 2015)

Based on the literature, we developed a lesson plan consisting of topics that would help
the participants to develop and manage a successful crowdfunding campaign for a global
platform. Our aim was to teach the required skills to the tech mediators, co-design the
tech mediator collective and simultaneously create the crowdfunding campaign for
Namstarter.

The lesson plan consisted of following topics, and it is further elaborated by Arvila
et al. (2020):

(1) Basics of Crowdfunding

(2) Persuasive Media Content and Camera Skills

(3) Script-Writing

(4) Filming in Practice

(5) Editing

(6) Campaign Creation and Management on Platform

4.4. Tech mediator design sessions

Dedicated sessions were allocated to the co-design of the tech mediator collective. In the
first session the participants jointly created a tech mediator persona, then the concept was
tested and refined through a role-play exercise and finalised in a participant-led discussion.

4.4.1. Tech mediator’s role

In the first tech mediator session, participants created a persona-like description of the
roles of the tech mediator in the Namstarter project. The three main roles for the tech
mediator that emerged during the persona creation sessions were as follows: 1) entre-
preneurial advisor, 2) crowdfunding advisor, and 3) community informant. The poster
created in the workshop is presented in Figure 2.

According to the participants, the role of the entrepreneurial advisor would be to teach
entrepreneurial skills to community members; provide examples of good business ideas;
help with the financial side of running a business, such as teaching other community
members record-keeping skills or general financial skills for business; and discussing the
location of future businesses with community members and helping them to write
business proposals.

The task of the crowdfunding advisor would include sharing knowledge about crowd-
funding possibilities; creating crowdfunding campaigns; finding people who would like to
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Figure 2. The outcome from the collaborative session to define the tech mediator’s role.

create their own crowdfunding campaigns; teaching about photo- and video-shooting and
editing, storytelling, and marketing, and teaching computer skills if needed.

The community informant is responsible to coordinate and inform the community
about events; invite youth to workshops; ask community leaders to visit the crowdfund-
ing projects; and inform the government about new businesses.

4.4.2. Role-playing activity
The purpose of this session was to help participants think of ways to communicate with
potential funders and clarify the tasks and processes of the crowdfunding advisor.

One of the participants was selected to act in the role of crowdfunding advisor. The
crowdfunding advisor discussed the crowdfunding campaigns of other participants
with them and then presented the campaigns to the funders. Meanwhile, the crowd-
funding advocate was advised to ask additional questions and challenge community
members if they were not able to describe their projects with sufficient detail. Next,
the crowdfunding advocate presented the projects to the researchers, who played the
role of potential funders, in order to convince them to fund the projects. The
researchers were also advised to ask specifying questions from the crowdfunding
advocate.

The crowdfunding advocate required guidance on his performance when presenting
the community project ideas to the researchers. In the beginning, he was able to gather
the required knowledge from the community members. He asked questions about the
applicability of the projects, how much money they would need, and how that money
would be used. However, when community members asked him to explain what crowd-
funding was, he was not able to provide a correct definition.
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Furthermore, when presenting the projects to the researchers, the participant intro-
duced himself by saying, T am the Namstarter connection for the community. °
However, he did not explain anything else about Namstarter or the reason why he
was in his role. After that, he introduced the project to the researchers and the funding
target of the projects but did not explain how the money would be used. The
researchers therefore had to ask specific questions about the usage of the money and
the concept of Namstarter.

4.4.3. A tech mediator collective

The content of this session was led by the participants. The researchers had anticipated
that the tech mediator would be a single person. However, the participants expressed that
rather than having only one community member acting as a tech mediator, the tasks and
responsibilities could be divided among all community members participating in the
training.

The division of roles was approached through the crowdfunding advisor persona that
was created earlier the same day. Each responsibility listed for the created persona was
carefully divided into different roles in the committee. Eventually, the committee came to
have eight members: an administrator, secretary, treasurer, chairperson, community
relations person, marketing and communications manager, advisor, and business devel-
oper. In addition, the committee would have an advisory board with external partici-
pants. Discussion on the committee roles continued even after the session.

4.5. Post-workshop

Right after the workshops, the campaign page was still missing photos, the rendered
video, and the banking information of the campaign manager. Since he did not have
a bank account, the researcher team agreed that local university researchers would help to
set up a bank account and add the missing content to the campaign page.

In addition to the training of the tech mediators, an outcome of the workshops was
that the Havana group created an independent closed corporation to manage
Namstarter. They also chose directors for their various closed corporations, all of
whom were community members. Furthermore, they registered their closed corporation,
Havana Entrepreneurs CC, with the Business and Intellectual Property Authority, for
which they chose six directors, comprising the developer and Havana community
members. The roles in closed corporation were assigned reflecting the interests and
previous unofficial roles of the members. For example, the member who enjoyed working
with others took a position as community manager. Similarly, the role of chairman went
to the community member who had been in a community spokesperson role previously.
A bank account was then created to register the closed corporation, receive donations,
and facilitate online payments. The system developer and community members met
twice to implement changes on the Namstarter platform such as updating contact details
and campaigns.

We also observed interpersonal tensions among the committee members, especially
among the more experienced persons. They felt that there was a disparity between the
effort some individuals had been put into planning of the committee, and the power that
they acquired in it. It was decided that one of the local university coordinators would
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attempt to settle disputes, considering that the operation of the tech mediator might be
affected.

Eventually, the crowdfunding campaign was completed and ready to be uploaded.
However, just as we were about to upload the campaign, the crowdfunding policy was
changed on the chosen global platform to no longer support payments to Namibia. Also,
none of the competing platforms supported Namibian campaigns. As a result, the
campaign has still not been uploaded yet global platforms’ constraints are monitored
while alternative financial options in Namibia are explored.

5. Description of tech mediator

The aim of this paper was to present a potential workable solution for the SSEs in the
global south to overcome the exclusion by the global crowdfunding platforms. Based on
our fieldwork, the description of the tech mediator’s role is presented in Figure 3.

5.1. Tech mediator collective’s role

Deviating from the idea of an individual, the community members insisted that the tech
mediator should be a collective of people with assigned roles. This was motivated by
reducing the risk that tech mediators might not be available and making the burden on
individual tech mediators more manageable.

The role of the tech mediator collective is to work with local SSEs to help community
members utilise global digital services. The newly formed tech mediator collective
emphasised the proactive role they thought they should fulfill in their communities, in
line with the three roles identified. It was agreed that, first, they should actively spread

\nxerac“on . ion
Local Platform Tech Mediator ’0‘ Global Platform
“
*

Small-Scale Entrepreneurs Potential funder

Figure 3. The tech mediator collective’s role realised.
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information of existing digital services among SSEs, second, they should understand the
context of local entrepreneurs, and third, they may recommend new services to solve the
issues that community members might have.

For local communities, the tech mediators represent an entry point to global digital
services that are not truly available for these communities. The tech mediators interact
with both digital services and their local community, translating the needs of the locals
into the language’ of global services. The tech mediators are also trained in using global
services and thus may assist their local peers in accessing the services if the user interfaces
are difficult to use. A local platform consists of digital tools that the mediators employ in
managing the local communities’ activities. These services should help the tech mediators
manage their project portfolio and the local entrepreneurs who run these projects. In our
case, the Namstarter serves as a project repository that will be linked to the crowdfunding
campaign on global platforms, providing potential funders with more information on the
projects. The collective has assigned one person to the maintenance of local services and
one for global services.

The tech mediators also need to understand the context in which potential funders
operate, as well as the latter’s view of projects on Namstarter, for example. During the
campaign development, we discussed how the content they want to publish will likely be
perceived by someone from the northern hemisphere. They learned the basics of main-
stream persuasive media content creation. For digital platforms that require interaction
between SSEs in the global south and users in the global north, the tech mediators need to
guide community members on effective cross-cultural communication so that they can
use the platforms effectively for their endeavours. However, becoming fully cross-
culturally fluent is practically impossible for the tech mediators, as they will likely have
only limited opportunities to directly communicate with potential funders in the global
north.

Most importantly, tech mediators act as an access point to global platforms for local
SSEs. They need to directly interact with the global platforms in order of representing
their communities on international digital arenas.

5.2. Tasks of the tech mediator collective

As it was decided in the planning of the design intervention, the role of Namstarter would
be a role of business incubator offering funding and services for the entrepreneurs in
their portfolio. The Namstarter board would need to select promising entrepreneurs who
would benefit the most from the possibility to use digital services and to receive seed
funds. As has been demonstrated in Figure 1, the individual SSEs are unlikely to be able
to access and to utilise global digital services without help from the tech mediators. The
trained tech mediators as a collective would form the Namstarter board, and be the ones
who help the SSEs in connecting to available digital services.

Three types of tasks for the tech mediator collective emerged during the conceptua-
lisation sessions. The tasks were community management, technology advice, and
administration.

Those in community management roles should work with the community to facil-
itate the usage of digital services. These facilitating responsibilities might include
organising workshops to spread information and entrepreneurial attitudes in the
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community, helping community members to meet requirements for using digital plat-
forms (e.g. opening email accounts and bank accounts), and organising computers for
locals.

Those in technology advisor roles should proactively search for new services, intro-
duce these services to the community they are serving, and provide technical support for
the community members to use these services. The technology advisors should also help
community members to create suitable content for the platforms.

Finally, administrative duties in tech mediator collective include managing the money
raised by crowdfunding campaigns, managing community member lists, and negotiating
with other local stakeholders.

If the crowdfunding campaign would have been published, and it would have gathered
some funds, the tech mediator collective and Havana Entrepreneurs CC that was formed
to manage it would have been distributing the money to the entrepreneurs in the portfolio.
The funds would have also allowed Namstarter to start developing its own processes of
helping the SSEs by offering them an access to otherwise unavailable digital services.

5.3. Future activities

The Havana tech mediators did not develop a comprehensive set of skills to master all
assigned roles independently. For example, they need more training on how to use digital
platforms to autonomously publish campaigns. Equally, they are currently not equipped
with training skills to teach other community members. We will continue working with
the collective to realise their full potential as tech mediators.

We are equally planning to expand on the offering of digital services beyond crowd-
funding. We aspire to make the tech mediators a gateway for digital services for the
individuals in the community. Although we ultimately were not able to find a suitable
solution for crowdfunding, as our campaign was excluded from the global platform, there
are also other digital services that could be beneficial for the SSEs in Havana. For
example, there are educational resources freely available on the Internet. We wish to
use the tech mediator model to make those services available for the same SSEs we wished
to help with crowdfunding.

Tech mediator collectives are equipped to establish local capabilities. This includes
access to financial services, which has been difficult to realise (Deen-Swarray, Ndiwalana,
and Stork 2013). For instance, tech mediator collectives will be able to acquire funds for
entrepreneurs without bank accounts through their collective bank account. Tech med-
iator collectives can also use their communal bargaining power to provide access to
computers.

One of the keys in interacting with the communities is to ensure that the community
members who wish to adopt new services do not become exploited by the owners or
other users of the service. While this viewpoint was not considered critical in crowdfund-
ing, we have to consider it when we introduce new services for the communities.

Besides the exploitation from the platforms side, it is possible, that the other commu-
nity members could face exclusion or other forms of malpractice from the tech media-
tors. Although we think that it was important to train local community members to be
tech mediators instead of outsiders, these tech mediators inevitably bring their past
relations with the other community members into the role. The tech mediators might
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have their own agenda in the tech mediator role. The tech mediator being a collective
rather than an individual should help ease potential tensions. Also, our research team has
representatives in the company board with a mandate to solve potential conflicts.

6. Discussion
6.1. Co-creating local tech mediation

Based on our empirical work on the local crowdfunding site and the attempt to integrate
with the global platforms we maintain the necessity of a human mediator in the com-
munity. The literature has presented various reasons why digital services are not truly
available globally, even when they are freely accessible via the Internet (Pankomera and
van Greunen 2019). Replacing the international digital interface with local human one
appears promising to making the services more accessible.

Our experience emphasises the importance of the interaction between the researchers
and the participants. The context of this design, international crowdfunding platforms, is
a distant concept for the SSEs in Havana. Thus, it is likely that the community would not
have been appropriated the platforms for their own needs without a lead from outside.
However, after clarifications the local entrepreneurs took lead in the conceptualisation of
the ‘tech mediator collective’ suitable for the locale.

Building on the work of Kambunga, Winschiers-Theophilus, and Goagoses (2018),
who have explored the importance of local champions in the adoption of digital services,
we confirm the importance of tech mediators being locals of the community. The local
tech mediators should help community members to trust and appreciate digital services,
lack of which has been mentioned as an issue (Gbadegeshin et al. 2019; Lafraxo et al.
2018). The conceptualisation of the model was conducted with a small participant group
in a relatively short period of time. The participants were carefully selected, being
community members who have been engaged in numerous similar activities prior to
this study and demonstrated their commitment to community development and tech-
nology adoption. We found this prior built relationship and trust with the participants to
be essential in our work, as it made the effective communication with the participants
possible. The participants also had basic computer skills which enabled us to proceed in
the technical training in quicker pace.

6.2. Exclusion of global South players

The functioning of global platforms are not dependent on the possibilities of the users in
the fringes (Nicholson et al. 2019), and as our example demonstrates, dependence on the
global platforms might lead to problematic situations (Langley and Leyshon 2017). Our
attempt to publish the final Namstarter campaign on a prior identified global platform,
failed, as the platform in question changed their terms of use, no longer allowing
Namibian players to participate. The local entrepreneurs had invested substantial effort
and time in preparing the campaign, which was unexpectedly excluded from the global
platform.

The exclusion of users from the global south by the global platforms is problematic, as
the global platforms have nearly monopolised the crowdfunding market, leaving little
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room for alternative, more inclusive platforms to grow. Our attempt to use crowdfunding
platforms to empower the Namibian SSEs appears to be in dead-end. Attempts to either
influence the policies of global platforms, or to try to challenge them with a local
alternative are well beyond the resources that we (or most academic driven co-design
projects) have. Currently, it appears that despite our best efforts global crowdfunding
cannot be used to support the Havana entrepreneurs.

Crowdfunding would be a beneficial service for the entrepreneurs in the global south,
who often lack an access to resources such as banking. Crowdfunding, as all digital
services, should not be treated as wholly non-problematic silver bullet that fixes all the
problems. Over-promotion of entrepreneurship as a way of shifting the responsibility of
fixing the economical problems from government to individuals (Jeftrey and Dyson 2013).
However, we worked with entrepreneurs, who wish to develop their businesses with all the
tools. They would deserve an access to the same global crowdfunding services that are used
by their peers in the global north. For this community, an exclusion from global platforms
is a larger problem than possible exploitative features of the platforms would be.

Opverall, the discussion regarding the exploitative features of platform capitalism has
centred too much on the global north. For example, services such as Amazon Mechanical
Turk and Uber have been heavily criticised for their tendency to force the workers into
the role of an independent contractor. Independent contractors enjoy very little benefits
and protections compared to regular, salaried employments. However, in Namibia, 57%
of workers are part of the informal economy (Namibia Statistics Agency 2018), which is
described by these same features issues (ILO 2018). If an informal economy worker, who
is waiting at a roundabout for someone to possibly give them a temporary job, changes
the method of finding jobs to using digital applications, would they then be considered to
be in a more disadvantaged position within global power structures?

Gloess et al. has invited designers to make informed decisions on the labouring of the
future (Gloss, McGregor, and Brown 2016). Co-design has perfect tools for understanding
the needs of the users in a nuanced way. Co-design also has history in improving the labour
conditions. In this paper, we have attempted to use the global platforms in a beneficial
manner with the SSEs in Namibia. Multi-sided, global platforms have been little discussed in
co-design literature. As these platforms are going to be a part of the digital service landscape
the people face in their daily lives and pursues of livelihoods, we wish to invite our fellow co-
designers to try to find ways to make them more beneficial and less exploitative for their
users. In section 2 we presented a research question ‘How co-design can contribute to
a workable solution on the usage of multi-sided digital platforms by global south users?’.
Thus, in this paper, we have demonstrated how we have used a co-design approach to
develop and define a tech mediators position, who in theory could facilitate the beneficial
usage of global multi-sided platforms in disadvantaged communities.

7. Conclusions

In this paper, we have presented a workable model for making global digital services
more accessible to SSEs in the global south. Our results can be used to inform
practice, policy-making and scientific modelling. Our identification of gaps (socio-
cultural, accessibility & adoption, usage, and integration) preventing the effective
interaction between entrepreneurs in the global south, international crowdfunding
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services, and funders provides a foundation for systematic elaboration of sustainable
solutions.

The tech mediator model that has been conceptualised and presented in this paper
utilises trained peers as the smart human interface for accessing global platforms. The
tech mediator with access to global digital services helps local entrepreneurs in commu-
nities to connect to global platforms. The tech mediator also has an understanding of the
cultural contexts of potential funders to help facilitate communication with them. The
model should be applicable for various types of practitioners, including platform man-
agers wishing to operate in the global south and those who wish to independently help
local communities utilise global digital services.

Global digital services offer opportunities that can be harnessed for advancing human
development in emerging economies. The interaction between users in the global south
and the global north provide possibilities that cannot be replicated in more localised
solutions. However, these services are often not truly available for potential users in the
global south. We were unable to successfully upload the crowdfunding campaign we had
co-designed with the local community, as the global platform changed their policies to
exclude users from Namibia.

The role of digital platforms in the global south has recently become increasingly
topical in academic discussion (Koskinen, Bonina, and Eaton 2019). We see that the
digital platforms could be part of the solution for the small-scale entrepreneurs who wish
to improve their livelihoods in the global south. However, we have also demonstrated
that by excluding the users in global south, cannot be trusted as the whole solution. These
platforms operate globally, and the benefits to the users in the peripheries might be, even
inadvertently, forgotten. The international platforms will be part of the digital landscape
in near future. Both better designs from designers, and regulations are needed to ensure
more equitable future for platform users.
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