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Abstract:  Intermediaries play a vital role as actors who help provide access to the vast 

majority of population in developing countries. The literature has identified several 
types and categories of such intermediaries and conceptualized their roles, 
characteristics and sustainability criteria. In this paper, we identify an unlikely actor 
in the specific context of Indonesia, namely, religious organizations (ROs). Our 
examination indicates that there are several factors that make these organizations 
sustainable and successful intermediaries. Moreover, they have wide reach and are 
trusted by the populace they serve. At the same time, they also can be potentially 
dangerous because of the threat of religious extremism.  
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1. INTRODUCTION 
The literature on Information and Communication Technologies for Development (ICT4D) has 
identified several lenses through which an ICT intervention can lead or at least positively affect 
development of underdeveloped countries. A review of this literature is beyond the scope of our 
paper; we simply direct the discerning reader to the table of contents of these proceedings which 
illustrates the many facets of this discourse. In our paper, we focus on the aspect highlighted by 
the theme of the conference, namely, actors and their actions in fostering development through 
ICT.  

For ICT4D initiatives to succeed, actors other than the government or aid agencies have to play a 
vital role. These actors are variously termed as intermediaries (Sorrentino and Niehaves, 2010; 
Sein, 2009; Sein and Furuholt, 2009; OECD, 2010) and activists (Sein et al., 2008). They can be 
individuals or organizations and even partnerships. Their main purpose is to provide access to 
the Internet to the common people who do not have resources to have private access. This is not 
just physical access, but also access to information through actually locating and then disbursing 
this information to the users.  

Intermediaries come in all shapes and sizes. They could be one-stop shop, consultants, 
professional tax preparers, telecenters, public Internet access points, or even friends and family 
members (Sorrentino and Niehaves, 2010). While this categorization is useful, it is not clear if it 
applies universally or whether there are other possible actors. This is an intriguing question 
especially since underdeveloped countries are not homogeneous and more importantly, rich in 
specific cultural, religious and economic contexts.  
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In this paper, we seek to identify such actors in a developing country, Indonesia. While we 
identified several such actors, we discuss one specific type that has not received much attention 
in the literature, religious organizations (ROs). Such faith-based organizations can play an 
important role in development (Clarke, 2006). We evaluate ROs in Indonesia using conceptual 
frameworks and models on intermediaries that have recently been proposed in the literature. 

The rest of the paper is organized as follows. First, in Section 2, we briefly describe the current 
state of ICT development in Indonesia. In Section 3, we identify possible ICT4D intermediaries 
in Indonesia. In section 4, we introduce and describe ROs and in the subsequent sections, we first 
evaluate them vis-à-vis conceptual frameworks and models in the literature and then examine 
them to gain some insight on why they are successful as appropriate intermediaries. We conclude 
the paper by presenting implications for research and practice. 

2. SETTING THE SCENE: ICT4D IN INDONESIA 
With a population of around 238 million people, Indonesia is the world's fourth most populous 
country, and has the world's largest population of Muslims. The country consists of 17,508 
islands, about 6,000 of which are inhabited, scattered over 1,919,440 square kilometres, in 
which, 60% of it is sea. This geography demands for a good transportation and communication 
infrastructure, including ICT. However, in 2008, ICT expenditure per capita was USD 73.92, 
which is very low when compared to, for instance its neighbouring countries, Singapore (USD 
2,663.05) and Malaysia (USD 796.65) (http://www.tradingeconomics.com).  

In spite of this state, the Internet has diffused rapidly in Indonesia and Internet cafes are still the 
most popular venue to access the Internet. Currently, there are more than 10,000 Internet cafes 
scattered throughout the country that facilitate around 40% of the Internet users 
(http://www.apjii.or.id). Although the rate of Internet diffusion has been very high during the last 
decade (from 1.9 million users in 2000 [http://www.apjii.or.id] to 30 million in 2010 
[http://www.internet worldstats.com]), the percentage of users to the total population is still only 
12.3%, which is much lower than the world average of 28.7%). The situation is even worse due 
to the fact that inequality emerge in almost all sectors, including ICT infrastructure and literacy, 
between developed and less developed parts of the country. For example, although Internet cafes 
have recently begun to spread into more rural areas, most of them are still concentrated in large 
cities, such as Yogyakarta, Bandung, Jakarta, Surabaya, and Semarang (Wahid et al., 2004). 

A similar portrait of inequalities also emerges in the case of ICT in the government sector 
(Furuholt and Wahid, 2008). Although e-Government initiatives in Indonesia started in 2003, 
both at national and local levels, adoption has been slow. The United Nations e-Government 
Survey 2010 (United Nations, 2010) put Indonesia on 109th place among the 192 surveyed 
countries. While it is possible for the general public to benefit from e-Government services 
through various channels, the variation between districts is still very high, due to a number of 
reasons, including availability and quality of infrastructure, political leadership support, and 
human factors that vary across this large and heterogeneous country (Furuholt and Wahid, 2008). 
In such a context, the role of non-governmental actors becomes crucial in getting citizens access. 
In general, the advent of actors serving as ICT4D intermediaries is posited to improve e-
inclusion (Sorrentino and Niehaves, 2010; Milliard, 2007). Our study was aimed at identifying 
such actors who could act as intermediaries. 
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3. IDENTIFYING POSSIBLE INTERMEDIARIES IN INDONESIA 
Data used in this study were collected from various sources: anecdotal notes of one of the 
authors from informal discussion with key players (e.g., head of e-Government taskforces in a 
province, a city, and a district in Indonesia), the authors' previous research in the relevant topics 
(e.g., Internet adoption/diffusion, ICT4D intermediaries, and e-Government) and secondary data 
available online and in the literature. One of the authors has been involved to some extent in 
various ICT related activities, such as providing ICT training for RO activists and government 
officers and actively participating in various ICT forums (attended by private sectors, 
government agencies, ICT entrepreneurs/activists, NGOs, and academicians). Table 1 
summarizes our findings. 

Actors Explanation 
Internet cafes There are more than 10,000 Internet cafes scattered throughout the country. Around 

40% of users access Internet from these venues. 
One-stop services Many local governments have established one-stop services to improve their public 

services and transparency.  
Private sectors Public private partnership can be found in various ICT4D related initiatives, such as 

increasing accessibility of Internet and developing e-Government application that can 
be used either for free or on "profit-sharing" basis.  

Non-governmental 
organizations (NGOs) 

NGOs have been engaged in various ICT related activities, from providing ICT 
training, establishing telecenter, to taking part in emergency responses during natural 
disasters using ICT. 

Post offices Pos Indonesia (the state-owned postal authority of Indonesia) runs Internet Service 
Provider with a national coverage, operates many Internet cafes especially in 
peripheral areas, and manages around 30,000 payment points for various services, from 
land tax payment, consumer credit payment, credit-card payment, to insurance, and 
utilities bill payment 

Religious organizations.  To be elaborated in the next section. 
 

Table 1. Possible intermediaries 
 
As Table 1 shows, we could map all the actors into the categories identified by Sorrentino and 
Niehaves (2010). The one surprising and intriguing finding was the last category in the table, 
namely, religious organizations (ROs). This category has seldom, if at all, received attention in 
the literature. In the following, we delve deeper into ROs and discuss how they have been 
serving as intermediaries and how they map into the current literature. 

4. RELIGIOUS ORGANIZATIONS AS INTERMEDIARIES: THE CURRENT 
PICTURE  

Recent development in Indonesia shows that ROs have embarked on using ICT to support their 
operations in giving services to the society (Winarko, 2007). For example, some masjids 
(mosques) provide free Internet connection to their jama'ah (constituents). The first and foremost 
intention is to attract as many as constituents, especially youngsters, to be more frequently 
joining activities in the places of worship called masjids. A good example is the Masjid 
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Jogokaryan in Yogyakarta1. Other examples are Masjid At-Tin in Jakarta2, Masjid Al-Akbar in 
Surabaya and Masjid Agung An-Nur in Pekanbaru. Masjid Al-Akbar also runs a series of 
Internet training for its constituents3.  

There is no exact statistics on the number of masjids in Indonesia, but the Ministry of Religious 
Affairs (http://bimasislam.kemenag.go.id) estimates the number to be in the 700000s. The Board 
of Indonesian Masjids recently announced that they would collaborate with Indonesian 
telecommunication providers to take advantage of masjids' minarets as base transceiver station 
(BTS) for cellular phone services4. The income earned by the masjids from this will then be used 
to run micro-finance initiatives by establishing people credit banks (Bank Perkreditan Rakyat 
Syari'ah). While not a common portrait of masjid management in Indonesia, the number of 
masjids providing free Internet access are increasing especially in large cities with the support of 
skilled human resources who show high concerns of how to optimize the function of the masjids 
not just as a place for worship, but also as a venue for learning and social activities.  

In addition, more than 14,0005 pesantrens (Islamic boarding schools; affiliated to Nahdlatul 
Ulama or Muhammadiyah or independent) scattered throughout the country could be empowered 
to serve as ICT4D intermediaries. The e-Pabelan, a telecenter established in 2004 in a pesantren 
in Magelang, is an example of an intermediary. Using e-Pabelan, chilli farmers in the 
neighbourhood, are able to gather information related to chilli cultivation and market price6. 
Several pesantrens have run their own Internet cafes to provide low-cost Internet access to their 
santri (students of the pesantrens) and the public in their surroundings. Similar pictures emerge 
in Pesantren Al-Mizan in Majalengka7, Pesantren Ma'dinul Ulum in Tulungagung8, Pesantren 
Raudhatul Muttaqien in Sleman9, Pesantren Persis 31 in Bandung10, and Pesantren Darunnajah in 
South Jakarta11. Recently, the local parliament of Northern Sumatera asked the local government 
to set-up Internet cafes in Islamic boarding houses12. The kyais (local Islamic scholars) are also 
attending training to catch up with ICT development, especially Internet13. Madrasahs, schools, 
and universities under the management of ROs can obviously be powerful channels to 
disseminate ICT related awareness, knowledge, and skills.  

The same initiatives may also be applied in Christian churches, which are also easily found in 
Indonesia. Statistics from Ministry of Religious Affairs (http://www.kemenag.go.id) shows that 
the number of churches in Indonesia is more than 25,000 spread across the country. Christian 
ROs also run schools at various levels and universities throughout the country.  
                                                
1 http://www.masjidjogokariyan.org 
2 http://dennimeilizon.blogdetik.com/index.php/2009/08/02/ 
3 http://www.surya.co.id/2010/08/10/masjid-al-akbar-gelar-ngaji-internet.html 
4 http://www.republika.co.id/berita/dunia-islam/islam-nusantara/10/07/19/125402-bts-bersama-di-menara-masjid  
5 http://www.kabarindonesia.com/berita.php?pil=20&jd=Pesantren%2C+Pendidikan+Islam+Khas+Indonesia+(2) 
&dn=20081118140504 
6 http://www.idrc.ca/en/ev-127123-201-1-DO_TOPIC.html 
7 http://edukasi.kompasiana.com/2010/02/21/membuka-pintu-pesantren/ 
8 http://tulungagung.olx.co.id/pondok-pesantren-salafiyah-ma-dinululum-campurdarat-tulungagung-jawa-timur-indonesia-iid-
21807458 
9 http://www.pprm.or.id 
10 http://www.republika.co.id:8080/berita/27286/imbangi-pemurtadan-melalui-internet 
11 http://dennimeilizon.blogdetik.com/index.php/2009/08/02/ 
12 http://www.medansatu.com/node/2582 
13 http://gatra.com/2002-10-28/artikel.php?id=21232  
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5. EVALUATING RELIGIOUS ORGANIZATIONS AS INTERMEDIARIES 
5.1 Roles  
Intermediaries may play a variety of roles, from helping the government agencies to provide 
infrastructure and improve the services offered (Sein, 2009; Arendsen and Hedde, 2009), to 
broadening the coverage of services and increase possibilities to benefit from the services offered 
by the government (Sorrentino and Niehaves, 2010; Sein, 2009). More specifically, the roles of 
intermediaries can be stated as facilitation, matching, trust, and aggregation (Griffin and Halphin, 
2002). Other identified roles are matching demand and supply, information processing, providing 
trust, and provide interoperability (Arendsen and Hedde, 2009). Similar roles are also proposed 
by Al-Shobi et al. (2010) who list providing access and increase availability, empowering 
decision making, enhance trust and identification, and providing help and support. Finally, Sein 
(2009) proposes a more generic categorization that incorporates facilitating, direct, enabling, and 
transforming. Table 2 summarizes the possible roles that may be played by ROs in Indonesia. 
Their roles can vary from providing physical access, information searching, information 
processing and exchange, to providing help and support. They may also have a transforming role 
by raising awareness.  

Roles Reference Example in the Indonesian context 
Facilitating/providing 
access and increase 
availability 

Griffin and Halphin 
(2002); Sein (2009); 
Al-Shobi et al. (2010) 

Pesantrens run Internet cafes or telecenter and masjids 
provide free Internet access to their jama'ah. 

Transforming  Sein (2009) Schools/madrasahs and universities run by ROs include 
ICT in their curricula. Masjids organize ICT training to 
their jama'ah. 

Information processing  Arendsen and ter 
Hedde (2009) 

Pesantrens run their websites to provide aggregated 
information and consultation. Internet in many cases is also 
a source of information for face-to-face Islamic 
teaching/preaching. 

Provide help and support  Sein (2009); Al-Shobi 
et al. (2010)  

Operators in Internet cafes and telecenters run by ROs 
usually are very keen to help the users to access the 
services provided.  

 
Table 2. Possible roles for ROs 

 
5.2 Sustainability 
For any intermediary to be successful, it first must be sustainable. In simple terms, it must be 
able to meet its expenses in order to survive. In a study on evaluation of ICT4D initiatives, Sein 
et al. (2008) propose four conditions necessary for the sustainability of such initiatives. Firstly, 
to be sustainable, the initiatives should have a steady flow of financing or have appropriate 
positioning for finance flow condition. In the Indonesian context, a majority of ROs have a 
steady financial flow. The sources vary, for example, from charges from the users of Internet 
cafés they manage, fees from the santries or students, revenue from other businesses (such as 
cantinas, shops, cooperatives), donation from jama'ah or individual donors, or through 
partnership with private sector or entitlements from government. Pesantrens often are considered 
as one of the targets of corporate social responsibility (CSR) programs from the private 
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sector14,15. The national government promotes ROs, especially pesantrens and madrasahs, but 
also Christian ROs. Secondly, to be sustained, the initiatives should have appropriate content or 
service offerings. ROs that have grown have historically attained the trust of the society and 
subsequently received support from it. This they have done mainly by providing services that are 
useful and fulfil the needs of the society they serve. The ROs also respond to the ICT 
development by integrating ICT into their education curricula, offering ICT related services such 
as providing free Internet access and establishing Internet cafes.  

Thirdly, Sein et al. (2008) contend that to be sustainable, the initiatives should offer content and 
service that are highly localized and contextual which ROs are well positioned to meet. Most 
ROs are strongly attached to local societies and they open their doors for local activists to take 
part. The e-Pabelan telecentre mentioned above is one example of this. Religious values often 
guide the content and services provided. For example, a pesantren provides Internet training to 
its santries to provide correct information about Islam, which often is seen only from a one-sided 
perspective and thus misunderstood. Fourthly, Sein et al. (2008) contend that to be sustainable, 
the ICT initiative must be viewed as an ensemble (i.e., it cannot be viewed simply as technology) 
and as enabler (i.e., it empowers users to achieve their goals). By its very nature, ROs envelop 
any offering around socio-religious as well as educational aspects. ICT is simply a means of 
achieving their larger and principle goal – propagating the faith. For the users, the Internet is a 
means of getting vital information such as price information for their products or learning about 
Islam. In summary, ROs in Indonesia seem to meet very well the four sustainability criteria set 
by Sein et al. (2008). 

6. EXAMINING RELIGIOUS ORGANIZATIONS AS INTERMEDIARIES 
Our analysis in the preceding section indicate that ROs are well placed to act as ICT4D 
intermediaries at least in the Indonesian context. In this section, we examine why this is the case.  
 
6.1 ROs as development and socio-political organizations 
Religious or faith-based organizations, according to Clarke (2006), may manifest in five different 
forms: (1) representative organizations, (2) development organizations, (3) socio-political 
organizations, (4) missionary organizations, and, (5) illegal or terrorist organizations. As actors 
serving as intermediaries in ICT4D, two of these forms are particularly relevant. The first form is 
as development organizations which mobilize the faithful in support of the poor and other social 
groups. In this form, they fund or manage programs which tackle poverty and social exclusion.  
The second relevant form is as socio-political organizations which interpret and deploy faith as a 
political construct.  In this form, they organize and mobilize social groups on the basis of faith 
identities but in pursuit of broader political objectives.  Alternatively, they promote faith as a 
socio-cultural construct, as a means of uniting disparate social groups on the basis of faith-based 
cultural identities (Clarke, 2006). 
 
The two largest Islamic organizations in Indonesia, namely Nahdlatul Ulama (NU) and 
Muhammadiyah are good illustrations. They can both be considered simultaneously as faith-

                                                
14 http://www.telkom.co.id/telkom-peduli/kegiatan-pendidikan-budaya-olahraga/ponpes-gontor-sambut-pelatihan-santri-indigo-
telkom.html 
15 http://gatra.com/2002-10-28/artikel.php?id=21232  
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based development organizations and faith-based socio-political organizations. While they are 
subtly different, (e.g., Rao (2004) terms NU as democraticizer and Muhammadiyah as 
modernizers), the role of such organizations are very important in creating common awareness, 
strengthening networks, and establishing trust in the society (Rao 2004). NU, which was 
established in 1926, has now more than 35 million followers and manages more than 7,000 
pesantrens and other schools/madrasahs or universities (Rao, 2004), while Muhammadiyah, 
which was established in 1912, manages more than 7,000 schools/madrasahs, 67 pesantrens, 
more than 150 universities, and more than 900 hospitals, orphanage houses, and elderly houses 
(http://www.muhammadiyah.or.id). Thousands of masjids are also under the management of 
these two religious organizations. Similar smaller organizations have been established in various 
places in Indonesia with limited coverage of services.  

These ROs have been proven to have an important role in promoting development in Indonesia. 
Islamic values can be used as an instrument of modernization by assigning Muslim leaders 
particular roles in promoting development (Federspiel, 1985). For instance, the pesantrens have 
been serving both as places for religious teaching and as community centres (Rao, 2004), while 
kyais (local Islamic scholars) are widely consulted and highly respected for spiritual and 
religious matters as well as for matters concerning health, career, family, and community 
(Candland, 2000). Local ROs, i.e., masjids, have played significant role in culture and 
community-driven development in Indonesia (Bebbington et al., 2004). Candland (2000) 
considers faith or religion as social capital for community development. Bebbington et al. (2006) 
argue that collaboration between ROs with others development actors such as NGOs may 
increase capacity to provide training, advise, information, and affecting social changes.  

When it comes to ICT, attitudes to information technology and the Internet may be influenced by 
religious opinions. For example, Furuholt (2009) found in East Africa that many people would 
not visit the Internet cafés because of religious reasons, while his experience was the opposite in 
Indonesia, where students told him that their religious leaders encouraged them to go to the 
Internet cafés and use the Internet in order to find religious information. 

6.2 The “other side” of ROs as intermediaries 
Our discussion so far has focused on the reasons why ROs appear to be successful as 
intermediaries. They provide useful services, have wide reach and high trust and appear to fulfil 
the conditions for sustainability. However, there are potential pitfalls and negative aspects as 
well.  

Intermediaries do not operate in vacuum and are not value free. As Sein and Furuholt (2009) 
point out, there is the ”dark side”; what motivates the intermediaries? ROs exist primarily to 
propagate religion which in the case of Indonesia is predominantly Islam. The current global 
political situation and the threat of religious extremism (though by no means limited only to 
Islamic extremism) cannot be overemphasized. The recent Moluccan conflict between Muslim 
and Christian communities provides evidence that ROs can use the Internet to propagate hate 
(Bräuchler, 2003). In this case, both Muslim and Christian ROs used the Internet to disseminate 
their one-sided opinions, often by insulting each other. However, this case may not be 
overemphasized. A recent survey conducted in Indonesia indicates that only 2.1% of the Internet 
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users may be considered as so-called Net Terrorists, i.e., users who spread negative contents and 
hate over the Internet16.  

Nevertheless, in this environment, regarding ROs with suspicion is quite understandable. What, 
one may ask, is the point where a faith-based organization perceptibly, or imperceptibly, morphs 
from the more ”benign” of Clarke’s (2006) categories to one that is a terrorist organization? In 
such a grim scenario, ICTs become a potent and powerful weapon in the hand of trained and 
highly skilled terrorists. Obviously, these are questions of grave concerns and need to be 
addressed at the policy and political levels. 

7. CONCLUSION 
This paper has presented, examined and evaluated religious organizations as possible actors who 
serve as ICT4D intermediaries in the context of Indonesia. This unlikely actor has not received 
much attention in the literature. We thus add to the categorization of intermediaries, such as the 
one by Sorrento and Niehaves (2010). 

Interesting research directions arise from our paper. An obvious avenue is to empirically verify 
and validate the concepts and postulations made from our analysis. Another research question is 
to investigate the balance between the positive and negative aspects of ROs as intermediaries: 
how can the characteristics that make ROs sustainable and effective intermediaries be leveraged 
while averting the danger of religious extremism? Another question relate to the sustainability of 
intermediaries in general: Can the “business model” of ROs be duplicated or adapted for other 
types or intermediaries?  

Our conceptualizations also need to be grounded on theoretical premises. Two theories that have 
been widely used in ICT4D literature, Actor Network Theory and Structuration theories are 
particularly appropriate to understand the dynamics of enrolment and legitimation of ROs.  

Providing trust is an important role for ICT4D intermediaries, and ROs seem to fulfil this role.  It 
will not be surprising if their Internet accessibility and reach are broadened in the future. 
Bringing in other actors, such as governmental offices, private sector companies, and NGOs to 
provide necessary assistance to religious institutions that lack resources and capabilities in ICT 
may be an effective way of closing the digital divide.  
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