
P A N O S  B R I E F

Telephones and livelihoods 
How telephones improve life for 
rural people in developing countries

Since then, mobile telephone
networks have spread rapidly 
in most low income countries. 
Now many people, even in poor
communities, own telephones; 
and most adults make occasional
use of them wherever they are
available – usually relying on public
kiosks, phone shops or airtime
bought informally from individual
phone owners. The mobile phone
has become a symbol of the 
use of new information and
communication technologies 
(ICTs) in the developing world.

But what difference do telephones
make to people’s lives? And are they
important for development? 

An important new study has 
found some unexpected answers 
to these questions. The study, 
in rural areas of India (Gujarat),
Tanzania and Mozambique where
telephones are available, found 
that most people value telephones
very highly for certain purposes,
especially for dealing with
emergencies and also for keeping 
in touch with their families. But 
most people do not find telephones

very useful for business activities 
at the moment, while very few find
them at all useful for gathering
information. Internet, even though 
it is available through public service
points in almost all the areas
studied, is scarcely used. 

The study is one of the largest
surveys ever conducted in
developing countries of people’s
attitude to telephones. Its findings
are important for all developing
country governments, which 
are responsible for national
telecommunications policy. They 
are also important for private
companies interested in providing
telephone services, and for
development agencies concerned
about bridging the digital divide. 

The findings of the study support
previous research which suggests
that demand for telephone services
in rural areas of developing
countries is likely to be higher 
than is generally thought. This is 
an important contribution to the
intense debate about whether
private investment or public support
will best meet development needs.

The last five years have
seen a tremendous 
growth in telephone
ownership and use 
in developing countries.
Until the mid-1990s,
telephones in poor
countries were mostly 
in cities. Some African
countries had only 
a single telephone for 
every thousand people. 

The economic impact 
of telecommunications
This brief summarises a research 
report, The Economic Impact of
Telecommunications on Rural Livelihoods
and Poverty Reduction: A study of 
rural communities in India (Gujarat),
Mozambique and Tanzania. The research
was coordinated by Professor David Souter
of ict Development Associates ltd and 
the University of Strathclyde, funded 
by the UK Department for International
Development, and published in 
September 2005 by the Commonwealth
Telecommunications Organisation 
(CTO). The full report can be obtained 
from the websites of the project 
partners including the CTO:
www.cto.int/index.php?dir=08&sd=40

Village phone booth in Tanzania
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People communicate and gather
information for many different
purposes, and by many different
means. Telephones fit into 
people’s established patterns 
of communication. The study found
that rural people value telephones
very highly for certain purposes, as
the best means of communication 
in some of the most important 
areas of their lives. 

Emergencies

Rural people’s most important 
reason for communicating is
emergencies – death, illness or
accident, a sudden financial need, 
or a natural disaster. Over 90% 
of the study’s interviewees in all
three countries regarded this 
as important or very important.
Telephones are the favoured means
of communication in this sort of
situation, according to 85% of the
interviewees in India and 55% in

Telephones – for the most important communications
Mozambique and Tanzania. The
telephone offers something that no
other communication medium can 
provide – immediate help, especially
if it has to come from a distance. 

Family links

The second most important reason
for communicating is to exchange
social information, particularly to
keep in touch with scattered family
members. Here again the telephone
is highly valued, perhaps because 
it is immediate and two-way – 
better than sending a letter. Keeping
in touch by phone is particularly
valued in Mozambique and Tanzania,
where large numbers of rural people 
have migrated to cities or abroad.
One third of the study’s respondents
in these two countries say they
receive remittances from absent
family members, and some 
use the telephone to help them
manage these.

The research found that 
rural people in three different
developing countries use
telephones in a very similar way.
Telephones are:

considered very important for
use in emergencies

extensively used to maintain
social networks, especially
contact within the family

valued more for saving money
than for earning money

valued more by richer and better
educated people than by the
poorer, less educated or more
marginal members of society –
especially where financial value
is concerned

considered unimportant for
information gathering

The main findings Most important uses of phones
Source: The Economic 

Impact of Telecommunications

Public telephone booths in India
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% of people surveyed who said that telephones were their most 
frequent way of communicating in emergencies and for social reasons



The study found that people 
in the researched communities
have a very high level of trust 
in what they hear on the radio.
In Mozambique over 50% of
respondents say they are 
“very confident” about
information they get from the
radio, compared with only just
over 20% saying the same
about information they receive
from district officials, local
leaders or their neighbours. 
The figures for Tanzania are
even more striking – 60% say
they are “very confident” about
radio, while under 20% say 
this about their district officials,
local leaders or neighbours. 

Use of radio is increasing 
in Africa. Over 70% of the 
study sample in Mozambique
and Tanzania say their radio
listening has increased in 
the past two years. In the Indian
sample, TV use is increasing
and trusted while radio
continues to decline.

Rural people’s attitude 
to media

Face-to-face contact preferred for business 
and other information

News media
Third in order of rural people’s
information and communication
priorities is news – local, national
and international. For their 
news, rural people mostly rely 
on broadcast media. In the African
sample of the study, radio is 
the most popular news medium, 
as radio is much more widespread 

than television, and is often 
local and diverse. In India, TV is 
the favoured medium, because 
it is widespread, and perhaps 
also because there is much less 
variety and independence of radio
broadcasting in India. Newspapers
are also considered reliable and 
are widely read.

Telephones are widely used for two
especially important types of
information – emergencies and
family links. For most information
needs in their daily lives, however,
people surveyed in Mozambique and
Tanzania say they prefer face-to-face
communication. For farming and
business, education, and political or
government matters, over half the
people interviewed get their
information from face-to-face
contact with teachers, extension
workers, customers and business

contacts, neighbours, or local
officials and community leaders.
Even in India, where telephones
have been widespread for longer
than in Africa, only the wealthiest
10% of the sample say they value
the telephone highly for business-
related communication, and very
few people in any country see the
telephone as useful for information-
gathering on other topics. Business
users value the telephone more for
saving time and money than for
income generation.

Face-to-face communication is most important 
for business

Media most commonly used for accessing news

Face-to-face communication is most 
important for businesses like this small one 
in a Rwandan refugee camp in Tanzania
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% of people surveyed who said they preferred face-to-face 
communication for business

% of people surveyed who said radio is their usual source of local and international 
news and other general information such as weather reports



Fewer than 2% of the people
interviewed for the study
mentioned the internet,
although internet is available
within reach of almost all the
research areas (for instance, 
at internet cafes in nearby
towns). This finding is important
for development organisations
and governments who are
concerned to increase 
the flow of information in rural
communities. They should
recognise that the internet, 
for whatever reasons, has not
become part of the daily lives 
of many rural people.

The missing internet

Aspiring to own a phone 
People value telephones and 
use them whether they have one 
of their own or not. Many people 
use public telephones of one kind 
or another (kiosk or phone-shop) 
or rent or “borrow” air-time from 
an individual phone-owner. Even
people who own their own phones
also make considerable use of
public access services – especially
in India, where more homes have
fixed lines and fewer people own
mobile phones. In Africa, mobile
phones are more common and more
widely used, as there are fewer
public fixed-line phone kiosks. 

Public access to telephones is
therefore important, for all social
groups. But the desire to own 
a phone is also widespread. In all
three countries, at least 40% of
phone owners in the sample have
acquired their own phone within 
the past year. At least a third 
of those without a telephone say
they would like to acquire one 
within the next year. (The research
was carried out in areas where
telephone services are available.
There are still some areas where
there are no fixed lines or satellite
coverage, and of course telephones
have not entered people’s lives 
in the same way in these areas.)
This finding fits with the recent 
very rapid growth of mobile phone
ownership in Africa. 

What people pay for their 
phone calls
Not everyone in rural areas can
afford a phone, of course. In all 
three countries, it was clear that
there is a distinct group of ‘high
intensity users’ – those who own 
a phone and use it more than 
once a day. These people tend 
to fall in the highest income and
educational groups. The poorest 
and least educated make least 
use of telephones.

But poor people value phones
sufficiently that they are willing 
to spend a higher proportion of 
their income on them than richer 
people, in all three countries. Some
telephone expenditure substitutes
for other costs, such as travel 
and postal services, while some 
is additional expenditure.

Do telephones contribute 
to development? 
For many years, development
planners did not pay attention 
to telephony and the contribution 
it might make to development.
Recently this has started to 
change, and now it is sometimes
assumed that telephones 
contribute to economic activity – 
for instance, enabling farmers 
to check prices in different markets
before selling their produce. 
Until now, however, there had 
been little detailed research. 

This study finds that only the
wealthier and more educated
sections of the sample populations
regard phones as economically
beneficial and useful for business-
related information. Even in India,
where phones have been more
widespread for longer than in the
African countries studied, only
around 10% of people interviewed
say they value the phone for
business purposes. At the moment,
for poorer people, the perceived
economic value of the phone is
sometimes that it saves them time
and money in travelling – to visit
friends and relatives, for instance.
Otherwise telephone use is a cost,
albeit one they are prepared to pay. 

But “development” is not just 
about improving incomes. It is 
also about people’s capacity to deal
with crises (their “vulnerability”),
and the strength of their social
networks. For these two aspects 
of development, rural people find
telephones very important.

The research project aimed 
to find out how telephones 
and internet contribute to
“sustainable livelihoods”. 
The concept of Sustainable
Livelihoods employed by 
the research looks at people’s
different assets and how
vulnerable these are to 
various outside events such as
disasters, seasonal variations,
and trends such as population
growth or economic change.
People’s assets are divided 
into five different types: 

natural capital 
(ownership of or access to land,
water etc)

financial capital

physical capital 
(houses, farm equipment etc)

social capital 
(social networks, family support
systems)

human capital 
(health, knowledge and skills) 

The research finds that
telephones make the 
most direct contribution 
to social capital. 

Sustainable livelihoods

Muslim woman in Gujarat using mobile phone
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The research for the study 
was undertaken in India
(Gujarat), Mozambique and
Tanzania in mid-2004. Detailed
questionnaire interviews were
taken in some 750 households,
located in clusters around 
three diverse research locations,
in each country – a total of 
some 2300 interviews.

The research samples 

Policy makers in government,
business, development agencies
and other stakeholder groups 
should recognise that people 
have their own preferred ways 
of communicating, and that these
do not change quickly unless a new
technology offers a very substantial
and straightforward improvement,
as the use of telephones does 
in emergencies. Policy makers 
who wish to increase the flow of
information and communication to
rural communities should take care
to build on people’s existing patterns
of communication. In particular, 
they should recognise the extent 
to which people value face-to-face
communication and broadcasting. 

New media and new technologies
are most readily adopted within
populations when they meet
established needs or offer
substantial added value – and 
ease of access – in comparison 
with existing media and
technologies. In the surveyed
populations, the Internet faces
considerable barriers to use,
including cost, skill requirements
and lack of valued content as well 
as difficulty of access and lack 
of experience in use. Take-up is 
also likely to be slower with more
complex technologies.

Telephone access is highly valued 
by all sections of the community,
particularly because of its potential
role in emergencies. This implies
that universal access has

The findings are significant because
they are very similar in all three
countries in which the research was
carried out, although the countries
are different in many ways. This
suggests that people in rural areas
in other comparable developing

countries are likely to use
telephones in a similar way, 
once they have reasonably easy
access to them. Therefore, 
the findings are relevant for policy
makers and potential investors 
in all developing countries.

substantial social value, irrespective
of revenue that may be derived from
it by telecommunications operators –
reinforcing the value of universal
access strategies and funds 
from a public policy perspective.
However, the high level of use of 
the telephone for social networking
implies that subsidised access
should not be required in most rural
locations – a finding corroborated 
by experience in Uganda, where
unsubsidised wireless access now
covers over 85% of the population 
of a low-income rural country.

The high value attached to
broadcasting and to face-to-face
communications suggests that
policymakers should pay particular
attention to the role of these
information intermediaries in
applying ICTs to development.
Broadcasting – radio in Africa, but
television in India – is particularly
useful for disseminating information
of general value, both where urgent
action is required and in gradual
transformation of behaviour patterns
(for example, health promotion).
Information intermediaries such 
as local opinion-leaders and
agricultural extension officers 
can give much more detailed and
specific advice. The telephone,
SMS, fax machine and (when and
where available) Internet can be
effectively deployed to support their
work even where they are of limited
value in providing information
directly to target beneficiaries.

Why are these findings significant?

Recommendations for policy makers

TV kiosk in the suburbs of Bamako, Mali
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Further information
Project managed by 
Isabel Stewart
Commonwealth Telecommunications Organisation 
Clareville House
26 – 27 Oxendon Street
London SW1Y 4EL
UK

Tel: +44 20 7930 5511
Fax: +44 20 7930 4248
i.stewart@cto.int
www.cto.int

Research coordinated by 
Professor David Souter
ict Development Associates ltd
Tel: +44 20 8467 1148
david.souter@runbox.com

Data analysis by 
Dr Nigel Scott
Gamos Ltd
Tel: +44 118 9267039
nigel@gamos.org

This document forms part of a project funded by 
the UK Department for International Development 
(DFID) for the benefit of developing countries. 
The views expressed are not necessarily those of DFID.

The full report, The Economic Impact of
Telecommunications on Rural Livelihoods and
Poverty Reduction: A study of rural communities 
in India (Gujarat), Mozambique and Tanzania, 
is available to download from the CTO’s website,
www.cto.int/index.php?dir=08&sd=40

The project was coordinated by 
Professor David Souter of ict Development
Associates ltd and the University of Strathclyde, 
and managed by the Commonwealth
Telecommunications Organisation (CTO). 
Research was carried out by the Commission 
for Science and Technology, Tanzania; 
the Indian Institute of Management (Ahmedabad);
and the Eduardo Mondlane University in
Mozambique. Project design and data analysis 
were undertaken by Gamos Ltd and 
ict Development Associates. This Brief 
was produced by Panos’ Communication for
Development Programme.
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