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Abstract: Access to telecommunication has been cited as a factor for economic development. As such it is expected that mobile phones would increase growth, alleviate poverty and overcome the perceived digital divide. Although the literature is associating mobile phone usage directly with socio economic development, there still appears to be mixed feelings on the perceived economic benefits of mobile phones especially at the bottom poor. This research challenges the prevailing ideas and investigates whether mobile phones increase or reduce income poverty in the rural areas of Southern Highlands of Tanzania.
1. Introduction

Over the past decade mobile phone ownership and usage has expanded in Tanzania. Although mobile phone usage started in major cities, the service has quickly spread in rural areas as well, wherever the network is available. Apart from the expanded mobile phone usage, there has also been an increase in the number of network providers. While in late 1990s there was only one network provider, to date there five network providers: Tigo, Vodacom, Zain (formerly called Celtel), Tanzania Telecommunication Company Limited (TTCL), and Zantel. Increased competition among network providers has resulted in reduction of costs for mobile phone users.

It is estimated that over 8 million Tanzanians own a mobile phone with a penetration rate of about 21 per cent (Wikipedia, 2008). Several studies have identified a number of reasons for owning or using a mobile phone (e.g., Samuel et al., 2005; de Silva & Zainudeen, 2007; Donner, 2005; Souter et al., 2005); Chakraborty, 2005; and Sridhar & Sridhar, 2007). Some of the suggested reasons include communication with friends and family members, maintaining relationships, emergency situations, help in job search, and business networking.

Access to telecommunication has been cited as a factor for socio economic development especially in rural areas (Samuel et al., 2005). It has been suggested that mobile communication increases growth, alleviates poverty, and helps in overcoming the perceived digital divide (Chakraborty, 2005). Although mobile phones cannot offer a panacea for all development problems, De Silva & Zainudeen (2007) argued, however, that there is an ample evidence that, used in the right way and for the right purpose, mobile phones can have a significant outcome in addressing specific social and economic developmental goals as well as play a key role in a broader national development strategies.

Although many studies associate mobile phone usage with socio economic development, the real impact of mobile phone use among the poor in Tanzania is not exactly known. For example, in a study by Samuel et al. (2005), it was found that over 85 per cent of 223 people interviewed used mobile phones for improved relationships, calling friends and family members and about 10 per cent said that using a mobile phone was expensive. Samuel et al. (2005) found that people at all income levels were able to access mobile services either through owning or sharing a phone; and they found that gender, age, education, and income do not seem to constitute barriers to access.

According to de Silva & Zainudeen (2007), there appears to be mixed feelings on the perceived economic benefits of mobile phone use, especially among the bottom poor. For instance, about a quarter of the poorest Sri Lankans reported that direct access to mobile phones has worsened their ability to earn or save. De Silva & Zainudeen (2007) found that access to telecom is not necessarily seen as increasing the earning and cost saving potential perhaps because people at the bottom poor do not use phones directly for business purposes. They found that over 80 per cent of respondents from Pakistan, India, Sri Lanka, the Philippines and Thailand used mobile phones to keep in touch with family or friends while less than 15 per cent used for business purposes.

Tanzania is one of the poorest countries in Africa and in the world with a population of about 38 million people, yet Tanzania is one the top countries (in terms of percentage of population) in Africa in owning and using mobile phones. It is estimated that there are about 8 million mobile phone owners in Tanzania making about 21 per cent of the total population. This figure is only an estimate since there people who own more than one phone. Vodacom alone has over 4 million customers. The Democratic Republic of Congo, on the other hand, which has a population of over 65 million, for example, has about 5.9 million mobile phone owners, equivalent to 9 per cent of the total population. 
Poor people both in urban and rural areas in Tanzania strive and save in order to buy a mobile phone. Although some people use mobile phones for “beeping” (Donner, 2007), it is still surprising that over 40 per cent of Tanzanians live on less than a dollar per day (UNCTAD, 2007) yet many are able to purchase and use mobile phones. Donner (2007) defined “beeping” as calling a number and hanging up before the mobile owner can pick up the call. Usually a person beeps when he/she has no enough credit or air time.
1.1: Problem Statement
Although many researchers (e.g. Sridhar & Sridhar, 2007; Souter et al., 2005; Chakraborty, 2005; Samuel et al., 2005; and Donner, 2005) see mobile phones in developing countries in a chiefly positive light, the impact of mobile phones on poor people in Tanzania has not been substantiated empirically.  That is, there is still a gap in our knowledge on whether mobile phone ownership reduces or increases income poverty, especially among the rural poor. De Silva & Zainudeen (2007) urged for further research into this area to help understand the dynamics of the relationship between telecom access and income. They argued that telephones alone can not be a silver bullet that will bring the hundreds of millions of people out of poverty in the developing countries.

This study takes a critical stance towards the impact of mobile phone ownership on income poverty among the rural poor in Southern Highlands of Tanzania. Emphasis is placed on how poor people use mobile phones and whether or not they forego various development activities for phones. The study is aimed at substantiating whether mobile phones can be said to reduce or increase income poverty in rural areas of Tanzania.  

This study has five specific objectives:

· To identify reasons among the rural poor for purchasing mobile phones 
· To determine the sources of income among the rural poor for maintaining the phones 

· To compare people’s income levels and the cost of using and maintaining mobile phones 

· To determine whether the rural poor forego other activities like education, clothes, and decent meals for mobile phones 

· To investigate whether mobile phones have increased the owners’ income.
2. Research methodology

This research was conducted using questionnaires for data collection.  We developed the questionnaire in two short focus group meetings with a number of ICT4D (information and communication technology for development) researchers.  The questionnaire was administered in a number of Iringa rural villages that were within or close to mobile phone network coverage.  The sample was a convenience sample (Bernard, 1995:95). The questionnaires items consisted of questions on mobile phone usage in relation to income poverty aspects.  The questionnaires were in English, but we provided assistance for those who needed help in filling up the questionnaire.

2.1: Questionnaire Design

The questionnaire was aimed at finding out whether or not mobile phone ownership reduces or increases income poverty. There were three types of questions in the questionnaire: closed ended questions, attitude/perception (Likert scale) questions and open ended questions (see, e.g., Bernard, 1995). The questionnaire contained a general information part (age, sex, marital status, occupation, and residence) and six categories of other questions, concerning 1) reasons for purchasing mobile phone, 2) sources of income for maintaining mobile phone, 3) maintenance costs, 4) other non-income benefits, and 5) what were their general comments about mobile phone and income poverty. In addition, there were four more statements with which the respondents were required to rate their agreements on a Likert scale. The statements were:-

· Having a mobile phone reduces income poverty

· Cost of running mobile phone are comparable to benefits

· Mobile phone reduces concentration on other activities and 

· Mobile phones make people forego other important things  
Concerning demographic questions, we asked the respondents’ age, gender, marital status, occupation, and area of residence.  Firstly, we hypothesized that older and younger people may have different views about this study.   Therefore, the age structure was considered important for identifying the age group that most use/own mobile phones, and for the purpose of expressing variation of opinions about mobile phone usage/ownership and poverty reduction.   Secondly, as it is widely believed that more men than women own/use mobile phones in rural Tanzania, we wanted to see also whether this hypothesis turned out to be true.  Thirdly, we aimed at finding out whether marital status of respondents correlated with mobile phones ownership or use in the study area.  Fourthly, it is generally believed that salaried and business people utilize and own mobile phones more than unsalaried people. Therefore, we included a question about respondents’ occupation.  Fifthly, we wished to find out whether the geographic location and access to basic infrastructure, such as electricity, affect mobile phone ownership or use.

2.2: Participants

There are 22 villages in Iringa rural region, of which 12 villages are within mobile phone network coverage. Those villages are located along the main roads such as Morogoro road, Mbeya road, Dodoma road, and Ruaha National park road. The visited villages were Lundamatwe, Mahenge, Tanangozi, Ifunda, Lungemba, Ihemi, Kalenga, Nzihi, Kidamali, Tungamalenga, Ndul,i Isimani, and Mkungugu. We selected 400 people from these villages by talking to people in the villages and asking which ones of them owned mobile phones. Of the respondents, 77.75% were male and 22.25% were female. There were 60 salarymen or salarywomen, 284 peasants, 16 businessmen or businesswomen, and 40 students.  

2.3: Analysis

The questionnaire results were analyzed by two main techniques.  Thematic analysis was used for qualitative data whereby respondents’ opinions and ideas were categorized into themes. However, within a large amount of the generated information it was difficult to perceive clear patterns. The authors therefore, considered the grounded theory, specifically selective coding, as the most appropriate tool.

Using the selective coding, data were analyzed according to the number of coding procedures which seemed to follow one another in the degree of intensity. The following procedures were followed in organizing and categorizing those data:

· All recorded questionnaires were transcribed exactly

· The completed transcriptions were carefully analyzed according to selective coding. 

·  Categories were developed to reflect the responses of the respondents, and also cover the various themes present in the questionnaires. 

· Seven core categories were then identified and analyzed 

Simple descriptive statistics such as cross tabulation and correlation analysis were used for quantitative data.

3. Results

The results of this study are derived from the questionnaire data using both quantitative and qualitative methods. Already in a pilot survey a number of questions were observed to be difficult and they were subsequently restructured or omitted. Hence almost all questions were answered. 

3.1: Respondents’ general information

The general information of the study population was described in terms of age, sex, occupation, marital status, and area of residence. All the mentioned aspects were considered to be important for the study since they would provide the general characteristics of the group that most own or use mobile phones. Table 1, portrays the demographical data on respondents.  The first column portrays categories in each area of interest; the second column indicates the number of respondents in each category; and the third column indicates the relative number of respondents in each category.
Table 1: General Information
	Category
	#
	%

	Age

	18-25
	103
	25.75

	26-35
	100
	25

	36-45
	98
	24.5

	46-45
	70
	17.5

	56+
	29
	7.25

	Gender

	Male 
	311
	77.75

	Female
	89
	22.25

	Marital status

	Married
	100
	25

	Single
	280
	70

	Separated/Divorced
	17
	4.25

	Widowed
	3
	0.75

	Occupation

	Salaried
	60
	15

	Peasant
	284
	71

	Have own business
	16
	4

	Student
	40
	10

	None
	0
	0

	Residence

	Near electrical power supply
	11
	2.75

	Far from electrical power supply
	389
	97.25


Table 1 shows total of four hundred (400) respondents who were surveyed during data collection process. It also shows that from each of the selected twelve villages, all selected respondents were successfully surveyed.  In our sample, the largest age group of mobile phone owners was the cohort of 18-25 years old, followed by the cohort of 26-35 years old. The trend in the table suggests that mobile phone owners / users are relatively young people.  This result is, however, not conclusive as several kinds of sample error can affect this result and many demographic and cultural explanations can be offered to this phenomenon. For example, many of our respondents were single (about 70%) and may have less family obligations than the married couples.
Although the study aimed at having an equal number of genders among respondents, we were able to find much fewer females who own/use mobile phones than males who own/use mobile phones. In our sample, we had 311 (77.75%) men who owned/used mobile phones while women were 89 (22.25%).  Of our respondents, 280 (70%) were single, 100 (25%) were married, 17 (4.25%) were separated/ divorced, and 3 (0.75%) were widowed.

Majority of the respondents (71%) were peasants, 15% were salaried, 10% were students, and 4% ran their own business. However, we do not have a specific reason to explain why the sample contained no unemployed people although Tanzania has a relatively high unemployment rate. Nonetheless, in our sample peasants and students—who are considered to have low income—were well represented. Also, according to the National Bureau of Statistics (NBS, 2007) there appears to be higher unemployment rate in urban areas (Dar es Salaam alone 31%, other urban areas 16%) than in rural areas where the rate is about 7%. The lower unemployment rate in rural areas may also explain the movement of labour force from villages to urban areas.
Majority of our respondents (97.25%) lived far from electrical power supply while only 11 (2.75%) lived near electrical power supply. We found out that most respondents who live far from electrical power supply walk long distances and spend a lot of time charging the batteries of their mobile phones—time that they could use for other productive activities.

3.2: Reason for purchasing mobile phone

We found that people had purchased mobile phones for various reasons. Majority of the respondents had purchased their mobile phone for maintaining social relations (74%). The next motivations were keeping in contact with friends and spouse (13%), business (7%), emergency situations (5%), and others reasons, such as prestige reasons (1%). 

In general, the price of purchasing as revealed by the study ranged from 40.000–200.000 shillings (TZS) ($33–$167; €24–€118). However, 80% of the respondents owned or used mobile phones that were priced between 50.000–100.000 TZS. Furthermore, 58% of the respondents used mobile phones for beeping and calling, 15% only for beeping, and 10% for messaging, calling, and beeping. Only 2% of the respondents used mobile phone only for sending and receiving SMS messages. As many as 57% of respondents reported non-income benefits, such as substitution for transport, as well as flexibility.

3.3. Sources of income for maintaining mobile phone

In addition to the price of mobile phones and reasons for obtaining them, we wished to find out the sources of income that respondents used for airtime and for recharging batteries.  In Tanzania, many people do not have electricity, so they pay a small fee to other local people for recharging their mobile phones.

Table 2: Sources of Income for Maintaining Mobile Phones

	Source of income
	#
	%

	Salary
	60
	15

	Business/Agribusiness
	248
	62

	Gift
	112
	28


Table 2 depicts respondents’ sources of funding for using and maintaining mobile phones. The study revealed that 62% of the respondents funded their mobile phone use through business or agribusiness while 28% got their airtime and recharge fees as gift, and 15% from their salary.  Interestingly, our results revealed that 48% of the respondents reported that they sometimes substitute important needs (e.g. education, buying food, and clothes) for mobile phone ownership/usage. 

The study was also intended to know the monthly income of the respondents. Table 3 summarizes the income of respondents.  With the current currency exchange of euro and US dollar, 50.000 TZS equals to 41$/29€, 100.000 TZS equals to 83$/59€, 200.000 TZS equals to 167$/118€, 300.000 TZS equals to 250$/176€, and 400.000 TZS equals to 333$/235€.

Table 3: Respondent’s Monthly Income
	Income (TZS)
	#
	%

	50.000-100.000
	210
	52.5

	100.000-200.000
	89
	21.75

	200.000-300.000
	72
	18

	300.000-400.000
	27
	6.75

	400.000+
	2
	0.5


Table 3 shows the distribution of respondents in the income classes. Table 3 indicates that most respondents (52.5%) earn an income between 50.000 and 100.000 shillings per month and a fifth of respondents earn an income between 100.000 and 200.000 shillings. There were only 2 (0.5%) respondents with an income of 400.000 and above.

3.4. Maintenance costs

We were also interested in knowing how much respondents spend on their mobiles phone per month, including airtime and recharging the battery. Table 4 illustrates the maintenance costs revealed from the study.
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Figure 4: Respondents’ Maintenance Costs.

The questionnaire study revealed that majority of respondents (66%) spend between 15.000-30.000 TZS per month on running costs of their mobile phones followed by 98 respondents (24.5%) spend 30,000 – 45,000 TZS. While 18 (4.5%) use less than TZS 15,000 and 20 (5%) use more than TZS 45,000 per month on running costs of their mobile phones. On top of that, majority of respondents whose expenditure ranged between 15.000-30.000 were those whose income ranged from 50.000 to100.000.This is an average of 30% of their monthly income.
The questionnaire study revealed that in order to buy their airtime, respondents sometimes sacrifice other things for that. All of the twelve villages are nearby the mobile phone network coverage; usually Zain (or Celtel) and Vodacom. As a result, the villagers generally speaking did not need to travel far to get network reception.  However, many of the respondents reported that they often walk 3-7 kilometers in order to recharge batteries of their mobile phones.  For example, respondents from Lungemba village explained that mobile phone users/owners walk for battery recharge to Mafinga town, which is 7 kilometers away. In addition, many of them reported that they must sometimes stay there for 3 hours waiting for their battery to be fully recharged.  The respondents tended to recharge battery 2 to 3 times per week, depending on type and use of mobile phone.
3.5: Attitudes towards mobile phone ownership/usage

The respondents’ open-ended comments revealed that the growth, increased affordability, and extending coverage of mobile phones services are rapidly increasing the importance of mobile phones as a means of two-way synchronous communication. The respondents hoped that service providers’ pricing models should offer affordability and choice in order to make it possible for even people from lowest-income groups to adopt mobile phones. They also emphasized that, if possible, the issues of electrical power should be put into first consideration before extending mobile phone network coverage.

In addition, we asked the respondents to rate their agreement with a number of statements.  The scale was a four-point Likert scale with a “no opinion” choice.  We present here results from four claims: Firstly, that having mobile phones reduce income poverty; secondly, that the benefits of mobile phones justify their costs; thirdly, that using mobile phones reduces other important activities; and fourthly, that the cost of mobile phones make people sometimes give up other important things in their life.
Having mobile phones reduce income poverty

As many as 79.5% of the respondents disagreed or strongly disagreed with the statement “having mobile phones reduce income poverty” (see Figure 1). 
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Figure 1: Having mobile phone reduces income poverty
Costs of running a mobile phone are comparable to benefits

As illustrated in figure 2, 50.8% of the respondents disagreed with the statement that costs of owning and using a mobile phone are comparable to the benefits gaining from the phone.
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Figure 2: Costs of running a mobile phone are comparable to the benefits
Mobile phones reduce concentration on other activities

We found out that 57.5% of the respondents strongly disagreed with the statement that mobile phones reduce time and concentration from other activities (see Figure 3).
[image: image4.png]No opinion
Strongly Disagree
Disagree

Agree

Strongly Agree

10

20

30

40

50

60

70





Figure 3: Mobile phones reduce concentration on other activities
Mobile phones make people forego other important things

The results in figure 4 show that 49.5% of the respondents strongly agreed that mobile phones make people forgo other important things in their life. This response has an implication that mobile phones make people ignore other important things that would raise their income.
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Figure 4: Mobile phones make people forgo other important things
4. Discussion

The study adds the evidence that age group of 18-25 and 26-35 are the groups that most own/use mobile phones in Tanzanian rural. Interestingly, the study has revealed that majority own/use mobile phones for mainly maintaining relationships than being used for economic or business purposes.  According to the findings, the sources of money for buying mobile phones are mainly from business/Agribusiness (62%). This leads to forgoing other important things which could reduce income poverty. However, the running costs of those mobile phones is a burden to the users/owners as it reveals that, these costs consume more than 30% of their monthly income.

The findings revealed that most mobile phone users/owners (97.25%) of respondents live far from basic infrastructure including electricity. They then ought to walk long distances seeking for services of their mobile phones.  Consequently, most of the economical or business activities are postponed so as to cover those services. It can be argued that mobile phone is very important in conducting economic and business activities that contributes towards development. But for communities in rural Tanzania who live in areas where there poor infrastructure owning/using mobile phone increases income poverty. 

As revealed from study, most mobile phones owners/users are those whose occupations are peasants, (71%) followed by salaried (15%) and students (10%).  Except for salaried, peasants and students are regarded as low income earners, consuming more than 30% of their monthly income for maintaining mobile phones and sometimes forgoing other important things illustrate increasing income poverty.

5. Implications and direction for further research

Although our result is consistent with de Silva & Zainudeen (2007) in Sri-Lanka who found that access to or use of mobile phones does not necessarily increase income or cost saving of especially the bottom of the poor, there appears to be significant implications for practice and theory. The use or access to mobile phones or telecommunication in general is important for everybody. But what may not be necessarily important is that does every person need to own a mobile phone? According to our findings, it appears that not everybody would need his/her own phone. What is important here may not be the ownership of the phone but rather access to it. For some it could be cheaper to use the phone kiosk, which are spread almost everywhere when it is necessary to make a call than buying own phone. Owning a mobile phone among the bottom poor constitutes, to a larger extent making unnecessary calls and in many cases giving rise to beeping.
Further research is still needed for comparison purposes between the rural people and their urban counterparts. Also, it is important to study about the relationship between mobile phones and information symmetries among smallholder farmers. This will determine the extent to which mobile phones reduce the information asymmetry in understanding value chains of the produce among smallholder farmers in rural areas.
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