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The emerging popular consensus about 
mobiles and small enterprise is incomplete

Mobiles are used within existing
social, technical, and economic 
structures

They serve instrumental and 
intrinsic functions, and support 
economic and noneconomic 
activities alike

Though powerful, they are new 
arrivals in a communication 
ecology where f2f remains 
central

e.g., 

Economist . (2005, 
12 March). The 
real digital divide. 

Economist. (2005, 
7 July). Calling an 
end to poverty. 
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Small and Informal Enterprise Studies

Kigali, Rwanda

2002 Q -Sort (perspectives on mobiles)

2003 Surveys (recent calls of 277 MSEs)

2004 Interviews (beeping, mobile use)

Bangalore and Hyderabad, India

2006 Photo Visits  

2007 Survey (new customers)

2007 Q -Sort (perspectives on PC vs. mobile)

2007 Interviews (Informal Credit)
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The emerging popular consensus about 
mobiles and small enterprise is incomplete

Mobiles are used within existing
social, technical, and economic 
structures
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Intentional Missed Calls (beeps)

Between 25% and 70% of calls on many emerging -market 
mobile networks are intentional missed calls

1. Send callback beeps to 
people with more 
money

2. Beep friends and family 
when youôre out of 
minutes

3. Want a favor? Donôt 
beep.

4. Donôt beep too much

Sources: Donner, J. , (2008) ñThe Rules of Beeping ò, JCMC  13

Callback

Pre-negotiated

Relationa l

Kinds of beepsé. éand the rules
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http://www.blackwell-synergy.com/doi/pdf/10.1111/j.1083-6101.2007.00383.x?cookieSet=1


Beeping: an innovative bolt from the blue,  
or a reasonable adaption to options at hand?

óóWith customers I have to take care, 
because itôs me who wants their orders, 
and mostly they canôt spend their airtime 
on me, so itôs me who always calls. I canôt 
beep them.ôô 

-- Patrick, chicken supplier

If you are chasing after a lady, you cannot 
beep. You have to call. Beeping is for 
friends. When a girl you do not know well 
beeps you, you have to call back if you are 
interested. You cannot even text. She has 
to see that the effort is being made. Borrow 
a friendsô phone if you do not have airtime.  

-- Felician , university student

Technical 
Affordances

Å Address books

Å Call logs/call ID

Å Prepay tariff 
plans

Å Calling party 
pays

Å No charge for 
missed calls

Emerged independently around the globe
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The emerging popular consensus about 
mobiles and small enterprise is incomplete

Mobiles serve instrumental and 
intrinsic functions, and support 
economic and noneconomic 
activities alike
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Small business owners in Rwanda use the mobile 
more for personal than for business
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Donner, J. (2006). The use of mobile phones by microentrepreneurs in Kigali, Rwanda: Changes to social and business 
networks Information Technologies and International Development, 3(2), 3 -19 . © 2008 Jonathan Donner



Å
Rwandaôs early MSE mobile adopters were relatively 
more focused on business
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ñthe vast majority of low income individualsédid not 
use the phone for entrepreneurial activities, unless 
these were already in placeésimilarly the phone was 
not important in obtaining employment (Miller, p. 
43). 

[thanks to role in maintaining social support 
networks] ñThe phone is not much used for making 
money, but is vital for getting money ò (p. 44)

Miller, D. (2006). The unpredictable mobile phone. 
Horst, H., & Miller, D. (2006). The Cell Phone: An 
Anthropology of Communication. 

Miller, D. (2006). The unpredictable mobile phone. BT Technology Journal, 24(3), 41 -48; Horst, H., & 
Miller, D. (2006). The Cell Phone: An Anthropology of Communication. Oxford: Berg.

In -depth ethnographies in rural and urban Jamaica, 



Telephones in rural areas used for emergencies and social networking .  

¸ ñThere is little evidence in the survey data that telephony has helped 
respondents increase their financial capital, whether through improves 
access to financial services or through more efficient and profitable 
businesses operations. éeven among those who have invested in 
acquiring a telephone, only around one in three feels that it has 
benefited her/his financial activities.ò (p 121) 

¸ ñHowever, the telephone is an important business tool for a minority 
of respondents who make more intensive use of it. This is seen clearly 
in the India study, for example, where the impact on better market 
process is not considered important by the sample as a whole but is 
highly valued by intensive usersò (p 122).

Souter, D., et. al. (2005). The economic impact of 
telecommunications on rural livelihoods and poverty reduction: a 

study or rural communities in India, Mozambique, and Tanzania . 

Souter, D., Scott, N., Garforth, C., Jain, R., Mascararenhas, O., & McKemey, K. (2005). The economic impact of telecommunicat ion s on 
rural livelihoods and poverty reduction: a study or rural communities in India (Gujarat), Mozambique, and Tanzania.   Retriev ed 
November 1, 2007, from http://www.telafrica.org/R8347/files/pdfs/FinalReport.pdf © 2008 Jonathan Donner



The emerging popular consensus about 
mobiles and small enterprise is incomplete

Though powerful, mobiles are 
new arrivals in a communication 
ecology where f2f remains 
central
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Lots of other ICTs

© 2008 Microsoft Corporation



Survey: ICT Use by Small Urban Businesses

Source: MSRI Survey of Small and Informal Businesses (<6 employees) in Hyderabad and Sangareddi, AP, India. January 2007. 
N=347 (323 weighted by Socioeconomic status) © 2008 Jonathan Donner



Survey: First contact w/ customers is interpersonal

Best and most recent 
customers were 
overwhelmingly walk - ins and 
referrals.

Respondents could not recall 
recruiting customers by 
phone, SMS, email

© 2008 Jonathan Donner



ñon prices in particular, reliable information relies on 
trust and this usually requires a face - to - face 
relationship, even when ICT is employed to relay the 
information...

In this respect, mobile phones can be seen as a 
facilitating technology for existing, trust -based 
relationships .ò (p. 77)

Molony, T. (2006). óI Don't Trust the Phone; It Always 
Liesô: Trust and Information and Communication 
Technologies in Tanzanian MSEs.

Molony, T. S. J. (2006). óI Don't Trust the Phone; It Always Liesô: Trust and Information and Communication Technologies in 
Tanzanian Micro - and Small Enterprises. Information Technologies and International Development, 3(4), 67 -83.
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The emerging popular consensus about 
mobiles and small enterprise is incomplete

Discussion, and an 
important exception
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ñthe adoption of mobile phones 
by fishermen and wholesalers 
was associated with a dramatic 
reduction in price dispersion , the 
complete elimination of waste, 
and near -perfect adherence to 
the Law of One Price. Both 
consumer and producer welfare 
increased.ò (p. 879)

Jensen, R. (2007) ñThe Digital 
Provide: Information (Technology), 
Market Performance, and Welfare in 
the South Indian Fisheries Sector

Jensen, R. (2007). The Digital Provide: Information (Technology), Market Performance, and 
Welfare in the South Indian Fisheries Sector. Quarterly Journal of Economics, 122(3), 879 -
924.
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Mobiles help tiny businessesé.

VServe existing customers

VGet price information 

VCoordinate with partners

(and sometimes )

Find new customers

Cut out middlemen

Start new businesses
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Research designs trade -off observable impact and 
broader contextual understanding

Donner: Indian MSEs; 

Molony: Tanzania       

(F2F dominates)

Missing(?)

Households/individuals, not 
enterprises

Jensen: Keralan Fishermen

Donner: Call Logs, beeping

Souter et. al, Horst & Miller

(majority of calls are non -
economic)

focus on development 
(economic) outcomes

ówider viewô of 
communication

Mobile 
only

Multiple 
media



ñToday people make most of their residential calls to friends and 
family, often holding sociable conversations, conditions that may also 
have existed for two or three generations. The telephone industry 
actively promotes such calls, encouraging people to ñreach out and 
touch someoneò. For many years, it did not. Telephone salesmen 
from the 1880s to the 1920s praised the residential telephone for its 
utility in emergencieséthey also claimed that the telephone was good 
for shopping.

éSociability, obviously an important use of the telephone today, was 
ignored or resisted by the industry for almost the first half of its 
history. 

-- America Calling, p 83 -84

C. Fischer on the discovery of sociability in the USA
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