
Information and communication technologies for development (ICT4D) 
are seen to have great potential for boosting democratization pro-
cesses all over the world by giving people access to information and 
thereby empowering them to demand more accountability and trans-
parency of authorities. Based on ethnographic research in Togo and 
Rwanda on an SMS-based citizen monitoring and evaluation system, 
this article argues that focusing on access to information is too nar-
row a view. We show that it is crucial to take into account the respec-
tive socio-political backgrounds, such as levels of mistrust or existing 
social hierarchies. In this context, mobile phone usage has rather var-
ied and ambiguous meanings here. These dynamics can pose a chal-
lenge to the successful implementation of ICT4D projects aimed at po-
litical empowerment. By addressing these often overlooked issues, we 
offer explanations for the gap between ICT4D assumptions and peo-
ple’s lifeworlds in Togo and Rwanda.

Misstrauen und soziale Hierarchien als blinde Flecken 
in ICT4D-Projekten
Erkenntnisse aus Togo und Ruanda

Im Bereich Informations- und Kommunikationstechnologie für Ent-
wicklung (ICT4D) wird großes Potenzial gesehen, um weltweit Demo-
kratisierungsprozesse voranzutreiben, indem die Menschen Zugang zu 
Informationen erhalten und dadurch befähigt werden, von ihren Re-
gierungen mehr Rechenschaft und Transparenz einzufordern. Auf der 
Grundlage ethnographischer Untersuchungen in Togo und Ruanda zu 
einem SMS-basierten Bürgerbeobachtungs- und -bewertungssystem 
wird argumentiert, dass eine Fokussierung auf den Zugang zu Informa-
tionen zu eng ist. Wir zeigen, dass es wichtig ist, den sozio-politischen 
Hintergrund, wie etwa das Maß an Misstrauen und bestehende sozi-
ale Hierarchien, zu berücksichtigen. Diese Dynamiken können eine He-
rausforderung für die erfolgreiche Implementierung von ICT4D-Projek-
ten mit dem Ziel der politischen Teilhabe darstellen. Die Einbeziehung 

dieser oft übersehenen Aspekte ermöglicht es, die Diskrepanz zwischen 
den Annahmen und Zielen von ICT4D und der Lebenswelt der Menschen 
in Togo und Ruanda besser zu verstehen.
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Introduction

Soon after the introduction and spread of the mobile phone 
throughout the world, which was unexpectedly rapid through-
out Africa (de Bruijn et  al. 2009; Etzo and Collender 2010), 
there was much optimism about its transformative force for de-
velopment of the so-called ‘Global South’ among entrepreneurs, 
development practitioners and scientists alike. Optimists hailed 
the potential for economic development and democratisation, a 
flourishing telecommunication market, increased opportunities 
to maintain and broaden social networks, and, very importantly, 
better access to information (Donner 2006; Southwood 2008). 
The mobile phone has proven to be a highly accessible means of 
communication, and is the main device for accessing the inter-
net in Africa (Sey 2011). The field of information and commu-
nication technologies for development (ICT4D) benefits enor-
mously from this boom and is currently intertwined in many dif-
ferent areas, such as e-health, e-agriculture, digital economy, as 
well as civic engagement and political empowerment – the area 
from where our own research experience arises.

One of the basic assumptions within the dominant develop-
ment discourse within this latter area is that new ICT have a 
great potential for boosting democratisation processes all over 
the world, giving people access to information and thereby em-
powering them to demand more accountability and transparency 
of authorities, i. e. executive powers of the state (Bimber 2000; 
Bratton 2013; Hayes and Westrup 2012; Ochara and Mawela 
2015). However, in light of repressive political contexts in Af-
rica and beyond, political empowerment and democratisation 
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at getting a detailed picture of people’s perceptions and usage 
of mobile phones on the one hand, and their general relations 
and communication with local authorities on the other hand. We 
strived for a balanced representation of society, but it is impor-
tant to note a slight tendency towards younger and male persons.

ICT4D and access to information

The field of ICT4D, at the intersection of practice and theory, 
has received much scholarly attention. Some authors embraced 
the boom as a major opportunity for development (Charles-
Iyoha 2010; Donner 2006; Southwood 2008), whereas several 
others soon started to question this ‘revolution’ or ‘leapfrogging 
development’, taking a more critical stance (Alzouma 2005; de 
Bruijn et al. 2009; Etzo and Collender 2010; Hahn 2012; Mud-
hai et al. 2009). Expectations of the transformative potential of 
ICT for processes of democratisation, as well as their repercus-

sions, have been analysed in various ways; mobile phones can 
boost citizen journalism and facilitate instant information shar-
ing, hence boosting democratisation, but can at the same time 
also lead to new strategies for authoritative regimes to control 
information exchange (Kleine and Unwin 2009; Mutsvairo and 
Harris 2016).

Research projects that focus on the appropriation or ‘domes-
tication’ of mobile phones show that mobile phone usage and 
perceptions are much more ambiguous than the positive imag-
inary of several large ICT4D projects (Horst and Miller 2006; 
Hahn and Kibora 2008). Such approaches allow for taking into 
account the influence of existing mistrust and social hierarchies, 
and the ways in which people relate to ‘the political’ in their 
everyday lives. This permits a more comprehensive image of 
the exchange of information in which mobile communication 
can be placed.

As a starting point for our argument, we want to note that 
even if people have access to what could be called ‘public’ in-
formation, they do not necessarily perceive this information as 
being trustworthy (Keja 2019). This stems from the complex 
intertwinements between social and political mistrust, both in 
Togo and Rwanda, which play an important role in all commu-
nication processes. Our data reveal that, in communication pro-
cesses, people often try to keep their intentions to themselves 
and try to calculate other people’s intentions, which leads to in-
direct and encoded ways of communication. This can be seen as 
part of people’s strategies to cope with and make sense of their 
social environment. Therefore, in these areas, information itself 
can be characterised by its instability and unreliability. In the 

are highly problematic ideas. Moreover, mobile phone usage and 
perceptions appear to be rather ambiguous (de Bruijn et al. 2009; 
Hahn 2012; Wasserman 2011). Our own research in Togo and 
Rwanda revealed that, in order to get a better insight into peo-
ple’s possibilities to access and use information, it is crucial to 
take the respective socio-political background into account. Two 
aspects were striking and will be discussed in detail here: the 
reigning mistrust and the existing social hierarchies.

In both countries, the mistrust vis-à-vis local and national au-
thorities is widespread, albeit embedded within different histori-
cal and social settings. The same can be said for social relations; 
it has even proven to be dangerous to trust one’s own neighbour. 
In Rwanda, the genocide in 1994 killed over 800,000 people, 
which created an atmosphere of mistrust still prevalent today, as 
neighbours and friends were caused to kill each other. In Togo, 
where one family has reigned since 1967, popular discontent is 
‘silenced’ in many ways; from intimidations and bribery to out-
right violence and incarceration. Our interlocutors often looked 

over their shoulder, lowering their voices when discussing polit-
ically sensitive subjects. Concerning the second aspect of social 
hierarchies, our data suggests that, whereas mobile phones do 
offer new pathways for information exchange, this mainly hap-
pens within existing social networks. Thus, mobile phones fa-
cilitate horizontal communication, but not automatically vertical 
communication. Our argument in this article is that – contrary to 
the dominant assumption underlying many ICT4D projects – ac-
cess to information alone is not decisive for people’s (civic) be-
haviour. What is more decisive is the way in which people assess 
both this information and their course of action – up until now 
often blind spots in the design and implementation of ICT4D 
projects. This article is a contribution to close the gap between 
this ICT4D imaginary and people’s lifeworlds (Jackson 2017).

The data on which this article is based was collected be-
tween 2015 and 2018 during a total of two months of ethno-
graphic fieldwork in Rwanda in different urban and rural areas, 
and a total of six months in Togo in mostly urban areas. Our re-
search took place in the framework of a development project 
that aimed at implementing an SMS-based citizen monitoring 
and evaluation system. We participated in project meetings and 
relied both on informal conversations while ‘hanging out’ and 
participant observations that where conducted in close contact 
with local research assistants. Additionally, about 110 in-depth 
interviews were conducted in Rwanda, and about 200 in-depth 
interviews, 100 mobile communication logs and 10 focus groups 
were conducted in Togo. Even though the empirical data from 
Togo is more voluminous, the comparison with Rwanda is valu-
able, adding depth to the discussion. The data collection aimed 

Access to information alone is not decisive for people’s   
 (civic) behaviour.
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gudu1 or municipality, and it is not recommended to go directly 
to the next higher administrative level (i. e. the cell), let alone 
the sector, district or provincial level. In Togo, the image seems 
to be bleaker; in case they have a problem that affects the com-
munity, people may turn to the customary chief in their area, as 
the municipal councils suffer from a lack of legitimacy, and the 
prefecture is often a bridge too far for the population and has a 
mandate on a different level. The general image of the munici-
pality is that “they are thieves” and hardly anything good is ex-
pected to come from those authorities.

In Rwanda, contact with a higher authority only takes place 
after consultation with the leader of the umudugudu. If the com-
petences and responsibilities of this level are exceeded, as in 
some cases of inheritance, land or community-led categori-
sation, the local leader forwards the advice seeker to the next 
higher level. Even though the hierarchies discussed above are far 
more complex than we can spell out here, these settings can be 
summarised in the Rwandan expression “We don’t skip a level” 
(Fig. 1). Skipping the lower level would be considered as indirect 

criticism of that level, which is absolutely not anchored in peo-
ple’s habits. As a result, most people never have contact with the 
cell or higher levels, whose responsibilities are often unknown. 
Likewise, most people are not familiar with internal communi-
cation processes among the authorities. This lack of information 
also feeds the idea that they are not in the position to request cer-
tain information from the authorities, which is, at the same time, 

1   Meaning village, or small settlement in Kinyarwanda. It represents the 
 smallest administrative unit.

discussion about access to information, the perception of infor-
mation as being untrustworthy is often lacking, whereas it has a 
large impact on the successful implementation and durability of 
ICT4D projects that aim at boosting democratisation. An impor-
tant element in people’s evaluation of trustworthiness of infor-
mation lies within the relationship between the sender and the 
receiver of the information.

Mobile phones and hierarchies: 
“We don’t skip a level”

The first nuance that we want to bring to the fore in this article 
is an aspect which is all too often overlooked by ICT4D projects, 
or simply categorised as a ‘cultural issue’ to be resolved locally: 
the aspect of social hierarchies and power differences. This as-
pect, which also has some economic implications, will reveal the 
existence of horizontal and vertical communication that struc-
ture and determine mobile phone usage.

In the politically constrained contexts we studied, people 
do not believe in the anonymity of mobile communication. Es-
pecially ICT4D projects that aim for digital civic engagement 
should take this concern into account. As will be discussed in 
more detail below, in a context in which the right of expression 
is under pressure, these concerns are not merely theoretical. In 
general, people prefer face-to-face discussions about important 
subjects, which is not only driven by issues of anonymity, but 
also simply because of the high costs of telecommunication. The 
persons who are considered to be wealthier (superiors, chiefs, 
etc.), are expected to be the ones carrying most of the costs of 
mobile communication.

Taking an ever closer look at people’s mobile communication 
behaviour, it becomes evident that it largely depends on their po-
sition in society and on their networks. As also noted elsewhere, 
the mobile phone is mostly used for “micro-coordination” (Ling 

and Yttri 2002, p. 139), as a prelude to face-to-face encoun-
ters. People mostly communicate with their beloved ones and 
peers, and when it concerns professional relations, they can call 
their direct superiors. However, it is not common to directly call 
someone in a higher position. Even if someone knows the num-
ber of the chief or mayor, they would usually only reach these 
persons through an intermediary.

Both in Rwanda and Togo, people seem to be strongly lo-
cally oriented in their communication and problem-solving. In 
Rwanda, most problems are addressed at the level of the umudu-

Social hierarchies and power differences structure 
and determine mobile phone usage, leading to horizontal 

and vertical communication.

Sector

Cell

Population

Fig. 1: Horizontal and vertical communication across hierarchies.   
  Source: authors’ own compilation
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Rwanda has provided new possibilities for connectivity, in sev-
eral domains we also notice a deepening of the already exist-
ing levels of mistrust. At first glance, our interviewees empha-
sised the many advantages of mobile communication: first and 
foremost, the new possibilities of getting informed about the 
well-being of one’s beloved ones, followed by the diminished 
need for travelling in order to transfer a message, a means to get 
information about a petty job or a business opportunity and a 
means to resolve emergencies. In certain ways, the mobile phone 
carries the promise of a way out of hardship (Ligtvoet 2018). 
Some of our interviewees emphasised only the advantages of the 
mobile phone. However, some interviewees stated that it also in-
creases the social pressure of responding to certain requests. The 
mobile phone not only brings more freedom and new ways to es-
cape others, but also new possibilities to control others.

Along the same line, most people point to the possibility of 
betraying others with the help of a mobile phone, exemplified by 
the exclamation “the phone has turned all of us into liars”, ex-
pressed by people from different layers of society in Togo. Es-
pecially with regard to couples, but also between parents and 
children, the mobile phone has an impact on the precarious bal-
ance between freedom and control. It is broadly acknowledged 
that the phone can lead to break-up and divorce, as not only 
dating has become easier for men and women, but also find-
ing proof for extramarital relations when scrolling through the 
phone of one’s partner (Archambault 2009; Kenaw 2012). This 
indicates that the mobile phone has contributed to an increas-
ing mistrust within intimate relationships. In addition, both in 
Togo and Rwanda, practically all of our interlocutors can recall a 
story in which they or their acquaintances were called by scam-
mers and were betrayed.

As SIM cards are registered by name, people have concerns 
about matters of anonymity; not only vis-à-vis the telecommu-
nication operators, but also the authorities. The largest operators 
are often equated with the government, and in both countries, 
people assume that their mobile communication can be easily 
wiretapped by state actors. In Rwanda, it has been relatively easy 
to retrieve the ID data on which a phone number is registered 
by entering a certain USSD code, which then provides informa-
tion about the age, gender and district of the owner. For many 
reasons, people in possession of a phone do not want others to 
access such data. Finally, during periods of increased socio-po-
litical unrest, as has been the case in Togo in the second half of 
2017, possessing a mobile phone can be outright dangerous; sev-
eral people were jailed after encountering elements of the secu-
rity forces which found ‘evidence’ in their phone’s photo gallery 
or WhatsApp images. Among others aroused by the opposition, 

a challenge and an opportunity for increasing their transparency 
and accountability.

This leads us to conclude that a differentiation has to be made 
between horizontal and vertical communication. People use mo-
bile phones to communicate with their peers on the same hi-
erarchical level in order to meet or organise something, or ex-
change information. Horizontal communication does not create 
barriers, but the situation is different for vertical communication. 
Top-down communication to inform citizens about meetings or 
activities is common, but people are not comfortable with the 
idea of calling ‘upwards’, which is strongly related to people’s 
general socio-economic and educational background, and to so-
cio-political conditions.

Understanding mistrust: 
“Everyone is lying”

Albeit in very different ways, both Togo and Rwanda have a re-
cent past of social, political and economic instability, and every-
day life has been politicised to such an extent that information 
exchange is often affected by concerns about direct repression 
or other negative consequences. Until today Togo’s population 
has lived under a repressive regime since 1967, in which the 
only power change was from father to son, whereas Rwanda has 
greatly suffered from a civil war that started in 1990, leading to 
a genocide that took place in 1994, which is still the reason for 
an atmosphere of mistrust throughout society. In our conversa-
tions, we noticed that people avoid discussing subjects related 
to politics, and, in Rwanda, this is particularly sensitive in re-
lation to ethnicity. Under these politically constrained condi-

tions, people have an interest in practising self-censorship and, 
at times, misrepresenting information, as was evident in our in-
terviews and observations.

In such an environment, one’s own neighbours and even one’s 
most intimate contacts cannot be trusted. Besides political or 
ethnic differences, spiritual reasons were also mentioned for 
keeping one’s intentions to oneself. For instance in Togo, our 
interlocutors take care with whom to share their travel plans, or 
plans for the future, as they want to avoid that someone’s jeal-
ousy may be aroused, which may then lead to encountering ‘bad 
luck’ on their road. These common assumptions justify referring 
to mistrust as an organising principle of society, which is inter-
linked with trust, but can be considered as being more than its 
mere antithesis, as expounded by Carey (2017).

Although the introduction of the mobile phone in such con-
strained and codified communication landscapes as in Togo and 

The mobile phone has contributed to an increasing mistrust, 
as some say: “the phone has turned all of us into liars”.
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of communication. For ICT4D projects, which are often linked 
to local development, it is worth gaining better insight into such 
communication flows. By following the flows of connectiv-
ity between different online and offline media, such as com-
munity meetings, radio shows, Facebook pages and WhatsApp 
groups, ICT4D projects can centralise people who make use 
of these technologies. In this way, their beneficiaries can then 
profit more from the vast range of opportunities offered by these 
technologies.
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