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As a Region, Africa Has the Highest Prepaid Mobile 
Internet Rates in the World
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The Gap Is Even More Pronounced When Comparing 
Prepaid Mobile Internet Prices as a Percentage of Income
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Cost vs. Transparency of Cost
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Fear of the unknown

• Word-of-mouth stories of astronomical bills

• Kenya UX study: 6/10 concerned w/ overspending

• Previous studies - no correlation between lower prices, 
increased usage

(restaurant menu image)



In Developing Countries, Consumer Prepaid Mobile 
Data Costs – and Variability of Page Costs – Is Small
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However, in Africa, Cost and Variability Are Large
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This Also Applies to Uneven/Unexpected Blips
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Which Become Significant Events When Costs Are High

8
u; h.)o � � � n � � 
 � � � � � ; ; : 2o� ; . : � i 1 i 28yTy

• r cxyf, y�
NtELxNC� � tE�
� cPEP� � � L�

• nxCfRPtL�
tElUwL, C� awtUf�
tE� StEPElt Ed



Open Questions

• What are the key factors inhibiting 
mobile Internet adoption?

• How much of a factor is transparency 
of pricing, true cost?

• How do factors, usage patterns vary 
for women vs. men?

• Initial survey: Kenya

• In-depth survey: Ghana

• Mobile experiment

Research questions Approach
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Kenya Design

• Non-representative, small, initial exploratory study into attitudes toward mobile 
Internet pricing and usage

• Designed by Google, implemented by iHub Research

Date

Participants

Location

Income

Occupation

Feb. 10-12, 2012

82 (19 non-users, 6 rural)

Nairobi: Shopping mall, university campus, 
grocery store

KES 10,000-100,000

1/3 students, 1/5 self-employed
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Kenya High-Level Findings

1. Few participants share phones; however, multiple phone use is significant.

2. Service cost is a material factor; however, it does not appear to be the largest barrier 
for mobile Internet adoption for our participants. 

3. Understanding of mobile Internet cost may be inversely correlated with usage.

4. However, improved information about mobile data costs may increase usage.

11



1. Phone Sharing

Few of the study participants share phones; however, multiple phone use is 
significant.

• Only 3 of the study’s middle-class, largely urban participants shared their phone with 
another person.*

• However, 25% owned and actively used more than one phone.
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KE: Similar Phone Sharing Rates by Gender
GH: Slightly Less Phone Sharing by Women
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2. Service Cost As a Barrier to Adoption

Service cost is a material factor; however, it does not appear to be the largest 
barrier for mobile Internet adoption for our participants. 
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3. Understanding of Cost and Usage

Understanding of mobile Internet cost may be inversely correlated with usage.
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4. Improved Information and Usage

However, improved information about mobile data costs may increase usage.

• When researchers asked users whether knowing how much money they spend on 
mobile Internet would influence usage:

• 1/2 said that they would use mobile Internet more if they knew their rate,

• 13% said they would use it less, and

• 32% said their usage levels would remain the same.
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Ghana Design

• Follow-on, larger study to further 
explore mobile Internet adoption 
barriers

• Designed by Google, implemented 
by iHub Research

Date

Participants

Location

Income

Occupation

June 3-17, 2012

798 (194 non-users)

Accra, Sunyani

GHc 300-2,000

TBF
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Ghana High-Level Findings

• Mobile data users spend more money to make calls and send SMS messages than 
to use mobile Internet.

• Users use pay-as-you-go even though they believe that bundles are cheaper.

• Users and non-users do not have an accurate understanding of mobile Internet costs 
and many believe they are billed by time.

• Fewer users monitor mobile Internet spend, compared to voice/SMS balances.

• Improved transparency into mobile Internet spending might convert non-users.

• Users and non-users would be motivated to use mobile Internet at lower prices.

• Speed and cost are major challenges for mobile Internet users.

• However, amongst non-users, technical complexity/illiteracy, demand/awareness, 
and device costs overshadow service costs as issues impeding mobile Internet 
adoption.
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1. Spending on Calls/SMS vs. Data

Mobile data users spend more money to make calls and send SMS messages 
than to use mobile Internet.

• Greater spend on calls/SMS by weighted average:

• 48% of mobile Internet users spend less than GHc 5 (USD 2.50) per week on 
mobile data, while 28% spend less than GHc 5 on voice calls per week.

• Phones were topped up more frequently for calls/SMS than mobile Internet.

• ~1/2 of users top up their mobile accounts daily in order to make calls and send 
SMS messages, vs. 37% of users who top up daily in order to use mobile Internet.
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Weighted average

Calls/SMS

Internet

GHc 13.57

GHc 8.93



1. Spending on Calls/SMS vs. Data (cont’d)
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GH: Similar Phone Credit Usage across Gender
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GH: Slight Leaning of Women toward Communication 
vs. Men toward Entertainment
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2. PAYG vs. Bundles

Users use pay-as-you-go 
(PAYG) even though they 
believe bundles are cheaper.
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KE: Women Have Higher Dedicated Bundle Usage
GH: Women w/ Similar PAYG vs. Bundle Usage vs. Men
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3. Understanding of Costs

Users and non-users do not have an accurate understanding of mobile Internet 
costs and many believe they are billed by time.

• Website cost and size were not well estimated by mobile Internet users.

• Only 19% of users were able to correctly order 4 mobile activities by cost.

• Many users also believe they are billed by time as opposed to volume.
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4. Monitoring Spend

Fewer users monitor mobile Internet spend, compared to voice/SMS balances.

• 3/4 of users keep track of their voice/SMS balances, vs. 38% who keep track of their 
mobile Internet balance.

• 37% of users have accidentally spent more money than they intended on mobile 
Internet.*
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Men Spend More Money on Data, Visit More Expensive 
Web Pages

• (KE) On average, among those who understood data sizes, men and women spent a 
similar amount of time online on mobile Internet each day (1.8 hours), yet men spent 
almost 2x as much money on mobile data than women.

• Both genders spent a considerable length of their time on social media sites, 
email and work/school sites.

• The most significant difference, however, was with sports websites.  Male 
participants listed Soccer.net, Supersport and BBC Sports as one of their top 
three most accessed sites, while no female respondents listed any sports site 
among their top three.

• CNN and BBC were also favorites among the men (heavier sites with video and 
live streaming).
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5. Transparency and Non-Users

Improved transparency into mobile Internet spending might convert non-
users.

• Of the non-users who are already keeping track of their voice/SMS balances, 28% 
responded that better knowledge of mobile Internet spending could convert them to 
becoming mobile Internet users.

• Among users, 42% stated that they would increase their mobile Internet usage if 
they could monitor their mobile Internet expenses more easily.
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5. Transparency and Non-Users (cont’d)

29



6. Lower Prices

Users and non-users would be motivated to use mobile Internet at lower prices.

• Many users are comfortable with current mobile Internet rates (prices); however, 
64% stated that they would use mobile Internet more if rates were lower.
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7. Speed

Speed and cost are major challenges for mobile Internet users.
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8. Other Issues Overshadow Cost for Non-Users
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Reason

Lack of knowledge on how to 
use the Internet

Lack of knowledge on how to 
use a data-enabled handset

Difficulty configuring phone

Lack of time

Uninterested in a data-enabled 
handset

Uninterested in mobile Internet

Cost

% Citing

24%

14%

6%

15%

14%

12%

6%

1. Technical complexity /illiteracy 
significant

2. Lack of demand/awareness

3. Handset costs

• 46% of respondents did not have a 
data-enabled handset

• 72% of these respondents cited the 
cost of the handset as the primary 
reason why



Women Bypass High Phone Costs via Gifting
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KE, GH: Women Access More from Home, Men More 
from Cafes or Phone Only (KE)
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Implications
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Operators and OEMs Online Service Providers & 
App Developers

Others, e.g., Nonprofits

• Devices: Financing (e.g. 
MF), creative gifting

• ↑NPS, users by ↓ recharge 
friction (mechanism, 
expiration window, price)

• Note re: price sensitivity 
analyses (non-user ➞ user)

• Target marketing by 
service, e.g., comms vs. 
entertainment

• Location- and time-
sensitive outreach for 
services for women

• Device access

• ↑ Mobile data research

• Transparency and simplicity of mobile Internet costs (in partnership)

• Technical education (Internet, data-enabled devices)

• Awareness/demand

• ↑ Mobile data research

• Transparency and simplicity of mobile Internet costs (in partnership)

• Technical education (Internet, data-enabled devices)

• Awareness/demand

• ↑ Mobile data research

• Transparency and simplicity of mobile Internet costs (in partnership)

• Technical education (Internet, data-enabled devices)

• Awareness/demand



Appendix
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KE, GH: Slightly Fewer Women at the High End of Phone 
Spending 
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GH: Similar Data Credit Usage across Genders
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GH: Similar Multi-SIM Feature Availability 
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KE: Differences in When Phones are Used
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