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01
Introduction

Digital inclusion and exclusion are critical considerations in the humanitarian 
sector to ensure the benefits of digital technology are available to as many 
people affected by crisis as possible. 

For more than 10 years, the GSMA Mobile for Humanitarian Innovation 
programme (M4H) and its predecessor, the Disaster Response programme, 
have been researching, supporting and promoting digital inclusion in 
humanitarian settings. M4H activities seek to promote digitally inclusive 
humanitarian programming by:

	— Funding and supporting projects that explore new models of digitally 
inclusive humanitarian action.

	— Researching the impact of the digital divide in the humanitarian sector 
and effective tools to promote digitally inclusive humanitarian action.

	— Advocating for the reduction of regulatory barriers to digital inclusion.

Learning is a central element of the M4H programme. This paper captures 
the key lessons of our projects and research on digital inclusion in 
humanitarian settings.
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02
Why is inclusion  
important?

The principles of humanitarian action include 
impartiality and humanity, which means humanitarian 
actors have an obligation to alleviate suffering, 
with special attention to the most vulnerable, and 
ensure that humanitarian services are accessible 
to everyone who needs them. In humanitarian 
settings, vulnerabilities and risks are heightened due 
to conflict, displacement or the upheaval of social 
norms. Research shows that humanitarian contexts 
also create new or more complex vulnerabilities. 
For example, instances of disability often increase 
in humanitarian settings due to conflict and poor 
access to health services. Women and girls have also 
been found to face additional risks in contexts of 
displacement as social norms break down, exposing 
them to a greater risk of violence and expectations to 
perform household tasks.

Whenever services are delivered through digital 
channels in humanitarian contexts, technology 
has the potential to mirror and exacerbate existing 
inequalities. Vulnerabilities are context-specific, and 
who is marginalised depends on the local history and 
socio-economic circumstances. However, research 
shows that marginalised groups are less likely to have 
access to digital technologies and make full use of 
them. Therefore, when delivering services through 
digital channels, these groups are most at risk of 
being excluded. This is often referred to as the ‘digital 
divide’, or the gap between those who have access to 
technology and the internet and those who do not.

Despite these risks, digital technology presents an 
opportunity. If designed locally with marginalised 
groups and their specific life needs in mind, 
technology can not only become accessible and 
enable people to access services, but also play a 
greater role in facilitating economic, social and 
political inclusion and equitable access to services. 
For example, a mobile phone can unlock access to a 
mobile money account and other financial services, 
provide a channel to participate in democratic 
processes online and enhance social connection and 
community engagement. When used effectively, 
digital technology has the power to bring significantly 
more users into social and economic life and promote 
greater overall well-being.

Given the potential risks and benefits of digital 
technology, humanitarian organisations using 
digital tools have, at minimum, an obligation to not 
exacerbate existing inequalities. Ideally, humanitarian 
organisations and technology providers would work 
together to ensure digital technology provides a 
pathway to greater inclusion.

https://civil-protection-humanitarian-aid.ec.europa.eu/who/humanitarian-principles_en#:~:text=The%20principles%20of%20humanity%2C%20neutrality,attention%20to%20the%20most%20vulnerable
https://humanity-inclusion.org.uk/sn_uploads/document/2019-05-data-on-persons-with-disabilities-in-humanitarian-action-key-findings-and-recommendations.pdf
https://www.unwomen.org/en/what-we-do/humanitarian-action/facts-and-figures
https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S0304422X06000167
https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S0304422X06000167
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03
Defining digital inclusion
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Digital inclusion in humanitarian contexts may 
mean one of two things: the digital inclusion of 
people in humanitarian settings and inclusive digital 
humanitarian programming. These are related but 
distinct, as explained in the following definitions.

Digital inclusion (status):  
The extent to which a person is able to access, own 
and use digital technology safely and with dignity.

Digitally excluded groups are often those who have 
been historically marginalised since low access 
to literacy, education or resources are barriers to 
accessing and using technology. Those most likely 
to be digitally excluded have low levels of education, 
low incomes, live in rural areas and are more likely 
to be women, older persons and/or persons with 
disabilities. Digital exclusion not only restricts access 
to technology itself but, more importantly, can limit 
one’s ability to access life-changing and, in some 
cases, life-saving information and services provided 
by humanitarian actors and other service providers.

Digitally inclusive humanitarian action 
(action): 
Humanitarian action delivered through digital 
channels not only avoids exacerbating existing 
inequalities, but also addresses contextual barriers 
to digital inclusion and improve one’s ability to make 
full use of digital services and participate in digital 
spaces.

Digitally inclusive humanitarian action considers 
existing levels of, and barriers to, digital inclusion  
and provides service users with opportunities  
to be included in a digitally connected society  
(Table 1). Ideally, digitally inclusive humanitarian 
action gives people affected by crisis more agency 
over programming and enables them to exercise  
their rights.

Table 1: Digitally inclusive humanitarian action

Ideal Action that increases digital inclusion and agency, both over humanitarian 
programming and more broadly in a digitally connected world. Digital 
technologies are leveraged to create a more responsive and accountable 
system. 

Good Action that increases digital inclusion and addresses the specific barriers 
that are creating a digital divide in a given context.

Minimum Action that “does no harm”, ensuring impartial and equitable access to 
digital services.
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Understanding digital 
inclusion gaps
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Identifying and measuring digital inclusion gaps
To design and target inclusive digital programming 
effectively, it is important to understand the 
landscape of mobile access and ownership.

To quantify digital exclusion and better understand 
who is at risk of being left out of digital humanitarian 
programming, the GSMA measures access and usage 
gaps. For example, people over 55 are less likely to be 
connected and reap the benefits of digital technology 
in humanitarian contexts. Most GSMA research on 
digital exclusion has focused on gender and disability 

gaps. However, identity is not one-dimensional and 
intersecting identities – age, gender, disability – 
can compound digital exclusion. Which groups are 
excluded from accessing and using digital technology 
effectively will also vary tremendously depending 
on the context and its history of marginalisation. 
It is therefore vitally important to have a deep 
understanding of the local context and digital access 
and usage gaps through research.

Mobile gender gap
Gender is one dimension by which the GSMA has measured gaps in mobile phone ownership and use  
(Figure 1).

Figure 1: The gender gap in mobile ownership and mobile internet use

As mobile technology has spread around the world, 
access and usage have remained unequal. Even when 
controlling for income, rurality, literacy and disability, 
gender remains an important factor in mobile phone 
ownership and use. Women are still less likely to 
be digitally included. Evidence suggests that other 
factors, such as social norms and discrimination, 
affect women’s mobile phone ownership and use.

This is especially true in humanitarian settings. For 
example, while women in low- and middle-income 
countries (LMICs) are 7% less likely to own a mobile 
phone than men, M4H research indicates that this 
number is much higher in humanitarian settings. 

The Digital Lives of Refugees, a report based on 
2019 research, showed a 47% gender gap in mobile 
ownership in the Bidi Bidi refugee settlement in 
Uganda and a 13% gap in Kiziba refugee camp in 
Rwanda (Figure 2). There was also a 13% mobile 
gender gap across Africa, on average. More recent 
research in White Nile, Sudan, confirmed these 
trends. Using the Connectivity Needs and Usage 
Assessment Toolkit (CoNUA), the M4H team found 
that among South Sudanese refugees, women were 
18% less likely to own a mobile phone (and 70% likely 
to own a smartphone) and 3.6 times more likely to 
rely on borrowing a phone. More research is needed 
to understand the local gender dynamics at play.

Gender gap in 
ownership/use 
(%)

Male owners/users 
(% of male population)

Male owners/users 
(% of male population)

–
=

Female owners/users  
(% of female population)

The gender gap in mobile phone ownership and mobile internet use 
is calculated using the following formula:

https://www.gsma.com/r/gender-gap/
https://www.gsma.com/mobilefordevelopment/wp-content/uploads/2019/07/The-Digital-Lives-of-Refugees.pdf
https://www.gsma.com/mobilefordevelopment/resources/the-connectivity-needs-and-usage-assessment-conua-toolkit/
https://www.gsma.com/mobilefordevelopment/resources/the-connectivity-needs-and-usage-assessment-conua-toolkit/
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Figure 2: The mobile ownership gender gap is higher for refugees in contexts GSMA 
has studied

 

These gaps increase with more advanced use cases. 
For example, in LMICs, the mobile internet usage gap 
is 15%, on average. In Bidi Bidi, the mobile internet 

usage gender gap was 89%, in Kiziba 54% and in 
White Nile 66% – far above the average for LMICs.

13%
Average mobile 

ownership gender 
gap in Africa

47% Bidi Bidi, Uganda

13% Kiziba, Rwanda

18% White Nile, Sudan
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Mobile disability gap
Disability is another dimension by which the GSMA 
measures digital exclusion. The M4H programme has 
used the Washington Group Short Set of questions 
to determine disability and better understand how 
disability within humanitarian settings affects mobile 
phone access and use.

UNHCR estimates that 12 million people with 
disabilities are forcibly displaced. Humanitarian 
contexts provide a hostile environment for people 
with disabilities, presenting unique challenges that 
may put them particularly at risk. Viewed through 
the lens of the social model of disability, these 
environments amplify barriers. For example:

	— When a crisis occurs, people with disabilities 
are heavily impacted. A study by Humanity & 
Inclusion (HI) found that 54% of respondents 
with disabilities reported a direct physical impact 
following a crisis. 

	— Emergency situations like conflicts or natural 
disasters can also increase the number of people 
who experience disability due to new injuries, 
a lack of quality medical care or the collapse of 
essential services.

	— Crisis situations also put people with disabilities 
at greater risk of abuse and exploitation. In the 
same HI study, 27% of respondents reported 
experiencing physical, psychological or sexual 
abuse. 

In this context, mobile technology can either create a 
new barrier to accessing services or become an asset 
to people with disabilities as an assistive technology 
(Figure 3). Globally and within humanitarian contexts, 
people with disabilities are less likely to own and use 
mobile phones. According to research conducted 
in 2019, in Kiziba camp in Rwanda, refugees with 
disabilities were 15% less likely to have ever used a 
mobile phone than those without a disability, while in 
Bidi Bidi, Uganda, they were 7% less likely and 28% 
less likely in White Nile, Sudan. Again, these gaps 
increase as use cases become more complex.

Figure 3: Disability usage gaps in Kiziba and Bidi Bidi refugee camps

Box 1 
The potential of assistive technologies for people with disabilities

For people with disabilities, mobile technology can be a gateway to greater inclusion. Mobile phones 
can be a cost-effective way for people with disabilities to access multiple assistive technologies in 
one device. “Assistive technology” is an umbrella term covering the systems and services related to 
the delivery of assistive products and services. These types of assistive products can maintain or 
improve an individual’s functioning and independence, thereby promoting their well-being.

Call SMS Entertainment Business

58%55%

18%

2%

67%

33%
27%

1%

	 Rwanda (Kiziba) 	 Uganda (Bidi Bidi)

https://www.inclusionlondon.org.uk/disability-in-london/social-model/the-social-model-of-disability-and-the-cultural-model-of-deafness/
https://shifed.sednove.com/sn_uploads/document/Study2015_Disability_humanitarian_context_EN_WEB.pdf
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Barriers 

It is important to understand the barriers people face to digital inclusion in 
order to address them effectively. Given the intersectional nature of identity, 
a programme that targets specific barriers – rather than specific identities – 
can be more effective at addressing digital divides.

Barriers often intersect and overlap, compounding digital exclusion for 
marginalised groups. For example, a refugee with a visual impairment 
might find it especially difficult to find work, reducing their ability to pay for 
handsets, bundles and charging. They might also have low digital literacy 
and not know how to use a screen reader on a mobile phone. At the same 
time, they could face social stigma and unwillingness from friends or family 
to facilitate access to a phone. Barriers are almost always multi-faceted and 
require a variety of interventions to fully enable inclusion.

There are several key barriers to mobile ownership and use in humanitarian contexts:

	 Affordability
	 The cost of handsets and bundles can be 

prohibitive, especially in humanitarian and 
displacement settings where there are often 
fewer livelihood opportunities. While this affects 
everyone, it may be an even greater barrier for 
marginalised groups like women and people 
with disabilities. In The Digital Lives of Refugees 
research, the cost of a handset was found to be 
the most common barrier in all three research 
locations, followed by cost of airtime.

	 Literacy and digital skills
	 Difficulty reading and writing and low levels 

of digital literacy are another major barrier to 
mobile phone ownership and use.

	 Charging and electricity
	 Settlements where displaced people reside are 

often off-grid with limited access to charging 
points. When people have to pay to access 
charging points, this creates additional barriers.

	 Connectivity or network coverage
	 Many people in humanitarian contexts are in last-

mile settings where network coverage is weaker.

	 Know-your-customer (KYC) and 
regulatory requirements

	 In many countries, official forms of identity 
documents are required to access SIM cards 
legally. However, many displaced people are 
not able to access these documents or the 
documents they have are not accepted by local 
governments. Regulatory changes can also 
restrict access to mobile services. For example, in 
Tanzania and Uganda, the introduction of taxes 
has limited the use of mobile services.

	 Social or access-related barriers
	 These may include a range of social factors, 

including family approval or social norms that 
restrict access to, or usage of, mobile technology.

	 Language
	 The lack of available services in local languages 

can create a barrier to mobile ownership and use.

	 Safety and security
	 Exposure to negative content or risks associated 

with the surveillance of online activity can lead 
users to avoid mobile technology.

https://www.gsma.com/mobilefordevelopment/wp-content/uploads/2019/07/The-Digital-Lives-of-Refugees.pdf
https://www.aa.com.tr/en/africa/tanzania-slashes-controversial-mobile-money-levy/2619506
https://www.ictd.ac/publication/there-and-back-again-the-making-of-ugandas-mobile-money-tax-rib/
https://www.gsma.com/mobilefordevelopment/the-digital-worlds-of-displacement-affected-communities/
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Solutions

Like barriers, solutions should be examined through an intersectional lens. 
There is no checklist of features a solution must include to be inclusive. 
Rather, solutions must be found by understanding the local context and 
identifying and quantifying the intersecting challenges that users face. We 
have identified two approaches that can lead to inclusive humanitarian 
action:

01 
Deep contextual research: 
This can help to understand users’ lived experiences, the barriers they face to digital inclusion and highlight 
possible solutions. Below are several examples of places where we have seen research contribute to greater 
digital inclusion.

User journey research in northern Burundi examined mobile money-enabled 
cash and voucher assistance (CVA) programming to understand the barriers 
and potential benefits of this delivery channel. For example, while mobile 
money offers certain efficiency benefits for humanitarian organisations, for 
users it is a potential entry point to financial and digital inclusion. However, 
barriers like cost of handsets and low digital literacy inhibited the ability of 
users to reap all the potential benefits.

Innovation Fund grantee Mercy Corps in Haiti leveraged human-centred 
design (HCD) methodologies to conduct deep research of user behaviours 
around mobile technology before launching a platform that used 
interactive voice response (IVR) to provide information on extreme weather 
preparedness. By understanding user preferences for message formats 
and best times of day to contact them, the programme was able to reach 
16,672 people, 99% of whom said the messages were useful and 84% took a 
recommended action.

The Sesame Workshop (Ahlan Simsim) project was another example of 
an intervention that was successful in large part because research about 
target end users informed its design. The depth of formative research was 
an evident strength of the project, with few early assumptions (e.g. about 
digital access and literacy as barriers) holding true.

Copyright © 2020 GSM Association

Mobile money enabled 
cash assistance:  
User journeys in 
Burundi 
December 2020

Communities in Haiti Access 
New Technologies for 
Early Warning/Response 
(CHANTER)

October 2018 to March 2020

Mercy Corps is a global team of 
humanitarians, working together on 
the front lines of today’s biggest crises 
to create a future of possibility, where 
everyone can prosper. Their mission 
is to alleviate suffering, poverty and 
oppression by helping people build 
secure, productive and just communities. 
Mercy Corps has been working in Haiti 
since 2010.

Leveraging SMS and interactive voice response 
(IVR) technology through Viamo’s mobile 
communication platform, via Digicel’s Haitian 
mobile network, the CHANTER platform is 
designed to deliver a twelve-week curriculum 
on extreme weather preparedness and first 
response practices, as well as early warning 
messages. The messages are tailored based on 
recipient’s livelihood activity and their location 
to ensure they receive useful information. 

The project used human centred design to 
create the curriculum and delivered it in 
three communes (Arcahaie, Bayonnais and 
Camp-Perrin). Delivery was supported on the 
ground by a network of community based 
organisations.

The project aimed to support communities 
by limiting loss of income, better protecting 
households and reducing the risk of physical 
harm in the wake of the increasing frequency 
of sudden onset disasters in Haiti.

 GRANT PROJECT OUTCOMES AND LESSONS

PrThis initiative has been funded by UK aid from the UK government and is supported by the GSMA and 

its members. The views expressed do not necessarily reflect the UK government’s official policies.

Project funded by the GSMA Mobile 
for Humanitarian Innovation Fund 

GRANT PROJECT DATES

16,672
11,783

USAGE DATA SURVEY RESPONDENTS*

PEOPLE REGISTERED
ON CHANTER

PEOPLE LISTENED 
TO MORE THAN 99%

SAID THE 
INFORMATION 

FROM CHANTER 
WAS USEFUL

75% OF 
MESSAGES

91% SAID THE MESSAGE  
RECEIVED WAS CLEAR   

84% 
TOOK THE ACTIONS 
SUGGESTED IN 
MESSAGES

LIVELIHOOD SPECIFIC MESSAGES 
DEVELOPED & SHARED WITH COMMUNITIES   13 *USERS WHO RECALLED RECEIVING A MESSAGE FROM CHANTER

KEY STATS

MORE DETAILED DESCRIPTION OF PROJECT: 

As part of the Ahlan Simsim initiative, in 
February 2020, Sesame Workshop launched 
Ahlan Simsim, a localized version of Sesame 
Street for broadcast across the Middle East 
and North Africa with a particular focus on 
children affected by crisis and displacement. 
Ahlan Simsim aims to address social-
emotional needs of children, while challenging 
gender assumptions and modeling 
new paradigms for children’s emotional 
expression. The team received a grant from 
the GSMA Mobile for Humanitarian Innovation 
Fund to add a mobile-enabled component 
to their work. Through the development of 
a suite of mobile-based multimedia content, 
Sesame Workshop planned to extend the 
existing Ahlan Simsim initiative, targeting 
parents and caregivers with regularly 
distributed content via social media and 
mobile based platforms. The project intended 
to allow Ahlan Simsim to deepen engagement 
and interaction with existing audiences while 
also extending reach to new individuals, 
not only including parents and caregivers in 
the project but enhancing the likelihood of 
children engaging with the content. 

 GRANT PROJECT LESSONS AND OUTCOMES 

Ahlan Simsim
Optimizing the use of mobile 
phones in Sesame Workshop’s 
early childhood development 
program in the Middle East

 GRANT PROJECT DATES

October 2019 to March 2021

Sesame Workshop, the nonprofit 
organisation behind Sesame Street, 
has a mission of helping children 
everywhere grow smarter, stronger, 
and kinder. Sesame Workshop 
partnered with the International 
Rescue Committee to create Ahlan 
Simsim (“Welcome Sesame” 
in Arabic), a groundbreaking 
initiative that delivers early 
learning and nurturing care to 
children and caregivers affected by 
the Syrian conflict. 

Project funded by the GSMA Mobile 
for Humanitarian Innovation Fund 

This initiative has been funded by UK Aid from the UK government and is  
supported by the GSMA and its members. The views expressed do not necessarily 

reflect the UK government’s official policies.

https://www.gsma.com/mobilefordevelopment/resources/mobile-money-enabled-cash-assistance-user-journeys-in-burundi/
https://www.gsma.com/mobilefordevelopment/resources/m4h-innovation-fund-lessons-and-outcomes-chanter/
https://www.gsma.com/mobilefordevelopment/resources/m4h-innovation-fund-lessons-and-outcomes-sesame-workshops-ahlan-simsim/
https://www.gsma.com/mobilefordevelopment/resources/mobile-money-enabled-cash-assistance-user-journeys-in-burundi/
https://www.gsma.com/mobilefordevelopment/resources/m4h-innovation-fund-lessons-and-outcomes-chanter/
https://www.gsma.com/mobilefordevelopment/resources/m4h-innovation-fund-lessons-and-outcomes-sesame-workshops-ahlan-simsim/
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The M4H programme has created several tools to 
conduct this type of research, which are available to 
the humanitarian sector: 

To address the need for a more evidence-based approach that puts 
recipients of assistance at the centre, the GSMA partnered with REACH 
and the Emergency Telecommunications Cluster (ETC), and convened a 
Technical Committee of experts from several humanitarian agencies to 
pool knowledge in the use of mobile technology and conduct assessments 
in humanitarian settings. The Connectivity, Needs and Usage Assessment 
Toolkit (CoNUA) was developed by the M4H programme to help users 
understand mobile phone access, usage, preferences and digital skills 
among populations of concern in a robust and standardised manner.

The M4H programme has compiled a brief introduction to human-centred 
design in humanitarian settings and how it can be used to assess user needs 
and promote digital inclusion, specifically how mobile tools can be adapted 
for use by people with disabilities.

Humanitarian 
Connectivity 
Needs and Usage 
Assessment

Copyright © 2023 GSM Association

A toolkit to support in 
assessing the current and 
potential use of mobile 
technology and connectivity 
in humanitarian crises

Toolkit Overview
Version 2

April 2023
BETA published January 2021

Copyright © 2020 GSM Association

Human-centred design in 
humanitarian settings:  
Methodologies for inclusivity 

July 2020

https://www.gsma.com/mobilefordevelopment/resources/the-connectivity-needs-and-usage-assessment-conua-toolkit/
https://www.gsma.com/mobilefordevelopment/resources/the-connectivity-needs-and-usage-assessment-conua-toolkit/
https://www.gsma.com/mobilefordevelopment/resources/human-centred-design-in-humanitarian-settings/
https://www.gsma.com/mobilefordevelopment/resources/human-centred-design-in-humanitarian-settings/
https://www.gsma.com/mobilefordevelopment/resources/the-connectivity-needs-and-usage-assessment-conua-toolkit/
https://www.gsma.com/mobilefordevelopment/resources/human-centred-design-in-humanitarian-settings/
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02 
Being led by local partners is key because their deep 
understanding of the local context can help to better 
address barriers. 

Innovation Fund grantee IRC, working on the CuéntaNos platform, expanded 
their services to be more inclusive by working with more local partners. In 
Guatemala, El Salvador and Honduras, the CuéntaNos platform provides 
information on gender-based violence (GBV) service providers to survivors 
in addition to psychosocial support and information. In Honduras, partner 
Glasswing International actively engaged community actors and groups, 
enabling more than 200 service providers to be added to the platform. 
CuéntaNos then acted as a directory, connecting people to trusted local 
partners. Additionally, during the pandemic, services were translated into 
three Mayan languages to improve accessibility.

Grantee Naya Jeevan, as a Pakistan-based organisation, was able to better 
tailor their services to the local, relatively conservative culture. Their 
programme, which provided telehealth, televeterinary and mental health 
services, was able to better address local stigma related to mental health 
because they understood the barrier being from the culture themselves. 
Since many of the Sindhi words used to refer to mental health have negative 
connotations, it was important that field staff were trained by local experts 
who understood both trauma and the nuances of the language.

Grantee Rumie created microlearning content to be delivered via a mobile 
app. They partnered with a local women’s organisation in Afghanistan, and 
later in Pakistan, to ensure content was locally appropriate and relevant.

The KUHI Consortium, a strategic partner of the M4H programme, brought 
together local actors, allowing the group to better target their activities, 
for example, to the talent gap in Rwanda. As a result, their programming 
focussed on building profitable digital skills that users could leverage 
to find employment. Working with local partners also helped to ensure 
programming was sustainable and that digitally inclusive humanitarian 
action would continue long term.

Naya Jeevan received a grant from the 
GSMA Mobile for Humanitarian Innovation 
Fund to implement the Muhnjo Sohna Thar 
(MST) project in the Tharparkar district 
of Sindh, Pakistan, in partnership with 
the Sukaar Foundation (a community-
based organisation), doctHERs (a gender-
inclusive health-tech venture) and Telenor 
Microfinance Bank (a microfinance and 
mobile money provider).

 GRANT PROJECT LESSONS AND OUTCOMES 

Naya Jeevan’s 
Mohinja  
Sohna Thar 
Project
 GRANT PROJECT DATES

June 2019 to September 2021

Naya Jeevan, meaning “new 
life” in Urdu and Hindi, 
is a fintech dedicated to 
supporting the resilience and 
financial inclusion of low-
income families in Pakistan 
with inclusive access to health, 
life, disability and livestock 
insurance.

Project funded by the GSMA Mobile 
for Humanitarian Innovation Fund 

This initiative has been funded by UK Aid from the UK government and is  
supported by the GSMA and its members. The views expressed do not necessarily 

reflect the UK government’s official policies.

The MST project was designed to use 
mobile technology to increase access to, 
and improve the quality of, basic services 
for community members, which would help 
them become more resilient to economic 
shocks and the impacts of climate change. 
The project had three main aims:  

1  To provide veterinary health 
services through remote telehealth/
televeterinary consultations facilitated 
by women recruited from the local 
community;

2  To protect income-generating assets 
with livestock insurance and encourage 
the use of mobile money for payment 
to provide an entry point to financial 
inclusion; and

3  To increase, through telehealth services, 
women’s access to female healthcare 
providers.

Following the outbreak of the COVID-19 
pandemic, and based on community 
feedback, Naya Jeevan received additional 
funding from GSMA in November 2020, to 
expand the project to include a focus on 
mental health. This allowed Naya Jeevan 
to offer members of the community 
mental health screening sessions and 
provide remote psychosocial support to 
those in need, connecting them to trained 
psychologists and psychiatrists through 
mobile-enabled telemedicine.

CuentaNos.org1 is an 
International Rescue 
Committee (IRC) interactive 
digital platform, operating 
in El Salvador, Honduras, 
and Guatemala, which places 
lifesaving and life-sustaining 
information in the hands of 
those affected by violence.

Project funded by the GSMA Mobile 
for Humanitarian Innovation Fund 

This initiative has been funded by UK Aid from the UK government and is  
supported by the GSMA and its members. The views expressed do not necessarily 

reflect the UK government’s official policies.

BRIEF DESCRIPTION:

The platform, which consists of a two-way 
messaging helpline and an online directory 
of local NGOs and governmental institutions, 
empowers its users to seek support 
services based on their personal needs or 
location. The interactive map/directory 
offers information about local services like 
protection, shelter, health, education, and 
legal assistance, while the two-way chat 
helpline serves as a case management and 
referral tool for local organizations. The 
service also offers direct and confidential 
psychosocial support to people in moments 
of crisis. 

CuéntaNos received a GSMA grant to 
strengthen and expand its existing digital 
platform in El Salvador and Honduras. 
They received an additional GSMA grant 
in response to the COVID-19 pandemic 
to expand in Guatemala, and provide 
information in more local languages. With 
both grants, the goal was to create a more 
robust map of service providers whom 
people at risk or in vulnerable situations 
can be signposted to for information and 
services, as well as to increase the volume 
of services available to people at risk. There 
was also a focus on differential services for 
women, girls, and LGBTI people, who make 
up 60% of CuentaNos.org users.

 GRANT PROJECT LESSONS AND OUTCOMES 

International 
Rescue 
Committee 
(IRC) 
CuéntaNos

1. “Cuéntanos” in Spanish means “tell us”

https://www.gsma.com/mobilefordevelopment/resources/m4h-innovation-fund-lessons-and-outcomes-international-rescue-committee-irc-cuentanos/
https://www.gsma.com/mobilefordevelopment/resources/m4h-innovation-fund-lessons-and-outcomes-international-rescue-committee-irc-cuentanos/
https://www.gsma.com/mobilefordevelopment/resources/m4h-innovation-fund-lessons-and-outcomes-naya-jeevans-mohinja-sohna-thar-project/
https://www.gsma.com/mobilefordevelopment/blog/covid-19s-impact-on-mental-health-in-humanitarian-contexts/
https://www.gsma.com/mobilefordevelopment/resources/m4h-innovation-fund-lessons-and-outcomes-naya-jeevans-mohinja-sohna-thar-project/
https://www.gsma.com/mobilefordevelopment/resources/m4h-innovation-fund-lessons-and-outcomes-international-rescue-committee-irc-cuentanos/
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Solutions to address specific barriers:

 
Digital skills and literacy
Training can provide a practical way to increase 
digital inclusion and is often an important part of 
digital humanitarian programming. Digital skills have 
been identified as key to creating a safer, healthier 
and more efficient world and reducing global digital 
divides. The M4H programme has undertaken 
several projects aimed at increasing digital skills and 
literacy, including a project that addressed access 
to needs-based protection information for IDP 
women in Myanmar. After starting programming, the 
project lead realised that the digital literacy levels 
of the target population were too low to effectively 

access the information they provided via an app. To 
address this, they provided tailored training for those 
who needed it. Likewise, strategic partners World 
Vision and Exxus have provided training in mobile 
technology and coding in Rwanda’s Gihembe and 
Nyabiheke refugee camps. These types of training 
can play a positive role in helping people access 
services and information safely and independently. 
However, training must be tailored to local needs to 
ensure it addresses relevant barriers and interests 
effectively. For example, by using toolkits like the 
GSMA Mobile Internet Skills Training Toolkit (MISTT).

https://www.itu.int/en/mediacentre/Pages/PR-2021-11-03-Digital-Skills.aspx
https://www.itu.int/en/mediacentre/Pages/PR-2021-11-03-Digital-Skills.aspx
https://www.gsma.com/mobilefordevelopment/mistt/
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Affordability
Models that work to strengthen livelihood 
opportunities and create creative handset financing 
models have the potential to create more sustainable 
access to hardware and services rather than 
distributing tools that users may not want, know how 
to use or be able to replace or repair in the event of 
damage. For example, M4H partners have worked 
together to digitise savings groups across Rwanda, 
strengthening the financial resilience of both host 

community and refugee populations. Likewise, 
Grameen Foundation has worked with Nilecom in 
Uganda to help women and young people become 
mobile money agents through training and start-
up capital. This not only creates additional income 
streams for the agents, but also strengthens the 
digital ecosystem in the area. Creative financing 
models can also help to make handsets more 
affordable.

 
Regulatory barriers and KYC
By creating coalitions, such as with humanitarian 
organisations, MNOs can help to bring about 
regulatory change. Options like tiered KYC 
requirements can create more flexible solutions, 
allowing people to access services legally in their own 
name. For example, in Uganda, the M4H programme 
worked with UNHCR to address restrictive KYC 
requirements that left many refugees without 

legal access to SIM cards. As a result, the Uganda 
Communications Commission issued a more enabling 
directive to the industry, allowing refugees to use 
attestation letters issued by the office of the Prime 
Minister to meet KYC requirements. This type of 
regulatory change can have a major impact on the 
number of people who are able to access digital 
services.

 
Charging and electricity
In many displacement settings, people rely on paid 
charging kiosks to charge their mobile devices. In 
addition to the livelihoods programming already 
mentioned, the M4H programme has also addressed 
this barrier by supporting renewable energy projects. 
Innovation Fund grantee Altech, for example, 

provides pay-as-you-go (PAYG) solar home systems 
for refugees in the Democratic Republic of Congo 
(DRC). Likewise, grantee Earthspark provides clean, 
mobile-enabled, community-sized smart grids to 
provide better access to electricity for communities in 
Haiti. 

 
Connectivity
Limited coverage is a challenge that often requires 
engaging with MNOs to construct new infrastructure. 
This is a long process and may require alternative 
financing models, as last-mile tower construction is 
not always profitable for operators. In the short term, 

digital humanitarian service providers may want to 
consider building in offline capabilities to mitigate 
connectivity challenges. Grantee Alight, for example, 
set up an offline system to help customers access 
their mobile money accounts.

https://www.gsma.com/mobilefordevelopment/resources/creating-jobs-and-expanding-financial-inclusion-in-refugee-settlements/
https://www.gsma.com/mobilefordevelopment/resources/making-internet-enabled-phones-more-affordable-in-low-and-middle-income-countries/
https://www.gsma.com/mobilefordevelopment/wp-content/uploads/2020/03/Uganda_Case_Study_Web_Spreads.pdf
https://www.gsma.com/mobilefordevelopment/wp-content/uploads/2019/07/The-Digital-Lives-of-Refugees.pdf
https://www.gsma.com/mobilefordevelopment/mobile-for-humanitarian-innovation/innovation-fund/
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06
Conclusion
The digital divide is a clear challenge to effective humanitarian 
action. Research is shedding light on the extent and nature of 
digital exclusion, barriers to inclusion and possible solutions. In most 
cases, there is more than one barrier to inclusion, requiring a more 
holistic, ecosystem-level approach. Actors need to work together 
to ensure barriers are addressed at the user, infrastructure and 
ecosystem level, as well as at the regulatory level. The GSMA Mobile 
for Humanitarian Innovation programme will continue to address the 
issue of digital inclusion through research, funding and partnerships. 

https://www.gsma.com/mobilefordevelopment/resources/building-and-strengthening-digital-ecosystems-in-humanitarian-contexts/
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