
 



A small coffee grower in Costa Rica keeps in touch with interna-
tional market prices, and ultimately arranges sale and pick-up of 
his crop, via his mobile phone. A family in the Philippines, depen-
dent on money from a member working as a nurse in the United 
States, can pick it up at a local McDonald’s, transferred quickly and 
inexpensively by a mobile phone remittance system. It may seem 
obvious, but those in the BOP cannot join the global economy, and 
benefit from it, until they are connected to it. 

The household survey data reported here show significant demand for 

such connections and a willingness to pay—because the value proposition, 

for someone without connectivity, is compelling. A recent study among 

low-income families in Tanzania showed that access to livelihoods was a 

primary reason for owning a mobile phone (Vodafone 2005). 

Not surprisingly, mobile phone companies in emerging markets are 

growing rapidly, adding hundreds of millions of customers a year (World 

Bank 2006b). With more than 1.5 billion mobile phone customers in de-

veloping regions—the size of the mid-market and high-in-

come population segments—most new customers in these 

regions now come from the BOP. 

Advanced services are starting to appear. Wizzit, a 

start-up in South Africa, and Globe Telecom and Smart 

Communications in the Philippines together are provid-

ing banking services over mobile phones to more than 

a million previously unbanked customers in those two 

countries alone (Ivatury and Pickens 2006). 

A broader range of businesses is developing to provide 

services to the BOP. Some 1.6 million small sari-sari shops 

in the Philippines help customers with electronic uploads 

of voice or text-messaging units for their mobile phones, 

generating almost $1 billion in revenue. At the other end 

of the size spectrum, both Microsoft and Intel now have 

emerging-market divisions focused on developing new 

products for the BOP. 

 



The measured BOP market for ICT—informa-

tion and communication technologies and the 

services they provide—is $30.5 billion for Africa 

(11 countries), Asia (9), Eastern Europe (6), and 

Latin America and the Caribbean (9). This rep-

resents annual household ICT spending in the 

35 low- and middle-income countries for which 

standardized data exist, covering 2.1 billion of 

the world’s BOP population. 

The total BOP household ICT market in 

these four regions, including 3.96 billion peo-

ple in all surveyed countries, is estimated to be 

$51.4 billion (see box 1.5 in chapter 1 for the es-

timation method).1 But the ICT sector has been 

growing explosively in developing regions in 

the interval since countries were surveyed, with 

Internet services and especially mobile phone 

companies adding customers at rates that may 

well have doubled BOP sector spending since 

that time.2 Moreover, rapid market growth is 

expected to continue for some time: in both 

Africa and India less than 15% of the popula-

tion have mobile phones.3

Asia has the largest measured regional BOP 

market for ICT, $14.3 billion, reflecting the 

region’s significant BOP population of 1.49 bil-

lion. Its estimated total BOP market for ICT 

(including the Middle East) is $28.3 billion, including the spending of 

2.9 billion people. Not far behind is Latin America’s measured BOP mar-

ket, $11.2 billion, accounting for the ICT spending of 276 million people. 

The region’s estimated total BOP market is $13.4 billion (360 million 

people). 

In Eastern Europe the measured BOP market for ICT is $3.0 bil-

lion (148 million people); the estimated total market is $5.3 billion (254 

 



million people). In Africa the measured BOP market is $2.0 billion (258 

million people), and the estimated total BOP market $4.4 billion (486 mil-

lion people). Though smallest, the African ICT market is the most rapidly 

growing one—and it has already generated very profitable companies and 

significant wealth (case study 3.1).

The BOP share of the total household ICT market in measured coun-

tries varies across regions. In Asia the BOP share is about half of the total 

market, 51%; in other regions it is smaller though still substantial: 36% in 

Eastern Europe, 28% in Africa, 26% in Latin America. Africa shows the 

greatest disparity between the BOP share of the population (95%) and 

the BOP share of ICT spending (28%).

At the national level there are wide disparities in the BOP share of ICT 

spending. These disparities stem in part from regulatory differences af-

fecting the pace at which mobile phone networks expand (case study 3.2). 

They also reflect national differences in urban-rural demographics, since 

mobile networks start in urban areas and only 

then spread to rural areas. 

In Asia the extremes are represented by 

Pakistan and Bangladesh, where the BOP ac-

counts for more than 89% of the ICT market, 

and Thailand, where the BOP population, 

though substantial, accounts for only 29% of 

the market. In Africa the extremes are Nigeria 

(98%) and Burundi (12%). In Eastern Europe 

the extremes are represented by Belarus and 

Kazakhstan (74%) and FYR Macedonia (21%). 

In Latin America and the Caribbean, only in 

Jamaica does the BOP account for more than 

half of total ICT household spending (71%); the 

other extreme is Colombia, where the BOP ac-

counts for only 12% of ICT spending. 

In Asia and Africa most BOP markets for ICT 

are either top heavy, like those in Sri Lanka 

and Uganda, or centered on the middle of the 

income spectrum (in the BOP1500, BOP2000, 

and BOP2500 segments), like those in Pakistan 

or Côte d’Ivoire. Indonesia, with $2.1 billion in 

annual BOP spending for ICT, offers another 

example of a market centered on the middle 

 



(case study 3.3). There are as yet few bottom-heavy BOP markets, reflect-

ing the still modest penetration of ICT services into BOP populations 

and into rural areas. 

Eastern Europe and Latin America also have top-heavy BOP markets, 

exemplified by Belarus and Peru. Moreover, the wealthier mid-market 

segment accounts for most of the total ICT market in half the measured 

countries of Eastern Europe and all those of Latin America. In contrast, 

the BOP dominates Asian and African markets; in only five countries—

Thailand, South Africa, Rwanda, Malawi, and Burundi—does spending 

by the mid-market segment exceed that by the BOP. 

Business models play a big part in ICT spending. Prepaid mobile tele-

phony in small units and Internet access by the quarter hour in cyberca-

fes, for example, have helped to create affordability. That may account for 

the remarkable levels of ICT spending by BOP households documented 

in the surveys. Except in the very lowest BOP income segment, average 

ICT spending per household generally exceeds spending on water—and 

in the upper BOP income segments sometimes exceeds spending on 

health. Continuing rapid growth in the ICT 

sector in developing countries suggests ample 

untapped demand.4 Recorded levels of house-

hold ICT spending should thus be regarded as 

establishing a lower bound for the willingness 

to pay. 

Access to services also plays a big part in 

household spending, especially in the ICT sec-

tor—where most rural communities are still 

underserved—as do demographic factors. As a 

result, average ICT spending per BOP house-

hold varies widely across countries, but can 

also be similar despite quite different market 

characteristics. For example, Côte d’Ivoire and 

Sierra Leone report similar spending by BOP 

households—averaging $57.60 and $46.40 a 

year—yet Côte d’Ivoire’s BOP market is decid-

edly bottom heavy while Sierra Leone’s is more 

top heavy, trending toward the top two income 

segments (BOP2500 and BOP3000). Reported 

spending can also reflect differences in the 

 



questions asked and expenditures captured in 

national surveys. 

A more meaningful characterization may be 

the median of annual BOP per household spend-

ing on health for each region. These figures are 

as follows: for Africa, $33.89 (Cameroon); for 

Asia, $53.62 (Cambodia); for Eastern Europe, 

$55.83 (Belarus) and $87.00 (Kazakhstan); and 

for Latin America, $107.40 (Peru). India has the 

largest measured BOP market for ICT in Asia, 

with $7.8 billion in aggregate household spend-

ing (53% of the national ICT market); average 

ICT spending per BOP household is $42 a year. 

(No expenditure data are available for China.) 

In other regions the BOP market leaders are 

Brazil ($5.5 billion, 27% of the total market), 

Russia ($1.4 billion, 35% of the total market), 

and South Africa ($745 million, 14% of the total 

market). Annual BOP per household spending 

averages $173 in Brazil, $53 in Russia, and $109 

in South Africa.

In most countries measured, ICT spending 

per household increases roughly in proportion 

to income through the BOP, especially above 

the lowest income segment. In many countries, 

however, ICT spending increases dispropor-

tionately in the highest BOP income segments 

(BOP2500 and BOP3000), indicating latent 

demand for ICT services in the BOP. Among 

the median countries by region discussed above, the ratio of average 

household ICT spending in the BOP3000 income segment to that in the 

BOP1000 segment is 27:1 in Cameroon, 8:1 in Cambodia, 4:1 in Belarus 

and Kazakhstan, and 32:1 in Peru. 

As incomes rise still higher, per household ICT spending increases 

as well, but to an extent that varies by country—only modestly in Latin 

American and Eastern European countries on average, more so in most 

African and Asian countries. A useful measure is the ratio of average an-

nual ICT spending by mid-market households to that by BOP households. 

In the above countries, mid-market households outspend BOP house-

holds by about 12:1 in Cameroon and 12:1 in Cambodia; 2:1 in Belarus and 

 



Kazakhstan; and 8:1 in Peru. These ratios are considerably higher than 

those in other infrastructure sectors, such as energy and water, again sug-

gesting quite a bit of latent demand for ICT services (case study 3.4). 

In the still largely urban-centered ICT sector, there are vast differ-

ences in size between urban and rural markets, including their BOP 

segments. In all measured countries except Cambodia and Sri Lanka, 

urban areas dominate the overall ICT market. Urban areas also domi-

nate the BOP market in all Eastern European and Latin American 

countries, in all African countries except Uganda, and in four of nine 

Asian countries, including India, Indonesia, and Pakistan. 

In Brazil, for example, the BOP market for ICT is 97% urban, and aver-

age annual spending by urban BOP households ($203) is seven times that 

by rural BOP households. In Russia the urban share of the BOP market 

is 71%, and the ratio of urban to rural household ICT spending is 2:1. In 

Asia, India’s BOP market for ICT is 51% urban, with urban BOP house-

holds outspending rural ones 3:1; Pakistan and Indonesia have even larger 

urban shares of the BOP market, 69% and 93%. In Africa, South Africa’s 

BOP market is 68% urban, with urban households spending twice as 

much on average as rural households; Nigeria has a 77% urban share. 

Despite generally lower levels of ICT spending in rural areas, the sheer 

size of the rural population in some countries means a significant rural 

market. Thailand’s rural BOP market for ICT, for example, is $1.5 billion, 

with household spending averaging $160 a year. India’s is $3.8 billion. 

Mexico’s is $767 million, with average annual per household spending 

of $154. 

Rural ICT market shares may have increased somewhat in recent years, 

as mobile networks have expanded out of urban centers. But the overall 

urban-rural pattern in BOP spending is consistent with widespread lack 

of access to ICT services in rural areas. The differences cannot be entirely 

due to higher urban incomes. In Bolivia, for example, urban BOP house-

holds spend 365% more on ICT than their rural counterparts, yet have 

only 94% more income (based on measured total expenditure). 

 



Data on phone ownership support lack of 

access as a primary cause of the disparity: in 

Bolivia only 2% of rural BOP households report 

owning a fixed or cellular phone, compared 

with 13% of their wealthier mid-market rural 

neighbors and 25% of urban BOP households. 

This pattern is widespread. In Russia 27% of 

rural BOP households own a phone, compared 

with 48% of mid-market rural households and 

53% of urban BOP households. In Pakistan 6% 

of BOP households in rural areas own a phone, 

compared with 26% of those in urban areas. 

Clearly, lack of access to ICT services in 

rural areas can be a significant BOP penalty, 

one that keeps rural households disconnected 

from markets and broader information sources 

and thus reinforces rural isolation and poverty. 

The penalty would be more severe without the 

widespread—though far from universal—public 

or shared-access ICT services.

While few rural BOP households in Bolivia own 

a phone, survey data show that such house-

holds nevertheless spend an average of $35 a 

year on ICT, more than $27 of it for “telephone 

and telefax services.” Simply put, these rural 

households cannot afford to purchase a phone, 

but they will gladly pay to use one—whether a 

public pay phone, a neighbor’s cell phone, or a 

shared-use phone owned by an entrepreneur. 

Paraguay provides an even starker example. 

A survey there shows that among rural BOP 

households only 0.25% report owning a phone. 

Yet the same survey reports that annual per 

household ICT spending in this group averages 

 



$128 a year, with $117 of it going to telephone 

services.

This pattern—in which very few rural house-

holds own a phone yet most spend significant 

amounts on phone service—also holds in other 

countries. In Uganda measured annual spending 

for phone service averages $29 across all rural 

BOP households, yet just 0.10% report owning a 

phone. In Pakistan, where just 6% of rural BOP 

households own a phone, annual spending on 

phone services by rural BOP households aver-

ages $24. Mexico’s ownership rate is higher than 

those in African and Asian countries, at 17%, but 

so is its average annual spending on phone ser-

vices by rural BOP households, at $137. 

In some countries public pay phones provide 

shared access; in others, such as India and South 

Africa, entrepreneur-run phone shops provide 

the access (case study 3.5). Cybercafes and ki-

osks similarly provide shared access to comput-

ers and the Internet.

Will phones become the Internet platform for 

BOP households and rural communities? Several 

factors suggest that they will, including the busi-

ness strategies adopted by some major mobile 

phone manufacturers and information technol-

ogy companies (case study 3.6).

Mobile phones already have an enormous 

lead over computers in developing countries. 

Moreover, phones are relatively easy to master, 

generally require no sophisticated technical sup-

port, and, as voice-based devices, pose no literacy 

barrier. Phones are less expensive than computers—basic GSM models 

designed for developing countries are approaching US$30—and service is 

often offered through prepaid business models that are more affordable 

for BOP consumers. 

 



Increasingly, mobile phones also offer Internet services such as

e-mail and Web browsing and are becoming a platform for banking and 

other financial services. Driven by intense competition, mobile phone 

manufacturers are rapidly adding new capabilities—digital photography, 

voice recognition, and biometric identification, to name a few. As a result, 

industry observers forecast, within five years the typical mobile phone 

will have the processing power of today’s desktop computers. 

Equally important is the potential for low-cost fixed wireless 

networks in rural areas, bringing Internet access—and Voice-over-Internet 

telephony—to phones and other devices in areas too sparsely popu-

lated to support conventional cellular networks. Adding a WiFi chip to 

a mobile phone to allow access to such rural networks will cost only a 

few dollars. 

The combination of powerful phones, inexpensive networks, and 

voice-accessible Internet applications—for obtaining market prices, 

health information, or government services—may open up the Internet 

to large numbers of new users. In any event, it is clear that ongoing inno-

vation in technology will help increase the potential of rural—and largely 

BOP—ICT markets. 

Reported household expenditures in a given country should be regarded as a minimum estimate of actual 
expenditures, because surveys may not have collected information on all types of ICT-related spending.
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