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Enthusiastic Beginnings
Iraq is the home of one of the world’s oldest civilizations. 

The land between the Tigris and Euphrates rivers has 

been continuously inhabited since the civilizations of 

ancient Mesopotamia flourished in this fertile land over

four millennia ago. In the seventh and eighth centuries, 

Baghdad became the centre of the Abbasid caliphate. In 

1258, the capital was captured by the Mongols. The Otto-

mans took the city in 1534-35 and held on to it for nearly 

400 years.

From 1921 to 1932 the British, under a League of Nations 

mandate, set about creating the institutions of govern-

ment. During those years, Baghdad and few other major 

cities witnessed the introduction of manual telephone 

networks. Iraq gained formal independence following 

the end of the British mandate in 1932. A military coup 

in 1958 overthrew the monarchy in a bloody coup and 

unstable governments followed until 1968. From 1968 to 

2003, the Ba’ath Arab Socialist Party ruled Iraq. A US-led 

war began on March 20th, culminating in the fall of the 

regime on April 9th. 

The combination of the fertility of the Mesopotamian 

plains and the location of the government in its capital 

city has led to rapid population growth in Baghdad prov-

ince. Ever since the adoption of state planning policies 

in the 1960s, which were designed to develop industry 

and to manage the agricultural sector, there has been 

a general and accelerating trend of migration to urban 

centers from less prosperous rural areas. Baghdad and 

its surrounding province accounted for more than 31% of 

the population at the time of the 1997 census. Some 75% 

of Iraq’s population now resides in towns. The urban 

population grew by approximately 5% a year between 

1960 and 2000, according to UN figures, and reached

24.51 million in 2002 according to an IMF estimate.

In March 1947 a ministry responsible for communications 

was established in Iraq for the first time.  A young Iraqi

with a PhD in mechanical engineering from Birming-

ham University – a rare qualification at the time – was

appointed as the minister for the newly created ministry. 

During his first year in office, Dr. Dhia Jafar took the deci-

sion to replace the obsolete manual exchanges in Bagh-

dad, Mosul and Basra with the more advanced automatic 

exchanges. He also decided to employ women operators, 

Abdulilah Dewachi
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Mobile phone networks have been available in Iraq since 2003
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despite the numerous oppositions he faced from religious 

clergy at the time. In his memoirs, Jafar described the 

intense pressure he was subjected to in order to reverse 

his decision. But he never did and the result was that 

many of those that were against the controversial deci-

sion came to the ministry months later requesting him to 

appoint their female relatives in the new job openings1.

Until the early 1980s, Iraq, the second largest oil 

producer in the Gulf, was one of the most promising 

countries in the Middle East. It was characterized by its 

long term plans for development. When data networks 

started to spread in the developed countries along side 

voice networks, a technical group within the government 

proposed a modest project within the 1983 budget for 

introducing such network in Iraq. The 1983 budget was 

subjected to severe cuts as a result of the heavy military 

spending on the Iraq-Iran war effort. The budget alloca-

tion for the data network was turned down. And all sub-

sequent attempts in later years met with the same end. 

Internal Oppression and 
Wars Stifle Communications
Evolution
Iraqis never had the opportunity to use general purpose 

data networks until 2001. In fact the reluctance was not 

only due to budgetary constraints. Accessing and exchang-

ing information should only be entrusted to those loyal to 

the regime. Those that worked in IT and telecommunica-

tions in government departments had to be cleared by 

Security. The private sector was not allowed to acquire 

computer systems until the spread of the PCs in the late 

1980’s. The National Computer Centre (NCC), that had the 

central responsibility and heavy handed role for IT gov-

ernment policy, was instrumental in raising false anxiety 

amongst political leaders about the potential threat of IT 

to the safety and security of the regime. This way, the NCC 

was able to enjoy a trusted and privileged role in govern-

ment and became and faithful watchdog for the regime.

The telecom company gained a similar status through 

different means. The Ministry of Transport and Tele-

communications became the cover for the Military and 

Intelligence for their procurement of equipment that 

proved difficult to purchase directly. It also provided the

infrastructure, through the operating company, for eaves-

dropping and monitoring conversations, both local and 

international. Iraqis were reluctant to talk freely on the 

phone. There were many cases of people getting arrested 

for being overheard making mild criticism at the regime, 

or worse if the name of the President was in one way or 

the other brought into the conversation.

Iraq suffered from wars, sanctions and occupation in the 

last two decades. The Iraq-Iran (1980-1988), and the first

Gulf War of 1991  left Iraq with a heavily damaged infra-

structure. In those years, Iraq allocated insufficient funds

for civil communications. The sanctions imposed on the 

country between 1990 and 2003 worsened the situation 

further. Iraq Telecommunications and Post Company 

(ITPC), a government owned monopoly, which is part of 

the Ministry of Transport and Communications, has been 

responsible for the provision of telecommunications 

services and Internet access with heavy monitoring from 

security and intelligence departments.

During the 1980’s, French telecom manufacturer Alcatel 

was behind the solid telecommunications network that 

Iraq enjoyed. The fixed line density then was around

5.6%. This density dropped to 3% after the 1991 war and 

remained so until 1998. The percentage then increased to 

around 3.5% in 2002. The Iraqi regime was reluctant to 

introduce mobile networks in Iraq as they were consid-

ered a security risk. However, a change of attitude hap-

pened in the late 1990’s and early 2000’s. During those 

years, the ITPC tried relentlessly to acquire a mobile 

cellular system, but failed for reluctance of international 

companies to break the international sanctions imposed 

on Iraq. A much delayed approval of the UN for a contract 

with a Chinese company never saw the light. The Chinese 

company declined its offer for fear of US threats. In 2003, 

Iraq was the only country in the region without a mobile 

cellular network.
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Iraqis that attempted to smuggle satellite phones into the 

country were prosecuted, some were even executed for 

treason or spying. Receiving satellite TV channels was 

also a crime of softer punishment. Those caught with 

receivers and antennas were sent to six months impris-

onment and a fine of about $200, a fortune for Iraqis in

those days. Those Iraqis that were privileged to travel to 

neighboring countries looked with envy to people with 

mobile telephones that were able to use for business 

and pleasure. Several well-to-do Iraqis managed to 

smuggle long distance cordless telephone sets were able 

to pretend affluence by flashing their bulky handsets in

restaurants and other places and used to place them on 

the table to call or receive calls.

Internet was made accessible in Iraq in 1999. However, 
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sity remained stagnant till 2003
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the domain name “.iq” was already taken in 1997 by Info-

Com, a US based group whose directors were imprisoned 

in 2002 for allegedly funding Hamas. Iraq recovered its 

domain in 2005, but has done very little so far to develop 

a proper Internet infrastructure and services. The service 

was provided to government departments through a cen-

tral government provider heavily monitored by security 

and intelligence departments. The provider monitored all 

mail in real time, banned web mails, Hotmail, Yahoo and 

the like. It also blocked web sites that deal with explicit 

sex and politics unacceptable to the regime. In later 

years, the Internet service was made available in about 

10 government-run Internet cafes, and to private homes 

that could afford the service and could obtain security 

clearance. The total number of Internet users in 2002 was 

estimated at around 25,0002. 

Communications for the  
New Iraq 
Immediately after April 2003, Iraq went through “free-for-

all” services for international access of voice and data via 

satellite. In the months that followed, Thuraya Satellite 

Telecommunications had many customers. By July 2003 

there were about 45,000 subscribers, which constituted 

about 30% of Thuraya total number of subscribers. Other 

satellite operators were also encouraged to enter the Iraqi 

market, but demand sharply declined after the start up of 

the GSM networks during 2004 in the three regions of Iraq.

The Coalition Provisional Authority (CPA) also provided 

a limited cellular network for its use as well as senior 

government officials and NGO’s. The service is provided

through a New York hub that provided international ac-

cess to the network.

In October 2003, three contracts were awarded for three 

regional GSM mobile networks. Technically, as well as ec-

onomically, the need to go ahead with mobile cellular net-

works in Iraq was a must. First, the landline network was 

in a bad shape. To reconstruct a new network was costly 

as well as technically out of date. Second, the teledensity 

in Iraq, at its best before 1991 was about 5%: hardly a 

suitable penetration rate compared for 2003. Third, there 

are many success stories in using wireless networks in 

similar situations in the world. Fourth, the convergence of 

the Internet and mobile communication is undoubtedly a 

future trend line that should not be undermined.

Looking back, the priority given to the mobile sector in 

Iraq, and the speed at which it was managed, despite all 

the rumors and scandals that surrounded it was justified.

In the past, the ITU started publishing statistics show-

ing the correlation between landline penetration and 

the country’s GDP. Since 2000, the ITU discovered that 

the correlation between mobile penetration growth and 

GDP is getting stronger and more relevant to Information 

Society measurements. 

In 2004 the Iraqis were able, for the first time, to ac-

quire their own mobile numbers. The growth in mobile 

subscribers was unprecedented in the region. Despite 

low income and security hazards, the Iraqis rushed for 

the prepaid cards for mobile numbers, reaching around 

1.3 million by the end of 2004. 

Those Iraqis that have bank accounts in hard currency 

outside Iraq were able to subscribe as post-paid. How-

ever, that rate is very limited, standing at approximately 

0.9%. The number will certainly increase once the 

banking system in Iraq is improved and ordinary Iraqis 

are motivated to open bank accounts and acquire credit 

cards. In March 2005 the recorded growth was about 

37% and the estimated number of subscribers by the end 

of 2005 is estimated to be around 3.45 million. Mobile 

penetration in Iraq has nearly reached 12.5%. The high 

insecurity situation in present day Iraq has proved to be 

the best promoter for mobile services! 

In terms of subscriber growth and network implementa-

tion, the Iraqis demonstrated their prowess in the new 

communications culture by quickly getting into the game 

of exchanging SMS jokes about their present predica-

ments. Jokes about political quibbles, insecurity and 
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sectarian anomalies, as well as greeting messages have 

become the order of the day. Voting for song competi-

tions and quizzes are flooding the networks.

On a more serious note, the mobile has emerged as an 

essential security gadget for families for checking on the 

safety of their members, especially schools and univer-

sity students, when they are outside their homes or are 

late in returning after curfew hours. 

Overall, it seems that Iraqis recently trusted the reliabili-

ty of the mobile networks more than the fixed lines to the

point that mobile networks are presently used as substi-

tution rather than complementation to land lines. This 

is not an indicator that mobile services function without 

any blemish, however. While Iraqi customers have read-

ily taken to the mobile habit, they often expressed their 

dissatisfaction with the services offered by the three 

operators over the past two years. The main complaints 

were over the billing setup that disadvantaged clients 

through high consumption of units and over problems 

associated with interconnection difficulties between the

three operators. These interconnection troubles among 

the mobile networks and also between them and the Iraq 

Telephone and Post Company (ITPC) fixed line network,

reached levels which forced some subscribers to carry 

three mobile sets at the same time. 

All advantages and setbacks included, the freedom of 

communications, never enjoyed by Iraqis for decades, 

is now available to all. Here one must add that this 

freedom is also extended to insurgents and terrorists. 

It is well known that mobile communications is one of 

the most important channels for coordinating terrorist 

activities and suicide bombing attacks. The mobile is 

also a preferred means that insurgents use for remotely 

setting off explosives, as well as the favorite channel that 

kidnappers use for contacting the families of their victims 

and negotiating ransoms for kidnapped persons.

The good use of mobile phones, however, clearly out-

weighs the bad. On the business side, for instance, more 

and more small businesses are learning to mobilize the 

new tool for their benefit. Taxi drivers are receiving pickup

orders from customers on their mobiles, hairdressers are 

booking appointments, and many groceries and open mar-

ket businesses are exchanging prices data via the mobile.

Lingering Obstacles but Even 
More Chances
The reconstruction of Iraq’s fixed line network has been

going at a slower pace than had been anticipated due, 

partially, to the security situation and lack of available 

funds. The fact that ITPC is a monopoly which is run 

by interim governments also contributed towards the 

slow pace. The WLL (Wireless Local Loop) contracts that 

were almost finalized towards mid-2005 have not been

awarded. Once completed, it will add about 1.5 million 

lines to areas of Iraq that badly need the service. 

The WLL networks will also provide a more affordable 

alternative to the relatively expensive prepaid mobile 

systems. As the security situation has hampered the 

reconstruction process in Iraq in many well-known ways, 

the ICT sector is one of the sectors that actually achieved 

profound progress. This progress could have been even 

greater had the security situation been better. In many 

tracks of the development and reconstruction process, 

one has to go to the grass roots. There is a lot yet to be 

done in the area for capacity building in information and 

communication technology, particularly at the educa-

tional and professional training level.

In this context, the convergence of Internet and mobile 

communications cannot be overemphasized enough. The 

WSIS summits in Geneva (2003) and Tunis (2005) em-

phasized the tight coupling of information and commu-

nication technology. The set of indicators that ESCWA is 

working on together with a number of international UN 

agencies on the measurements of Information Society 

reflect this fact. Wireless is being used more and more
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for data communications and local networks. The growth 

of data services and mobile commerce is a case in point. 

Therefore, one cannot deal with the mobile sector in 

isolation from other related ICT sectors.

In the insecure, yet free, communication haven of new 

Iraq, the Internet also witnessed an unprecedented 

growth. VSAT stations started to appear in many cities 

and towns in Iraq. The number of users immediately 

increased from the low 25,000 in 2002 to 50,000 in 2004. 

The estimated number in 2005 is around 150,000. For the 

first time, Iraqis were able to access sites, create Hotmail

and Yahoo addresses, chat and talk on VoIP. Bloggers 

also started to appear giving accounts of day-to-day 

events. As was the case in the mobile sector, the new 

free communication environment also brought with it 

freedom for terrorists to flaunt their “achievements” and

show the grisly slaughtering of hostages on the net.

Education is one of the greatest hopes in the new Iraq, 

and ICT is indispensable for its development in more than 

one way. The education system in Iraq was considered 

to be among the best in the Arab region until the 1980s. 

However, due to two major wars and more than a decade 

of sanctions, the education sector has been a prime victim. 

A recent situation analysis of the education sector identi-

fied major issues and problems facing higher education,

e.g. inadequate infrastructure, with outdated, or no, facili-

ties and equipment, lack of modern tools and curricula for 

important disciplines, such as information and commu-

nications technology, the need to establish channels of 

communication among faculties, both inside Iraq and with 

foreign scholars, and a weak relationship between higher 

education and the labor market. ESCWA proposed the 

Iraqi Networking Academies project in close consultation 

with Cisco and the Iraqi Ministry for Higher Education 

and ICT faculties in several universities in Iraq. 

Additionally, Iraq has been facing regulatory, reconstruc-

tion and development challenges. Beyond security, Iraq 

particularly needs to strengthen governmental institu-

tions, restore infrastructure and provide core human 

services. The rehabilitation and development of the in-

frastructure is a necessary condition for the improvement 

of quality of service and enhancement of the country’s 

economic competitiveness. However, policy and institu-

tional issues are yet to be addressed.

In a closing outlook, it is a reasonable expectation that 

Iraq should catch up with the rest of the region in other 

ICT related services and applications. Despite the coun-

try’s complicated political transition, the introduction of 

GSM services proved successful and Iraq proved itself as 

a booming market.3 The ITU Digital Access Index could be 

used as a benchmark for achieving penetration targets 

for Iraq. If the targeted year is 2010, then the government 

of Iraq should draw investment in ICT through national, 

regional and international private sector sources of the 

order of $7.8 billions in the coming five years4.

Iraq 2003 (actual) and 2010 (targeted)

Category Variable Iraq 2003 Values Iraq 2010 targeted values

1. Infrastructure 1. Fixed per 100 3 30 
 2. Mobile per 100 0.3 30

2. Affordability 3. Internet access price as % of GNI per capita x100 50 100

3. Knowledge 4. Adult literacy 40 60 
 5. School enrolment 58 7

4. Quality 6. Internet bandwidth per capita 1.5 50 
 7. Broadband subscribers Almost 0 2

5. Usage 8. Internet users per 100 1.0 10
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Digital Access Index comparison

In 2010 the penetration rates for fixed and mobile

subscribers should be no less than 30% each. Internet 

penetration should not be lower than 10%, and broad-

band services should be accessible and affordable by a 

good percentage of Iraq’s population.

A delegation headed by the Minister of Communications 

Dr. Jawan Masoum attended the WSIS 2005 in Tunis in 

November 2005. In the follow up to Tunis questionnaire 

that ESCWA sent to its member countries, the Iraqi Min-

istry of Communications stressed the following actions as 

part of its post-WSIS plan5: 

• Providing affordable access to ICT services;

• Creating policy and regulatory incentives aimed at 

universal access and the attraction of private sector 

investment;

• Enhancing regional cooperation and create multi-stake-

holder partnerships, especially by creating incentives 

for building regional backbone infrastructure;

• Turning the digital divide into digital opportunity, and 

ensuring harmonious and equitable development for all;

• Promoting ICT education and training through govern-

ments/ other stakeholders’ partnerships, by establish-

ing national strategies for ICT integration in education 

and workforce development and dedicating appropri-

ate resources. 

Iraq has a long way to go in restructuring its ICT sec-

tor. There are success stories in the region from which 

Iraq should draw trend lines and directions. The case of 

neighboring Jordan is one example. The Iraq Communica-

tions and Media Commission (ICMC) should undergo a 

major institutional capacity building process.

The freedom of communications is one of the few visible 

outcomes of new Iraq. A long term strategy and a plan of 

action should be drawn out as soon as possible for the 

ICT sector. Iraq should seek support from UN agencies 

such as ITU and ESCWA for the formulation of an e-

strategy. It should also look at best practices and lessons 

learned from countries in the region and outside.

Notes
The views expressed in this paper are solely those of the writer, 

and do not represent the views of the United Nations Commission 

for western Asia (UN ESCWA)

1 Dhia Jafar Memoirs, Al Adeeb Press, Baghdad, 2001 

2 2005 Telecoms, Paul Budde Communication Pty Ltd, 2005 

Website: www.budde.com.au

3 Arab Advisors Group, Strategic Research Workers, “Iraq’s cellular 

market: Booming despite the political strife”

4 See the box for charts and DAI calculations

5 ESCWA Follow-up on the Implementation of the WSIS Commit-

ments Questionnaire
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Foreword
Iraq is a nation in transition. The past 25 years have 

been one of the most turbulent periods in the country’s 

modern history. Under the totalitarian rule of Saddam 

Hussein and the Baath party, the nation was driven to 

war three times: the Iran/Iraq war in the 1980’s, followed 

by the first Gulf War in 1990 and the second Gulf War in

2003. The period between the two Gulf wars was espe-

cially harsh on the Iraqi population. Economic sanctions 

coupled with the regime’s mismanagement of funds led 

to an acute deterioration in living conditions and a break-

down in infrastructure. The de-development (regression) 

the country went through culminated in the demise of 

the Saddam regime. 

Today, Iraqis are adjusting to a new reality. For the first

time, they are dabbling with concepts of freedom and 

democracy. Through once banned satellite TV channels, 

Iraqis are espousing the modern world. The centrally 

planned economy is being liberalized and entrepreneur-

ship is budding. Small and micro businesses are fast 

becoming a key driver of the economy. 

The introduction of mobile telephony has undoubtedly 

been one of the most significant developments in every-

day life of many Iraqis in this new era. Since the granting 

of the first operator licenses in 2003, mobile phones have

taken Iraq by storm. Mobile subscriptions have soared to 

reach 3.45 million1 by the end of 2005. This represents a 

penetration of 12.3% compared to a meager 3% for fixed-

lines2. The mobile network, managed by four operators, 

is expanding rapidly and now covers a large majority of 

urban centers. 

Mobile phones are, however, one of very few tangible 

improvements in the lives of Iraqis so far. In fact, the 

population is paying a heavy price for democracy. Iraq 

today is racked by widespread violence and an almost 

total breakdown in law and order. A sense of pervasive 

insecurity haunts citizens, especially in urban centers. As 

Iraqis adjust to this process of transformation, they seek 

ways to cope and make use of new opportunities. Mobile 

phones are probably one of the important elements help-

ing them do so.

Introduction to the Community 
and Business Surveys
This study is one of the first to assess the social and eco-

nomic impact of mobile communication in Iraq. Results 

presented in this paper are based on surveys conducted 

with communities and micro-businesses in key locations 

across the country. The study focused on urban agglom-

erations and covered three major cities: Baghdad, Basra 

and Najaf. 

The aim of the study is to assess usage patterns of mobile 

phones in Iraq and the impact they are having on the 

lives of civilians and on the operation of their businesses. 

Specifically, the study sheds light on the following:

• What is the profile of mobile owners in Iraq?

• How are mobile phones valued by users?

• What are the factors that influence usage of mobile

phones?

• What are the major motivations for using mobile phones?

• What is the impact of mobile phones on people’s lives 

and businesses?

Roula Yazbeck and Imad Ghandour

Money Line

Survey

The Iraqi Mobile Bang
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Fieldwork was based on interviewing a broad cross-sec-

tion of mobile owners that encompassed individuals 

from different genders, age groups, and socio-economic 

backgrounds. The data was collected through structured, 

face-to-face interviews. For the community survey, 600 

mobile owners were interviewed across the three cities 

(200 individuals from each of Baghdad, Basra and Najaf). 

Respondents were between the ages of 18 and 55 and 

equally representative of both genders. 

In addition to individuals, 360 micro-businesses were 

surveyed across the three cities. For the purpose of this 

study, micro-businesses were defined as enterprises

having fewer than 10 employees, the majority of which 

operate in the informal sector. 

The above 960 structured interviews were supplemented 

by 30 in-depth discussions with mobile users.

It is important to note that the usage patterns uncovered 

in this survey relate to those individuals who own their 

mobile phones. There exists a segment of the popula-

tion not owning mobile phones yet accessing the service 

through borrowing other peoples’ phones or renting from 

service providers. This group was not covered in the study.

Table 1: Iraq - Demographics 

Population  28.1 million (2004)

Urbanization  67% (2003)

Baghdad  6.49 million

Basra  1.98 million

Najaf  0.95 million

Source: UNDP, Human Development Report 2004; World Food Program 

Findings 
I. Community Survey
 

What is the profile of mobile owners?

Iraq is witnessing one of the fastest growth rates in mo-

bile penetration worldwide. Within a period of two years 

(2004-2005), almost one in seven Iraqis has been using 

a mobile phone. If this incidence is recalculated taking 

into account the age distribution of the Iraqi population 

– 42% are under the age of 15 – then penetration levels 

reach almost 25%3. 

An analysis of the profile of mobile users surveyed

reveals that there are no major social or economic barri-

ers hindering the penetration of mobile telecommunica-

tion across urban agglomerations. In fact, usage levels 

suggest that mobile phones have been adopted by the 

urban population at large; male and female, young and 

old, rich and poor. Today, mobile phones are undoubtedly 

the most accessible and reliable form of communication 

available to Iraqis. Owning a phone has become vital, 

irrespective of profile or background.
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For the purposes of the study, the sample of mobile users 

was evenly distributed across genders [50% male; 50% 

female]. Whereas cultural norms could have acted as a 

barrier to female ownership of mobiles, such trends were 

not detected during the field survey. In fact, fieldworkers

encountered no difficulties locating female mobile own-

ers. Furthermore, the survey revealed that the majority 

of male mobile owners were in constant contact with 

their wives/mothers/daughters through two-way mobile 

communication. 

In terms of age, the study considered mobile users 

between 18 and 55. A closer look at age distribution 

revealed that the majority (59%) of respondents were in 

the 18-34 bracket. Interestingly, this proportion is in line 

with that of the Iraqi population at large. The comparison 

of the sample to population census data confirms that

mobile ownership is not a function of age but spans 

age groups almost uniformly. It is important to keep in 

mind nevertheless that ownership trends do not neces-

sarily reflect usage trends. Whereas age has not been a

determining factor of mobile usage in Iraq, survey results 

indicated that it did have an impact on the frequency of 

mobile usage. 

Chart 1: Age profile of respondents vs. population

Although the survey focused on adults, it is worthwhile 

to note that many teenagers and even children were 

spotted during the fieldwork using a mobile phone. In

most other countries, teenagers aspire to own a mobile 

phone primarily to improve their image vis-à-vis their 

peers. In Iraq, children have a mobile phone for safety 

and security reasons. In one of the interviews, a mother 

said that she was scared to send her daughter off to 

school and consequently bought her a mobile phone. 

This enabled her to call her child daily during recess and 

remain in contact with her in case of any emergency. 

Mobile users came from all educational backgrounds. 

The sample was almost evenly divided between those 

who had completed secondary schooling (39%) and 

those who had obtained a technical or university degree 

(45%). While looking at these figures, one needs to keep

in mind that Iraq benefits from one of the highest literacy

rates in the region and that education is highly prized in 

the country.

Chart 2: Profile of respondents by education level

Finally, the study looked at income and its impact on 

mobile ownership. With mobile telephony still in its 

infancy in Iraq, it might have been expected that mobile 
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ownership would be skewed towards upper income 

groups. However, the widespread use of mobile phones 

in a country where average GDP/capita ranges between 

US$480-6304 indicates that income is not a determin-

ing factor. In the sample of 600 mobile users, there is a 

significant proportion of users from middle and lower in-

come groups. This is probably explained by the fact that 

for most Iraqis, mobile phones are not a luxury they need 

to afford but a necessity they can not “survive” without. 

Since mobile telephony has only been available for 

around two years, it is not surprising that the major-

ity (80%) of respondents surveyed have been using 

mobile phones for less than 18 months. Interestingly, 

early adoption does not seem to have been affected by 

gender but by age. “Early adopters” were concentrated in 

the 25-44 age group, the most active economically. Most 

individuals (57%) surveyed paid the sum of US$50-150 

to purchase their mobile handset and had not changed it 

since. Here, income might be playing a role, as changing 

phones was more frequent across the sample of business 

owners surveyed.

Chart 3: Timeframe of mobile usage

What are usage patterns of mobile phones?  

What is distinctive about mobile communication in Iraq 

is less related to the types of services used than to the 

parties contacted through them. The most indicative 

finding in this respect is the fact that voice calls were pre-

dominantly made to members of respondents’ immediate 

family: parents, spouse and children.

Like in most other countries, mobile communication in 

Iraq centers on the two basic services of voice calls and 

text messaging. These services were utilized by 98% 

and 96% of respondents surveyed, respectively. There is 

extremely little use of more advanced services like con-

necting to the Internet. 

Chart 4: Usage of mobile services 

The majority of respondents reported making less than 

10 calls per day: 42% made 2-4 calls a day whereas 39% 

made 5-9 calls. The frequency of using text messaging 

was lower with most respondents using SMS less than 

4 times a day: 31% used SMS 2-4 times a day and 33% 

once a day.

Chart 5: Frequency of using voice calls and SMS
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Mobile users have nevertheless taken up international 

calling. Results showed that 79% make calls to desti-

nations outside Iraq. This is not unexpected when the 

dispersion of Iraqis is considered. The past years have 

witnessed increasing emigration of Iraqis and a sizeable 

community now resides in Jordan.  The easiest way for 

these families to remain in contact is through telecom-

munication. Due to the higher cost involved, the frequen-

cy of making international calls is nevertheless lower: 

8% of respondents used the service weekly compared to 

38% who did so on a monthly basis. International callers 

tend to be “heavy”5 mobile users; 57% of heavy users 

made monthly international calls compared to 20% of 

“light”6 users. 

Age has emerged as a critical factor in affecting the 

intensity of mobile usage. Unsurprisingly, young adults 

were the most frequent mobile users. For voice calls, the 

heaviest users were in the 25-34 age group. For SMS, on 

the other hand, the age bracket also encompassed the 18-

24 year olds. Just like in other populations, young adults 

are the most familiar with using SMS and are probably 

keener on the “fun” aspect of the service. In addition, the 

18-24 age group – mostly students – have lower spend-

ing power and are probably more inclined to use the less 

costly text messaging service.  

The “missed call” syndrome has also made its appear-

ance in Iraq. In order to save on making voice calls, most 

respondents (74%) reported making “missed calls” (i.e. 

calls that do not get charged). This entails dialing a 

number and hanging up before the call is connected. 

The majority of users said that they made “missed calls” 

mostly to indicate to the other party to call them back.

It is stating the obvious to note that the majority of 

respondents surveyed used their phones primarily for 

personal calls. What might be more distinctive though, 

is the greater focus on calls to family members: 98% of 

respondents reported using their mobile the most to call 

their parents, spouse and children. Using the mobile to 

contact friends was also very common for 73% of users. 

However, such calls were made less frequently than the 

ones made to family members. 

Chart 6: Parties contacted the most through voice calls

For international calls, users also gave priority to their 

families. Sixty seven percent of respondents made calls to 

relatives living abroad whereas only 13% and 6% did so 

for friends and business contacts outside the country, re-

spectively. As an example, a family in Baghdad explained 

how they sent their eldest son to pursue graduate studies 

in Amman, Jordan. They call him once a week through the 

mobile phone to check on his well being and exchange 

with him the latest family events and happenings.   

For text messaging on the other hand, usage patterns 

changed significantly. The majority (67%) of respondents

said they mostly text message their friends. 

Chart 7: Parties contacted the most 
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The motivation to send text messages seems different to 

that of making voice calls. Whereas respondents made 

voice calls out of necessity, urgency or to reach a party 

fast, SMS seemed to be used in less “critical” situations. 

Respondents told us that the two main reasons for send-

ing text messages were to save money on calls (53%) 

and to send pre-formulated wishes/poems/thoughts 

(50%). These were followed by sending jokes (28%) and 

reaching people when voice calls cannot be made (28%). 

Some users also reported using SMS messaging to par-

ticipate in interactive TV programs on satellite channels: 

17% of respondents said that they sent SMS messages to 

participate in TV competitions and voting. A respondent 

recounted how he regularly sent SMS messages to vote 

for his favorite participants in TV programs featuring new 

singing talents.

Chart 8: Motivations for using SMS

Usage patterns have also revealed that mobile phones 

are used mainly when respondents are outside their 

homes, in emergencies and to contact other mobile 

phone numbers. Fixed-lines, on the other hand, are used 

to make lengthy calls mainly to other fixed-lines. Re-

spondents said the key benefit in using the fixed network

was its economical aspect – calling costs are “almost 

free of charge”. Respondents thus tend to use fixed-lines

when they are anticipating long conversations, mainly 

to family members. Fixed-lines however fell short in 

offering respondents reliability and mobility and are also 

perceived to be significantly less effective in emergencies.

The above trends were uniform across Baghdad, Basra 

and Najaf. In fact, users across the three cities surveyed 

exhibited very consistent attitudes and behavioral trends. 

The only significant variation noted is in the penetration

of mobile operators. Whereas the majority of respon-

dents in Basra and Najaf subscribed to MTC Atheer, most 

respondents in Baghdad used Iraqna. It is important to 

note however that MTC Atheer had a lead time of two 

years in Basra and Najaf over the other operators, which 

has allowed it to build a bigger market share.

Chart 9: Respondent mobile subscription by operator 

Life in Iraq and its impact on communication needs 

Mobile usage in Iraq is intrinsically linked to the uncer-

tainty the country is experiencing. It was clear from the 

survey that use of mobile phones was, to a very large 

extent, affected by the challenging conditions respon-

dents were living in, namely: the absence of security, 

constrained mobility and a deteriorating infrastructure. 

These issues were equally relevant to all profiles of

respondents across the three cities surveyed.

Three in four respondents said that they suffered from a 

constant feeling of insecurity. They explained that their 

days were plagued by recurrent incidents of violence and 
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news of explosions, kidnappings and robberies. Eighty 

percent continuously felt worried about the safety of 

their loved ones. Such anxiety has naturally led to an 

intensification in the communication requirements of

Iraqis with the majority saying that they needed more 

frequent communication with their family members. In 

addition, respondents mentioned that due to the preva-

lent circumstances it was vital they obtain regular news 

about security developments and about the accessibility/

safety of roads. 

One respondent explained that security incidents oc-

curred on a daily basis and that following news of any 

explosion or car bomb he had to enquire about the safety 

of family and friends living in the area. He also had to 

check road accessibility in order to plan his trip back 

home. Another example was that of a female head of 

household who needed to know the latest news every 

morning in order to decide whether or not to send her 

daughter to school.     

Table 2: Impact of insecurity on daily life 

Continuous worries about safety of family and friends 80%

Do not go out in the evening  71%

Less visits to entertainment venues 48%

Spend less time outside home 47%

Less visits to religious sites 41%

Continuous worries when on the road  36%

Less visits to family and friends 33%

Spend more time moving from one location to the next 30%

Less visits to other provinces 27%

 

Faced with a greater need for communication, Iraqis are 

nevertheless dealing with a deterioration in traditional 

communication channels. Moving about has become 

more difficult and dangerous and consequently, less

frequent. Over half of the respondents interviewed 

(55%) face difficulties in traveling outside their neigh-

borhoods. The fear of roadside bombs is compounded by 

major delays suffered on the roads as a result of traffic

jams, security blockades and road diversions. In addition, 

a shortage in fuel supply has led to a hike in the cost of 

transportation Over 70% also said that they no longer 

went out in the evenings and headed home at sunset for 

fear of being mugged.

The majority of respondents said that they are spending 

much more time at home. Visiting family and friends, tra-

ditionally one of the strongest means of communication, 

has become less frequent. This is especially the case for 

visits to those living in other provinces. Moving from one 

province to another was perceived to be perilous.

Against such a background of fear and limited travel, 

Iraqis also have to deal with a debilitated infrastructure. 

Over half of the respondents (59%) cited the break-

down in infrastructure – namely the unreliable supply 

of electricity, water and telephones – as having a major 

negative impact on their lives.

According to the survey, the majority (80%) of mobile 

users interviewed had a fixed-line at home. Penetration

levels were similar across the three cities covered by 

the survey; however, they are not representative of the 

country at large. Penetration rates are significantly lower

in smaller cities and rural areas. 

In Iraq, having a fixed line at home is not indicative of

having access to the service. In fact, the fixed-line net-

work was far from meeting callers’ needs. Respondents 

complained of unreliability, continuous breakdowns, 

interference and limited coverage. Fifty two percent 

suffered from poor maintenance and 24% from the 

service being out of order most of the time. Respondents 

also complained about the lack of privacy when using 

fixed-lines: 49% experience “interference”, whereby

simultaneous callers can hear each others’ conversation. 

In addition, 30% said it was very difficult to make calls

outside one’s province. A resident of Baghdad explained 

how his fixed-line was almost always out of order and

how the situation got worse in winter when most lines 
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stopped functioning due to the rain. He also said that 

he could only call numbers within his province as it was 

notoriously difficult to call “across provinces”.  

What is the perceived value of mobile phones?  

Taking all the above into account, it is not surprising that 

Iraqis feel let down. There is little they currently feel 

good about. And there is even less that is perceived to 

have been done to alleviate their burdens. Yet, this is not 

taking into account mobile phones. It is astounding how 

the introduction of mobile communication has impacted 

the population. When respondents talk about their 

mobiles, it feels as if they have a new face on – a positive 

one. For many, this is the only aspect of modernity that 

they are truly embracing. And in terms of improving their 

daily lives, probably one of the most significant devel-

opments. The impact of mobile phones is nothing but 

overwhelmingly positive. 

The importance of mobile communication in Iraq 

was first apparent through users’ perception of their

phones. Survey results revealed that mobile phones 

have surpassed a purely functional value. In fact, 

mobiles have almost attained human proportions 

in their perceived status. Users have gone so far as 

likening their phones to the dearest people in their 

lives. Almost half (43%) of respondents positioned 

their phones as a best friend whereas 27% felt that 

their mobile was like a family member (mother, spouse, 

sibling or child). Many associated mobile phones with 

celebrities and super heroes like Beckham, Ronaldo 

and Spiderman. 

Chart 10: Associations of mobile phones with persons

In line with the above association of mobile phones with 

loved ones, Iraqis have also created a set of (Arabic) nick-

names to refer to common mobile handsets in the market. 

These nicknames have become the “de facto” reference 

used by all.  
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Table 3: Nicknames of Nokia handsets

Model Nickname (Arabic) Meaning Justification

Nokia 1100 “Sarsour” Bug Small in size

Nokia 3510 “Farasheh” Butterfly Buttons like butterflies

Nokia 3100 “Baby Nokia” Baby Nokia Very small in size

Nokia 3200 “Kazem El Saher” Famous Iraqi artist Believed to have played a role in the model’s development

Nokia 3220 “Baby Dubb” Baby Bear Bulky but small in size

Nokia 3230 “El Effendi” Gentleman Elegant shape

Nokia 6600 “Dubb” Bear Bulky and heavy

Nokia 7610 “Dam’aa” Tear Shape resembles a tear

Nokia 6630 “Ayad El Allawi” Former Iraqi prime minister  Solid, strong and accurate

Nokia 6680 “Abu Camerateyn” Father of 2 Cameras Phone has 2 cameras

Nokia 6260 “Apache” Apache Shape similar to US Apache
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There was even a case of a newborn baby being named 

after a mobile phone. A mother explained that she had 

to travel to Jordan because of complications in her preg-

nancy. Her only contact with her husband and family 

was through the mobile phone, in this case a Nokia 7610 

(“Dama’a” - Tear). Following her safe return to Basra, she 

decided to name her daughter “Dama’a” after the mobile.  

On a more functional level, respondents’ top-of-mind 

associations revealed that mobile phones were perceived 

along three distinct axes:   

1. Indispensability: “necessary”; ”vital”; “very important”

2. Functionality: “fast”; “practical”; “suitable”;  

“easy to use”; “problem solver”

3. Modernity: “development”; “technology”;  

“advancement”

Surprisingly, few respondents made negative associa-

tions; “expensive” being the most frequently cited. 

When respondents were asked to define the value of

mobile phones by choosing from a range of choices, their 

responses confirmed the above top-of-mind associa-

tions. Mobiles were, first and foremost, a necessity for

every day life (83%); mobile communication was making 

respondents’ life easier (77%).

Chart 11: Perception of mobile phones

What are the benefits of mobile phones in Iraq?

When asked about the advantages of mobile phones, 

respondents highlighted two key aspects:  that mobile 

phones were “fast” (64%) communication tools and 

they allowed users to better handle emergencies (64%). 

Respondents also said that having a mobile phone made 

them feel more secure and in control and that mobiles 

were an efficient and reliable mode of communication.  

Chart 12: Advantages of mobile phones

According to the survey, the single most important 

concern of Iraqis today is to keep, together with their 

families, safe and secure. It is thus to be expected that 
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when respondents’ listed their key motivations for using 

mobile phones, their top three reasons were a function 

of security concerns. On a secondary level, respondents 

said that they used their phones to socialize and re-en-

force relationships. Such motivations perhaps would 

have featured more prominently had prevailing condi-

tions been less perilous. 

Chart 13: Motivations for using mobile phones

Safety and security 

An astonishing 95% of mobile users said that they used 

their mobiles primarily to check on the safety of their 

loved ones and 81% reported that they made such calls 

on a daily basis. Not only did respondents call to enquire 

about the well being of their loved ones, they also called 

their parents/spouse regularly when they were out of 

home: 56% said that they called their family to let them 

know of any delays in their return home and 32% called 

to assure their families of their safety when at work.  

As an example, a university teacher explained that he 

bought himself and his wife mobile phones. Every morn-

ing upon his arrival at work, he called his wife at home 

to inform her of his safe arrival. He then called her at the 

end of the day to let her know that he was heading home. 

Without this permanent contact, he said his wife would 

be “extremely anguished”.  

There are also many instances whereby respondents 

resorted to their phones when they were delayed.  

A respondent recounted an incident during which he got 

stranded for over 12 hours. On that particular day, the 

respondent was making a day trip to visit his sister in 

Babel, which is around 70kms away from his home in 

Baghdad. On the way back, he found that the highway 

was blocked due to a major insurgent attack. Soon after, 

a curfew was imposed. The respondent thus had to wait 

until the road was re-opened. He said that the only link 

with his family was through the mobile phone.   

Emergencies 

In Iraq – probably more than in any other country in the 

world today – having access to a mobile phone means 

saving lives. The importance of mobile phones in reduc-

ing emergency response time was stressed by a majority 

of respondents. A significant 65% said that they used

their mobile phones to deal with emergencies. In the 

cities surveyed, emergencies seemed to be a daily occur-

rence. One respondent recounted the story of his wife 

experiencing labor pains during the night when a curfew 

was in effect while another described how he survived 

a car bomb explosion. In both cases, having access to a 

mobile phone enabled these individuals to respond to 

the emergency and manage it the best way possible. 

Birth

“One evening, my wife, who was pregnant, started to experience 

delivery pains; yet she was not due for another month. I could 

not transport her to the hospital in the family car because of 

the curfew. With our land line being out of order, there was 

no way to manage the emergency except through the mobile. 

I contacted the police who in turn alerted the emergency ser-

vices. An ambulance was sent to our home to transport my wife 

to hospital. There she immediately underwent surgery as she 

was in a critical condition. The operation went well and both 

my wife and child are fine. I do not want to think of what might

have happened had I not been able to contact the emergency 

services that night.”
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Bomb Blast

“We were on our way to the province of Diyala when a huge 

explosion occurred ahead of us. There were many dead and 

injured, including some of the passengers in my car. I was un-

scathed but at a loss for what to do. There were not enough cars 

around to transport all those injured to hospital. We could not 

even carry the badly wounded for fear of additional bombs on 

the way. Our only hope was to contact the emergency services 

through one of the mobiles we had. Help arrived within ten 

minutes and many lives were saved as a result.”

Mobile phones have also become the main communica-

tion channel between civilians and Iraqi authorities, 

most importantly the Ministry of Interior. The latter has 

widely advertised mobile telephone hotlines that are 

accessible to civilians throughout the day. In a situation 

of increasing lawlessness, civilians thus resort to mobile 

phones to contact the police for help and to report crimes 

or suspect insurgent activities. Police in turn are using 

mobile phones to help reinstall law and order. In many 

cases, police cars communicate with each other and 

with headquarters through mobile phones. In one such 

situation, a convoy of 2 police cars was sent to round up 

offenders. When the convoy arrived, the police were out-

numbered and needed back-up. The commander resorted 

to his mobile phone to request help. 

Just as mobile phones are being used to enforce law and 

order in Iraq, they could be – indirectly – facilitating the 

incidence of criminal acts, namely of kidnappings. In the 

past two years, countless Iraqis of all ages have been 

subjected to kidnappings and their families compelled to 

paying hefty sums for their release. Ransom seekers are 

using mobiles as the main channel of communication for 

stating their demands and negotiating victims’ release. 

Many respondents recounted to us how members of 

their family were kidnapped and how the mobile phone 

– being the only link between them and the ransom 

seekers – led to the safe return of their loved ones.  

Kidnapping

 “One morning, my youngest sister Sana’a, who is 8 years 

old, was waiting for the school bus in front of our home gate. 

Suddenly, a strange car stopped in front of the house and three 

hooded men got out, grabbed my sister and sped off. As the car 

drove away, it left behind a trail of leaflets with a mobile phone

number. When we called the number, we were told that we had 

to pay a ransom to get Sana’a back. We refused to negotiate 

until we could hear my sister’s voice. Once we were certain 

that she was unharmed, we entered into negotiations with the 

kidnappers that lasted for over eight days and ended in the 

safe return of my sister.”  

Relationships 

Mobile phones have not only made their mark on the 

turbulent side of Iraqis lives, they have also been instru-

mental in reinforcing family and friendship ties. Survey 

results revealed that 44% of respondents made social 

calls to relay wishes on special occasions and religious 

feasts and 38% made calls for general social interac-

tion. Mobile communication has also had an impact on 

developing new relationships. A young couple said that 

after their graduation from university, they remained in 

contact through the mobile phone and were now plan-

ning to get married.  

Engagement Picture

“My elder brother lives in Canada but wanted to get married to 

an Iraqi girl from home. We found him a suitable bride from a 

conservative family.  Since the bride’s parents refused to give 

us her photograph, we brought with us a mobile phone with a 

camera and - with the girl’s approval – took her picture and sent 

it to my brother. My brother and the young girl are now married 

with a child.“ 
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Interestingly, the survey also revealed the particular role 

of mobile phones as a source of distraction and amuse-

ment. A majority (78%) of respondents said that they 

used their mobile phones to exchange jokes and enter-

taining messages with their friends and relatives, mostly 

during evenings. Jokes circulating via mobile phones are 

mostly of a political or sectarian nature and focus on the 

humorous aspect of otherwise critical situations.

With curfews in effect in most Iraqi cities – whether 

imposed by security forces or self-imposed by civilians 

– going out in the evenings is no longer an option for 

most young people. A young student explained that it 

had become difficult to meet with friends, especially after

sunset. Whereas this young man used to go to “casinos” 

(Iraqi equivalent of coffee houses) regularly, he now 

finds himself confined at home almost every evening and

uses his mobile to send messages and keep in contact 

with friends. 

The amusing aspect of mobile phone usage is not only 

limited to jokes and messages but also encompasses ex-

changing ringing tones, songs, and pre-formulated lyrical 

wishes that are either purchased from mobile stores or 

downloaded off the internet. It is very common in Iraq 

to send and receive prosaic messages to loved ones on a 

regular basis. 

What is the impact of using mobile phones in Iraq? 

Mobile phones have had an impact on almost all aspects 

of respondents’ lives. Most importantly, it has allowed 

users to communicate with each other where fixed-lines

are not available or functional. Not only has mobile 

communication filled the gap created by a debilitated

fixed-line network, it has also contributed to simplifying

the daily life of respondents. 

Table 4: Impact of mobile phones

  Easier

Communication with family  98%

Act in case of emergency 98%

Communication with friends 91%

Simplifying daily life  91%

Reduces level of anguish when out-of-home 85%

Saving time on visits to family and friends 72%

Saving money on making visits  59%

Communication with business contacts 71%

Strengthening of friendship ties 45%

Strengthening family ties 36%

Having fun/entertainment 36%

Searching for a job  18%

 

Without a mobile phone, respondents said that they 

would feel “worried”, “anxious” and “lost”.  For the major-

ity of respondents, loss of mobile communication would 

have the most significant impact on their peace of mind.

Chart 14: Impact of loss of mobile phones
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What are the challenges in using mobile phones?  

Respondents face a number of challenges in using 

their mobile phones. These range from bad connectiv-

ity to concerns about cost and issues with calling cards. 

Despite such challenges, mobile phones are the preferred 

communication channel for the overwhelming majority 

(87%) of the sample surveyed. 

Chart 15: Challenges in using mobile phones

Seventy nine percent of respondents felt that the weak 

connectivity across competing service providers was a 

key obstacle in mobile usage. There are 4 mobile opera-

tors in Iraq today: MTC Atheer, Iraqna, Asiacell and Korek 

(in the Kurdish north). Although the link across the first

three operators has improved, many users still complain 

about the difficulties they encounter in trying to make

calls “across operators”.  In addition, some users com-

plained of weak network coverage (poor signal) and poor 

reception quality. 

Cost, expectedly, was the second most frequently men-

tioned drawback. A majority (73%) of users said that they 

found mobile communication expensive; this was espe-

cially pertinent across lower income users. According 

to the study, respondents are, on average, spending the 

equivalent of US$39 per month on their mobile phones, 

with the majority spending US$30 per month (median). 

An indication of how vital mobile communication has 

become to Iraqi civilians is the fact that 64% of respon-

dents said that they had difficulties in affording their

mobile phone expenses but did not give up using their 

mobiles. Instead, they cut back their spending on other 

items such as clothes, eating out and entertainment to 

buy charging cards.

The charging card (pre-paid system) is the dominant form 

of subscription in Iraq. It is used by an overwhelming ma-

jority (96%) of respondents. Almost half (47%) of mobile 

users interviewed, however, stated that buying calling 

cards was problematic. A majority (58%) said that they 

faced out-of-stock situations at points of sale, whereby the 

US$10 card that they sought (the least expensive) was not 

available. In such situations, users resorted to purchas-

ing a more expensive card (US$20 or US$30) or to using 

someone else’s phone. Respondents also reported facing 

problems in activating calling cards with many reporting 

that some of the pre-paid cards they bought were deficient.

A minority of users surveyed expressed concerns about 

health related issues. As for loss of “privacy”, it was clear 

that this was not an issue for most users. Even when spe-

cifically asked whether having a mobile phone had led to

receiving calls at inconvenient times, a majority (59%) 

responded that it had not.  

Finally, it was important to assess how the widespread 

electricity shortages were affecting the charging – and 

consequently the use – of mobile phones. Electricity 

across Baghdad, Basra and Najaf is supplied intermit-

tently, with most households having access to less than 

12 hours of power per day. In fact, 44% of respondents 

surveyed had access to 8-12 hours of power, whereas 

42% suffered even harsher rationing with access to 4-8 

hours. Under such conditions, it would have been expect-

ed that respondents would find it difficult to keep their

phone batteries charged. However, this was not the case 

across the urban sample surveyed since most households 

were resorting to alternative power supplies. Eighty 

three percent of respondents had access to power from a 

community generator and 54% owned small generators. 

During periods of electricity outages, most respondents 

were thus able to charge their phones. 
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II. Micro-businesses
The objective of this study is to assess how micro-busi-

nesses have been affected by the introduction of mobile 

telephony. The data presented is based on 360 interviews 

conducted with micro-businesses across four sectors: 

industry (135), trade (133), services (48) and transporta-

tion (44). All micro-businesses surveyed had access to a 

mobile phone.

Interviews were conducted with individuals responsible 

for making decisions relating to the communication 

needs of their companies. By virtue of the size of the 

businesses surveyed, 98% of respondents were the own-

ers themselves. The overwhelming majority of respon-

dents interviewed were male between the ages of 25 and 

45. Most (57%) had completed a technical or university 

degree and 54% were the heads of their households. 

The introduction of mobile phones in Iraq came about at 

a period when micro-businesses were also in increased 

need of communication. Respondents stated that since 

the demise of the Saddam Baath regime, it had become 

critical to be able to assess prevailing conditions on a 

daily basis as the “situation” had a huge impact on how 

they manage their business. Of primary importance was 

the need to obtain regular updates about security condi-

tions (67%) and particularly about the safety and acces-

sibility of roads (55%). Respondents also highlighted the 

need for more frequent communication with business 

parties, namely with customers (43%), office or place of

work (37%) and suppliers (27%). For example, a truck 

driver who transports goods between Iraq and Jordan 

indicated that he needed to be in continuous contact with 

other drivers to check road safety and conditions at the 

Iraqi-Jordanian border. He also needed to be in contact 

with his customers to update them on his progress.  

Prior to the advent of mobile phones, 48% of micro-busi-

nesses surveyed had no access to telecommunication 

whereas 52% said that they had a fixed-line phone. This

however was unreliable due to continuous breakdowns, 

interference and difficulty to call from one province to

another. Micro-businesses surveyed were all located in 

major urban agglomerations where fixed-line penetra-

tion is at its highest. In smaller cities and rural areas, the 

large majority of micro-businesses probably operate with 

little access to fixed-line phones.       

Mobile services have been available in Iraq for over two 

years. In that relatively short period of time, mobile 

phones have become essential for the operation of most 

micro-businesses surveyed. Business owners perceived 

mobile phones not only as a convenient and efficient

means of communication but as a tool that facilitated 

daily business routines and enabled efficiencies at work.

Mobile phones were described as being “practical”, “fast”, 

“technologically advanced”, “reliable” and “problem solv-

ers”. For the overwhelming majority (85%) of business 

respondents, using a mobile phone at work is a necessity. 

Mobile phones offer small businesses a range of benefits

that seem to complement rather than substitute those 

offered by fixed-lines. Micro-businesses that had access

to both a fixed and a mobile phone reported using both

modes of communication to make voice calls. Survey 

results revealed that there were distinct usage patterns 

for each type of phone. In general, fixed-lines were used

primarily to contact parties within the same province and 

to make long calls. Mobiles, on the other hand, were used 

for emergencies, to call other provinces and to make 

international calls. Not surprisingly, mobiles were used 

to contact other mobile numbers, and the same applied 

to fixed-lines since the connectivity between fixed and

mobile networks in Iraq is still weak. 
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In view of the size of the businesses interviewed, it is not 

surprising that the overwhelming majority of business 

owners did not make international calls for business pur-

poses. They did however use their mobiles to call family 

members abroad.   

SMS messaging also seemed to be less used by micro-

businesses. The frequency of sending SMS messages was 

much lower than that of making voice calls with SMS 

being utilized mainly as a tool to reduce mobile commu-

nication costs. The majority of business owners said that 

they send SMS messages to save money on talking time.

Chart 16: Frequency of using voice calls and SMS

An interesting feature of communication use by micro-

businesses was the higher use of e-mail (16%) and 

internet chatting (13%). Respondents said that they use 

e-mail to communicate mainly with parties outside of 

Iraq.  Although home/office connections to the Internet

are still extremely rare in Iraq, there has been a surge 

of “Internet Cafes” in major urban centers. Iraqis flood

these cafes where connectivity cost is equivalent to 

US$1 per hour. Interestingly, the micro-business own-

ers surveyed displayed a higher propensity to use the 

Internet than the individuals surveyed in the community 

sample. This could be explained by the fact that the 

business sample is pre-dominantly male (females are 

less prone to visiting Internet cafes) and economically 

better off. Business owners, however, made almost no 

use of other more traditional business communication 

means like facsimile, postal and courier services. This 

perhaps is to be expected in a country where most 

public services are quasi non-operational and traveling 

by road is hazardous.

The use of mobile phones by micro-business owners 

spans both personal and business purposes. In fact, sur-

vey results revealed that voice calls made were almost 

evenly split between calling family and friends and 

calling business parties. On the personal level – and this 

was reflected in the community survey results – most

respondents made regular calls to their parents, wife and 

children to ensure that they were safe. A tailor said that 

he called his 14 year old daughter every day at school to 

make sure that she arrived safely.

On the business level, customers and suppliers were the 

key parties contacted via mobile phones. Respondents 

said that they mostly used their mobile phone to contact 

their clients (77%) and suppliers (48%). Maintaining 

communication with these parties is clearly a vital aspect 

for the survival of the business. 

As an example, the owner of a small baqala (grocery 

store) described how using a mobile phone has drasti-

cally improved communication with his suppliers and 

how this in turn simplified his business routines and

increased his turnover. Prior to owning a mobile phone 

(and with no fixed-line at work), the grocery owner had

to make regular visits to wholesalers - located quite a 

distance from his store – to purchase his supplies. The 

process was costly, tiring and resulted in him spending 

a lot of time away from the store. In many cases, the 

baqala would run out-of-stock on certain items before 

the new order arrived. Since owning a mobile phone, 

the grocery owner called his suppliers daily and placed 

regular orders over the phone.  

Mobile phones have positively contributed to the running 

of all the businesses surveyed. Respondents said that in 

addition to helping them gain new clients, mobile phones 

speeded up communication and were instrumental in 
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obtaining better market prices.  An overwhelming 91% 

of respondents stated that mobile phones were their 

preferred method of business communication.

Chart 17: Benefits of using mobile phones

A taxi driver in Baghdad recounted how using a mobile 

phone has helped him gain new customers. As soon as 

he bought his SIM card, the taxi driver began distributing 

cards with his mobile number to his passengers. With 

time, he started receiving calls from previous clients 

requesting that he picks them up or drives them to their 

destination. The mobile phone also allowed him to call 

customers in case of any delays on the road. The driver 

also pointed out that thanks to the mobile phone he 

spends much less time sitting idle in his car or driving 

around dangerous streets to find passengers. Even with

the reduction of hours spent at work (due to the situation 

and not driving at night), he managed to significantly

increase his turnover. For this taxi driver, “the mobile 

phone is now the most important thing for work”.

Most significantly, 91% of the respondents surveyed

believed that using a mobile phone had improved the 

profitability of their businesses. Respondents explained

how mobile phones made it easier to obtain better pric-

es, expand the range of services/products on offer and 

boost revenues. Since owning a mobile phone, a small 

restaurant owner started operating a take-out service. 

He now receives orders for special feasts and occasions, 

thus almost doubling his turnover. A spare parts dealer 

also indicated how through the mobile phone he follows 

the daily Iraqi Dinar/US$ exchange rate thus minimiz-

ing his currency risk and negotiating better prices with 

his suppliers.

Date Merchant 

“I buy and sell dates and my whole business is now dependent 

on the mobile phone. Trading in dates (like any other com-

modity) is a risky business characterized by significant price

fluctuations, especially during the harvest season. Prior to

having access to a mobile phone, I faced great difficulty in

obtaining timely information about price variations. This delay 

in obtaining up-to-date prices sometimes resulted in significant

losses, whereby I would sell a lot of dates at a low price. Since 

I bought my mobile phone, I am in continuous contact with the 

date trade exchange center which helps me strike deals at the 

right price”. 

Table 5: Activities made easier by using a mobile phone

Contact with family   97%

Act in case of emergency 96%

Find new business opportunities 95%

Communicate with clients  93%

Obtain information about roads 92%

Simplify daily routine  86%

Place orders  85%

Obtain information on cost & availability of goods 78%

Save time and money on visits 72%

Obtain information on new products 71%

Have more fun at work 49%

Obtain banking information 46%

The mobile phone has also been instrumental in the 

start-up of many businesses. A female respondent told 

us how owning a mobile phone has allowed her to set 

up her own business. For years, this lady worked as a 

hairdresser at a women’s hair salon in Baghdad. Follow-
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ing the closure of the business, the young woman found 

herself unemployed for over 8 months, with no means to 

open up her own salon. However, with the availability of 

mobile phones, it became possible for her to operate as a 

freelance hairdresser visiting clients at their own homes. 

She says that she can be reached anytime thus ensuring 

that she gets reservations and maximizes the number of 

clients she services every day.

Winning tender

“I am a dealer in car spare parts. Running the company before 

the advent of mobile phones was very difficult. The lack of com-

munication means affected my sourcing of supplies which in 

turn had a negative impact on my business. Through the mobile 

phone, I can now contact my suppliers regularly and order the 

parts I need immediately. Having access to a mobile phone has 

also helped me generate new business. While reading the local 

newspaper, I came across an advertisement from one of the 

ministries whereby spare parts dealers were asked to bid for a 

huge project. At the bottom of the advertisement was a mobile 

number to call for enquiries. I called the number and obtained 

the necessary information to submit an offer.  After a while, I 

was contacted – via my mobile phone – and informed that I 

have been awarded the contract. This deal led to other similar 

deals and has boosted my business significantly.”

Whereas it is obvious that mobile phones have become 

an intrinsic part of the economy in Iraq, the service is 

perceived to have two key disadvantages. Similar to the 

complaints collected during the individual interviews, 

business owners criticized the fact that mobile calls are 

difficult to make across different operators (74%) and

that mobile communication is too costly (72%). 

As a result of the connectivity problem across opera-

tors, and since mobile phones have become so vital, 

some business owners have resorted to owning mobile 

subscriptions with more than one operator. More than 

one in five (22%) of business owners surveyed said that

they owned more than one SIM card and 17% owned 

more than one mobile phone. In some cases, mobile 

users purchased up to 3 SIM cards. A young entrepre-

neur explained that he had to buy 3 SIM cards (one from 

each operator) and that he changed cards depending 

on the number he is calling. For example, he used his 

MTC Atheer SIM card to call an MTC Atheer number and 

then replaced this with his Iraqna card to dial an Iraqna 

number. This trend is temporary and will most probably 

subside as mobile telephony develops further in Iraq.   

On the cost side, survey results indicate that on average, 

micro-business owners spend an average US$45 per 

month on their mobile phone, of which around half is re-

lated to their business. This amount is nevertheless mini-

mal when compared to monthly business expenditures. 

Respondents said that they spent an average of US$690 

on their businesses every month. Mobile communication 

thus accounted for less than 5% of total business-related 

expenditure.   

The survey results showed that business owners pur-

chased more expensive mobile handsets than individual 

users and upgraded their units more frequently. Almost 

half (49%) of business owners had  changed their 

phones at least once during the past 18 months compared 

to only 27% for the community survey. The main reason 

for purchasing a new phone was to acquire a more recent 

model with additional features and accessories.  

Chart 18: Price of mobile phones 
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Conclusion
Mobile phones have attained almost human propor-

tions in their value to Iraqis. Perceived often as a family 

member or a close friend – associations that surpass the 

functional – they are playing a vital role in present day 

Iraq. Survey results reveal that mobile phones have had a 

major positive impact on how Iraqis live, cope and man-

age their businesses; they are undoubtedly one of the 

few tangible developments that have improved civilians’ 

lives in recent years. 

Whilst Iraq undergoes a period of difficult transformation,

civilians continue to suffer from a quasi-total breakdown 

in infrastructure. Yet the survey highlights Iraqis’ critical 

need for communication as they subsist in this extended 

war zone with no clear demarcation lines.  With the unre-

liability of the fixed-line system as an alternative means

of communication, mobile phones in Iraq are providing 

civilians with a fast and reliable means to stay in of 

touch; one that they can depend on in all situations.

Mobile communication has, in a span of two years, 

achieved an impressive 12.3% penetration rate.  Almost 

one in seven Iraqis owns a mobile phone and this, in a 

country where GDP/capita is in the range of US$600. This 

suggests that mobile communication has crossed most 

social and economic barriers to become a communication 

channel accessed by a large segment of the population.

Mobile phones are valued mostly because they provide 

“peace of mind”. Iraqis resort to their mobile phones 

primarily to remain in constant contact with their loved 

ones and to be assured of their safety. By offering users 

the opportunity to obtain timely information on the 

prevailing situation and also allowing them to remain 

in contact while they are outside their homes, mobile 

phones are also offering users a desperately needed 

sense of control and security. Another key benefit of

mobile phones in Iraq is their crucial role in helping the 

population deal with daily emergencies: they provide 

users with immediate contact and thus reduce emer-

gency response time. It is not surprising that against 

such a background, Iraqis perceive their mobile phones 

as a necessity – a tool that is vital for “surviving” the 

chaos that plagues their country. Users in the three cities 

surveyed – Baghdad, Basra and Najaf – have exhibited 

similar attitudes and usage patterns, suggesting that the 

insecurity “psyche” is not limited to Baghdad but has 

permeated individuals’ lives in less turbulent and argu-

ably safer cities.

The less vital benefits of mobile technology, such as facil-

itating contact with family and friends and strengthening 

friendship ties have also been visible in Iraq. However, 

they have been relegated by respondents to a secondary 

level. Mobiles have even had an impact on the fun aspect 

of Iraqis’ lives; they are widely used by youth as a source 

of entertainment. 

From a business perspective, mobile phones are playing 

a major role in supporting the emergence and develop-

ment of the micro-business sector. Most micro-business 

owners surveyed had no access to telecommunication 

prior to owning a mobile phone. Through mobile phones, 

they have been able to grow their business and in some 

cases, start new ones. Mobiles have allowed business us-

ers to source their supplies in a more efficient and timely

manner. They have also helped gain new customers and 

increase turnover. By making it easier to obtain critical 

market information, mobile phones have also helped 

users to compete in a more effective manner. All these 

benefits have resulted in making micro-businesses more

profitable and hence a key stronger driving force for the

new Iraqi economy.

The impact of mobile phones in Iraq today is a unique 

case of introducing a key technology at a time when it 

is needed the most. As the situation in Iraq evolves, so 

will the usage and impact of mobile phones. This survey 

has demonstrated that, in the meantime, mobile phones 

in an Iraq at war is a clear story of technology at the 

forefront of assisting humanity.
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Notes
1 Source: Zawya 

2 Source: UN-ESCWA figures

3 Assuming children under 15 are not mobile owners

 

4 Source: World Bank, Country Brief (2003) 

5 Callers who made more 5 or more voice calls per day

6 Callers who made less than 5 voice calls per day
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Marios Mavros

Senior Research Executive 
ACNielsen

Survey

Introduction
This survey looks at the impact of the mobile industry on 

community relations and development of micro-business 

environment, providing an overall impact assessment of 

the sector in the rural areas of the Gulf, the Levant and 

the Maghreb.  

The Middle East North African (MENA) region is cur-

rently experiencing its boldest period of development in 

decades. Record high oil prices are greasing the wheels 

of technological advancement and economic prosperity 

is set to follow. This survey illustrates six of the region’s 

success stories, and exposes that their achievements 

are not just due to rising global windfalls or geological 

advantage, but result from each government designing a 

coherent and effective policy targeting the mobile sector.

Moreover, mobile telephony is growing so fast it is able 

to exceed fixed-line penetration and service facilities in

more remote areas. Consequently, developments stem-

ming from the mobile sector have also contributed to 

bridging the gap between urban and rural areas. While 

urban areas tend to disproportionately benefit from

economic growth in general, and from technological 

developments in particular, the survey shows that the 

number of mobile phone subscriptions rose equally in 

both areas. In helping to bridge technology gaps and 

improving the transfer to information and communica-

tion between communities, the mobile telecommuni-

cations industry can drive both social and economic 

development, in turn helping the overall integration and 

development of society. 

Research Methodology
As mentioned above, the study involves two sections 

and aims at assessing the social and economic impact of 

mobile telephony. To cover the two aspects of the study, 

interviews were carried out in rural areas in the follow-

ing countries with the respective sample structures:

Country  Sample size

Community interviews

Saudi Arabia (rural areas around Riyadh & Abha) 200 
Morocco (rural areas around Fes & Oujda) 200 
Lebanon (rural areas around Tripoli & Jazzin) 200

Micro Business interviews

Bahrain (rural areas around Manama) 20 
Jordan (rural areas around Al Mazra’ah) 30 
Tunisia (rural areas around Beja & Jendouba) 30

 

For the purpose of this research, the definition of a rural

area was settlements, encircling the specified cities, with

no more than 5,000 inhabitants. 

For the community survey, interviews were conducted 

with adult owners/ principal users of mobile phones. 

For the business section, interviews were carried out 

with General Managers or executives responsible for 

taking decisions regarding the buying / assigning mobile 

phones to company employees. The companies were of 

small size (1-5 employees) in the following sectors:

• Agriculture

• Retail Trade

• Construction

 

In Bahrain, no interviews were conducted with compa-

nies from the agriculture sector.
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Findings: Rural Community Survey
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Profile of Mobile phone users
The first part of the survey focused on assessing the

social impact of mobile phones on small communities, 

located in the rural areas of Lebanon, Morocco and Saudi 

Arabia (KSA). A total of 619 interviews were conducted 

across the three countries, with owners or principal users 

of mobile phones. The aim was to interview both genders 

in all countries. However, this proved to be a difficult task

to undertake in Saudi Arabia, especially since the study 

was confined to rural locations where religious traditions

are strictly upheld. Therefore, the gender profile of the

sample undertaken was as follows: 

 Males Females

Lebanon (n=200) 50% 50%

Morocco (n=200) 69% 31%

Saudi Arabia (n=200) 100% - 

Mobile phone penetration is rather high in Lebanon and 

Morocco, among both genders, despite the fact that only 

31% of the sample interviewed in Morocco was females. 

Recruitment of female respondents in rural areas of 

Morocco proved to be more difficult than recruiting male

respondents, also reflecting on the sample structure of

the survey.
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Population Mobile owners
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In regard to age distribution, only adult users between 

18-60 years old were contacted. There are variations 

among the three different countries in the distribution 

of age, however what should be noted is that more than 

half the population in each country belongs to the 18-34 

age group (56% in Lebanon, 57% in Morocco and 61% 

in KSA). However, the results of the survey indicated that 

three out of five mobile phone users/owners belong to

the 18-34 age group, a ratio even higher than the national 

age distribution mentioned above. In Lebanon 60% of 

mobile users are aged 18-34, while in Morocco and Saudi 

Arabia this figure reaches 68% for each. This indicates

the popularity of mobile phones among the younger part 

of the population.   

Mobile phones have existed in the three countries for 

few years now, and it seems that the majority of respon-

dents have not wasted their time to start using them. 

The average respondent in Morocco and KSA has been 

using a mobile phone for four years, compared to five

years for Lebanon.

Length of usage is directly affected by the age of the re-

spondent, as the results showed that the older a respon-

dent, the more years has he/she owned or used a mobile. 

There is no real difference among genders, as both males 

and females have been using mobile phones for the 

same length of time (in Lebanon and Morocco).

Figure 1: Length of time using a mobile phone

  Av. No. of years

Lebanon (n=200)  5

Morocco (n=200)  4

Saudi Arabia (n=200)  4

Probably the greatest variation among the countries 

surveyed lies in the type of subscription used. Morocco is 

exclusively a prepaid market. Predominantly, Lebanon is 

also a prepaid market, however 15% of respondents use 

a postpaid subscription. Saudi Arabia on the other hand 

is primarily a postpaid market, with 62% users.

There are significant differences in the profile of postpaid

and prepaid users in both Lebanon and KSA. More spe-

cifically, postpaid usage in Saudi Arabia is considerably

higher among respondents aged 25-60, in comparison to 

users aged 18-24. Furthermore, the findings indicate that

all respondents aged 46-60 in Saudi Arabia are postpaid 

users. As for Lebanon, the same picture is apparent: 

users aged 18-30 are exclusively subscribed to a prepaid 

service. Additionally, results show that prepaid subscrip-

tions are more popular among females in Lebanon, regis-

tering 92% subscription, as opposed to 79% with males. 

Figure 2: Subscription type used 

Base: all     
respondents (n=200) Lebanon Morocco Saudi Arabia

Post paid 15% - 62%

Pre-paid 85% 100% 38%
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Among prepaid users, Lebanese face the least issues with 

acquiring recharge cards, with only 3% facing some diffi-

culties. In Morocco and KSA though, more than a quarter 

of respondents declared that at least some difficulty is

faced in obtaining recharge cards for their phones.  

The vast majority of respondents facing these difficulties

reside in areas where availability of mobile providers and 

prepaid card outlets is scarce. In Morocco, respondents 

have resolved such issues by traveling to nearby city cen-

ters in order to purchase the recharge cards. This counter-

measure is used in KSA as well, in addition to purchasing 

more than one recharge card at a time when the opportu-

nity arises. Hasan from KSA specifically mentions: 

“When my card runs out, I ask a friend to buy a recharge 

card for me from the city center. However this requires 

traveling and it is not always convenient, for example 

when weather conditions are bad.”

Facing these difficulties may provide a motive for Saudis

to subscribe to a postpaid line instead of a prepaid 

– probably being one of the reasons explaining a higher 

subscription to postpaid. Nevertheless, prepaid card ac-

cessibility cannot be the sole reason for such behavior.

Figure 3: Pre-paid card accessibility

Bottom 2 boxes   
Base: Respondents   
who use pre-paid cards Lebanon Morocco Saudi Arabia

With some difficulty (2) 2% 14% 28%

With a lot of difficulty (1) 1% 13% 1%

Mean scores 3.9 3.2 3.1 

Reasons for owning a mobile 
phone
Communication facilitation is the main reason for pur-

chasing a mobile phone. This has been conveyed by all 

the respondents in the countries surveyed. In Morocco 

and Saudi Arabia, communication with the family is the 

primary reason for buying a mobile, supported by more 

than 50% of respondents. Continuous communication 

is essential, as respondents declared the need to check 

on their parents or children at anytime. It seems that 

there is a feeling of insecurity if detached from the fam-

ily, which dissolves with the opportunity for continuous 

communication through mobile phones.

“I need to exchange calls with my parents and children 

continuously, in case they need me...” Alaa from Saudi 

Arabia indicated. This was also in line with the most 

important secondary reason, which was communication 

anywhere, at anytime. Easy and continuous communica-

tion provides the feeling of security required by respon-

dents in Saudi Arabia.

In Lebanon, communication with the business environ-

ment is mentioned by 47% as the primary reason for 

mobile phone usage; however 62% of the sample also 

mentioned personal reasons as a secondary motive.

Less important reasons stated by respondents in Morocco, 

are “to communicate with friends” and “to communicate 

with the business environment”. In KSA, some focus has 

also been placed on cost, as mobile users have declared 

their preference to mobile phones due to the lower 

expenses endured. 

A respondent in Oujda, Morocco answering questions for the 
survey

103An MTC Report The socio-economic impact of mobile phones in the Arab World



Figure 4: Drivers to purchasing mobile phones

Reasons Lebanon (n=200) Morocco (n=219) Saudi Arabia (n=200)

 Primary Total Primary Total Primary Total 
  Reasons Reasons Reasons Reasons Reasons Reasons

No other communication means 10 17% - - - -

To communicate with family  4% 9% 56% 85% 53% 72%

To communicate with friends - - 10% 37% - -

To communicate with business /work 47% 62% 20% 36% 3% 18%

Everybody have one /fashion 2% 6% - - - -

For emergency purposes 9% 34% - - 3% 13%

For personal reasons 17% 62% 1% 5% - -

Fast communication /anywhere /anytime 1% 5% - - 13% 44%

For international calls /bring people closer 7% 13% 6% 17% - 1%

Less expenses /cost - - 1% 1% 19% 31%

Easy to use /practical /necessary  5% 27% 1% 14% 10% 18%

Other 3% 8% 3% 10% 4% 6%

Usage patterns
Usage purposes and frequencies

All respondents in all three countries use Voice Commu-

nication. SMS messaging is also a popular function of the 

mobile, with the highest proportion of users located in 

KSA. However, at least two out of five people in Morocco

and around three out of five respondents in Lebanon use

SMS messages. 

The SMS is used when respondents would like to save 

money or credits that would otherwise be spent via Voice 

communication. Also, SMS messaging is very helpful and 

practical for around one third of respondents in each 

country who use this function in order to alert other par-

ties of their intention to communicate. However, the SMS 

message may not be just used as an alert, but may also 

carry a message requesting the other party to call back, 

which is another way for mobile users to save credit 

when necessary. 

The main users of SMS proved to be the younger aged 

respondents, primarily aged 18-24, who had significantly

higher incidence than the other age groups. This age 

bracket tends to use the mobile phone and its functions 

in more unconventional ways than older respondents.

In Morocco, 25% of respondents surveyed also use the 

mobile phone as a means to receiving news, a habit 

which is much less popular in the other two countries.

Figure 5: Mobile phone usage purposes

Communication in all three countries is almost exclu-

sively focused on national calls. Morocco has the highest 

percentage of international calls, with 8% of respon-

dents. The countries to which most of these international 
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calls are directed to tend to be in close proximity to the 

caller’s country. The exception is Lebanon where there is 

no clear destination for international calls. On the con-

trary, for Morocco, 60% of respondents call France, while 

Saudis call Egypt, Kuwait and Syria with 39%, 24% and 

22% respectively.

Figure 6: Number of national versus international  

calls made

Popular calling times and destinations

The majority of respondents typically use their mobile 

phone for personal calls. A very high percentage also 

utilizes their mobile phone for business calls, with Leba-

non showing the highest tendency in this attitude with 

69% incidence. In Lebanon and Saudi Arabia, a signifi-

cantly lower number of respondents aged 18-24 use their 

mobile for business calls, since this is a habit of the older 

age groups. Furthermore, there is a much higher ten-

dency among males in Lebanon to use their mobiles for 

business (87%), than among females who use it more for 

personal purposes (96%). At a lesser extent, this is also 

the case in Morocco, where 66% of males use the mobile 

for business calls as opposed to 10% of females.

Business communication tends to happen in the morn-

ing, while the majority of personal calls take place in the 

evening. Results indicate that the exception to the rule 

is Lebanon, where respondents declared there are no 

specific times for personal calls.

Figure 7: Types of calls

 

However, not all calls are outgoing. What is interesting is 

that the average respondent in Lebanon mentioned that 

54% of their calls are incoming, while in Morocco the 

average respondent stated that 64% are incoming rather 

than outgoing. On the other hand, people tend to make 

more outgoing calls (64%) in Saudi Arabia.

In the case of Morocco, results show that there are sig-

nificant differences between gender and incoming/ out-

going proportion of calls. Incoming calls are significantly

higher among the female population as opposed to their 

outgoing calls (74% and 26% respectively). Males also 

tend to receive more incoming calls, however the gap 

with outgoing communication is smaller, as incoming 

represents 59% of calls.

 Figure 8: Incoming calls versus outgoing calls
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Outgoing mobile calls are generally made to other 

mobile phones, rather than fixed lines. Respondents

in Lebanon and Morocco direct eight out of ten calls to 

mobile phones, while in KSA the same applies to seven 

calls out of ten.

Personal calls 

What is interesting to analyze is who the respondents 

tend to call in each of the three countries surveyed. In 

Morocco, the majority of respondents stated they call 

their siblings most often. Sisters receive calls from 

49% of respondents, while brothers are called by 48%. 

Mothers and fathers are also contacted by 29% and 22% 

respectively of Moroccans surveyed. In KSA, where the 

sample was solely male, 65% of interviewees call their 

friends, while 62% and 61% call their fathers and broth-

ers respectively.

Lebanon tends to have a bigger and more even spread of 

calls across the circle of contacts. But the Lebanese show 

a propensity to communicate with those closest to them. 

Thus the highest tendency recorded, with 38% of respon-

dents saying they call either girlfriends or boyfriends. 

This tendency is stronger among the younger age groups. 

On the other hand, the second highest destination is 

husbands and wives, as stated by 29% of respondents. 

Logically this trend is higher among the older age groups.

Business calls 

For their business calls, clients take the lion’s share of 

calls in Lebanon with 62% of the calls. In KSA and Mo-

rocco however, colleagues are the ones being contacted 

most often, with 57% and 61% of responses in each 

country respectively.

Figure 9: Business calling destinations

Other ways in using the mobile phone

The usage of the “missed call” is popular in the commu-

nity part of the survey. A significant number of respon-

dents from all countries mentioned that they use the 

missed call. More specifically, this is the case with 54%

of respondents in Morocco, 53% in Lebanon and 40% in 

KSA. As was previously mentioned, results have indi-

cated that the younger generations are the ones seeking 

out new means and purposes for mobile phone usage. 

This is also evident with the “missed call”. In all three 

countries surveyed, the number of respondents aged 

31-60 tend to use less the missed call than those aged 

18-30. This phenomenon is at its most extreme among 

Lebanese respondents. 

Furthermore, there is also gender differentiation. Female 

respondents tend to use the missed call more than the 

males. In Morocco, 59% of female respondents use the 

missed call as opposed to 51% males. Moreover, the gap 

is even greater in Lebanon as 64% of female respon-

dents use the mobile in this manner, as opposed to 41% 

of male respondents.

The purposes for which the missed call is used vary. 

The main reason is to save money or in case there are 

not enough credits on the card to make a call. This is 

mentioned by the vast majority of respondents in each 

country, who also leave a missed call if they need the 

other party to call them back.

However, missed calls are not used merely as an alert to 
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other parties. Respondents have mentioned that there 

can also be emotional connotation to leaving missed 

calls. Kibal from Morocco specifies:

“Sometimes I might leave a missed call to my loved ones, 

when I know they cannot pick up the phone, just to let 

them know I am thinking of them”.

In Lebanon, 20% of female respondents mentioned 

that they use the missed call “just to say hello”. More-

over, missed calls have also been part of arrangements 

between contacts, where the missed call can be used as 

affirmation of a deal. Michelle in Lebanon mentions:

“If I have an arrangement with a friend, we have an un-

derstanding that a missed call means confirmation”.

Figure 10: Missed calls Usage 

Mobile phone impact on 
respondents’ lives
Advantages and Disadvantages of using mobiles

Advantages 

Respondents have attempted to utilize the mobile com-

munication channel to the maximum possible level for 

their social requirements, whether these would be per-

sonal, family oriented or associated to friendships. These 

of course were not the only requirements of respondents.

The benefit mentioned the most by respondents in all

three countries was that mobile phones offer the ability 

to communicate with family and friends at anytime. 

This was also the most important benefit mentioned in

Morocco (44% of respondents) and KSA (59% of respon-

dents). Awad from Lebanon mentions specifically: 

“If I will be late at night to go home I use my mobile to 

inform my parents so they will not be worried”.

However, in Lebanon, the three most important men-

tioned benefits were nearly at par with each other.

Respondents in Lebanon considered that the ability 

to make business calls at anytime was the one benefit

which enhanced their lives the most. Besides round the 

clock communication with family and friends, which is 

the second most important benefit, Lebanese also value

the fact that mobiles allow them to have telecommunica-

tion at anytime when they are outside the house or when 

traveling. A respondent from Lebanon elaborates: 

“I travel a lot to other cities so I am out of the house often. 

I can take the mobile with me anywhere in case people 

need to call me.”

For Moroccans, another benefit of the mobile phone is its

ability to bring people closer, while in Lebanon and KSA 

it has also given people a sense of security for cases of 

emergencies.

All the above statements show the sense of protection 

the mobile phone provides, and the continuous connec-

tion to the social – be it friend or family – but also the 

business environment.
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Figure 11: Most important benefits using a mobile phone

Important benefits Lebanon (n=200) Morocco (n=219) Saudi Arabia (n=200)

 Most Total most Most Total most Most  Total most 
 important important important important important important

Brings people closer - - 19% 39% - -

To communicate with family /friends at any time 21% 64% 44% 86% 59% 87%

Available with me at any time / 20% 47% 3% 6% 11% 28% 
easy to carry when travel

For business calls 23% 37% 10% 29% - -

No other means to communicate - - 5% 5% 1% 1%

I can receive news /information - 1% 5% 17% 4% 11%

It is beneficial for different occasions - - 9% 19% - -

Control of communication /expenses 12% 20% - - 1% 3%

It makes communications easier /practical 1% 2% 1% 2% 2% 5%

Fast communication - - - - 9% 15%

Useful in emergencies 14% 47% - - 10% 27%

Other 12% 40% 4% 15% 6% 28%

Disadvantages 

Generally respondents were quite satisfied with their

mobile phones with 57% of respondents in Morocco, 

33% in KSA and 24% in Lebanon stating that mobile 

phones have no disadvantages. However, there were 

some issues that were expressed. 

In Lebanon – the country where respondents cited the 

most disadvantages – 51% of respondents indicated that 

their main concern were the high expenses that come 

with the use of mobile phones. This was also a concern 

expressed by 15% of Saudis. However, the main disad-

vantage expressed by 21% of respondents in both KSA 

and Morocco was that through mobiles, other people can 

“tease” or create disturbance.

Owning a mobile phone can also lead to receiving calls 

at inconvenient times. This was the belief of 50% of re-

spondents interviewed in Morocco. The interesting part is 

that this belief is significantly higher among the younger

aged respondents, between 18-30 years old.

In KSA and Lebanon, 26% and 30% of respondents, 

respectively, believe that by owning a mobile phone they 

will receive calls at inconvenient times from their circle of 

contacts. However, there were no differences among the 

different age groups in the case of these two countries.

These are examples of what some respondents stated: 

“I will receive calls late at night or when I am resting”

“People may call me during a critical situation when I 

cannot accept any calls”

“People may call the wrong number and this can be 

disturbing”

Figure 12: Expectation of receiving calls at  

inconvenient times 
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Aspects of life made easier via the mobile phone

To evaluate the true impact of mobile phones on the lives 

of respondents, a comparison between life before and 

after the mobile phone was made. In majority, all three 

countries experienced a positive impact of mobile phone 

usage, indicating different aspects of life that were made 

easier through the introduction of mobiles. Noticeably, 

results indicated very few respondents who experienced 

negative effects caused by the use of mobile phones.

According to respondents in Morocco and KSA, com-

munication with family and relatives was the most 

positively affected aspect of life. In Lebanon, the main 

improvement was that mobiles can be used quickly and 

easily in cases of emergencies. The difference with Leba-

non and the other two countries is that mobile phone 

calls are considered expensive, therefore, it cannot be 

solely used for frequent and lengthy communication 

with family and friends. It is used more often for short 

calls, in times of need or emergencies as the following 

table demonstrates. Results also indicated that fixed

line usage among Lebanese people was higher than in 

Morocco and KSA, since respondents from the two latter 

countries resorted to face-to-face visits in the case of 

KSA, and to public phone usage in the case of Morocco. 

Consequently, with the introduction of mobile phones, 

the improvement to everyday communication was im-

minent for KSA and Morocco.

Figure 13: Mobile phone influence on life aspects

“Aspects made easier” Lebanon Morocco Saudi Arabia

Communication with family /relatives 60% 94% 95%

Communication with friends 62% 81% 93%

Communication with your business environment 51% 44% 63%

Act in case of emergencies 89% 78% 93%

Search for jobs /other business opportunities 10% 15% 12%

Save money on visiting friends /relatives by car /bus / airplane 23% 67% 29%

Save money on visiting other people by car /bus/ airplane for any purpose 21% 58% 23%

Allowing family to have continuous contact with you 63% 88% 76%

Obtain market information, relevant to your business 22% 14% 15%

Obtain banking information 8% 1% 17%

Obtain weather information 2% 1% 3%

Keep informed about family, friends and relatives 61% 89% 81%

Keep informed on social events 21% 90% 45%

Obtain info on entertainment 11% 5% 3%

Obtain info on education 9% 4% 4%

Stay informed on health issues 28% 5% 2%

Receiving news 26% 52% 10%
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Respondents mentioned specifically that mobile phones

allowed for easier contact with family, relatives and even 

friends because communication could be initiated easily 

at anytime and whenever needed. Fatiha from Morocco 

said: 

“Mobiles have made it easier for me to receive news from 

my family at anytime”.

Mobiles have also made two-way communication pos-

sible. Respondents stated that owning a mobile phone 

has made it easy for their families to keep contact with 

them, in order to receive news. 

Regarding emergencies, respondents mentioned that 

mobile phones provided speedy solutions to problems, 

with no limitations of time and location. Respondents 

added that anyone is reachable in case of emergencies 

with the mobile phone, thus providing a feeling of secu-

rity for the users.

For Moroccans, the mobile phone has allowed them to 

save on traveling costs, as now being closer to their circle 

of contacts is only a phone call away. By using the mobile 

phone, face-to-face visits via long travel were reduced.

Additionally for Moroccans, being informed on social 

events was quite important, whereas Lebanese and KSA 

respondents were indifferent to this aspect. Moroccans 

however, specified that through the mobile phone they

could call the desired party during special occasions 

without having to travel. 

Expected effects on life by mobile phones

When asked how they expected mobile phones to affect 

their lives on different aspects, respondents provided 

both positive and negative remarks. In all three countries, 

mobile phones are expected to enhance and strengthen 

friendships. This feeling was highest in Morocco, were 

78% of respondents expected this, followed closely by 

75% of respondents from KSA. In Lebanon the same was 

stated by 58% of respondents. However, this positive 

prospect was surpassed by a negative one: 71% in Leba-

non believed that mobile phones will increase expenses. 

This was also an issue in Morocco and KSA, as this state-

ment ranks second highest in each of these countries. 

A significant portion of respondents in each country also

felt that mobile phones will simplify their daily routine. 

In Lebanon, respondents primarily believed that it will 

support their professional activities – again showcas-

ing the trend that Lebanese use more often their mobile 

phone for business purposes.

But how are these effects expected to occur? 

In strengthening friendship relationships, respondents 

supposed that the ability to keep continuous communica-

tion with their companions will help them stay in touch 

by sharing news and arranging meetings. Pascal from 

Lebanon specified: “the mobile helps to solidify personal

relationships, especially when distances are a problem”.

In supporting professional activities, mobiles have been 

deemed ideal for fast solution to problems that do not 

require the physical presence of the user. Thus, accord-

ing to respondents, mobiles simplify job processes that 

involve employees, colleagues or clients.

The only negative aspect of mobile phones is that 

respondents expect their expenses to rise. Respondents 

find call charges to be expensive. However, in Morocco

and KSA, respondents also expect traveling costs to drop, 

therefore creating a cost counterbalance, whereas in 

Lebanon there is no feeling of counterbalance for the cost 

of telecommunication. The compensation to an increase 

in expense is solely balanced by the benefits behind

owning a mobile phone, which for the moment are more 

than enough for current mobile users.
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Figure 14: Mobile phone effects on life

Practical problem areas
Besides the emotional benefits and monetary qualms,

mobile phone users also face practical problems linked 

with mobile phone usage. The least troubled respondents 

were the Lebanese, were 76% mentioned that no incon-

veniences regarding mobile phones are experienced in 

their area of residence. Trouble free usage is also encoun-

tered by 44% of respondents in Morocco and 24% in KSA.

The most common inconvenience faced is network 

coverage. This was an issue that an astonishing 70% of 

respondents from KSA have to deal with. KSA respon-

dents declared that whenever the rush hour is on, the 

network becomes very weak due to poor coverage in 

the area. This of course causes interruption in calls and 

affects communication mostly with friends and family. 

In Lebanon, respondents stated that if a communica-

tion breakdown was to occur, this will result in missing 

important or urgent calls.

An issue more specific to areas in Morocco is the lack of

electricity or power cut problems. This is a phenomenon 

that has more damaging effects as respondents said that 

the mobile battery will remain empty and their mobile 

phone switched off until electricity is available. Re-

spondents have mentioned that on occasion, they have 

given their drained mobile phones to relatives traveling 

to nearby locations with no electrical problems to have 

their mobiles recharged and ready to use again.

Figure 15: Inconveniences faced in area of residence

 
Base: All respondents Lebanon Morocco Saudi Arabia

Electricity Supply (power cuts) 5% 16% 3%

Network coverage 20% 40% 70%

Handset Maintenance 1% 11% 14%

Replacing Handset/Accessories 2% 6% 1%

Nothing 76% 44% 24% 

Mobile phone versus fixed line
Fixed line ownership is rather stagnant in the three 

countries surveyed. Very few respondents who do not 

currently own a fixed line have possessed one in the past.

Nevertheless, Saudi Arabia has the highest ownership of 

fixed line with 59%, followed by Lebanon with 35% of

respondents. In Morocco, fixed line ownership is virtually

non existent.

While frequency of fixed line usage has definitely

decreased after mobile phones were introduced, it still 

remains at significant levels, with Lebanon scoring the

highest frequency of such usage with two calls per day.
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Figure 16: Fixed line frequency of usage

Average Nº of calls Usage prior Current usage 
 to buying phone

Lebanon 4 calls /day 2 calls /day

Morocco 1-2 calls /day Less than 1 call /day

KSA 4-5 calls /day 1 call /day

Respondents who don’t own a fixed line stated that other

family members use other means for telecommunication. 

In Morocco, it is obvious that public phones are one of 

the key methods of communication as 82% of respon-

dents stated that members of their families use public 

phones for their calls. 

High penetration of mobiles is also witnessed, as high 

percentages of respondents mentioned that their family 

members have their own mobile phones. This is espe-

cially the case with Saudi Arabia where this finding was

supported by 84% of respondents.

Figure 17: Telecommunication means used by the family

Occasions using mobiles and fixed lines

Usage habits vary among mobile phones and fixed lines.

This was evident from responses received in Lebanon 

and KSA, whereas fixed line usage in Morocco was too

small to provide meaningful results.

Respondents from Lebanon use their mobile to call 

another mobile phone and use their fixed line to call

another fixed line. In KSA respondents said they used the

mobile phone when they were out of the house and use 

the fixed line when they were within their home. What

should be noted is that Saudi men spend on average 

many hours out of the house, starting from early morn-

ing till late at night (see Figure 18 on opposite page).

Advantages of a mobile over a fixed line

The main advantage of using a mobile phone over a fixed

line, is that mobile phones allow for communication 

everywhere according to 82% of respondents from Leba-

non and 90% from Morocco. This advantage was also 

witnessed by 52% of Saudis, which added that mobiles 

provide fast and easy communication to the user (31%). 

In general many users were quoted saying: “You are free 

to do whatever you want with the mobile. It is easy to 

carry and can take it anywhere.”

Furthermore, 27% of respondents in Lebanon mentioned 

that mobiles, rather than fixed lines, simplify life by

providing faster response to issues or problems. How-

ever, this is paid for dearly as 58% of respondents also 

mentioned that the main disadvantage of mobiles is that 

they are more expensive than fixed lines. This was also

mentioned by 17% of respondents in KSA. Slightly more 

respondents (18%) in KSA and Morocco mentioned that 

mobiles allowed other parties to call at unsuitable times 

– a phenomenon usually avoided with fixed lines.
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Figure 18: Instances using mobile phones and fixed lines

Base: Current fixed line owners Lebanon (n=70) Morocco (n=9) Saudi Arabia (n=117)

Occasions using mobile phones

For business needs 13% 11% -

When I’m outside /during traveling 6% 33% 45%

To call another mobile phone 51% - -

I use the mobile most of the time  10% - 5%

For emergency calls 4% 11% 37%

Communication with family /friends 7% 78% 20%

During the night /in bed 6% 22% -

Other  5% 11% 3%

Occasions using fixed line

When I am indoors /when the fixed line is available 14% 22% 36%

To call other fixed lines 64% - -

For business purposes - - 2%

For long communications 14% - -

For personal calls /family /friends 13% 78% 28%

For international calls 4% - 16%

Other 1% 44% 22%

As was previously mentioned, weak networks are also an 

issue in Saudi Arabia, making fixed lines more attractive

in regards to this issue. However, 50% of respondents 

also mentioned that acquiring a fixed line in KSA is not

an easy task.

In total, the least disadvantages were expressed in 

Morocco, where 57% of respondents mentioned that 

mobiles have no disadvantages in comparison to fixed

lines. This opinion was shared by 30% of respondents in 

KSA and 25% in Lebanon. 90% of Moroccans prefer mobile phones because they allow for 
communication everywhere
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Figure 19: Advantages and disadvantages of using a mobile phone

   Lebanon (n=200) Morocco (n=219) KSA (n=200)

Advantages

Communication anywhere in any time 82% 90% 52%

Fast /easy communication  - 14% 31%

Less expensive 4% 9% 2%

Communication with family /friends 4% 6% 11%

To receive news fast - 5% 1%

Many mobile phone functions 2% 2% 7%

Simplifies everything 27% - 3%

For emergencies 10% - 13%

For business purposes 8% - 1%

For privacy /call identification  10% - 10%

Saves travel time 4% - -

Other  1% 3% 7%

Disadvantages

Calls at unsuitable time / annoying calls 5% 18% 18%

No network connection 7% 7% 19%

Affects health 8% 6% 11%

Expensive to use 58% 7% 17%

Easily damaged - 3% -

Specifying the days when charging is due 3% - -

It could be lost 3% - -

Battery is empty 2% - -

Improper use of the mobile - - 7%

No mobile phone shops /no cards available - - 5%

Others  5% 2% 5%

Public phones and other 
methods of communication
Public phone usage is very much dependant on avail-

ability of such a service. In Morocco and Lebanon, the 

vast majority of respondents (91% and 97% respective-

ly) mentioned that public phones do exist in their area 

of residence. In Morocco, 83% of respondents inter-

viewed declared that they used public phones before 

purchasing a mobile phone. This number has now been 

reduced to 63%.

Public phones were rarely used in Lebanon prior to 

purchasing mobile phones mainly because they have 

only been recently installed nationwide. The average fre-

quency of usage was one call every two days. Following 

the purchase of mobiles, public phone usage in Lebanon 

dropped considerably. The average frequency of usage in 

Morocco and Saudi Arabia was double that of Lebanon, 

with respondents making calls via the public phone more 

than once a day. This frequency is currently at a much 

lower level, as it was reduced by 67% in Morocco and 
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92% in KSA. As it was mentioned earlier, respondents in 

Morocco use public phones the most, currently making 

approximately one call every two days.

Across all three countries, mobile users find public

phones useful when their mobile credits are low, as they 

perceive them to be more economical than mobile phones.

Figure 20: Public phone usage

Average Nº of  Usage prior to  Current 
calls per month buying phone  usage

Lebanon 13.6 0.6

Morocco  36.3 12.1

Saudi 35.0 2.7

When asked about other means of communication prior 

to the purchase of mobile phones, face-to-face visits 

were the main trend in Lebanon (65%) and KSA (89%). 

While public phone usage prevailed in Morocco with 

83% - as previously mentioned - face-to-face visits were 

the second most mentioned communication method with 

51% mentions.

After the introduction of mobile phones, respondents 

reduced the frequency of usage of all other communica-

tion habits. Face-to-face visits were heavily reduced 

in Morocco and KSA, however still remaining at high 

levels for the latter, as 54% of respondents still tend 

to visit their friends and relatives. A high number of 

Lebanese respondents also continued to visit their circle 

of contacts, according to 53% of interviewees. Fixed line 

communication had also dropped, by as little as 15% in 

Lebanon and 9% in Saudi Arabia. This clearly shows 

that mobile phones have not really replaced fixed line

telephony, but simply complemented its inabilities or 

weaknesses.  

Figure 21: Means of communication used prior to pur-

chasing a mobile phone and subsequently 

Base: all respondents Lebanon Morocco Saudi Arabia

Before purchase of mobile phone

Letters 1% 13% 14%

Fixed line phone calls 61% 6% 55%

Visits (face-to-face contact) 65% 51% 89%

Hear news from other people 14% 11% 26%

The public phone 3% 83% -

Other - 2% 2%

After purchase of mobile phone

Letters - 1% 6%

Fixed line phone calls 46% 2% 46%

Visits (face-to-face contact) 53% 19% 54%

Hear news from other people 8% - 16%

The public phone - 63% -

Mobile phone 98% 89% 82%

Other - 2% 1%

Evolution of mobile phone 
usage and expenditure
Evolution of usage

The difference between total time spent on calls when 

the respondents first began using their mobiles and with

current total time spent is defined by the term “evolution

of usage”. 

The greatest evolution of usage occurred in KSA with a 

160% increase, while Lebanon’s usage increased by 21%. 

Awkwardly, Morocco – who registered the greatest shift 

towards mobile phones from other means of communi-

cation – showed the least evolution of usage with just 

a 1% increase. This could be an indication that mobile 

phones replaced other means of communication from 

the start point.
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Figure 22: Mobile phone usage evolution

 

Mobile, household and personal expenditure

The highest overall expenditure is observed in Saudi 

Arabia. Expenditure in Lebanon is along the same levels 

as KSA; however the results on household, personal and 

mobile expenses come in support of the data on evolu-

tion of mobile usage. It is evident that although Saudi 

Arabia and Lebanon are on par in regards to expenses 

in general, expenditure on mobile phones is more than 

double in Saudi Arabia in terms of proportion of total 

household or personal expenditure. In KSA, mobile 

expenditure is 16% of total household income, while this 

figures stands at 7% in Lebanon. This is in line with the

evolution of usage mentioned earlier for both countries. 

For figure 23, expenditures were converted to US$ for

comparability purposes.

Figure 23: Average monthly expenditures (in US$) 

Attitudes towards mobile 
phones
This section studies the attitudes of respondents if they 

were to be deprived of their mobile phone. Generally, so-

cial life would not be as affected as businesses life, as it 

will be demonstrated later in the business survey. In both 

KSA and Morocco, 17% of respondents mentioned that 

being deprived of their mobile phone will not affect their 

lives greatly. The same notion was present in Lebanon, 

where 22% of respondents mentioned they would “get 

used to it”. More specifically, Mahmoud from Saudi men-

tions: “I would get used to life without a mobile, just like 

it was before I bought it”; while Youssef from Lebanon 

specified: “I might use the fixed line instead”.

On the other hand, the greatest consequence would be 

inflicted on social life, for both KSA and Morocco. Re-

spondents in KSA (51%) and Morocco (37%) believe that 

communication with family and friends would decrease. 

Missing updates on news from their circle of contacts is 

also a concern for 15% in Morocco, while personal affairs 

are expected to depreciate in Saudi (23%).

Once again in Lebanon the focus was on the business 

aspect, where the mobile seems to have had its greatest 

impact. This was mentioned by 30% of respondents who 

believe their professional life would be affected, whereas 

22% expect the same negative effect on their personal 

life as they would be more worried about family and 

friends, caused by a feeling of disconnection.

Conclusion
In all countries surveyed respondents consider mobile 

phones an important tool or an essential part of their 

lives. This is more so the case among respondents from 

Morocco and KSA, while results from Lebanon indicate 

that a significant number of respondents (38%) find

mobiles to be important, but still could live without them 

if need be.
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Figure 24: Declared importance of mobile phones 

 

This sentiment may exist in Lebanon simply because 

there are other substitutes available, such as fixed lines.

In addition, respondents from Morocco also had and still 

have the option of public phones, which are used when 

mobile phones “suffer“ from weak network coverage. 

Many respondents from Lebanon and some from KSA 

also mentioned that mobile phones are quite expensive. 

This has caused the mobile to take a complementary role 

to other types of communication, such as the aforemen-

tioned fixed line, public phones and face-to-face visits.

Nevertheless, mobile phones serve their purpose and this 

is why users find them valuable. Mobiles are relationship

facilitators which help establish easier communication 

trends with family and friends, especially in Saudi Arabia 

and Morocco. Respondents are constantly in contact with 

their loved ones, thus providing a feeling of connectivity, 

as family and friends can easily exchange news with the 

respondent. It provides a feeling of closeness.

Moreover, users in Lebanon find mobiles practical in

conducting their business as it provides fast and easy 

communication, and therefore the ability to resolve is-

sues promptly.

Besides creating the grounds for strengthening relation-

ships, through constant communication with the respon-

dent’s social environment, users have found mobiles very 

important in case of emergencies or special occasions. 

Individuals living alone felt that by owning a mobile 

they could contact anyone in case of an emergency. This 

provided a feeling of security that was otherwise lacking 

before. For respondents in Morocco and KSA, it was also 

a means to reduce traveling costs from face-to-face visits 

that were otherwise expensive.

Therefore, even with it’s shortcomings of high cost, 

network issues and potential disturbance at inconve-

nient times, mobile phones have become very useful in 

the lives of rural communities in Lebanon, Morocco and 

Saudi Arabia. They have managed to take the respondent 

further than the fixed lines or public phones ever could,

filling a void and satisfied a lot of needs and require-

ments of mobile users. 
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Findings: Micro-Business Survey
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Jordan

Mobile phone ownership
As it was previously mentioned in the research method-

ology, the objective of this study is to asses the impact of 

mobile phones on small businesses located in the rural 

areas of Bahrain, Jordan and Tunisia. A total of 80 inter-

views were conducted across the three countries with 

GMs, IT / telecom managers or financial controllers, or

any other company executive responsible for taking the 

decision for buying / assigning company mobile phones 

to employees. It is necessary to mention that due to the 

profile of businesses surveyed in the region – mainly

small and family owned – the interviewee was in the 

vast majority of the cases the owner of the business. The 

majority of respondents have owned a mobile phone for 

more than 3 years. As can be seen from the figure below,

there is clear evidence that Bahrain differs from Jordan 

and Tunisia, as mobile phone ownership has been intro-

duced to the market more than 7 years ago.
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Figure 1: Length of time using a mobile phone

  Avg. Nº of years

Bahrain (n=20)  7.4

Jordan (n=30)  3.4

Tunisia (n=30)  3.3

 

Furthermore, differences also exist with type of subscrip-

tion used. In the more developed telecommunications 

market of Bahrain, the majority of businesses own post-

paid subscriptions, while in Jordan and Tunisia almost 

all respondents declared that prepaid was their favorite 

subscription option.

Figure 2: Subscription type used

 Bahrain (n=20) Jordan (n=30) Tunisia (n=30)

Post paid  65% 10% 0%

Prepaid 35% 90% 100% 

However, in the case when employees are provided with 

a mobile phone (80%, 50% and 30% of businesses 

in Bahrain, Tunisia and Jordan respectively, provide 

employees with mobile phones) ,all employees in Jordan 

and Tunisia are provided with prepaid subscriptions, 

while 38% in Bahrain are given a postpaid subscription. 

It seems that there are very few issues with prepaid card 

accessibility as very few respondents face trouble in re-

charging the units on their phones (see following table). 

Difficulties encountered by the few in Jordan and Tunisia

are mainly caused by lack of mobile provider outlets or 

shops selling recharge cards, while in Jordan there are 

times when the stock of cards runs out. These tribula-

tions are simply tackled by visiting a neighboring city to 

purchase cards or by asking friends or relatives to assist 

by acquiring a card from another shop. 

Figure 3: Pre-paid card accessibility

Bottom 2 scores   
Base: Respondents  Bahrain Jordan Tunisia 
who use pre-paid cards (n=7) (n=27) (n=30)

With some difficulty (2) - 7% -

With a lot of difficulty (1) - - 17%

Mean scores 4.0 3.7 3.4

Reasons for owning a mobile phone

Over the years, mobile phones have become an impor-

tant tool for businessmen in the MENA (Middle East 

North Africa) region. In Bahrain, people were mainly 

driven to purchasing a mobile phone to facilitate their 

communication at all times and at anyplace. In Jordan 

and in Tunisia, the mobile was purchased as a tool to 

support their business by “checking if everything is fine

in the office” and checking on employees at anytime.

Furthermore, they added that mobile phones can help 

facilitate certain processes such as “placing orders to col-

leagues” and “receiving orders from clients”.

Figure 4: Drivers to purchasing mobile phones

 Bahrain  (n=20) Jordan (n=30) Tunisia (n=30)

 Primary  Total Primary Total Primary Total  
 Reasons Reasons Reasons Reasons Reasons Reasons

Communication facilitator anywhere/ anytime 30% 48% 23% 15% 7% 14%

For personal needs and emergencies 10% 8% 3% 34% 7% 36%

To save time by faster communication 20% 15% - 5% - -

For business needs 10% 12% 67% 42% 87% 45%

To replace the fixed line/ to own a phone - - 6% 4% - 5%

Less expensive  5% 2% - - - -
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As a communication facilitator, mobile phones were 

incorporated within businesses to make job processes 

easier. Communication with clients and employees be-

came far simpler as there are no more barriers in terms 

of time and distance since communication can be “round 

the clock”, even while outside the office or traveling.

More specifically, as Abdul Aziz Adam, a furniture retailer

from Bahrain describes: 

“Most of our products are provided by suppliers who can 

check with me the orders at any time by contacting me 

on the phone. Today I received a call from our supplier, 

but I was out of the office, so the employees called me

on my mobile to confirm our order. If I didn’t have a

mobile it would have been very difficult for me to deal

with my business.”

In Bahrain, respondents also mentioned that “saving time 

by faster communication” was also a motivational factor 

for owning a mobile line, while in Jordan and Tunisia it 

was also intended for personal needs and emergencies 

(to contact relatives and friends and for emergency cases). 

Usage patterns
Usage purposes and frequencies

The generic functions of the mobile, such as voice com-

munication and SMS messaging, are the ones primarily 

used. All respondents use voice communication, while 

around 50% of business respondents use SMS messag-

ing as well.

There is no use of other functions in Tunisia and Jordan, 

while only few respondents in Bahrain also use their 

mobile for e-mails. This once again shows that usage in 

Bahrain is slightly ahead of Tunisia and Jordan.

Figure 5: Mobile phone usage purposes

No clear outstanding reason for using SMS messaging 

presented itself, as it is used to a much lesser extent than 

voice communication. However, some respondents stated 

that they found it practical to send messages in order to 

preserve credits on talking time, to just request a “call 

back” from the other party, or even to just inform of the 

intention to communicate. 

Popular calling times and destinations

With the main driver for mobile phone purchase being 

facilitation of business communication, it was only a nat-

ural outcome that businessmen in the MENA region who 

own small businesses primarily contacted their clients 

via their mobile phones. This was supported by the vast 

majority of respondents who also stated that employees 

and colleagues were also contacted regularly.

The majority of phone calls take place in the morning, 

during business hours, while on the other hand there 

seems to be more round the clock business communica-

tion for Bahrain. 
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Figure 7: Business calling destinations

It seems that mobile phones have become an intrinsic part 

of business life today in the MENA region and has helped 

simplify matters for businesses. As an example, the 

respondents who would previously communicate with cli-

ents, employees and colleagues through face-to-face visits, 

or at best fixed line telephony now use mobile phones

instead. This will be further analyzed later in the report.

Other ways in using the mobile phone

People all over the world have conjured unconventional 

ways of using their mobile phones and this was also test-

ed in Bahrain, Jordan and Tunisia. It was discovered that 

respondents tend to use the “missed call” as a new way 

to communicate. This was declared by 45% of respon-

dents in Bahrain and 60% for both Jordan and Tunisia.

The “missed call” is used mostly when the user has low 

or no credit to make a call. It is also used to notify the 

other party of the intention to communicate. Respon-

dents have mentioned that they left missed calls with cli-

ents to inform them that they are able to receive their call 

at that instant. This has been used in arranging deliveries 

of products to clients, among other procedures.

Mobile phone impact on 
business
Advantages and Disadvantages of using mobiles

Advantages 

With the introduction of mobile phones into the busi-

ness environment, users have experienced a number 

of benefits. The ranking of these benefits varies from

country to country, but relatively they lie in the same 

pool of ideology.

The 1st most important benefit of mobile phones, as per

the Jordanian and Tunisian respondents, is the ability 

to simplify the work, “to make work easier and faster”. 

In Bahrain, respondents replied that the ability to use 

the mobile for personal and business purposes at any 

time was the most important benefit. This was also of

high significance in Jordan and Tunisia as well. Certainly,

these two factors were sought for, prior to the purchase 

of mobile phones, in order to increase productivity and 

efficiency. Respondents believed that by using the mobile

phone, leaps were made forward in achieving these goals.

The most important benefits mentioned above, were

supported by other business enhancements instigated 

by mobile phone usage. “Round the clock connectiv-

ity”, “saving time and effort” and “travel cost reduction” 

were among the benefits recognized by the respondents,

although to a lesser extent. The importance of the mobile 

phone and the difference it made is explained in Hussain 

Al Qassab’s comment below, a shop owner in Bahrain: 

“Today I was on my way to pick up my son from school. 

On my way, I received a call from my office that a

customer is waiting for me to close a deal, so I returned 

back and completed the deal, and then went back to pick 

up my son from school. So for me, the mobile phone is 

an essential part of my business - without the mobile it 

would be very difficult to work.”

90
83

90

5 5
10

3
77

0

10

20

30

40

50

60

70

80

90

100

Bahrain (n=20) Jordan (n=30) Tunisia (n=30)

Clients Employees Colleagues

121An MTC Report The socio-economic impact of mobile phones in the Arab World



Figure 8: Most important benefits using a mobile phone

The above statement is only one among many that il-

lustrate how the mobile phone has enabled business in-

dividuals to resolve any professional or personal matters, 

thus reducing the risk of losing business or clients. By 

being reachable anywhere and at anytime has induced 

greater efficiency, simplifying matters for the busi-

ness, making processes faster and easier, reducing costs 

(traveling costs for example), and also providing greater 

reach, as far as the circle of contacts is concerned. All of 

these aspects were satisfied to a lesser extent previous to

owning a mobile phone, when other methods of commu-

nication were used.

Disadvantages 

When asked to spontaneously express any disadvantages 

experienced by mobile usage, there were far fewer men-

tions than for advantages, clearly showing the benefit

it provides to businesses. In Bahrain and Jordan, 50% 

of respondents have not expressed any disadvantages 

observed from mobile usage, while this was the case for 

30% of respondents in Tunisia.

In Jordan, the main concern of respondents (40%) was 

the high communication costs. This was also the concern 

of 20% of respondents in both Tunisia and Bahrain. 

Furthermore, Tunisia’s most commonly expressed disad-

vantage of owning a mobile phone was that they would 

experience “disturbance” (43%), a remark also made by 

20% of respondents in Bahrain. Upon being asked to 

elaborate respondents added: 

 “There are quite a few unwanted calls. People are calling 

and I might not want to answer them”

“People can call me at inconvenient times, like when I am 

praying or when I am with my family”

Further details were uncovered when respondents were 

prompted on the subject of calls made at inconvenient 

times. It seems that there are two sides of the coin 

regarding mobile phone usage. Even though respondents 

benefit from “round the clock connectivity”, it is also a

detriment for them.
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A lot of users expect that they will be receiving calls from 

clients or work associates at inconvenient times. This 

was mentioned by 65% of respondents in Bahrain, 50% 

in Jordan and 43% in Tunisia. 

Figure 9: Expectation of receiving calls at inconvenient 

times

More specifically, mobile users in the countries of inter-

est stated the following: 

 “I cannot get any rest. People will call me at nights or at 

times I am resting...”

“Clients tend to call at inappropriate times, like when I am 

with family or friends...”

“I receive business calls at times of emergencies”

However, mobile users are not fazed by these disadvan-

tages, as the benefits gained from mobile usage exceed the

detriments. This will also be seen in the sections to follow.

Effects on business practices

In order to acquire a clearer picture of the impact of 

mobile phone on businesses, respondents were asked to 

compare business life before and after mobile owner-

ship. The assessment was made by asking respondents 

to evaluate whether some business activities were 

made “easier” after purchasing a mobile phone. Accord-

ing to the results, most of the activities in question have 

become easier with the introduction of mobile phones. In 

fact there were no activities made more difficult.

In Bahrain, 80% of respondents stated that the great-

est impact was in obtaining information on availability 

and cost of merchandise, and communication with the 

business environment in general. In Jordan and Tunisia, 

mobile phones had the most positive effect on communi-

cation with clients, colleagues and employees.
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Figure 10: Mobile phone influence on businesses

“Activities made easier” Bahrain Jordan Tunisia

Information on availability /cost of merchandise 80% 60% 77%

Information on new products in your line of work 60% 33% 57%

Communication with business environment 80% 40% 83%

Placing orders 70% 63% 80%

Communicating with clients /colleagues / employees 75% 87% 97%

Obtain market information, relevant to your business 60% 40% 80%

Obtain banking information 45% 10% 33%

Obtain weather information 5% 3% -

Receiving news - 3% -

Respondents also explained the ways in which the mo-

bile phone has made the above activities easier.

• Obtaining information on availability and cost of mer-

chandise and information on new products in your line 

of work

Speed and the fact that traveling is no longer required 

are the improvements that mobile phones had on the 

above mentioned activities. For respondents in Jordan 

and Tunisia, the mobile has enabled business individu-

als to obtain information without having to travel. It is 
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a fast and easy means of communication, as opposed to 

having to undertake face-to-face visits. In Bahrain, travel 

is less of an issue due to the small size of the country and 

proximity of destinations, but mobiles have definitely

contributed to speeding up communication processes. All 

in all, obtaining market information quickly is key for re-

spondents who want to improve their profits. As Waseem,

a farmer from Jordan mentioned: 

“Knowing the prices before going to the market helps me 

to be better prepared for meetings with clients or suppli-

ers and to decide whether it is worth going to the market 

for business.” 

• Communication with business environment

“I can communicate with clients or employees at anytime. 

Wherever I am, even out of the office, I can be contacted

for business”. These are the kind of comments that re-

spondents gave in Bahrain and Jordan regarding mobile 

phones improving communication with the business 

environment. In Jordan, respondents also mentioned that 

communication was made easier, which was the prevail-

ing belief in Tunisia as well.

• Placing orders

Using the mobile phone has simplified the process of

placing orders. Information exchange with clients has 

become more efficient as orders can be arranged and

prices agreed upon before any meeting needs to take 

place. The client can express their needs and any details 

can be arranged speedily.

• Communicating with clients /colleagues /employees and 

obtaining market information, relevant to the business

Communication channels have become more accessible 

and communication with the business circle of contacts 

can take place anywhere and at anytime. This has in turn 

reduced traveling and improved the effectiveness of com-

munication and has also improved on time saving.

“I don’t need to travel now; I can just call and book an 

appointment whenever it is convenient,” Mohammed, 

an owner of small construction company, mentioned. 

Mohammed, who himself is a carpenter, added that the 

technology saves time and transportation costs because 

he can arrange meetings via the mobile phone before 

having to go to the working premises.

Najeeb, a retail trader from Tunisia mentioned: “I don’t 

need to travel so much anymore just to go and check the 

office. I can call one of my employees.”

Benefits expected from mobile phone usage

Following the evaluation of the present versus the past, 

in regard to mobile phone ownership, an outlook on the 

future was carried out.  

As can be seen from the following chart, Tunisia has the 

highest number of respondents expecting mobiles to 

benefit them in a variety of ways. Nevertheless, there

still is relatively high future expectation of benefits in all

three countries. More specifically, the benefit that is most

expected by respondents is “speed up of communication”. 

This is already a benefit which businessmen indulge

from, but further improvement to business practices is 

anticipated. This would be a result of “faster” and “round 

the clock communication from anywhere” as the respon-

dents stated. 

Saving traveling time and cost are also ranking high, 

mostly with respondents in Jordan and Tunisia, while in 

Bahrain traveling is not an issue due to small distances. 

Respondents expect reduced traveling due to the ability 

of direct communication via the mobile phone, which 

is considered faster and less expensive by respondents 

than traveling.

An additional benefit of owning a mobile phone is the

ability to communicate with more people, thus providing 

the opportunity to attract new clients. Easier two-way 

communication can result in new contacts being made, 

thus creating new business. This was the belief of at least 

half the respondents in each country.
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A significant number of respondents also expect that by

using the mobile phone, they will be able to obtain better 

market prices and increase their sales. This is more so 

in Bahrain and Tunisia than in Jordan. Fundamentally, 

respondents expect that by being continuously updated 

with market conditions and prices better prices will be 

obtained, which in turn will allow them to have a stron-

ger foothold during client negotiations. The above will 

also help increase sales. A very good example is provided 

by Jaffar Abdulla Bader, a retail trader in Bahrain: 

“My employees always call me to check prices. If I am out 

of the office and they have a customer asking for a dis-

count, to avoid losing them, they will call me so that I will 

try to get the best prices from the market and the client. 

This is very important in my business, without mobile 

phones nowadays it is not possible to do any business.”

Figure 11: Expected benefits of using mobile phones

Note: The charts are showing Top 2 box scores (“Most definitely” and “Probably”)
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Practical problem areas
Besides the benefits offered by mobile phones, mobile

users also face practical problems which are mostly out 

of their control. With the service providers not fully de-

ployed in remote rural areas of the country, mobile users 

and business individuals face inconveniences that would 

usually be avoided in the better covered urban locations.

The common problem among all countries in the busi-

ness survey is network coverage. As it was previously 

mentioned rural areas are not covered well by the net-

work, and therefore people face connectivity problems. 

More specifically, a respondent from Jordan mentions: 

“Sometimes a foreign company’s network is stronger, so 

my mobile connects to it and I get charged for it.”

Network problems occur quite often in the locations visit-

ed in Tunisia and Jordan. In Tunisia, 41% of respondents 

mentioned that they often experience network prob-

lems, and 31% mentioned that these problems are more 

persistent during special occasions such as religious 

holidays. In Jordan, 63% of respondents mentioned that 

the network is weak or off at least once a week. When 

faced with these problems respondents are frustrated by: 

“calls ending suddenly and with no reconnection for 

sometime”

“missing important calls”

“being out of reach for clients, employees and colleagues”

In addition, there are also problems with electricity sup-

ply as there are power cuts in the area of residence. This 

is more so the case in Tunisia, but some mentions were 
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also recorded in Bahrain. Respondents mentioned that 

there were occasions when their mobile stays with an 

empty or low battery simply because there is no electric-

ity to recharge it. The effect is that work may be slightly 

delayed as communication becomes more difficult, and

work less manageable, especially when on the move. 

Though power cut incidences are very rare in Bahrain 

and Jordan, in Tunisia 43% of respondents who experi-

enced power cuts mentioned that it happened often.

Figure 12: Inconveniences faced in area of residence

 Bahrain  Jordan  Tunisia  
 (n=20) (n=30) (n=30)

Electricity Supply (power cuts) 15% 3% 47%

Network coverage 65% 80% 97%

Handset Maintenance - 7% 50%

Replacing Handset /Accessories 5% 7% 37%

Nothing 15% 13% - 

Furthermore, respondents in Tunisia also face problems 

with handset maintenance or replacement, due to a 

shortage of shops that can service their needs. This may 

often require the owner to travel to a nearby city where 

such shops will be found or request from friends or fam-

ily that are traveling to assist with this task.

Mobile phone versus fixed line
Throughout the survey it is evident that Bahrain varies 

somewhat from Tunisia and Jordan. Whether it is the 

nature of the country (for example shorter distances to 

travel), or the stage of familiarity of respondents with 

mobile phones, business respondents in Bahrain seem 

to have been using communication quite differently. And 

when fixed line ownership is observed, Bahrain, once

more, differs from the two other countries.

Currently, all respondents in Bahrain own a fixed line,

while in Jordan and Tunisia only 13% and 10% own a 

fixed line, respectively. Actually, fixed line ownership was

low in the past as well. Past ownership (before purchas-

ing a mobile phone) in Jordan and Tunisia was 12% and 

11% respectively. As a consequence of mobile phone 

introduction, 100% of these fixed line owners have

replaced their old line with a mobile phone line.

Current small business owners of fixed lines in Jordan

and Tunisia have decreased the number of calls made 

per day via the fixed line, however as there are very few

current fixed line owners this can only be an indicative

result. The frequency of fixed line calls in Bahrain has

remained relatively the same, even after the introduction 

of mobile phones.

Figure 13: Fixed line frequency of usage

Average Nº Usage prior  Current  
of calls/ day to buying phone usage

Bahrain 5-6 calls/ day 5-6 calls/ day

Jordan 5-6 calls/ day 2 calls/ day

Tunisia 6 calls/ day 5 calls/ day

Occasions using mobiles and fixed lines

Business respondents owning both a mobile and a fixed

line have indicated that usage between the two varies. 

The base of respondents for Tunisia and Jordan is small, 

therefore more attention was paid to Bahrain, where re-

sults have a greater credibility due to the higher number 

of users of fixed line.

Business respondents in Bahrain use their mobile phone 

when they are outside traveling (45%), as opposed to 

40% that use the fixed line when they are indoors and

a fixed line is available. Of course this is only a logical

outcome, but it seems that a high percentage (35%) uses 

the fixed line as well for business purposes and not just

the mobile phone. On the other hand 35% of respon-

dents mention that they use the mobile phone most of 

the times, in addition to 15% that specify that mobiles 

are used for their business needs.
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What is interesting is that respondents from Jordan 

answering this question mentioned that they use their 

mobile to call another mobile phone line and use their 

fixed line to call another fixed line. In Tunisia on the

other hand, the mobile is used for short conversations, 

while the fixed line is used for long conversations.

Figure 14: Instances using mobile phones and fixed lines

Base: Current fixed line owners Bahrain (n=20) Jordan (n=4) Tunisia (n=3)

Occasions using mobile phones

For business needs 15% 25% 33%

When I’m outside /during traveling 45% 25% 33%

To call another mobile phone - 50% -

I use the mobile most of the time  35% - -

For internal calls 5% - -

For personal reasons - 25% -

For short communications - - 33%

Occasions using fixed line

When I am indoors /when the fixed line is available 40% 25% 33%

To call other fixed lines - 75% -

For business purposes 35% - -

For long communications - - 33%

For personal purposes - - 33%

For international calls 5% - -

No specific occasions 30% - -

Advantages of a mobile over a fixed line

Business respondents mentioned that the main advan-

tage of mobile phones over fixed lines is the ability to

carry it anywhere and use it at anytime – an obvious 

answer. Business respondents often said throughout 

the survey that they liked the fact that they can carry the 

mobile with them anywhere, at the office, outside the

office and they can communicate at anytime easily. The

importance of this advantage is well expressed by Moh-

sin Al Buni, from Al Salam Gas in Jordan: 

“While I’m out I receive so many calls during the day, 

such as, one of my drivers had an accident on his way 

to deliver some items, so I had to solve this problem. 

Earlier I received a call that there is a fire in my shop, so

I have to come very quickly to my organization for the 

emergency to solve this problem, whereas if there was 

no mobile phone I wouldn’t be able to solve the problem 

immediately.”

The above comment also implies faster communication is 

very important and can save time and money, in the above 

case from damages caused to merchandise or to the shop.
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Figure 15: Advantages and disadvantages of using a mobile phone

 Bahrain (n=20) Jordan (n=30) Tunisia (n=30)

Advantages

Communication anywhere / any time 65% 93% 97%

Faster communication / saves time and money 10% 17% 17%

Smoothens the job process 25% 17% 13%

Many mobile phone functions 10% 3% -

Control of communication - - 17%

Caller identity 5% - 3%

Disadvantages

High expenses 40% 37% 33%

Receiving calls at inconvenient times 10% 17% 20%

Poor coverage 15% 7% 20%

Congested networks - 3% 10%

Health issues 5% 3% -

Improper use of the mobile 5% - 10%

Dangerous during driving 15% - -

The mobile can be stolen /damaged 5% - -

It weakens family relationships 5% - -

No disadvantages 25% 40% 40%

From the disadvantages point, the main concern is high 

telephone expenses. As per respondent statements, it is 

not the fact that mobile phone communication makes life 

more expensive, as many respondents have mentioned 

that through mobile phones they save money from travel-

ing. It is more the fact that by owning a mobile phone 

they tend to make more telephone calls, even when it is 

not absolutely necessary, just because they have it. On 

the other hand, a very high percentage of respondents 

from all countries have declared that there are no disad-

vantages to owning a mobile phone.

Public phones and other 
methods of communication
In many rural areas, the norm is that there are very few 

public phones, but when some are available these are 

used by the whole community, both for incoming and 

outgoing calls. This was also the case in the areas sur-

veyed for this research.

Around 50% of respondents in Tunisia and Jordan and 

55% in Bahrain said that public phones exist in their area 

of residence. Some respondents used these public phones 

quite often before purchasing mobile phones – this 

was especially the case in Tunisia. However, this usage 

dropped to zero with the introduction of mobile phones.

Figure 16: Public phone usage

  Usage prior to  Current 
Average Nº of calls buying mobile phone usage

Bahrain (n=11) Less than 1 call per week Never

Jordan (n=15) 3 calls / week Never

Tunisia (n=15) 14 calls / week Less than 1 call  
  per week 

Interestingly, business respondents in Bahrain stated 

that sending letters increased after the purchase of a mo-

bile phone, even though that number still remains small. 

In Jordan and Tunisia, face-to-face visits dramatically 

decreased, while visits in Bahrain remained the same. 
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Figure 17: Means of communication used prior to purchasing a mobile phone and subsequently

                              Bahrain (n=20) Jordan (n=30) Tunisia (n=30)

Before purchase of mobile phone

Letters 20% 3% 20%

Fixed line phone calls 100% 30% 40%

Visits (face-to-face contact) 50% 77% 93%

Hear news from other people 10% 13% 30%

Other 15% 13% -

After purchase of mobile phone

Letters 30% 3% -

Fixed line phone calls 90% 10% 7%

Visits (face-to-face contact) 50% 27% -

Hear news from other people 15% 3% -

Mobile phone 100% 100% 100%

Other 20% - -

Evolution of mobile phone 
usage and expenditure
Evolution of usage

Mobile phone usage, in terms of total time spent on calls, 

has increased from the initial time of purchase. The most 

tremendous increase in usage was observed in Bahrain, 

were users have declared an average of 120% increase in 

total time spent on calls. Increase in Jordan and Tunisia 

was recorded at 57% and 9% respectively. Bearing in 

mind that users in Bahrain have around 4 years more ex-

perience with mobile phones, on average, than in Jordan 

and Tunisia, this increase is an outstanding figure.

Figure 18: Mobile phone usage evolution

Mobile and business expenditure

The above increase in mobile usage recorded in Bahrain 

is also reflected in terms of expenditure. For the sake of

comparativeness, expenditure was converted from local 

currencies to US$, and it is evident that both mobile and 

business expenditure is much higher in Bahrain. 

Mobile expenditure proportionately to business expen-

diture is highest in Tunisia. However, the proportion of 

business expenditure allocated to mobile phones is very 

low and at the same level among the three countries, as it 

varies between 3.5% and 6.9%. Therefore, respondents 

do not consider mobile phone expenses a major issue as 

it is only a small fraction of the business expenditure.

Figure 19: Average monthly expenditures (in US$) 
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Mobile phones and business profitability

More than 4 out of 5 people in Bahrain and Tunisia 

believe that since using mobile phones their profitability

has improved. This belief was not as strong in Jordan 

where 43% of respondents experienced an increase 

in profitability from using mobiles. As was previously

mentioned, there is less expectation from Jordanian 

respondents that mobiles will assist in attracting new 

clients, obtain better market prices, reduce costs in gen-

eral and increase sales. Perhaps respondents in Jordan 

fail to recognize that mobile phones can affect profit-

ability, even indirectly, as they also tended to believe 

that mobile phones’ improvement on business activities 

was less than what respondents believed in Bahrain 

and Tunisia.

Figure 20: Whether the mobile phone influenced  

profitability

The respondents who experienced an increase in profit-

ability were asked to explain how the mobile phone 

has helped achieving this. The respondents replied in 

a number of ways. Once again respondents in Jordan 

and Tunisia differentiated from Bahrain in the fact that 

mobile phones lowered expenses, with the main factor 

being reduced travel costs.

Facilitating communication is an attribute also consid-

ered to increase profitability, more so in Jordan and Bah-

rain. The fast and easy two-way communication among 

respondent and client provides a more solid ground for 

conducting business, without missing opportunities to 

increase profits as well as customer satisfaction. A retail

trader from Tunisia mentioned: 

“The fact that the client can reach me at all times keeps 

them satisfied. They can check on their orders easily and

inform me of their needs”.

Mobiles also manage to save time and effort; an attribute 

interrelated with the previous two. This is achieved by 

fast communication while making the work smoother 

and easier. Processes are more effective, hence services 

and deliveries are done on time, as per the respondents.

The end result: mobile phones increase profitability

simply because businesses in Bahrain, Jordan and 

Tunisia function better, faster and smoother, with a better 

understanding of clients due to improved communication. 

But how much has profitability increased?
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Yes, profitability improved

Figure 21: Mobile phone influence on profitability

 
 Bahrain Jordan Tunisia

Lower expenses /cheaper than traveling - 38% 62%

Can reach /service more clients 6% 15% 8%

Communication facilitator 50% 38% 4%

Always updated about price / getting best prices /new information 43% 31% 28%

Saves time and effort /smoothens job process 62% 31% 62%
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The average respondent in Bahrain and Jordan estimated 

a 32% increase in profitability, brought about directly by

mobile phones. In Tunisia, business respondents esti-

mated a 25% increase. Although less Jordanians than 

Tunisians expected mobile phones to improve their profit-

ability, the former estimated a higher percentage increase.

Figure 22: Percentage change in profitability

 

Attitudes towards mobile 
phones
 In the hypothetical scenario of respondents being 

deprived of their mobile phone, all recognized the nega-

tive impact this would have on their business (as seen 

in Figure 23 below). Almost all respondents in Bahrain 

and Tunisia mentioned that their work would become 

more difficult as processes would become slower. Com-

munication would be harder thus affecting all other 

processes of the business, such as placing orders, orga-

nizing work when out of the office, or communicating

with clients.

The latter is also an issue in Jordan, where 63% of re-

spondents said that it would be hard to be contacted for 

business, either by clients or employees. As one respon-

dent puts it quite accurately “I will lose communication 

with the external world”.

Conclusion
Mobile phones have become an integral part of busi-

nesses in Bahrain, Jordan and Tunisia. With almost no 

substitutes available – except the availability of fixed

lines in Bahrain – mobile phones have become essential 

to conducting business in the region.

Mobile phones had a major impact on how business 

is conducted, revolutionizing past practices of busi-

ness individuals. It is by far the most popular means of 

communication used. Respondents in the survey have 

recognized that they have the ability to communicate 

with their desired circle of contacts, at any time, from 

anywhere and the chance to resolve issues that would 

otherwise remain unresolved, or would delay the busi-

ness. This would not be achievable before the introduc-

tion of mobile phones in their lives.

Reducing the need to travel for business was very essen-

tial to respondents in Tunisia and Jordan. By owning mo-

bile phones, traveling for face-to-face visits was reduced. 

Thus, decreasing travel time and cost, businesses became 

easier to manage and more cost effective.
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Figure 23: Aspects of life to be affected by the absence of mobile phones

 Bahrain Jordan Tunisia

It would be hard to be contacted for business 10% 63% 13%

Higher travel expenses /would increase traveling 5% 16% 23%

Harder to contact clients /close clients 20% 7% 3%

It will affect my life /relations 10% 14% 3%

Work would slow down /more difficult 90% - 97%

131An MTC Report The socio-economic impact of mobile phones in the Arab World



Round the clock communication was also essential to 

the businessmen interviewed; however there was also 

the negative side of this aspect. Besides the fact that 

it provided the opportunity to increase client satisfac-

tion and make business processes more efficient, it

also created inconvenience for the owner of the mobile. 

Clients would call at any time, even late at night or when 

respondents would be resting, praying or spending time 

with their family.

However, through this round the clock connectivity, busi-

nesses obtain vital market information fast and without 

effort, allowing them to properly manage their organiza-

tion for maximization of profits. This way, businesses will

flourish, increasing profitability even further and pos-

sibly expand into new horizons. Certain practical issues 

still occur, like network or electricity problems, but they 

will not stand in the way of progress for these businesses. 

Users enjoy the benefits provided by mobile phones,

even if they are using only a fraction of the functions 

available. The only way is up for small businesses in 

rural Bahrain, Jordan and Tunisia, and mobiles will defi-

nitely assist, as they already have, in this leap forward.

The sign on this Jordanian coffee shop advertises the availability 
of mobile recharge cards
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   Date of Ownership Nº Of Nº of Penetration 
Country Population Company Establisment Type Employees Subscribers Rate

Gulf    

Bahrain 700,000   

 Batelco 1981 Listed 1,500 560,000 80.00 
 MTC Vodafone Bahrain 2003 Private 300 190,000 27%

Total     1,800 750,000 107%

Iraq 28,100,000

 AsiaCell 1999 Private 250 1,113,600 3.96% 
 MTC Atheer 2003 Private 500 925,000 3.29% 
 Orascom Telecom Iraq 2004 Private 700 1,418,762 5.04%

Total     1,450 3,457,362 12.30%

Kuwait 2,800,000

 MTC Vodafone 1983 Listed 1,500 1,394,000 49.70% 
 Wataniya Telecom 1997 Listed 1,400 928,444 33.15%

Total     2,900 2,322,444 82.94%

Oman 2,700,000

 Nawras Telecom 2004 Private 300 181,422 6.72% 
 Oman Mobile Telecommunications Co. 2004 Government 500 1,005,357 37.20%

Total     800 1,186,779 43.95%

Qatar 700,000

 Qatar Telecom 1998 Listed 1,795 675,400 96.49%

Total     1,795 675,400 96.49%

Saudi Arabia 24,000,000

 Etihad Etisalat Company (Mobily) 2004 Listed 1,200 1,800,000 8% 
 Saudi Telecom 1998 Listed 22,000 10,020,000 41.75%

Total     23,200 11,820,000 49.25%

UAE 4,200,000

 Etisalat 1976 Listed 9,400 4,300,000 102%

Total     9,400 4,300,000 102%

Yemen 20,300,000

 Sabafon 2001 Private n/a 842,622 4% 
 Spacetel Yemen 2000 Private 600 710,000 3.50% 
 Yemen Mobile 2004 Government n/a 152,000 0.74%

Total     600 1,704,622 8.39%

Levant       

Jordan 5,600,000

 Fastlink 1995 Private 850 1,732,000 30.9% 
 MobileCom 1999 Private 480 615,000 10.98% 
 Umniah 2003 Private 268 n/a n/a 
 Xpress Telecommunications 2004 Private 260 80,000 0.89%

Total     1,858 2,427,000 43.34% 
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   Date of Ownership Nº Of Nº of Penetration 
Country Population Company Establisment Type Employees Subscribers Rate

Levant       

Lebanon 3,500,000

 Alfa (Fal Dete Tel) 2004 Private 418 499,000 14.25% 
 MTC Touch 2004 Private 350 501,000 14.30%

Total     768 1,000,000 28.57%

Palestinian Terr. 3,590,000

 Jawwal 1999 Private 450 622,000 17.30%

Total     450 622,000 17.30%

Syria 18,600,000

 Spacetel Syria 1999 Private 1,300 925,000 4.97% 
 Syriatel 2000 Listed 1,300 1,200,000 6.45%

Total     2,600 2,125,000 12.30%

North Africa Region 

Algeria 33,400,000

 Algerie Telecom (Mobilis) 2001 Government n/a 4,091,662 12.25% 
 Orascom Telecom Algerie (Djezzy) 2002 Private 2,000 6,158,624 18.43% 
 Wataniya Telecom Algerie (Nedjma) 2003 Private 700 1,164,455 3.40%

Total     2,700 11,414,741 34.17%

Egypt 72,600,000

 Mobinil 1998 Listed 1,916 6,000,000 8.26% 
 Vodafone Egypt 1998 Listed 2,200 5,981,528 8.23%

Total     4,116 11,981,528 16.50%

Libya 5,700,000

 Al Madar Telephone Company 1997 Government 400 250,000 4.38% 
 Libyana 2003 Government 400 240,000 4.21%

Total     800 490,000 8.59%

Morocco 31,000,000

 Maroc Telecom 1984 Listed 12,170 8,297,000 27% 
 Medi Telecom 1999 Private 710 3,440,000 11%

Total     12,880 11,737,000 38%

Sudan 35,500,000

 Bashair Telecom (Areeba Sudan) 2005 Private n/a 279,000 0.78% 
 Mobitel 1998 Private n/a 1,800,000 5.07%

Total     0 2,079,000 5.85%

Tunisia 10,000,000

 Orascom Telecom Tunisie (Tunisiana) 2002 Private 1,200 1,986,918 19.86% 
 Tunicell 1996 Government 8,100 3,575,510 35.75%

Total     9,300 5,562,428 55.62%

Total Regions       

Total Gulf 83,500,000    41,945 26,216,607 31.40%

Total Levant 31,290,000    5,676 6,174,000 20%

Total North Africa 188,200,000    29,796 43,264,697 22.99%

Total MENA 302,990,000    77,417 75,655,304 24.97%
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