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How can technology help bring learning to everyone? 
Ericsson Business Review posed the question to three 
prominent experts in the fi eld of education – each 
with his own vision of the classroom of the future.

Lessons 
on learning

TEXT  Nicholas Smith

Ken Banks: “We defi ne 
innovation too narrowly”

Creator of FrontlineSMS, a mobile messaging application aimed at the grassroots 

nonprofit community, Ken Banks argues that development issues such as educa-

tion require us to start with the problem, not the technology. In developing 

countries, most high-tech solutions just don’t work. 

What role can mobile technology play in devel-

opment?

Too many people today are disconnected from 
the world and the opportunities it offers. Many 
developing countries still lack landlines, and in 
many cases where the infrastructure does exist, 
it is often poorly maintained. Mobile networks 
open up the possibility of reaching communities 
that would otherwise miss out on any meaning-

ful connection with the rest of the world, and al-
low them to engage, make themselves heard and 
to be empowered by information. 

Mobile phones are, of course, the main drivers 
here. This is the first time in history that billions 
of people have had a real-time, immediate 
digital communication channel that is cheap, 
portable and easy to use. And for development 
projects looking to widen public access to 
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education, to give just one example, mobile 
phones can enable them to reach out to people 
who would previously have been beyond reach. 
But it is not development organizations or even 
governments that have made this happen; the pri-
vate sector is ultimately responsible for much of 
the rollout of mobile phone networks in the de-
veloping world, and many operators are making 
healthy sums of money by doing so.

You have been involved in many fruitful mobile-

centered development initiatives. What sepa-

rates the successful projects from the unsuccess-

ful ones?

The single most important thing is starting 
with the problem and not the technology. It is 
quite common for people to grab the latest smart-
phone or iPad or whatever happens to be hot at 
the moment and try to figure out how it could be 
used in a development context. This approach 
can work, but most of the time it is destined to 
fail. If you go in with technology as your main ob-
jective, you will end up shoehorning it into con-
texts where it will not always work. The solution 
to a development question could be pencils or 
paper – it does not necessarily need to have an-
ything to do with ict.

I think that the correct sequence should instead 
be problem-people-technology. By “people” I mean 
the individuals at the grassroots who usually un-
derstand the problem better than anybody else. 
Many outside projects bulldoze their way in and 
try to modernize everything from scratch without 
stopping to ask for advice. The schools, churches 
and cooperatives that have been there for a long 
time and better understand the culture and geog-
raphy are often not spoken to or listened to. 

Does the Western world have too much faith in 

the power of ict to drive development?

The problem is that the West views innovation 
in a fairly narrow sense. The focus is almost ex-
clusively on high-tech solutions, but most of this 
technology simply does not work in the places 
that need most developmental help, whether that 
means education, health care or something else. 
Technologies like tablets or g networks that the 
West sees as innovative and exciting are just not 
applicable to rural areas in developing countries. 
So we need a big mindset shift, where we stop 
seeing innovation exclusively in our own terms 
and realize that local solutions to some problems 
may actually work best. Perhaps we should be 
scaling these solutions rather than thinking about 
how we can scale our own.
You referred earlier to the crucial role played by 

private enterprise in bringing mobility to the de-

veloping world. How do you see this role evolv-

ing in the future?

“Operators often get quite a hard time from de-
velopment organizations, although I think that 
some of this criticism is unjustified. On the one 
hand, issues such as the high cost of mobile ser-
vices in areas where people do not have enough 

money or delays in network rollout in rural re-
gions with small populations certainly need to be 
addressed. But on the other hand, it is unfair to 
expect businesses to act like charities, and I be-
lieve that the development sector is very lucky 
that the mobile industry exists and can make 
money from what it is doing.  

Operators are doing a better job than anybody 
else of meeting the insatiable demand for mobile 
technology, and the development sector has many 
more opportunities to make a positive difference 
as a result. In fact, there is probably space for 
operators to get even more involved in develop-
ment issues. 

What kind of relations do operators and non-

profit organizations have at present?

A lot of nonprofits never get an answer when 
they try and contact operators. The reason is that 
there is a “thousand flowers blooming” scenario 
right now, where the number of development pro-
jects just keeps on rising. If representatives of 
each of these projects knock on an operator’s door 
asking for free minutes or text messages, it quick-
ly becomes unmanageable. Operators do not have 
the time to speak to everybody, and in many cas-
es the project scale is too small. The development 
sector requires a coordinated effort, where eve-
rybody gets together to determine the aggregate 
value of what they need, and then makes a com-
mon case to the operators.

Is this united front realistic?

The nonprofit world is as competitive as the 
business world. Everybody is chasing the same 
funds, and each project tries everything possible 
in an attempt to look better than the others. There 
is a fear that if everybody gets together then eve-
rybody ends up looking the same. I hope it does 
materialize, however. Development organizations 
really should stop assuming that they only need to 
turn up on an operator’s doorstep and they will au-
tomatically be given everything they need for free.

Until developing countries are in a position to 

develop their own solutions, is mobile technol-

ogy not just another form of aid from the West?

Sometimes it is, yes. But if we take Africa as 
an example, there is more local innovation to-
day than ever before – just look at the iHub in-
cubator in Nairobi or the new technology cen-
ters springing up in Ghana and South Africa. 
The numbers are still low, but three or four years 
ago there was practically nothing at all. There is 
a general realization that the best place to devel-
op technology solutions for Africa is in Africa, 
and a clear sign of this change in mindset is the 
number of people who are now choosing to 
pursue entrepreneurial opportunities at home 
rather than leaving for the West. Although de-
velopment continues to be dominated by the 
West bringing in technologies to the developing 
world, in five years’ time it might just be the 
other way around. ●
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