
©
 G

ra
m

 V
aa

ni

Mobile Vaani
Case study by UNESCO-Pearson Initiative for Literacy 

Name Location

Year launched

Reach

Implementing organization

Mobile Vaani

Gram Vaani

India

2012

Focus of intervention
Improve health, environmental, agricultural, 
and governmental services through a phone- 
call based community-media platform

Over 2 million users in more than  
twenty-five districts across India
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Summary

The vast majority of citizens residing in rural India 
face barriers to accessing mainstream media outlets. 
An estimated 80 per cent of rural communities are 
disconnected from online services (UNSD, 2017) while 
another 30 per cent lack the reading skills to consume 
print material effectively (NSSO, 2015). Often the content 
that reaches these communities is decontextualized from 
local consumers. Mobile Vaani was created to bridge 
this information gap by providing an interactive, voice-
based platform that caters to the needs of underserved 
populations in developing regions such as India. 

Mobile Vaani delivers community-generated media 
content through mobile phones to support e-governance 
and e-commerce activities. The programme was 
developed specifically for low-literacy populations across 
India with no internet connectivity or regular access 
to print media. Gram Vaani launched Mobile Vaani in 
2012 to offer curated and user-generated audio content 
to inform listeners of local news and events, provide a 
support system for ensuring delivery of public services, 
and connect rural communities to partner products and 
services. Callers dial into a free voice message system and 
select information of interest to them through a series 
of interactive voice response (IVR) menus. To date, over 
2 million unique callers have dialled in to use the virtual 
platform.

Mobile Vaani 
provides an outlet for 
community members 
in media-dark areas 
to access local news 

and information 
about services to help 

improve their lives.

Through the UNESCO-Pearson Initiative for Literacy: Improved Livelihoods 
in a Digital World, this case study is part of a series highlighting how 
inclusive digital solutions can help people with low skills or low literacy 
levels use technology in ways that support skills development and, 
ultimately, improve livelihoods – in contribution to achieving the 
Sustainable Development Goal on education. For more information go to 
en.unesco.org/themes/literacy-all/pearson-initiative.

ABOUT THIS 
CASE STUDY

http://en.unesco.org/themes/literacy-all/pearson-initiative
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Why selected

Mobile Vaani demonstrates how low-literacy people without internet access 
can not only consume but create content for community development. 
The community mobilization model to complete the digital solution is also 
noteworthy.

Key takeaways

1 /  Mobile Vaani sources local information on a mobile community media 
platform, encouraging citizen engagement and government accountability 
between stakeholders as a public forum for expression.

2 / The voice-based social network connects organizations to the largely 
offline community of rural India. They market their products and services, 
and cover the programme’s operational costs.

3 /  The growth of Mobile Vaani’s model is grounded in community 
mobilization for affecting positive change at the individual, community and 
institutional levels.
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Context and project origins

Economic hardship and low literacy are major barriers to accessing 
information about important public resources or communicating 
needs concerning local issues. While internet penetration remains 
low in India, in 2014 there were approximately 75 mobile-cellular 
subscriptions for every 100 inhabitants (UNSD, 2017). By Quarter 
1 of 2017, this number increased to 88 per cent coverage, with 
smartphone subscriptions expected to make up 30 per cent 
of India’s mobile coverage and over 90 per cent of its mobile 
data traffic (Ericsson, 2017). This coverage rate positions mobile 
technologies as a powerful alternative for improving access 
to information, connecting rural audiences with products and 
services, and improving accountability practices for public service 
programmes and its agents (Ericsson, 2017).  

Community media (CM) interventions aim to empower citizens to 
create and share original media content. The underlying assumption 
is that communities have a diversity of information needs that are 
not easily met by national media platforms. Development through 
CM can enhance the user experience along four broad domains 
of empowerment: creating contextualized content, ensuring 
representativeness, engaging locally, and enhance community 
cohesion.

1 Creating localized content ensures contextually relevant 
media that directly responds to community interests, leading 
to a better link between issues and their target demographic. 
Compared with one-way advertising mechanisms that merely 
push messages to the public, CM has the potential to lead to 
more effective behaviour change.

2 Ensuring representativeness among marginalized groups 
across caste, class and gender lines through CM gives listeners 
a voice to express themselves. Promoting public expression 
can have implications for challenging oppressive local power 
structures.

3 CM provides an outlet for community members to engage 
with local issues through an open media platform to promote 
good governance and accountability for civil society officials.

4 CM has the potential to fortify community cohesion by 
providing a space for residents to share their views and 
opinions with their neighbours through a recognized and 
respected public forum. 

By Quarter 1 of 2017, mobile-cellular 
subscriptions increased to  

coverage in India.

88% 



Case Study: Mobile Vaani by Gram Vaani 5

©
 G

ra
m

 V
aa

ni

The Mobile Vaani platform is organized into channels. 
Channels are groupings of information based on 
region (district and state levels) and content (such 
as general information, livelihoods channel, health 
channel). The content for each channel is generated 
from one of three sources (see ‘The digital solution’ 
below) and assigned a group of volunteer community 
reporters who oversee content development and 
mobilization efforts in their regions. Diversifying 
volunteer recruitment is important for reaching users 
from a variety of communities, and leads to a more 
robust database of user-generated content that can 
feature on the platform.

Channels (that is, groups of content-generators) 
are primarily nested across content, while active 
district channels are nested within state-level 
channels. The platform architecture allows users 
to access content from multiple entry points 
(content or region-specific) and browse based 
on their needs and interests. Callers can advance 
through channels by pressing ‘0’ and return to 
previous channels by pressing ‘*’ (star). Through 
this CM model, Mobile Vaani aims to shift as 
much ownership to the communities as possible 
while providing the necessary backend support 
to manage and expand the platform content.

JMV is the state-level Mobile Vaani platform for the state of Jharkhand, 
and includes channels for campaigns (generally commissioned content 
from development organizations), entertainment, agriculture, children’s 
health and news of the day. JMV operates across all of Jharkhand’s 
twenty-four districts. A quarter of those districts also operate district-level 
Mobile Vaani channels. Of the six district-level Mobile Vaani channels, 
four are active and generating their own localized content while the 
other two connect to directly to JMV owing to a lack of local content 
contribution. District Mobile Vaani channels are assigned unique phone 
numbers and provide more hyper-localized content than the state-level 
channels such as JMV. 

EXAMPLE 

Jharkhand 
Mobile Vaani 

(JMV)
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Designing with the user 
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Mobile Vaani was initially developed as a platform for activists, with an additional 
reach to a more diverse group of listeners including farmers, students, women, 
children and young people. However, each intended target group has different 
information needs. Therefore, to cater to the broader community, Gram Vaani 
pushed for a sustained effort to solicit the needs of the broader groups to create 
content relevant to them through community mobilization efforts. Specifically, 
low-income groups with very little access to mass media sources were the 
targets of the early mobilization efforts. 

Figure 1. A Mobile Vaani content lead discussing 
the platform with frontline health workers  
in Jharkhand
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The platform operates using an interactive 
voice response (IVR) system. IVR technology 
works well in developing-country contexts 
by leveraging the broadening mobile 
phone penetration and addressing barriers 
to literacy by relying on audio as the 
primary delivery mechanism. The Mobile 
Vaani channels were also designed with 
a consistent user interface across states 
and districts to standardize the navigation 
process. A central focus of Mobile Vaani is 
to allow users to create their own content 
for publication to the platform. This process 
captures the local contexts and linguistic 
nuances of each community, enhancing 
the ownership and buy-in of the platform. 
Non-user-generated content, such as 
advertisements and social campaigns, 
goes through a rigorous review process to 
ensure close adherence to cultural contexts 
and local language variation. The Mobile 
Vaani community mobilization activities 
incorporate orientation to the platform and 
live demonstrations. Feedback and follow-up 
during these sessions further improves the 
quality of content offered as well as the user 
experience.

Mobile Vaani has gone through three iterations of 
refining its delivery model to enhance scale and 
sustainability. Initially, Mobile Vaani identified partner 
non-governmental organizations (NGOs) actively 
engaged in outreach efforts in the communities 
where they were working. This version of the Mobile 
Vaani platform began as a resource for partner 
organizations to promote their own work on local 
government accountability oversight. After the initial 
year, the goal was to change the nature of Mobile 
Vaani to a broader community media platform. An 
in-house community mobilization team was staffed 
to recruit volunteers from diverse user groups to 
promote use in their own communities. By the third 
iteration, a hierarchical structure had been built into 
the formation of district-level volunteer reporter 
clubs. The clubs were given the authority to build up 
their user base and oversee the quality assurance of 
their channels to ensure a vibrant and engaging user 
experience. Gram Vaani later incorporated a financial 
incentive model to compensate volunteers and club 
coordinators on various performance metrics such 
as the rate of user acquisition and quality of content 
from the clubs. This current offline model is now more 
effective, and has been replicated with clubs in more 
than twenty-five active districts across three states in 
central India.
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The digital solution

Mobile Vaani enables individuals  
to share information community news 

and information with a simple phone call 
using any mobile or landline.

Technology Platform
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Mobile Vaani
Intervention

Community Mobilization
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The Mobile Vaani solution uses the common ‘missed 
call’ concept where users place a call to any Mobile 
Vaani phone number. The server then cuts the call 
and immediately dials the user back. Since incoming 
calls do not bear a cost in India, the system is free  
of cost for the users. The IVR system presents options 
for users to record voice messages they want to 
share, listen to messages left by others, comment  
on and share messages, navigate to different topic 

and location-specific channels, and take surveys. 
Gram Vaani understands that a technology solution 
cannot function alone to affect change, but the 
operating model through which it is deployed is 
equally essential for success. Therefore, the Mobile 
Vaani solution comprises three major components: 
media content, community mobilization and a 
technology platform (Figure 2).

Figure 2.  
The Mobile Vaani intervention components



Case Study: Mobile Vaani by Gram Vaani 9

 

Content. Mobile Vaani relies heavily 
on its content to expand its user base while 
retaining existing members. The content offers 
a wide variety of featured topics including 
local news, job openings, agriculture advisory 
content, information on societal issues such 
as early marriage and domestic violence, 
a community health question and answer 
component, information on governance and 
accountability, cultural content including folk 
songs and poems, and local and national-
level service advertisements. There are three 
sources of content that comprise the media 
platform: studio-generated, user-generated and 
community reporter-generated.

Studio-generated content 
consists of scripted audio that Gram 
Vaani professionally masters in house, and 
includes content such as news, dramas and 
stories.

User-generated content refers to 
audio recoded by callers who listen to 
the published content and provide their 
reactions, feedback or shared experiences. 
A team of content moderators vets all 
user-recorded voice messages using 
basic guidelines for quality and credibility 
assurance. Roughly 6–8 per cent of daily 
calls result in user-generated messages, of 
which 30 per cent are publishable. Poor 
audio quality is the principal reason for most 
of the rejected messages. Other messages 
are rejected because of a lack of clarity or 
incomplete information. Only about 1.5 per 
cent of messages are rejected because the 
content is objectionable or incorrect.

Community reporters provide a third 
source of content available on the platform. 
This type of content contains information 
on local news and events, interviews with 
municipal officials, or shared experience 
from community members without access 
to a phone service.

Community 
mobilization. Community 
participation is essential to the success 
of the media platform. Participation is 
supported through the network of local 
clubs led by over 300 community reporters 
and other volunteers interested in the 
Mobile Vaani initiative. These groups are 
trained in participatory content generation 
and are responsible for widening the user 
base in their regions. Local clubs assure the 
creation of quality content in their regions 
and are provided with financial incentives 
for contributing high-quality content and 
successfully expanding their user base. The 
reporters form the backbone of Mobile 
Vaani by giving the platform a physical 
presence with which people can associate. 
Community reporters also take up matters 
such as grievances that can be handled 
by government departments, or mobilize 
groups for collective action around locally 
relevant issues.

Technology platform. 
The Mobile Vaani technology platform 
is the medium through which users 
access media or create their own content 
through the IVR system. The backend 
component of the platform allows content 
moderation of user-generated messages, 
and automated data analysis of platform-
based surveys. The backend interface also 
gives content moderators the option to 
publish any noteworthy user-generated 
content to the Mobil Vaani Facebook page 
for others to hear through the popular 
social media platform. As Mobile Vaani 
expands its technology approach, content 
will be available both in audio format and 
as web-based access for users with web 
connectivity or smartphone devices.

1 2

3
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The Mobile Vaani solution functions entirely at 
the grass-roots level via the community managers 
and volunteer reporters. Mobile Vaani community 
managers are full-time staff of the organization, and 
expand to new regions through contacts with local 
non-profit organizations. With help from partnering 

staff, managers organize workshops in common 
community spaces to inform people about the 
platform and its vision of community media. 
Volunteers with dynamic and socially motivated 
personalities are nominated through these 
community meetings.

Figure 3. Delegation of activities within the Mobile Vaani platform

Figure 4.  
Content moderators  
in the Ranchi (Jharkhand) office

The volunteers initially join on an 
unpaid probationary basis for at least 
3 months. If they exhibit sustained 
interest and dedication to the 
programme, they are incorporated into 
the Mobile Vaani incentive scheme. 
When a district has five to eight or 
more dedicated volunteers, the group 
is formed into a club and is given its 
own unique channel. Each club elects 
one of its members as a coordinator 
for a 6-month period. The club 
coordinator is given the responsibility 
to convene regular meetings with 
all the volunteers, mentor and guide 
new volunteers, and maintain regular 
communication with the Mobile Vaani 
community manager for their club. 

CallersCommunity 
reporters

Content 
moderators

 ● Access IVR platform

 ● Listen to messages

 ● Comment and share original 
content 

 ● Manage Mobile Vaani 
platform

 ● Transcribe, code and analyze 
user content

 ● Idenfiy trends in community 
need and curate new 
content

 ● Contribure content

 ● Recruit users
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Monitoring and evaluation strategy

According to a series of surveys in 2015 covering 1,500 Mobile 
Vaani users, Gram Vaani reports the following characteristics 
about its user base:

 ● Overall response rate between 19 and 36 per cent.

 ● The majority of users were under the age of 30, and 65 per cent 
were male.

 ● The majority of users earned less than US$78 per month, did 
not own a radio and lived in mud houses.

To achieve this goal, outcomes are monitored along 
three domains:

1 /  Platform performance. Usage statistics 
including call frequency, unique callers versus repeat 
callers, duration of time spent on the platform, and 
content engagement (frequency of user-generated 
contributions relative to Mobile Vaani campaign content 
exposure).

2 /  Club performance. Platform 
performance metrics linked to the specific clubs, plus 
the quality of user content generated by the clubs, and 
community mobilization efforts.

3 /  Commissioned performance. 
Incorporated into the Mobile Vaani business model is a 
revenue-generating component from local and national 
service providers. Commissioned projects include a set of 
metrics mutually decided upon with the clients.

Mobile Vaani was designed as a digital 
solution. Therefore, data collecting and 
analysis is streamlined through the backend 
technology platform. Metrics aligned with 
each of the monitored impact domains are 
automated and tracked regularly. Apart from 
tracking user behaviour, the technology 
platform also has the capacity to run 
demographic surveys to better understand 
the target audience. This assessment 
component helps Mobile Vaani focus its 
content-development efforts.

The Mobile Vaani user database is treated as 
confidential, and is not shared with clients 
or external parties. Mobile Vaani strictly 
follows the do-not-disturb (DND) protocol as 
detailed by the Telecom Regulatory Authority 
of India (TRAI) for all outbound calls and text 
messaging.

FINDING
 

Summary of 
demographic survey 

trends

The goal of Mobile Vaani is to empower individuals to engage with their communities and 
government counterparts by sharing localized content to raise collective awareness and improve 
their livelihoods.
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Results to date

Since Mobile Vaani was initiated in 2012, the 
platform has registered more than 2 million unique 
users from twenty-five active districts in the states 
of Jharkhand, Bihar and Madhya Pradesh. Mobile 
Vaani has witnessed 15 per cent month-on-month 
growth rates, while maintaining a cost-per-user 
acquisition as low as US$0.25. On average, 70 per 
cent of new users continue calling after their initial 
registration. The daily average user to monthly 

average user (DAU/MAU) ratio for Mobile Vaani is 40 
per cent. In other words the average caller dials into 
the platform on twelve days a month. The average 
call duration is more than 8 minutes, with about 
12 per cent of Mobile Vaani users contributing at 
least one voice report during their calls. Because of 
funding constraints, the Mobile Vaani team has had 
to impose quotas to restrict the daily call volume and 
usage minutes, currently to 10,000 calls per day.
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IMPACT
 

User testimony 

Kherabeda, Jharkhand: A citizen report indicating no advances in 
road construction after independence was registered with the district 
channel. News related to this grievance was later published on Mobile 
Vaani, after which the local government took action and issued a call 
to tender for a road. Villagers attributed the government response 
to Mobile Vaani and confirmed that Mobile Vaani is helping achieve 
resolutions of various issues at the local community level (F. Mahto, 
personal communication, 22 March 2017). 

Munger, Bihar: A grievance was registered by a community reporter 
about lapses in waste collection by the municipality, and was later 
published on Munger Ki Awaaz, a district Mobile Vaani channel. The 
municipality took note of the grievance and proceeded to implement 
its waste collection services. It even placed collection bins throughout 
the area as part of the Prime Minister’s Clean India Mission. (R. Kumar 
Thakur, personal communication, 12 March 2017). 

To achieve this goal, outcomes are monitored along three domains:

1 / Individual impact. Impact at an individual level is 
best described through increased self-expression within the outlets 
provided by Mobile Vaani, access to relevant information to improve 
livelihoods, and an instilled awareness of important social justice issues.

2 / Community impact. At the community level, impact 
is understood through enhanced accountability systems, a sense of 
group cohesion for collective action, and increasing the speed of local 
journalism for community awareness.

3 / Institutional impact. At the institutional level, the 
impact is best described as improved services connecting citizens to 
their government officials. Online grievance systems are inaccessible 
to a large portion of the population, or are not trusted by citizens. 
Complex offline mechanisms such as registering RTIs (rights to 
information) exclude subpopulations such as rural farmers and low-
literacy populations. Grievances registered on Mobile Vaani are made 
public instead of just being registered as an individual complaint on 
a hotline or with a government department. The public exposure 
appears to be helping improve the resolution success rate by making 
the authorities more accountable.

Another practical application of 
Mobile Vaani demonstrated its 
effectiveness as a solution for 
assisting with the resolution of 
grievances concerning public 
programmes and services 
(Chakraborty et al., 2017). A 
pilot study of 200 documented 
cases showed how volunteer 
networks using the Mobile Vaani 
platform were able to improve 
accountability gaps in resolving 
outstanding grievance claims 
filed against government services 
(Chakraborty et al., 2017).

The platform’s impact can be examined at three levels: individual, community and institutional. 
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Sustainability and future plans

Gram Vaani is experimenting with a third funding model 
involving a franchising approach. This model builds the 
capacity of local clubs to register as community-based 
organizations (CBOs). The registered clubs would operate on 
a unique phone number, generate their own content, and 
collect revenue on campaigns, advertisements and customized 
IVR solutions. This approach would expand the community-
based foundation upon which Mobile Vaani was founded 
while spreading the revenue-generation responsibility to a 
broader group for improved sustainability.

Mobile Vaani is currently operating at a monthly caller base of 
100,000 unique users. The current annual cost to run Mobile 
Vaani in all operating districts is approximately US$205,000. 
Expansion to ensure maximum penetration will increase these 
operational costs. Gram Vaani is looking for investments and 
funding support to help scale the programme through the 
CBO model.

Assuming the CBO model referenced previously is successful, 
the primary plan for Mobile Vaani is to expand nationally. For 
this, Gram Vaani is looking at investment-driven growth of 
operations across the country. 

From a design perspective, the development team is 
experimenting with a social networking component and an 
application to run Mobile Vaani on smartphone devices (Figure 
5). By moving into an application-based platform, they will be 
able to incorporate more advanced features and enhance their 
data-collection activities. 

Gram Vaani plans to trial different business models (pay per 
use, offline payment collection and so on) and develop a 
digital migration plan to bring more users online.

Figure 5.  
Mobile Vaani  
smartphone application

Mobile Vaani operations are funded from two primary revenue sources of Gram Vaani:

 ●  Campaigns and advertisements aired on 
the platform for various development 
agencies, government and corporations.

 ●  Customized IVR-based technology 
solutions such as surveys and other 
specific client needs. 
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Lessons learned and recommendations

Since its launch, Mobile Vaani has encountered various challenges. Through the iterative approach of 
improving the platform along each of its components, the Gram Vaani team has learned a series of 
lessons for enhancing success and sustainability.

Develop a plan for offsetting 
operational costs. A major challenge 
with a digital solution of this size is inevitably to 
develop a sustainable operation strategy. Mobile 
Vaani is free for users, but has substantial recurring 
costs. These costs need to be covered to ensure 
sustainability. Gram Vaani is thinking about various 
ways to monetize the Mobile Vaani service to keep 
the main platform free while recovering operational 
costs. A franchising solution of community clubs 
(like the CBO model explained earlier) might be a 
solution, while a pay per use model could provide 
additional revenue. The paid use model would 
allow clients (development agencies, corporations, 
governments and so on) to have metered access 
to a standardized platform instead of the current 
strategy of customizing the service according to 
specific client needs.

A system-based approach 
is critical. The growth of Mobile Vaani is 
dependent on more than the technology platform 
alone (Moitra et al., 2016). An offline network of 
personnel to engage communities and acquire 
new users is equally important.

Incorporate constant 
feedback loops. Timely collection 
of user feedback is necessary to address and 
adapt to changing consumer needs. Mobile Vaani 
implements a multi-tiered approach for enhancing 
user feedback, which draws from its extensive 
volunteer reporter network, dedicated programme 
managers and surveys of registered users.

Leverage partnerships. By 
partnering with local organizations, the Mobile 
Vaani team can ensure that appropriate products 
and services are reaching the right audiences.

Develop a plan for digital 
migration. Smartphone penetration in 
India is expected to reach 60 per cent of all mobile 
cellular subscriptions and 97 per cent of mobile 
data traffic by 2022 (Ericsson, 2017). Therefore, Gram 
Vaani is experimenting with strategies to encourage 
callers to migrate from the IVR system to their digital 
application. This will also help reduce operating 
costs by reducing costs for the high volume of calls 
the platform currently covers.
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About the implementer and contact information

Gram Vaani, legally operating as OnionDev Technologies Private Limited, is a private entity that builds 
technology platforms and operation solutions to run community media networks in emerging regions, 
especially among low-income and low-literacy communities. 
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responds to contemporary global challenges through 
education with a special focus on gender equality and 
Africa.

About Pearson 

Pearson is a digital education company, with expertise in 
educational courseware and assessment, and a range of 
teaching and learning services powered by technology. 
Our mission is to help people make progress through 
access to better learning. We believe that learning opens 
up opportunities, creating fulfilling careers and better lives. 

The Global Education 2030 Agenda

UNESCO, as the United Nations’ specialized agency 
for education, is entrusted to lead and coordinate 
the Education 2030 Agenda, which is part of a global 
movement to eradicate poverty through 17 Sustainable 
Development Goals by 2030. Education, essential to 
achieve all of these goals, has its own dedicated Goal 4, 
which aims to “ensure inclusive and equitable quality 
education and promote lifelong learning opportunities for 
all.” The Education 2030 Framework for Action provides 
guidance for the implementation of this ambitious goal 
and commitments.

About Project Literacy 

Project Literacy is a global campaign founded and 
convened by Pearson to make significant and sustainable 
advances in the fight against illiteracy so that all people - 
regardless of geography, language, race, class, or gender 
– have the opportunity to fulfill their potential through 
the power of words. 

http://en.unesco.org/themes/literacy-all/pearson-initiative
http://www.projectliteracy.com
mailto:ICTliteracy%40unesco.org?subject=
s_cochet
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