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Abstract.  This paper reports on the gap on perceptions of e-government for indigenous inclu-
sion in Tanzania. E-government provisions in developing countries are linked with the use of
ICT4D to support  development  plans.  Literature  indicates that development issues,  cultural
context and consideration of local communities’ requirements play a crucial role in facilitating
adoption of e-government systems. Use of mobile phones in local communities and sharing mo-
bile device facilities presents a unique phenomenon on utilizing e-government services in Tan-
zania. Drawing from in-depth interviews from government officials and citizens, the paper ar-
gue that perceived gap between central government and local communities is caused by a num-
ber of issues. The results indicate that even with few available e-government services, citizens
are still keen to use them. It also emerged that there is a gap on computing facilities, central
government was found to have all required minimum devices and support to access e-govern-
ment services and the same was missing to the local communities. Among citizens, mobile
phones were preferred way of accessing e-government services as compared to other means
since they are convenient and are more personal and hence providing feeling of ownership. For
the e-government services to benefits indigenous communities there is a need to address prob-
lems associated with the lack of available key e-government services in rural areas, lack of
skills among government officials on public administration and development issues as well as
underutilization of mobile phone for e-government services.

Keywords: Mobile phones, e-government, local communities, ICT4D.

1 Introduction

 Provision of e-government services in developing countries is regarded as a critical
aspects in ICT4D initiatives. To implement e-government projects, information and
communication technology (ICT) is used to facilitate innovation and improve public
service delivery [1]. However the key e-government services have concentrated on
transactional delivery such as payment of central government taxes, local council col-
lections, fines and other forms of government payments. This approach hinders the
potentials of reaching many local communities especially those living in rural areas
who may not have interactions with these systems [2]. In developing countries, in-
digenous citizens mainly living in rural areas are more concerned with the provision



2

of key social services such as health, education, food and water. However technology
infrastructure in most of the rural areas is still a challenge. Technology infrastructure
can support provision of basic services such as water supply, health facilities, educa-
tion and communication [51]. However most of these services can take a while before
they are easily available in rural areas [52]. Lack of these services can hinder indige-
nous citizens mostly living in rural citizens to realize access to basic needs and lead a
meaningful life. Malecki [53] and Nandi [54] emphasize the needs to use information
and communication technology (ICT) to address these challenges in rural areas. For
example Malecki [53] emphasize the need to send people with skills on various tech-
nologies including ICT to support rural citizens in learning and acquisition of new
technology [53] while Nandi [54] highlight the need to use affordable technologies
such as access of ICT facilities for communication in rural communities.  

The current practice in developing countries like Tanzania, central government is
the one driving e-government projects and monitor the operations [3]. This approach
tends to ignore how people are working on their day to day activities and lean more
on high level issues. Moreover most of the donors who fund e-government projects
prescribe the requirements and thereafter solutions to the targeted developing coun-
tries. This create a donor receiver relationship which is referred by Zheng & Walsham
[4, p.238] as “unfavourable inclusion”. As a result most of the local communities per-
ceive central government approach as interference and therefore causes a number of
e-government initiatives not to work locally [5].

In another context, mobile phones are currently known to provide a unique avenue
for digital access by availing various internet  and mobile services traditionally ac-
cessed through desktop computers and laptops. ITU reports that by 2015, there were 7
billion people connected to various mobile phone services [6] with 5.5 billion people
representing 92% residing in developing countries. The figure can even be extrapo-
lated to 100% as people in developing countries have a tendency to share mobile
phone because of their culture and living style [7]. These statistics also show there is a
potential for use of mobile phones services to support various social and economic ac-
tivities. With more smart phones becoming cheaper, there is also an opportunity of
mobile phone usage in many public services such as health, education and social care
[6, 8-10] and even expanding participation of citizens in the government affairs [11].
Considering the above key issues, mobile phones have emerged as one of the key
tools to engage local communities in provision of e-government services.

1.1 Tanzania Context and Use of Mobile Phones

Tanzania is located on the eastern part of Africa with a population of 47 million peo-
ple with more than 70% residing in rural areas [12]. Kiswahili is a national language
spoken throughout the country. It is still a developing country with most of the citi -
zens de-pending on the agriculture as their main economic activity. Other key sectors
of the economy include tourism, mining, finance and construction. Although the real
gross domestic product (GDP) is growing at the rate of 7%, most of the citizens are
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still leaving below poverty line [13]. This may be explained in terms of the inequality
in the society whereby few citizens in towns enjoy comfortable life as compared to
the majority residing in rural areas. 

The number of people who own mobile phones in Tanzania has increased consider-
ably. Tanzania Communication Regulatory Authority (TCRA) reported that in 1995
there were only 2 thousand mobile phone subscribers. This number had increased to 8
million in December 2007 and as of December 2015, there were 39 million mobile
phone subscribers [14]. Comparing these figures with the country current population
of 47 million [12], this is equivalent to 70 mobile subscribers per 100 people with ma-
jority of citizens residing in rural areas [12]. This proliferation of mobile phones pro-
vides a good avenue for the government to interact with citizens. In fact private sector
has utilized this opportunity through varieties of initiatives including mobile money as
mentioned above, mobile internet and mobile business. There is therefore a need for
governments in developing countries to investigate on how the use of mobile phones
and their associated platforms to facilitate understanding of social gaps in provision of
e-government services for local communities.

1.2 Need for a study on e-government on social inclusion

The above discussion shows that e-government in development countries is linked 
with the ICT4D. However the literature reveals that most of the studies have been 
concentrated on the adoption of e-government on various sectors for transactional 
benefits [1, 15-18]. Others have identified trust technology, trust in government, 
psychology of citizens and risk factors as barriers to the adoption of e-government 
among citizens [19- 24]. Yet, most of these studies rarely focused on the perception of
social gaps between central and local government in adoption e-government services. 

In this paper, we consider local communities and indigenous citizens as key factors
for the success of e-government service delivery. We question the importance of un-
der-standing the social gap between central government and local communities for
successful adoption of e-government systems.

2 Literature Review

2.1 E-government and ICT4D Context 

Early literature has associated e-government with use of computers and automation of
key public  services  functions such as  finance and manpower  [25].  With the wide
spread of internet; e-government was later defined to include provision of online ser-
vices using the web technology [26-27]. E-government is nowadays considered to be
more than online presence through websites and e-mails as it also includes various
stakeholders and provides special interest to citizens’ involvement and consideration
of wider issues, social media and mobile phones [1, 28-29]. However, these defini -
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tions puts emphasize on the use of various information and communication technol-
ogy (ICT) tools to provide e-government services. As a result they ignore needs to
consider various processes within the public offices and citizens before attempting to
apply any kind of technology. For example citizens in rural areas may need only to
know the prices of agricultural products they grow in the market. In this case, a mo-
bile phone can serve the purpose better than constructing a telecentre. In some cases,
a technology may not be needed at all, only a need to reorganise the existing pro-
cesses in public offices to get the desired result.

Word Bank report shows digital divide is still a world issue with African countries
facing “access digital divide” while Europe is facing “capability divide”. The report
also showed that, in Africa, the gap is double between rural and urban, mature and
young as well as those with low income compared to those with higher income [30] .
Digital divide is a challenge facing African countries and fails short of solution due to
limited technological and economic resources. Example of this is the initiative by the
some governments in Africa to rollout one laptop per child across all public schools.
Most of these projects did not materialize [31] as they did not consider other compo-
nents of development such as availability of teaching facilities, teachers training, food
for the students and electricity availability in schools [32-33]. This calls to link be-
tween social and economic issues when implementing ICT4D in developing countries
where the social and cultural context are considered as opposed to the political ambi-
tions. In order to link social and economic issues, the need of indigenous communities
should be considered.

The other challenge on ICT4D initiatives is on the maintenance and sustainability.
Once the donor fund is finished, these projects are rarely financed by a recipient gov-
ernment or benefited institutions. It is not strange to see a number of abandoned tele-
centres at the end of the ICT4D project left without any maintenance and thus jeopar-
dizing their fundamental purpose of providing digital access to those in needs [34].
This raises a fundamental question; how can ICT4D fulfil the promise to provide digi-
tal benefits to the developing countries? Unless the needs of local communities are
ad-dressed, most of these ICT4D initiatives may end up not benefiting the intended
local communities and remaining as white elephant projects.

2.2 Mobile Phones and Local Communities

In line with current context of e-government in developing countries, mobile phones
have attracted attention of most governments in the world. These devices have multi-
ple functions such as short messages (SMS), voice calls and simple calculations. With
the spread of smartphones, there are even more added functions on top of those found
in simple cell phones. While one can use smartphone for calls and SMS, the device
can also be used with almost the same function as a desktop computer by connecting
to the internet through Wi-Fi or using mobile network technologies (3G and 4G) [35].
It is possible nowadays to receive and send e-mails while travelling attend office work
or purchase and make payment. With the widespread of mobile phone to more than
three quarter of the world population [30], mobile phones provides an immerse oppor-
tunity for governments to provides services and link with citizens. This is crucial in
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developing countries where only 34% of the citizens have access to computers or in-
ternet access but 91.8% use mobile phones [36]. 

The use of mobile phones in providing government services has now become part
of e-government [37]. The innovation and fast communication of mobile services is
considered to be able to bring enormous benefits to the e-government services [37-
38]. The ability of mobile devices to be accessed anywhere can allow citizens in re-
mote areas to access government services without a need to travel long distances. For
example an SMS can be send to citizens as a reminder to attend school meeting, ap -
pointment to see a medical doctor and so on. The mobile phone services can also be
used in emergencies situations such as floods, fire [37-38] and in protecting vulnera-
ble groups like people with albinism in Africa. Despite these benefits, there has been
few initiative and studies on how mobile phones can be used to enhance government
services in developing countries [39]. 

Use of mobile phone for providing government services has its own obstacles. Ac-
quisition of appropriate mobile device and the mobile charges are among the issues
that can hinder wider adoption by local communities in developing countries. At first
is the costs of using mobile phones. Gilwald and Stock [40] pointed the cost of mobile
airtime top up hindering use of mobile services among women in Africa. There is also
a tendency for some government agencies to charge higher fees on the use of SMS
based services than the market rate and thus hindering people from using their ser-
vices [41]. Unless the mobile based government services are provided with the incen-
tive to reduce costs of usage or no payment at all, many local communities may run
away from these services  and therefore  deprive indigenous communities access  to
these crucial services.

We therefore argue that consideration of local communities and their requirements
is a key issue in developing and adopting e-government services in developing coun-
tries. The services when developed through local communities’ perspectives, can fa-
cilitate local communities’ participation and address most of the problems they are
encountering in their areas. 

3 Methodology

The study borrows tools from grounded theory [42] to conduct preliminary interviews
aimed at identifying characteristics of the gap on e-government perception from the
government and citizens as users. The study is making the ontological assumption that
there is a gap between government agencies and the citizens when it comes to cre-
ation and utilization of e-government services in Tanzania. This relativist approach
will lead to analysis of perceptions on how the central government on one hand and
the local communities on the other side views related to e-government provision. As a
result the study follows interpretive paradigm using in-depth interviews in order to
understanding whether there is a gap between government and citizens and how the
gap can be explained. The choice of interpretive approach as opposed to the posi-
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tivism is based on the fact that analyzing perceptions and generate understanding of
the gaps between different groups [43] can lead to the development of framework.

In selecting participants, snow ball sampling technique was used [44 pp. 303]. The
researcher used a contact person as a starting point and thereafter he was the one who
pointed other people to participate in the interviews [45 pp. 3]. This approach ensured
participants are comfortable to participate in the study. The problem with this method
is getting a sample of respondents who may have similar [44 pp. 303]. However as
this was a preliminary study, it was necessary to start with smaller sample to under-
stand the kind of responses and themes before embarking to full data collection. Also
four inter-views, two with citizens in Arusha, a local town where researcher lives and
the other two with public officers at the government in institution in Dar EsSalaam.
These four preliminary in-depth interviews were used to collect data for this study and
generate issues surrounding the research questions. In-depth interviews were used so
as explore how people view e-government and mobile government and how we can
make meaning by analyzing the perceived gaps [44].

The interviews were recorded in a digital recorder after getting permission from the
participants.  They were  later transcribed  using oTranscribe web based application.
The transcriptions were later analyzed manually to see the emerging coded by adopt-
ing grounded theory coding techniques and document the emerging themes [46] (Sal-
daña, 2015).

4 Findings and Discussion

4.1 Support and availability of e-government facilities

In this aspect, the interviews demonstrated that most government employees have ac-
cess to computers with internet access. These staff are also provided with training on
the use of computers to support the office work. Respondents from government insti-
tutions did not describe other type training related to e-government services such as
public administration, customer services and government processes. This is justified
by one of the staff when describing training on the use of e-government: 

“Our office has a very clear policy on training. When I was employed, I was
given a basic training on the use of the existing systems. There after we tend to
have training whenever we acquire and install a new system. This has helped us
to understand the way can use e-government services and how can get the best
from it. We also get support from our suppliers if we face any problem from the
systems we are using. There are also a number of manuals available and help
from the IT Services directorate on the use of each of the system. So to be frank
we have all support to make us use the systems”. 

Without key skills in public administration and citizen services, there is a potential
of e-government to incline more on ICT than the whole spectrum of public adminis-
tration. There is also a lack of training skills on development issues and this may lead
of implementing e-government projects with a focus on ICT rather than development
agenda [47-48].
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Respondents representing citizens said they only get some information concerning
e-government services through radios and televisions as they have not been involved
in any training or advocacy on the use and adoption of e-government services.

“On training, I did not get it. I think there is more to be done. May be myself
but I think many people are not conversant on the use of e-government services.
Even citizen are not clearly involved in this. Even this concept of e-government is a
new terminology to most of us which needs a discussion and analysis for under-
standing. In this way people can understand what you are talking about. It needs
more advocacy and elaboration before people can understand”. 
The respondent also showed has never heard availability public access areas for

computer and internet. Considering citizens as key stakeholders, the lack of govern-
ment promotion to this group poses a challenge in managing the gap between govern-
ment and citizens on e-government adoption.

4.2 Citizens perceptions on e-government services

Respondents from citizens said that they would like to access or use e-government
services in order to avoid unnecessary physical visits to the government offices, in-
crease transparency in public services and easy access to health services. However
they pointed hurdles in attaining these wishes. These include unstable e-government
systems, lack of citizens’ oriented e-government services and awareness of the avail-
able e-government services. 

“I think the government is trying to provide these services although is still in a
very small scale. They are also provided mainly in town areas. Also most citizens
do not have access to the internet and they do not even know how to use these ICT
technologies.  For example  if  they could know how to use these  services,  there
could have been no queues in the payment of electrical bills or water utilities. Most
people know there is Mpesa but they still go and queue, that is because they not
have skills on using these devices. So there is a need for more training on the use
of e-government”. 
There is also a perception that these services are targeting urban areas. Considering

most of the citizens in Tanzania are located in rural areas [12], this shows a gap be-
tween e-government services with the citizens.

4.3 Mobile phone use and e-government services

Citizens and government officers showed that mobile phone is currently used not only
for  communication  but  also  for  accessing  financial  services.  People  use  mobile
phones to make payments for water and electricity bills. Affording life through mo-
bile phone was also another key aspect as cited by one of the respondent. 

“Eh it has assisted me a lot. For example myself it has assisted me to learn a lot
that  is  happening  in  the  country,  social  issues  and many other  issues.  Mobile
phone is now a fashion and everyone is looking to own it. In this way it has as-
sisted people to know many things happening on the phone. So I can say I got some
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government services through mobile phone and not computers. For example yes-
terday I was checking results of form four students through mobile phone and I
manage to see my young sister results through mobile phone. Also how to pay and
running family, my mobile phone is assisting me a lot”. 
The same respondent also showed how he has used mobile phone to call someone

to login to the internet and check the national examination results for his young sister.
Although the respondent did not have access to the computer with internet access, he
was able to get the results instantly. This demonstrates how mobile phone can mediate
a communication with another person in order to get access to the internet based ser-
vices. However the respondent was also concerned that government is not using mo-
bile phone for providing services. 

“You know let’s be realistic. This issue of saying there is information from the
government through mobile phones is not widely available. Say you can receive a
text message about election but not that large extent.  Even if you ask someone
about last time has received information through mobile phone very likely they will
not remember or know anything. This is different from the way people receive in-
formation from the televisions or radios. So in the mobile phone, I have not re-
ceived any thing tangible from the government rather than getting messages from
those who are contesting for the post. So I got many messages from contestants
and not the government”. 
There is still underutilization of mobile based services in providing e-government

services. As mobile services can provide quick response to most of the developing
countries problems, this creates a gap between the government and the citizens.

5 Discussion and Conclusion

The above analysis presented results on how gaps exists between central government
and citizens. The notable areas of the gaps are in the areas of e-government facilities
between central government and local communities. Central government was found to
have  all  required  minimum devices  and  support  to  access  e-government  services
while the same was missing to the citizens. There was also a challenge in using e-gov-
ernment services as some services are yet to be available online and even those avail-
able are scattered across different government departments making harder for the citi-
zen to access. This may have been caused by the lack of involvement of citizens as
key stake-holders as pointed by the interviews participants. On the contrary, even on
those  e-government  services  currently  used  by citizens,  most  respondents  showed
they have accessed them through mobile phones. Mobile phones were preferred way
of accessing e-government services as compared to other means since they are conve-
nient and are more personal and hence providing feeling of ownership. While there is
interest from the government to use of mobile phone for delivering services, the rate
of adoption is slow and most citizens are not aware on these services.
This study has tried to provide explanation on the gap available in the use of e-
government in Tanzania. The study showed challenges on using e-government for 
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citizens and thus creates gap between citizens as users and e-government providers. 
The results also shows mobile phones provides an important avenue for citizens to 
access e-government services. However the government is yet to make use proper use
of the mobile services. Additionally, the results showed there is currently no linkage 
between e-government services and development aspects. This can lead to the 
adoption of e-government services which are not aligned with the life of the people 
and thus a failure of the initiatives. 

The study recommends the need to empower local communities can be empowered to
use mobile phones to access key services (health, agriculture, education etc.) from various gov-
ernment agencies. This can be developed through the use of shared mobile phone facilities
among local communities as well as providing training on the use of mobile phones to
access e-government services for their own benefits.
The major limitation of this study is a sample size. The sample size used for both 
citizens and government officials was small to claim saturation of the findings [49-
50]. The sample did not capture the key areas both in the central government and 
citizens. As pointed above, citizens participants were selected using a contact person 
and there-fore raises a potential bias in their responses. Likewise, there was also a 
need to trans-late interview guide into Kiswahili language for the citizens which may 
also contribute to the loss of meaning. These deficiencies will be used as input for the 
full study. 

The study did not also incorporate the theory. This was done purposely as it was
aimed to get a taste of responses in order to apply appropriate theoretical lens. Future
research direction will be on the use of theories to define the key issues for research
framework and provide explanation for the gaps on e-government perceptions. In un-
dertaking the full study, the researcher also aims to develop separate interview guides
for the citizens and government official so as to analyze the gap between them.
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