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ABSTRACT Mobile phones are an invalu able eco nomic asset for low-income indi vid u-
als and an impor tant tool for strength en ing social ties. They may also help women over-
come phys i cal bound aries, espe cially those who are sep a rated from sup port net works 
and are bound within their hus bands’ social spheres. Using micro-level data on women 
and men from recent Demographic and Health Surveys, includ ing new infor ma tion on 
mobile phone own er ship, this study exam ines whether women’s own er ship of mobile 
phones is asso ci ated with their like li hood of hav ing expe ri enced inti mate part ner vio-
lence (IPV) across 10 low- and mid dle-income countries. Findings show that women’s 
own er ship of mobile phones is asso ci ated with a 9%–12% decreased like li hood of 
emo tional, phys i cal, and sex ual vio lence over the pre vi ous 12 months, even after con-
trol ling for char ac ter is tics proxying for socio eco nomic sta tus, house hold resources, and 
local devel op ment within the com mu nity. Estimates are neg a tive in seven out of the 10 
countries and results are robust to the use of non para met ric matching tech niques and 
instru men tal var i ables built through georeferenced ancil lary sources. In explor ing two 
poten tial mech a nisms, I show that mobile phone own er ship is pos i tively asso ci ated 
with women’s deci sion-mak ing power within the house hold (deci sion-mak ing power) 
and male part ners’ lower accept abil ity of IPV (atti tudes). Findings speak to schol ars 
and policymakers inter ested in how tech nol ogy dif fu sion relates to dynam ics of wom-
en’s empow er ment and global devel op ment.

KEYWORDS Digital tech nol ogy • Intimate part ner vio lence • Women’s sta tus •  
Demographic and Health Surveys • Low- and mid dle-income countries

Introduction

Intimate part ner vio lence (IPV), the most com mon form of vio lence against women, 
is a fun da men tal vio la tion of women’s rights and a sig nif  cant pub lic health con cern 
world wide (Chai et al. 2016).1 According to 2018 multicountry esti ma tes from the 

1 Violence per pe trated against women by their hus bands/part ners is referred to using sev eral terms, includ-
ing “spou sal abuse” and “domes tic vio lence.” Although I draw on the domes tic vio lence mod ule in the 
Demographic and Health Surveys, which also con tains infor ma tion on vio lence from house hold mem bers 
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World Health Organization (WHO), almost one third of women world wide (26%) 
expe ri ence phys i cal or sex ual vio lence by an inti mate part ner over their life time 
(WHO 2021). A sim i lar global esti mate (30%) of the fre quency of life time expo-
sure to IPV among women was obtained in a meta-anal y sis of 141 stud ies conducted 
across 81 countries (Devries et al. 2013). The study also showed that the fre quency 
of such expo sure was rel a tively high in Central sub-Saharan Africa (66%), West sub- 
Saharan Africa (42%), and South Asia (42%). Despite the dev as tat ing con se quences 
on the health and well-being of the cur rent and sub se quent gen er a tions, IPV remains 
wide spread and shows lit tle evi dence of wan ing across mul ti ple con texts.

Information and com mu ni ca tion tech nol o gies (ICTs) have improved and dif fused 
widely, even across low- and mid dle-income countries (LMICs). This mas sive global 
social trans for ma tion has led schol ars and policymakers to increas ingly con sider 
ICTs’ poten tial to empower mar gin al ized com mu ni ties and improve the lives of eco-
nom i cally vul ner a ble indi vid u als across mul ti ple domains. Among these tech nol o-
gies, mobile phones have played a cru cial role. In LMICs, mobile phones serve a 
range of func tions that may ulti mately be asso ci ated with improved social devel op-
ment out comes. With the mat u ra tion of the tech nol ogy and the expan sion of mobile 
data net works, the capabilities of mobile phones have expanded from enabling com-
mu ni ca tion to pro vid ing infor ma tion and deliv er ing ser vices (Aker and Mbiti 2010). 
The increased afford abil ity of mobile phones has also trans lated into enhanced fnan
cial inde pen dence and bet ter labor-mar ket pros pects, espe cially for women (Suri and 
Jack 2016); food secu rity and die tary qual ity (Sekabira and Qaim 2017); bet ter edu-
ca tional out comes (Aker et al. 2012); more deci sion-mak ing power for women in 
domes tic domains, such as care work (Wekwete 2014) and pol i tics (Abubakar and 
Dasuki 2018); and more pos i tive atti tudes toward women’s par tic i pa tion in pol i tics 
(Varriale et al. forthcoming). A recent global-level study sug gests that the expan sion 
of mobile phones has bol stered sus tain able devel op ment by narrowing gen der inequal-
ities, enhanc ing con tra cep tive use, and reduc ing mater nal and child mor tal ity, with the 
big gest pay offs among the poorest countries and com mu ni ties (Rotondi et al. 2020).

In light of the widely documented poten tial of mobile phones and ICTs to shape 
demo graphic and social devel op ment out comes (Bellou 2015; Billari et al. 2020; 
Rosenfeld 2017; Rotondi et al. 2020), in this study I explore whether women’s mobile 
phone own er ship is asso ci ated with an impor tant marker of women’s sta tus within the 
house hold—namely, their like li hood of expe ri enc ing IPV. The study pro vi des three 
con tri bu tions. First, although research has focused on the influ ence of media and tele
vi sion on women’s sta tus (e.g., Bhushan and Singh 2014; Jensen and Oster 2009; La 
Ferrara et al. 2012; Lee 2009), to my knowl edge, no large-scale empir i cal study has 
focused on the rela tion ship between mobile phones and IPV as a marker of women’s 
sta tus. This topic has, how ever, been touched upon in qual i ta tive stud ies from selected 
com mu ni ties in sub-Saharan Africa (SSA) and Southeast Asia (Hobbis 2018; Mpiima 
et al. 2019; Porter et al. 2020; Svensson and Larsson 2016; Uduji and Okolo-Obasi 
2018), and—albeit lim it edly—among Lati nos in the United States (Garcia 2011).

Mobile phones can facil i tate effec tive com mu ni ca tion and con nec tiv ity, fos ter 
com mu nity par tic i pa tion, and enable access to infor ma tion and vital ser vices linked 

other than the hus band/part ner, here I limit my focus to vio lence per pe trated by hus bands/part ners. I thus 
refer to vio lence using the term “inti mate part ner vio lence” (IPV) through out the study.
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to health, edu ca tion, and the econ omy. In so doing, they may help women over come 
phys i cal bound aries and pro mote infor ma tion dis sem i na tion across net works beyond 
in-per son kin ties, espe cially in places where women are sep a rated from sup port net-
works—or have none—and are bound within their hus bands’ social spheres. Although 
it might be rea son able to expect mobile phones to have a sim i lar or even enhanced 
poten tial as radio or tele vi sion, the o ret i cally speak ing, the rela tion ship between 
mobile phone own er ship and IPV might go either way. For instance, build ing on the 
same the o ret i cal model devel oped in Jensen and Oster (2009), Lee (2009) exam ined 
the causal effect of mobile phones on the sta tus of women in India and found them to 
sig nif  cantly decrease both men’s and women’s tol er ance for IPV and increase wom-
en’s auton omy in mobil ity and eco nomic inde pen dence (mobile phones as empower-
ing). Conversely, qual i ta tive evi dence from selected com mu ni ties in LMICs sug gests 
that women’s solo own er ship of mobile phones might threaten the idea of male dom-
i nance, unset tle tra di tional gen der norms within house holds, and chal lenge rooted 
patri ar chal struc tures (mobile phones as disempowering), thus trig ger ing increased 
vio lent behav ior from male part ners (Uduji and Okolo-Obasi 2018). Underlying 
some of this het ero ge ne ity are sec u lar changes in the insti tu tion of the fam ily and the 
value attached to women’s eco nomic inde pen dence (Pesando and GFC Team 2019), 
along side per sis tent bar ri ers to tech nol ogy adop tion and use, such as—in the case 
of mobile phones—women’s abil ity to use them pri vately, lack of elec tric ity within 
house holds, and high costs of air time given the pay-as-you-go nature of most phones 
in LMICs (GSMA 2020; Silver et al. 2019). Either way, I hypoth e size that mobile 
phones might be related to women’s recent expe ri ences of IPV and explore this gen-
eral hypoth e sis by pro vid ing large-scale quan ti ta tive evi dence.

As a sec ond con tri bu tion, I use cross-national, micro-level data from the most 
recent waves of the Demographic and Health Surveys (DHS), the frst to include 
a ques tion on indi vid ual-level mobile phone own er ship. The anal y sis cov ers 10 
LMICs: seven in SSA, one in Latin America and the Carib bean (LAC), and two in 
South and Southeast Asia (SA). Despite their eco nomic, social, and cul tural dif fer-
ences, I selected these countries because their DHS ques tion naires fea ture both the 
mobile phone var i able and a domes tic vio lence mod ule, thus leverag ing all  existing 
data on the topic. In addi tion, these countries are in world regions where IPV remains 
highest (WHO 2021); I am inter ested in includ ing countries where IPV is a prev a lent 
phe nom e non, along side con texts in which mobile phone dif fu sion and tech nol ogy 
adop tion have proceeded at dif fer ent paces, thus pro vid ing a het ero ge neous mul ti site 
sce nario. Finally, I focus on countries with some qual i ta tive evi dence on the topic to 
com ple ment, con tex tu al ize, and bet ter qual ify my fnd ings.

Although I shy away from causal con clu sions given the cross-sec tional nature of 
the data and the lack of exper i men tal var i a tion related to mobile phone dif fu sion, as a 
third con tri bu tion I take mul ti ple steps to strengthen cor re la tional evi dence by resort-
ing to non para met ric matching tech niques and instru men tal var i able (IV) esti ma tions 
made pos si ble by novel georeferenced data obtained from exter nal sources, such as the 
Afrobarometer and the Degree High-Resolution Full Climatology (HRFC) data set. In 
so doing, I high light the poten tial of leverag ing mul ti ple data sources and explore a set 
of mech a nisms, includ ing men’s atti tudes toward IPV. This is an impor tant con tri bu-
tion to the rel e vant lit er a ture for two rea sons. First, focus ing on both women and their 
male part ners pro vi des a more gen der-bal anced pic ture of the rela tion ship between 
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mobile phone own er ship and IPV. Second, pol i cies and pub lic dis course aimed at 
shap ing gen der norms and atti tudes are often targeted toward women, yet men’s atti-
tudes can be more resis tant to change, thus requir ing ade quate con sid er ation.2

Findings reveal that women’s own er ship of mobile phones is asso ci ated with a 
9–12% decrease in the like li hood of expe ri enc ing emo tional, phys i cal, and sex ual 
vio lence, after con trol ling for a host of indi vid ual-, part ner-, and house hold-level 
socio eco nomic char ac ter is tics, includ ing edu ca tional attain ment, house hold wealth, 
and own er ship of radio, tele vi sion, and land line tele phone. Results also hold at the 
com mu nity level, even after account ing for the pres ence of com mu nity-level facil i-
ties, such as elec tric ity, health clin ics, and other mea sures of local devel op ment, thus 
high light ing the impor tance of com mu nitylevel influ ences and gen er al ized atti tudes 
toward IPV, in line with sociodemographic schol ar ship on IPV in LMICs (Koenig 
et al. 2003; Yount et al. 2013). Despite the het ero ge neous nature of the countries in 
the anal y sis, esti ma tes are con sis tently neg a tive in seven out of the 10 countries and 
fnd ings are robust to the use of non para met ric matching tech niques and house hold 
and clus ter-level IVs. I fur ther show that some mech a nisms under ly ing the neg a-
tive asso ci a tions may operate through (1) women owning mobile phones exhibiting 
higher deci sion-mak ing power within the house hold and (2) their hus bands/part ners 
owning mobile phones hold ing less favor able atti tudes toward IPV. I con clude by 
discussing lim i ta tions and outlining rec om men da tions for sub se quent data col lec tion 
efforts that may help shed bet ter light on the causal nature of the rela tion ship.

Background

Today, the esti mated num ber of mobile phone sub scrip tions is over seven bil lion 
world wide, and mobile phone dif fu sion has occurred even in the most remote areas 
(Rotondi et al. 2020). For many indi vid u als and house holds in LMICs, mobile phones 
con sti tute their only access to the internet (GSMA 2020). Nonetheless, bar ri ers such 
as high costs of air time, lack of elec tric ity, bad work ing con di tions of phones, lack 
of dig i tal skills, and shared device use within house holds still pre vent indi vid u als—
mostly women—from fully exploiting the tech nol ogy (Silver et al. 2019).

Despite bar ri ers, the dif fu sion of mobile phones has been linked to social, eco-
nomic, and demo graphic out comes, and a prominent lit er a ture describes the causal 
impacts of tele vi sion and radio on social behav iors and atti tudes (DellaVigna and 
Kaplan 2007; Jensen and Oster 2009; Kearney and Levine 2015; La Ferrara 2016; La 
Ferrara et al. 2012; Olken 2009). Of par tic u lar rel e vance for this study, Jensen and 
Oster (2009) found that the intro duc tion of cable tele vi sion in India led to improve-
ments in women’s sta tus and gen der atti tudes: spe cif  cally, women reported increased 
auton omy and decreased son pref er ence and accept abil ity of IPV. For a review on 
the topic of mobile phones and social and eco nomic out comes, see Pesando and 
Rotondi (2020). In the fol low ing, I dis cuss a few stud ies that high light mech a nisms 
and dynam ics (chan nels) through which mobile phones may be related to IPV within 

2 Important work in soci ol ogy and demog ra phy on atti tudes toward IPV in LMICs includes Yount et al. 
(2013) and Yount, VanderEnde et al. (2014).
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the house hold and, ulti mately, to women’s sta tus in soci ety—a research area that has 
been largely neglected.

The lit er a ture on the role of mobile phones sug gests that they may con trib ute 
to a short en ing of social time and space (Geser 2004; Green 2002). Using sur vey 
data from Taiwan, Wei and Lo (2006) showed that mobile phones—irrespective of 
whether they enable online con nec tiv ity—may strengthen indi vid u als’ fam ily and 
non fam ily bonds, expand their psy cho log i cal bound aries, and facil i tate sym bolic 
prox im ity to the peo ple they reach by streamlining com mu ni ca tion (com mu ni ca tion 
chan nel). Phones are espe cially valu able to women, as they some times serve as “lib-
er a tors” (Frissen 1995; Rakow 1992). Examining women’s use of phones in a small 
com mu nity set ting, Rakow (1992) found that phones often con trib ute to miti gat ing 
women’s fears, sense of iso la tion, lone li ness, and bore dom by help ing them cope 
with con f ne ment at home and phys i cal sep a ra tion from fam ily mem bers, friends, and 
more dis tal net works.

Mobile phones may also con trib ute to expanding women’s com mu nity out reach 
and par tic i pa tion (com mu nity out reach/par tic i pa tion chan nel). Women in LMICs 
tend to face high bar ri ers to trav el ing to visit fam ily, friends, or poten tial busi ness 
con tacts. Thus, they have fewer oppor tu ni ties to voice their con cerns, view points, 
ideas, or plans and to form net works to fnd jobs, start businesses, or dis cuss pri
vate mat ters. A qual i ta tive study from the north ern city of Kano, Nigeria, sug gests 
that WhatsApp gives women more deci sion-mak ing power by expanding their free-
dom to par tic i pate in social, eco nomic, and polit i cal activ i ties (Abubakar and Dasuki 
2018), as well learn ing activ i ties that enhance their infor ma tion capabilities. These 
same women improved their media lit er acy, gained knowl edge in the areas of health 
and edu ca tion, and voiced their opin ions more openly. Even just through the use of 
SMS (Short Message Service), mobile phones may fos ter con nec tiv ity for indi vid u-
als within com mu ni ties to enable greater civic par tic i pa tion around spe cifc agen das 
(e.g., health or pol i tics), with the poten tial to shift how women’s roles are per ceived 
(Abreu Lopes and Srinivasan 2014).

Given the fore go ing evi dence, there is rea son to expect that mobile phones may 
be related to women’s sta tus within house holds and their deci sion-mak ing power 
vis-à-vis other fam ily mem bers (within-house hold deci sion-mak ing power chan nel). 
Focusing on India, Lee (2009) pro vided evi dence aligned with these expec ta tions, 
fnd ing that mobile phones sig nif  cantly decrease both men’s and women’s tol er ance 
for IPV and increase women’s auton omy in mobil ity and eco nomic inde pen dence. In 
Uganda, Sekabira and Qaim (2017) found pos i tive causal impacts of mobile phones 
on a house hold-level mea sure of gen der equal ity (i.e., the share of house hold assets 
owned by females).

Because mobile phones allow peo ple to con nect with wider net works beyond 
cores i dent kin ties, they may open up new ave nues for social learn ing, mutual infor-
ma tion exchange, and broader infor ma tion dis sem i na tion (infor ma tion dis sem i na tion 
chan nel), thereby reshaping the tra di tional learn ing paths long rec og nized as driv ers 
of gen der-role changes (Bongaarts and Watkins 1996; Montgomery and Casterline 
1996). Furthermore, access to “the life of oth ers” through the internet and social 
net work ing sites might change the desir abil ity and social accept abil ity of cer tain 
roles and behav iors and increase the reporting of unde sir able behav iors. For instance, 
given the addi tional pri vacy afforded by mobile phones rel a tive to other media, 
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women could more eas ily report IPV, gather infor ma tion on help-seek ing strat e gies, 
or directly con sult fam ily plan ning agencies.

Mobile phones may also enable access to media con tent beyond national bound-
aries and thus may pro mote expo sure to less con textspe cifc and more glob al ized and 
lib er al ized cul tural scripts about women’s roles in soci ety. In turn, these scripts may 
shape atti tudes toward women’s roles in soci ety, includ ing such unde sir able behav-
iors as IPV (gen der atti tudes chan nel). For instance, Okenwa-Emegwa et al. (2016) 
found access to tele vi sion and radio to be asso ci ated with men’s reduced odds of 
tol er at ing IPV in Nigeria. In the same coun try, Banerjee et al. (2019) found that an 
edu tain ment MTV series reduced the accept abil ity of IPV for men but had no effect 
for women. Consistent with this idea, Charles (2020) found that, for Africa, gen der 
lib er al ism regard ing the belief that men and women should have equal rights is stron-
ger among indi vid u als more exposed to glob al ized cul ture, includ ing through mobile 
phone use.

Although the chan nels outlined here are related to increased female auton omy, indi-
vidual ownership of mobile phones may also trig ger reac tions from male part ners, who 
may feel threat ened by “new” sta tus imbal ances within the house hold. Some qual-
i ta tive research in LMICs sup ports this pos si bil ity (Mpiima et al. 2019; Uduji and 
Okolo-Obasi 2018). In discussing the suit abil ity of agri cul tural exten sion pol i cies in 
Uganda, Mpiima et al. (2019) claimed that men and women jointly—rather than women 
only—need to be included in the pro vi sion of ICT-enabled agri cul tural infor ma tion 
ser vices, as this pushes men to under stand the ben e ft of ICTs for the house hold’s eco
nomic well-being with out feel ing excluded. Men’s exclu sion is, in fact, asso ci ated with 
increased IPV, tied to the idea of threat ened male dom i nance. Some of this evi dence is 
also con sis tent with lit er a ture on women’s auton omy in terms of higher rel a tive edu-
ca tion, employ ment, and fnan cial inde pen dence and unequal gen der dynam ics within 
house holds, as dem on strated by Weitzman (2014) in India and by Behrman (2019) in 
Kenya, Uganda, and Zimbabwe. It is cru cial to stress that, along side lib er al ized cul tural 
scripts, tech nol ogy and media may also spread gen der-tra di tional ideas and strengthen 
gen der ste reo types, thus reinforcing the just-men tioned back lash effects—as shown by 
Forsyth and Ward (forth com ing) in Honduras and Gray (2014) in Malawi.

Whether ICTs in the form of mobile phone access are asso ci ated with higher or 
lower IPV is ulti mately an empir i cal ques tion, and one that I explore in the cur-
rent study. Because of data lim i ta tions, how ever, I am only  able to explore mech a-
nisms related to deci sion-mak ing power and gen der atti tudes. Evidence from related 
research sug gests that enhanced con nec tiv ity and com mu ni ca tion, more active infor-
ma tion-seek ing, increased out reach and com mu nity par tic i pa tion, and expanded 
access to ser vices are other via ble mech a nisms.

Data and Measures

This study uses data from the DHS, pub licly avail  able nation ally rep re sen ta tive sur-
veys of women aged 15–49 and men aged 15–60.3 DHS data are a sen si ble choice 

3 See https:  /  /dhsprogram  .com  /data  /.
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for this kind of anal y sis for sev eral rea sons. First, although data on indi vid ual-level 
adop tion of mobile tech nol o gies that can be linked to devel op ment out comes are 
rarely avail  able, some of the lat est DHS sur veys col lect data on whether respon-
dents them selves—not the house hold—own a mobile phone. Second, some DHS 
sur veys include a domes tic vio lence (DV) mod ule that col lects infor ma tion on 
women’s expe ri ences of IPV within the house hold.4 Also, since 1999, DHS has 
widely col lected infor ma tion on men’s and women’s atti tudes toward wife beat ing, 
one of the most com mon forms of vio lence across LMICs (Kishor and Subaiya 
2008). Third, DHS sur veys con tain detailed geo graphic infor ma tion about where 
respon dents live, which allows aug men ta tion of DHS data with geocoded data from 
ancil lary sources.

To sum ma rize, I uti lize DHS sur veys that report infor ma tion on respon dents’ own-
er ship of mobile phones and con tain a DV mod ule.5 Following these con straints on 
the women’s sam ples, I iden tify the respec tive men’s sam ples to obtain infor ma tion 
on men’s atti tudes toward IPV; there is no reporting of actual vio lence in the men’s 
sam ples. The com bined data set includes 10 LMICs—Angola, Burundi, Ethiopia, 
Malawi, Tanzania, Uganda, and Zimbabwe in SSA; Haiti in LAC; and Nepal and 
Timor-Leste in SA. I pool these countries’ lat est DHS sur vey waves for women 
and men, obtaining a pooled women’s fle for the core of the anal y sis and a pooled 
men’s fle (of cur rent part ners/hus bands of women who com pleted the DV mod ule) 
for explo ra tion of poten tial mech a nisms. Countryspe cifc results are pro vided by 
leverag ing coun try and mobile phone own er ship inter ac tions.

Although the core of the anal y sis is solely based on DHS data to pre serve inter-
nal con sis tency, coun try cov er age, and ade quate sam ple sizes, I also con duct a series 
of ancil lary ana ly ses augmenting DHS data with exter nal sources using geo graphic 
infor ma tion. Specifcally, I link DHS data with infor ma tion from the Afrobarome-
ter,6 exploiting the fact that sur vey enu mer a tors in the Afrobarometer recorded the 
avail abil ity of spe cifc facil i ties, includ ing mobile phone cov er age in the respon dent’s 
local geo graphic unit. Second, I link DHS data to the HRFC data set, which con tains 
infor ma tion on total light ning flash rates seen by the spaceborne Optical Transient 
Detector and Lightning Imaging Sensor, a dis tal proxy for the func tion ing of anten-
nas on the ground. Third, to make sure that access to tech nol ogy does not mask wider 
devel op men tal pro cesses unfolding at the local (clus ter or com mu nity) level, I fur ther 
link aug mented DHS data to the Visible Infrared Imaging Radiometer Suite (VIIRS) 

4 DHS meth od ol ogy includes pro to cols to ensure qual ity and rigor in the data col lec tion pro cess. For 
exam ple, all  inter view facil i ta tors and par tic i pants are gen der matched, and one-on-one interviewing is the 
stan dard pro ce dure. However, when pri vacy is not pos si ble, inter view ers are trained to record the pres ence 
of oth ers (i.e., women, hus band, other men, chil dren <10 years) and whether they appear to be lis ten ing. 
Although this pro ce dure does not apply to the full DHS ques tion naire, oth ers’ pres ence in the imme di ate 
inter view con text is recorded dur ing inquiry into sen si tive sub jects (e.g., sex ual behav iors and health, 
female gen i tal muti la tion/cut ting), includ ing atti tudes toward IPV. In this study, we lim ited the sam ple to 
women who com pleted the entire DV mod ule in con di tions of full pri vacy.
5 Some countries (e.g., Armenia) had both types of infor ma tion, but they were excluded from this anal y sis 
because mobile phone own er ship is near uni ver sal and, thus, there was no var i abil ity in the main pre dic tor 
of inter est.
6 See https:  /  /www  .afrobarometer  .org  /data.
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Nighttime Imagery data set, which con tains infor ma tion on night time lights, a 
well-established proxy for local devel op ment (Bruederle and Hodler 2018; Pokhriyal 
and Jacques 2017). These addi tional data sources pro vide use ful con trol var i ables 
that may operate as con found ers in the rela tion ship of inter est, as well as allow for 
the con struc tion of novel and plau si bly exog e nous IVs for mobile phone own er ship. 
A sim i larly aug mented DHS data set was used by Rotondi et al. (2020) to study the 
rela tion ship between mobile phone own er ship and sus tain able devel op ment. Note 
that the aug mented fle—mostly because of coun try cov er age in the Afrobarometer 
(i.e., Africa)—lim its some robust ness ana ly ses to the seven SSA countries.7

Figure 1 pro vi des sum mary infor ma tion on the coun tryspe cifc share of women 
15–49 and men 15–60 owning a mobile phone, com puted on full DHS sam ples. 
Despite con sid er able sex dif fer ences, whereby men’s shares are gen er ally higher than 
women’s by at least 10 per cent age points, the two pan els show sim i lar pat terns across 
countries. Burundi has the low est shares of women and men owning a mobile phone 
(24% and 46%, respec tively) and Nepal has the highest shares (73% and 89%). Over-

7 Where excluded, countries—together with over all sam ple sizes—are spec i fed in table and fg ure 
foot notes.

.51

.24
.27

.33

.52

.46

.70

.55

.73

.66

0

.2

.4

.6

.8

1

 S
h

ar
e 

O
w

n
in

g
 a

 M
o

b
ile

 P
h

o
n

e

Angola Burundi Ethiopia Malawi Tanzania Uganda Zimbabwe Haiti Nepal Timor-Leste

.70

.46

.54 .52

.69
.66

.74

.67

.89

.76

0

.2

.4

.6

.8

1

 S
h

ar
e 

O
w

n
in

g
 a

 M
o

b
ile

 P
h

o
n

e

Angola Burundi Ethiopia Malawi Tanzania Uganda Zimbabwe Haiti Nepal Timor-Leste

Men Aged 15–60

Women Aged 15–49

Fig. 1 Mobile phone ownership for women and men, by country. Data are from DHS women’s and men’s 
complete fles, with respective sampling weights. Women: N = 154,900. Men: N = 71,219. Figure A.1 in the 
online appendix reports corresponding estimates (aligned) on the analytic samples.
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all, there is con sid er able var i a tion in access to mobile tech nol ogy in the study coun-
tries, which sug gests a dif fer en tial pace of mobile phone expan sion across con texts, 
along side per sis tent gen der gaps favor ing men. With respect to the mobile phone 
var i able, the DHS pro vi des infor ma tion only on mobile phone own er ship. Although 
inten sity of use is not cap tured, exter nal infor ma tion from the Afrobarometer sug-
gests that once women own a mobile phone, using it daily is the norm.8

Table 1 pro vi des sum mary sta tis tics on the out comes of inter est for both women 
and men, list ing the sur vey waves included in the anal y sis and their sam ple sizes. 
In this respect, a few specifcities of the DV mod ule are worth not ing. The DHS 
pro gram, in accor dance with guide lines from WHO (WHO 2001), ran domly selects 
one woman from the eli gi ble women in the house hold for the optional indi vid ual 
ques tion naire for this mod ule (Chai et al. 2016; Kishor and Johnson 2004). Thus, the 
num ber of women with infor ma tion on domes tic vio lence is lower than the num ber 
selected for the com plete DHS indi vid ual inter view.

DHS data fea ture two IPV mea sures: an indi ca tor of vio lence expe ri enced in the 
12 months before the sur vey and a cumu la tive life time vic tim i za tion mea sure. As 
there is no infor ma tion on the exact tim ing of mobile phone own er ship, I am inter-
ested in out comes that mea sure recent expe ri ences of IPV to allow for proper tem po-
ral spec i fc ity. Therefore, I use the for mer mea sure and build indi ca tor var i ables for 
emo tional, phys i cal, and sex ual vio lence expe ri enced over the pre vi ous 12 months 
(see Table A.1 of the online appen dix for the exact instances that make up each cat-
e gory). Note that “less severe” and “severe” phys i cal vio lence are merged together 
and, although sex ual vio lence is a form of phys i cal vio lence, I keep the two dis tinct 
fol low ing the rel e vant lit er a ture on the topic (Ahinkorah et al. 2018; Caridad Bueno 
and Henderson 2017; Chai et al. 2016; Peterman et al. 2015). I also con struct an 
over all dummy var i able of whether the woman has recently expe ri enced any type of 
vio lence.9

A large part of the DV mod ule asks about vio lence per pe trated by the cur rent hus-
band/part ner for women who are cur rently mar ried and the most recent hus band/part-
ner for women who are cur rently divorced, sep a rated, or widowed. Thus, the sam ple 
is women ever mar ried or in a union. Ever-mar ried women are those who self-report 
as being mar ried, divorced, sep a rated, or widowed, or liv ing with or hav ing ever lived 
with a man as if mar ried. Following influ en tial lit er a ture on the topic that sug gests 
that in set tings where the def  ni tion of union is ambig u ous (e.g., because civil and 
cus tom ary mar riages coex ist) the pro cess of union for ma tion is fluid and distinguish-
ing between for mal and infor mal unions may be impos si ble (Casterline et al. 1986; 
Clark and Brauner-Otto 2015; Pesando 2021), I keep “mar ried” and “liv ing together” 
as a sin gle cat e gory.

I restrict the sam ple of women who com pleted the DV mod ule to women who 
were interviewed in con di tions of full pri vacy and who were cur rently mar ried or 

8 Data from the Afrobarometer 2015 reveal—con di tional on owning a mobile phone—the share of women 
who use their mobile phone daily is .81 in Burundi, .82 in Malawi, .89 in Tanzania, .83 in Uganda, and .73 
in Zimbabwe. No data are read ily avail  able for the remaining countries, yet shares might be sim i lar or even 
higher, espe cially in more highly devel oped con texts, such as Nepal.
9 I favor a dichot o mous var i able over an index so that all  four out comes are binary. Results are vir tu ally 
unchanged irrespective of how this sum mary indi ca tor is built (index as the sum of instances, index of fre-
quency, index with prin ci pal com po nent anal y sis).
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in union at the time of the sur vey. This restric tion is needed because of the types 
of out comes explored—IPV over the pre vi ous 12 months—and the lack of proper 
infor ma tion on the tim ing of mobile phone pur chase. By restricting the sam ple to 
women cur rently in vio lent ver sus non vi o lent rela tion ships, I reduce the con cern that 
own er ship of a mobile phone might fol low the expe ri enc ing of IPV, thus assuag ing 
con cerns related to tem po ral order ing.

Analyses of women’s IPV expe ri ences are complemented with ana ly ses of men’s 
IPV atti tudes. DHS sur veys ask all  men—not just one ran domly selected per house-
hold—a series of ques tions regard ing whether they deem wife beat ing jus ti f able 
under fve spe cifc cir cum stances: if the wife goes out with out tell ing the hus band, 
neglects the chil dren, argues with the hus band, refuses to have sex, or burns food. 
I com bine these var i ables and dichot o mize responses into an atti tude index built as 
the sum of the instances, rang ing from 0 to 5. I also restrict the sam ple of men to the 
part ners/hus bands of the women who com pleted the DV mod ule and live in the same 
house hold. Hence, sam ple sizes are sig nif  cantly reduced (e.g., Uganda and Timor
Leste are not included, as no men were interviewed in such house holds).

Although there is con sid er able var i a tion across countries and types of vio lence, 
fnd ings from Table 1 (top panel) sug gest that women expe ri ence IPV at very high 
fre quen cies. Nepal is the only coun try in which less than 20% of women reported 
hav ing expe ri enced any form of vio lence in the pre vi ous 12 months. In the other 
countries, esti ma tes range between 24% in Haiti to 41% in Uganda. Looking at each 
type of vio lence sep a rately, Uganda has the highest share of women hav ing expe ri-
enced emo tional vio lence (31%), followed by Tanzania (28%) and Zimbabwe (25%). 
Physical vio lence is most prev a lent in Timor-Leste (33%), followed by Tanzania 
(27%) and Angola (24%). Conversely, sex ual vio lence is highly prev a lent in Burundi 
(20%) and Uganda (17%), while less com mon (below 5%) in Nepal and Timor-Leste. 
Only very minor discrepancies are observed across the dif fer ent sam ples. Looking at 
the sam ple of men (bot tom panel), accept abil ity of IPV is par tic u larly wide spread in 
Timor-Leste, Tanzania, and Uganda.

Methodology

My meth od o log i cal approach begins with pro vid ing graph i cal descrip tive evi dence 
on the rela tion ship between women’s mobile phone own er ship and their expe ri-
ence of IPV in the pre vi ous 12 months. I then run a series of ordi nary least-squares 
(OLS) regres sions predicting emo tional, phys i cal, sex ual, and any vio lence, coded as 
dummy var i ables (hence lin ear prob a bil ity mod els, LPM). In these mod els, I incre-
men tally con trol for a series of var i ables. Specifcally, I run four mod els per out come 
in which model 1 pro vi des a sim ple bivar i ate asso ci a tion; model 2 adds indi vid ual-
level con trols, namely, whether the respon dent has ever accessed the internet, her 
level of edu ca tion (none, pri mary, sec ond ary, or higher), age, cur rent work ing sta tus, 
and cur rent mar i tal sta tus (mar ried vs. in union); model 3 adds part ner-level con trols, 
such as his level of edu ca tion (none, pri mary, sec ond ary, or higher), cur rent work ing 
sta tus, coresidence with the woman, and whether he drinks alco hol; and model 4 
(full spec i fi ca tion, hence forth) adds house hold-level con trols, includ ing loca tion of 
res i dence (rural vs. urban), wealth index, and three dummy var i ables for whether the 
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house hold has radio, tele vi sion, and land line tele phone. The main ana ly ses are pooled 
to pre serve sta tis ti cal power, with coun try fxed effects included in all  mod els. Coef-
fcient esti ma tes by coun try are obtained through mobile phone own er ship–coun try 
inter ac tions and reported along side the pooled ana ly ses. Analyses of women’s IPV 
out comes are weighted using the appro pri ate DV weights pro vided by the DHS and 
account for the com plex DHS sur vey design by adjusting the stan dard errors for clus-
ter sam pling at the level of the pri mary sam pling unit (PSU).10

For the com mu nity-level ana ly ses, I aggre gate the vio lence var i ables at the com-
mu nity level, so that they rep re sent the clus ter-level share of women expe ri enc ing 
emo tional, phys i cal, sex ual, and any vio lence. The logic fol lows the same four step-
wise mod els with three minor dif fer ences: (1) cat e gor i cal var i ables, such as level of 
edu ca tion, are col lapsed into dummy var i ables before the aggre ga tion (e.g., share of 
women with sec ond ary edu ca tion or above); (2) the full spec i f ca tion also includes 
clus ter-level con trols from the geolocalized Afrobarometer (pres ence of elec tric ity 
and health clin ics within the PSU) and the VIIRS Nighttime Imagery data set (night-
time lights); and (3) the full spec i f ca tion also accounts for gen er al ized atti tudes 
toward IPV in the com mu nity, in line with evi dence pro vided by Cools and Kotsadam 
(2017) and Koenig et al. (2003) suggesting that com mu nity influ ences mat ter greatly 
for explaining IPV out comes in LMICs.

Despite the fact that the fore go ing approach takes steps to min i mize con cerns of 
reverse cau sal ity, I work with cross-sec tional data, suggesting that unob served het ero-
ge ne ity may pre vent one from draw ing solid causal con clu sions. For instance, although 
it is pos si ble that women who enter a union might be less at risk of being vic tim ized 
if they own a mobile phone, it is equally likely that women who have con trol ling hus-
bands might face bar ri ers to owning a per sonal phone. Similarly, there may be real per-
son al ity dif fer ences between women who spend money to pur chase a mobile phone and 
those who do not. While these issues can hardly be solved with out exper i men tal var-
i a tion, I com ple ment these asso ci a tions with esti ma tes from non para met ric matching 
mod els and instru men tal var i able tech niques. In so doing, I see this com ple men tar ity 
of approaches as a way to test the robust ness of the fnd ings rather than infer cau sal ity.

Nonparametric matching mod els have two dis tinct fea tures rel a tive to regres sion- 
based approaches: they do not assume any a pri ori func tional form for the  rela tion ship 
between mobile phone own er ship and IPV out comes, and they rely on com par ing (or 
“matching”) the treat ment obser va tions with a closely matched set of con trol obser-
va tions rather than using all  the untreated obser va tions in the sam ple as con trols. I 
esti mate two types of matching mod els—namely, nearest-neigh bor and coars ened 
exact matching.11 I match on respon dents’ edu ca tion, loca tion of res i dence, wealth, 
and coun try, with exact matches requested by loca tion of res i dence and coun try. By 
matching on these socio eco nomic sta tus (SES) var i ables, I attempt to address the 

10 In other words, set ting the right sur vey design by using the proper weights does not require addi tional 
clus ter ing of stan dard errors (Hindin et al. 2008).
11 Nearest-neigh bor matching with dis tance based on pro pen sity score dif fer ences or Mahalanobis dis tance 
involves run ning through the list of treated units and selecting the clos est eli gi ble con trol unit to be paired 
with each treated unit. It is the most com mon form of matching used (Thoemmes and Kim 2011). Coarsened 
exact matching is a form of stra tum matching that involves frst coars en ing the covariates by cre at ing bins 
and then performing exact matching on the new coars ened ver sions of the covariates (Iacus et al. 2012).
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con cern that women owning a mobile phone might expe ri ence lower rates of IPV 
sim ply because they have higher SES to start with. Like OLS, how ever, non para met-
ric matching mod els assume that selec tion into owning a mobile phone is solely based 
on observ able char ac ter is tics and is, there fore, exog e nous to women’s IPV out comes, 
con di tional on includ ing these char ac ter is tics. As this assump tion may not hold 
(e.g., because of per son al ity dif fer ences), I pro vide addi tional esti ma tes through IV, 
likely the most reli able way to min i mize endogeneity con cerns with cross-sec tional  
data in the absence of exper i men tal var i a tion. Assaad et al. (2017) adopted a sim i-
lar approach com bin ing matching tech niques with IV esti ma tes using cross-sec tional 
DHS data to study IPV in Colombia.

The main assump tion for IV approaches is that an exog e nous instru ment can be 
found that affects the “treat ment” (mobile phone own er ship) but is exclud able from 
the out come equa tion. I made a good faith effort to iden tify instru ments that sat isfy 
these con di tions but, as always, it is hard to exclude all  pos si ble threats to  validity. 
Using the mobile phone var i able, I build a house hold-level instru ment that mea-
sures the share of house holds within the same clus ter—exclud ing the respon dent’s 
house hold—in which at least one woman has a mobile phone. This var i able is likely 
to proxy for net work cov er age within the clus ter, thus affect ing a woman’s like li hood 
to own a mobile phone her self (pos i tive frststage coef f cient); how ever, by exclud ing 
the house hold of inter est, it is argu  ably exog e nous to that woman’s IPV out comes.12 
I com ple ment this house hold-level IV—which retains the full sam ple size and the 10 
countries, as it is built solely using DHS data—with clus ter-level IVs built using geo-
coded infor ma tion from the Afrobarometer (mobile ser vice cov er age) and the HRFC 
(light ning flash rates). Mobile ser vice cov er age is expected to increase the prob a bil
ity of owning and using a mobile device (pos i tive frst stage). At the same time, it is 
highly depen dent on such geo graphic fac tors as the pres ence of hills, moun tains, and 
val leys, hence argu  ably unre lated to other fac tors affect ing IPV out comes. Similarly, 
the ratio nale for con sid er ing light ning strikes is that mobile-tech nol ogy adop tion 
is slower and con nec tiv ity weaker in areas where strikes are more fre quent, likely 
because of dam aged anten nas on the ground (neg a tive frst stage). The reli abil ity of 
these clus ter-level var i ables as IVs for mobile phone access and use has been tested in  
rel e vant stud ies on the topic (Manacorda and Tesei 2020; Rotondi et al. 2020; (Varriale 
et al. forthcoming). When all  IVs are used together, the sam ple is reduced to the seven 
SSA countries, yet a Sargan–Hansen sta tis tic (J test) can be obtained. As both the 
endog e nous var i able and the out comes are binary, I adopt a two-stage least-squares 
(2SLS) approach fol low ing Angrist and Pischke (2009) and report com ple men tary 
bivar i ate probit esti ma tes in the online appen dix.

Descriptive Evidence

Figure 2 pro vi des descrip tive evi dence (i.e., no con trols included) on the rela-
tion ship between women’s mobile phone own er ship and IPV over the pre vi ous 

12 This var i able is built using infor ma tion from the entire sam ple of women in the DHS women’s sur veys, 
not just those who com pleted the DV mod ule.
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12 months for the pooled sam ple of countries. The fg ure con tains a panel for 
each type of vio lence, and one for the sum mary IPV var i able; anal o gous esti ma-
tes for this lat ter var i able by coun try are reported in Figure A.2 (online appen dix). 
All four pan els pro vide the same descrip tive fnd ing: women who own a mobile 
phone report expe ri enc ing IPV less fre quently than other women. The dif fer ence 
is quite sub stan tial, rang ing from about fve per cent age points for  emo tional and 
sex ual vio lence to six per cent age points for phys i cal vio lence. Overall, 36% of 
women with out a mobile phone report hav ing expe ri enced any type of vio lence 
over the pre vi ous 12 months, com pared with 28% of women with one. Evidence 
by coun try is aligned for nine out of 10 countries and is par tic u larly strong in 
SSA, except for Angola, where women with and with out mobile phones report the 
same prev a lence of IPV (.34). In Timor-Leste, dif fer ences still favor women with 
mobile phones, although just slightly (about two per cent age points). These trends 
may sim ply be driven by dif fer ent observed (e.g., socio eco nomic) and unob-
served  char ac ter is tics of indi vid u als with and with out mobile phones, by house-
hold- or com mu nity-level fac tors, or by other omit ted var i ables. Thus, I turn to 
a more detailed anal y sis that accounts for poten tial con found ers and alter na tive 
meth od ol o gies.
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Fig. 2 Experience of intimate partner violence over the previous 12 months by women’s mobile phone 
ownership. Data are from DHS women’s fles, with domestic violence weights. Analytic sample: currently 
married women who completed the DV module in full privacy. The frst three dichotomous variables are 
plotted on the same scale. N = 50,712.
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Results

Women’s Experiences of IPV Over the Previous 12 Months

Individual-Level Analyses

Table 2 reports only the esti mated coef f cient on mobile phone own er ship; see Table 
A.2 in the online appen dix for detailed esti ma tes with coef f cients on all  con trols. In 
line with the descrip tive sta tis tics presented in Figure 2, esti mated coef f cients pro vide 
evi dence of a con sis tently neg a tive asso ci a tion between mobile phone own er ship and 
IPV. For all  types of vio lence, esti ma tes are robust to the inclu sion of coun try fxed 
effects and indi vid ual-, part ner-, and house hold-level con trols. For all  out comes, the 
full spec i f ca tion decreases the mag ni tude of the esti mated coef f cients by about half, 
yet the sta tis ti cal sig nif  cance is unal tered. The full spec i f ca tion sug gests that own-
ing a mobile phone is asso ci ated with a decrease in emo tional, phys i cal, sex ual, and 
any  vio lence of 2.6, 2.7, 1.3, and 3.3 per cent age points, respec tively, or by 9%–12%. 
Although these asso ci a tions can not be deemed causal, they are purged from poten tial 
con found ers related to SES and wealth dif fer ences between indi vid u als and house holds.

Other con trols (see Table A.2) are in line with expec ta tions and existing research on 
the topic. Use of the internet is neg a tively and sig nif  cantly asso ci ated with IPV, with 
a coef f cient that is about two thirds that of mobile phone own er ship. This sug gests 
that mobile phones mat ter above and beyond the fact that some (i.e., smartphones) 
may enable internet access or that house holds may have internet access through other 
sources. Education dem on strates a clear neg a tive gra di ent, whereby more highly 
edu cated women are less likely to expe ri ence IPV. Women who cur rently work are 
more likely to expe ri ence IPV, suggesting that work out side of the house hold—a 
rea son able proxy for women’s auton omy—may trig ger withinhouse hold con flicts 
because of the overturning of tra di tional gen der roles. This fnd ing is in line with 
Yount, Zureick-Brown, and Salem (2014), who documented a pos i tive asso ci a tion 
between Egyp tian women’s expe ri ences of IPV and their eco nomic par tic i pa tion, 
largely attrib uted to com pen sa tion the o ries—that is, whereby women seek to off set 
dis sat is fac tion in one domain by pur su ing sat is fac tion in another. Not sur pris ingly, 
coresidence with the part ner and male drink ing behav ior are pos i tively asso ci ated 
with IPV, while hus bands’ edu ca tion shows a neg a tive gra di ent. Of the house hold-
level con trols, loca tion of res i dence is not sig nif  cantly asso ci ated with IPV, while 
house hold wealth is neg a tively asso ci ated with all  types of vio lence. There is no 
con sis tent asso ci a tion between own er ship of a radio or land line tele phone and IPV; 
how ever, tele vi sion own er ship is neg a tively and sig nif  cantly asso ci ated with the 
out come, in line with the lit er a ture on tele vi sion’s role in con vey ing trans for ma tive 
val ues and ideas and shap ing gen der norms (e.g., La Ferrara 2016; La Ferrara et al. 
2012). A sim ple com par i son of the mobile phone and tele vi sion coef f cients sug gests 
that the for mer is about dou ble in size, more sta tis ti cally sig nif  cant, and more con sis
tently so across IPV out comes.

Figure 3 (left panel) sum ma rizes the esti mated asso ci a tions (full spec i f ca tions) 
on the pooled sam ple. As sam ple size allows, I con clude this set of ana ly ses by 
interacting the mobile phone own er ship var i able with coun try dummy var i ables to 
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eval u ate whether sim i larly neg a tive asso ci a tions are observed in each coun try. For 
the lat ter, I only report results from the full spec i f ca tion using the sum mary IPV out
come (right panel), yet fnd ings across types of vio lence are con sis tent. The mobile 
phone coef f cient is neg a tive in seven out of the 10 study countries, and sta tis ti cally 
sig nif  cant at least at the 10% level in six (Burundi, Ethiopia, Malawi, Tanzania, 
Uganda, and Nepal); the coef f cient is roughly zero in Zimbabwe and TimorLeste. 
In line with the descrip tive sta tis tics that show no dif fer ences in IPV by mobile phone 
own er ship (Figure A.2, online appen dix), Angola emerges as the main excep tion—
espe cially among SSA countries—in this anal y sis, as the asso ci a tion between mobile 
phone own er ship and IPV is pos i tive, though not sig nif  cant. Although iden ti fy ing the 
pre cise mech a nism is chal leng ing with these data, I hypoth e size that chan nels such as 
increased female empow er ment threat en ing male dom i nance—com bined with wom-
en’s lim ited abil ity to use phones inde pen dently of their part ners—might be at play.

Community-Level Analyses

Next, I explore whether the asso ci a tions found at the indi vid ual level hold at the com-
mu nity (or clus ter) level, fol low ing the same step wise approach just outlined. Results 
are sum ma rized in Figure 4, which pro vi des esti ma tes of the mobile phone own er ship 
coef f cients for women for each out come on the pooled sam ple (left panel) and for the 

Table 2 Coeffcients from ordi nary leastsquares regres sion mod els show ing asso ci a tions between mobile 
phone own er ship by women and expe ri ence of inti mate part ner vio lence over the pre vi ous 12 months

Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 Model 4

Emotional Violence –.046** –.035** –.024** –.026**
(.006) (.007) (.006) (.007)

Physical Violence –.062** –.038** –.026** –.027**
(.005) (.006) (.006) (.006)

Sexual Violence –.031** –.022** –.015** –.013**
(.004) (.004) (.004) (.004)

Any Violence –.072** –.047** –.032** –.033**
(.007) (.007) (.007) (.007)

Country Dummy Variables Yes Yes Yes Yes
Individual-Level Controls No Yes Yes Yes
Partner-Level Controls No No Yes Yes
Household-Level Controls No No No Yes
Observations 50,712 50,712 50,681 49,849

Notes: Domestic vio lence (DV) weights were used. Standard errors are shown in paren the ses. Analytic 
sam ple: cur rently mar ried/in union women who com pleted the DV mod ule in full pri vacy. Individual-level 
con trols include any use of the internet, woman’s edu ca tion, age, cur rent work ing sta tus, and cur rent 
mar i tal sta tus (mar ried vs. in union). Partner-level con trols include part ner’s edu ca tion, cur rent work ing 
sta tus, coresidence with the woman, and whether the part ner drinks alco hol. Household-level con trols 
include rural/urban loca tion of res i dence, wealth, and pres ence of radio, tele vi sion, and land line phone 
in the house hold. Model 4 is the full spec i f ca tion. The dis crep ancy in num ber of obser va tions between 
mod els 1 and 4 is due to the lack of infor ma tion on house hold dura ble assets (mainly tele vi sion and radio) 
for some women.

**p < .01

D
ow

nloaded from
 http://dup.silverchair.com

/dem
ography/article-pdf/59/2/653/1511199/653pesando.pdf by guest on 23 April 2024



669Mobile Technology and Intimate Partner Violence

–.026

–.027

–.013

–.033

0–.01–.02–.03–.04–.05 –.15 –.10 –.05

Emotional violence
Physical violence
Sexual violence
Any violence

 By violence type, pooled

Angola

Burundi

Ethiopia

Malawi

Tanzania

Uganda

Zimbabwe

Haiti

Nepal

Timor-Leste

0 .05

Any violence, by country

Coefficient Coefficient

Fig. 3 Associations from OLS regressions between women’s mobile phone ownership and experience of 
intimate partner violence over the previous 12 months, for all countries combined (left panel) and by coun-
try (right panel). Data are from DHS women’s fles, with domestic violence weights. Full specifcations are 
reported (all controls included). The right panel reports estimates from country × mobile phone interactions 
for the any violence outcome. Analytic sample: currently married women who completed the DV module 
in full privacy. Corresponding estimates with coeffcients on all controls are provided in Table A.2 in the 
online appendix. Whiskers represent 90% confdence intervals. N = 49,849.

sum mary IPV out come by coun try (right panel).13 Detailed esti ma tes reporting coef f
cients on all  var i ables are pro vided in Table A.3 (online appen dix).

Results are con sis tent with the indi vid ual-level evi dence: higher clus ter-level 
mobile phone own er ship is asso ci ated with lower prev a lence of IPV at the com mu-
nity level across all  types of vio lence, albeit esti ma tes for sex ual vio lence are not 
dif fer ent from zero. As expected, the pres ence of elec tric ity and health clin ics in 
the PSU are neg a tively asso ci ated with IPV out comes. Conversely, while night time 
lights are neg a tively asso ci ated with atti tudes toward vio lence (as expected in con-
texts of higher local devel op ment), the rela tion ship with IPV is pos i tive. This fnd ing 
may sug gest that reporting of IPV is higher where local devel op ment is higher. Alter-
natively, as indi cated by the pos i tive coef f cient for loca tion of res i dence (urban), 
night time lights may be partly cap tur ing more urban ized areas. Nonetheless, I am 
con f dent that by includ ing other var i ables (e.g., mean edu ca tion of women and their 
part ners, aver age com mu nity wealth), I ade quately con trol for poten tial con found ers 
tied to SES dif fer ences between com mu ni ties. Lastly, IPV is much higher in com mu-
ni ties where women’s accep tance of IPV is higher. Estimates by coun try sug gest that, 
despite the dif fer ent con texts, there is lit tle cross-coun try var i abil ity in the esti mated 

13 Note that, once aggre gated, mobile phone own er ship is not an indi vid ual-level, binary var i able any-
more. Hence, I use a 50% thresh old for mobile phone own er ship to esti mate the inter ac tions and to plot 
the coun tryspe cifc coef f cients.
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asso ci a tions, which are neg a tive in fve out of seven countries. While Angola and 
Zimbabwe depart from the over all trends, there is not enough evi dence to con clude 
that the com mu nity-level asso ci a tions are in fact pos i tive in either con text.

Robustness Checks

Matching

I con duct sev eral robust ness checks that move beyond OLS esti ma tes to at least in part 
address some endogeneity con cerns. I pro ceed incre men tally, starting from a series of 
non para met ric matching mod els matching indi vid u als on the basis of observed char-
ac ter is tics. In panel A of Table 3, I pres ent two mod els: (1) nearest-neigh bor matching 
(nn) with Mahalanobis dis tance met ric, matching on edu ca tion, house hold wealth, 
loca tion of res i dence (rural/urban), and coun try; and (2) coars ened exact matching 
(cem), coars en ing these same covariates frst and then performing exact matching 
on them. The table pro vi des the aver age treat ment effect of women’s mobile phone 
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Fig. 4 Community (cluster)-level associations from OLS regressions between women’s mobile phone 
ownership and prevalence of intimate partner violence over the previous 12 months in the community, 
for all countries combined (left panel) and by country (right panel). Data are from DHS women’s fles, 
aggregated by cluster and merged with georeferenced information from the Afrobarometer (presence of 
electricity and health clinics within the PSU) and Visible Infrared Imaging Radiometer Suite data (night-
time lights). Full specifcations are reported (all controls included). The right panel reports estimates from 
country × mobile phone diffusion (dichotomized to 50% as threshold for diffusion) for the any violence 
outcome. Corresponding estimates with coeffcients on all controls are provided in Table A.3 in the online 
appendix. Haiti, Nepal, and Timor-Leste are missing from these analyses owing to the lack of georefer-
enced information. Whiskers represent 90% confdence intervals. N = 4,282 (clusters).
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Table 3 Robustness checks: Matching on observ able char ac ter is tics show ing aver age treat ment effects of 
mobile phone own er ship on inti mate part ner vio lence (top panel) and instru men tal var i able 2SLS esti ma-
tes (bot tom panel)

A. Matching

Nearest-Neighbor Matching 
(Mahalanobis met ric)

(1)

Coarsened Exact 
Matching

(2)

Emotional Violence Coef. –.043** –.032†

(SE) (.007) (.017)
Observations 47,144 47,144

Physical Violence Coef. –.040** –.055**
(SE) (.006) (.014)
Observations 47,144 47,144

Sexual Violence Coef. –.019** –.031*
(SE) (.005) (.016)
Observations 47,144 47,144

Any Violence Coef. –.053** –.061**
(SE) (.008) (.020)
Observations 47,144 47,144

B. IV 2SLS Household-Level IV  
(1)

Household- and 
Cluster-Level IVs  

(2)

Emotional Vio lence Coef. –.096* –.093†

(SE) (.045) (.056)
Observations 47,604 36,675
Hansen J (p value) .121

Physical Vio lence Coef. –.078* –.124**
(SE) (.035) (.045)
Observations 47,604 36,675
Hansen J (p value) .143

Sexual Vio lence Coef. –.060* –.044†

(SE) (.024) (.026)
Observations 47,604 36,675
Hansen J (p value) .432

Any Vio lence Coef. –.099* –.136*
(SE) (.048) (.062)
Observations 47,604 36,675
Hansen J (p value) .241

First-Stage Estimates

Share of Households .902** .629**
(.011) (.019)

Flash Rates (log) –.037** –.008*
(.007) (.003)

Cellphone Coverage .127** .024**
(.015) (.009)

Controls and Country Fixed Effects Yes Yes Yes
F Sta tis tic 87.7 65.3 64.3
Observations 47,604 36,675 36,675

Notes: Domestic vio lence (DV) weights were used. Standard errors are shown in paren the ses. Panel A pres ents nearest-
neigh bor (nn) matching (left) with Mahalanobis dis tance met ric, matching on respon dent’s edu ca tion, rural/urban, wealth 
index, and coun try. Exact matches were requested by coun try and rural/urban. On the right are shown coars ened exact 
matching (cem) coars en ing on the same covariates as in nn. Panel B pres ents two-stage least-squares (2SLS) esti ma tes, with 
frststage regres sions reported at the bot tom. Full spec i f ca tions (with all  con trols) are pro vided. Householdlevel IV: share 
of house holds within the clus ter—exclud ing the woman’s house hold—where at least one woman has a mobile phone, com-
puted on the over all sam ple. Clusterlevel IVs: flash rates matched at the geospatial level from the Degree HighResolution 
Full Climatology data set (HRFC) and cellphone cov er age matched at the geospatial level from the Afrobarometer. Haiti, 
Nepal, and TimorLeste are excluded from spec i f ca tions with clus terlevel IVs because no georeferenced infor ma tion is 
avail  able for these countries. Corresponding esti ma tes with bivar i ate probit are pro vided in Table A.4 of the online appen dix.

†p < .10; *p < .05; **p < .01
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own er ship on IPV out comes. As such, the coef f cients indi cate the abso lute dif fer ence 
in women’s like li hood of expe ri enc ing IPV by mobile phone own er ship. Estimates 
sug gest that mobile phone own er ship is sig nif  cantly and neg a tively asso ci ated with 
expe ri enc ing any type of IPV. Treatment effects are robust across matching tech-
niques and slightly higher in mag ni tude for cem rel a tive to nn, except for emo tional 
vio lence. Translated in per cent age terms, mobile phone own er ship is asso ci ated with 
an 18%, 17.5%, 14%, and 15% lower like li hood of expe ri enc ing emo tional, phys i cal, 
sex ual, and any vio lence, respec tively—less con ser va tive esti ma tes rel a tive to the 
OLS ones.

Instrumental Variable Estimates

While non para met ric matching tech niques do not impose any a pri ori func tional 
form, they assume—sim i lar to OLS—that selec tion into owning a mobile phone is 
based on observ able char ac ter is tics only. Because unob served char ac ter is tics may 
deter mine both mobile phone own er ship and IPV out comes, I con clude this robust-
ness anal y sis by resorting to IV tech niques. To pre serve sam ple size and the 10 coun-
tries, I frst rely on a house holdlevel IV built solely through DHS data—namely, the 
share of house holds within the same clus ter where at least one woman has a mobile 
phone, exclud ing the woman’s house hold. I then com ple ment the house hold-level 
IV with clus ter-level IVs built through exter nal sources—namely, net work cov er age 
within the clus ter and light ning flash rates. Panel B of Table 3 pro vi des the results 
from 2SLS esti ma tes, with only the full spec i f ca tion reported. The bot tom of panel 
B reports frststage esti ma tes predicting mobile phone own er ship, suggesting that 
all  IVs—regard less of whether they are used indi vid u ally or jointly—are rel e vant 
and exhibit the expected sign, along side an F sta tis tic that is well above con ven tional 
thresh olds for rel e vance.

Irrespective of spec i f ca tion, the IV results also sug gest that mobile phone own
er ship is neg a tively asso ci ated with emo tional, phys i cal, and sex ual vio lence. 
Although mag ni tudes are 2–3 times greater than for OLS and matching,14 signs are 
con sis tently neg a tive across all  out comes. Importantly, spec i f ca tions with both indi
vid ual- and house hold-level IVs sug gest that there is not enough evi dence (p > .10) 
to reject the null hypoth e sis that the instru ments are orthog o nal to the sec ond-stage 
dis tur bance term, strength en ing con f dence in the validity of the cho sen instru ments. 
Model 2, which lever ages both house hold- and clus ter-level IVs, sug gests that own-
ing a mobile phone is asso ci ated with a decrease in emo tional, phys i cal, sex ual, and 
any vio lence (9.3, 12.4, 4.4, and 13.6 per cent age points, respec tively). Table A.4 
(online appen dix) pro vi des aver age mar ginal effects from bivar i ate probit mod els, 
the only other via ble alter na tive when work ing with a binary out come and a binary 
endog e nous regres sor.

14 This is often the case when com par ing OLS and IV esti ma tes and may be because of sev eral fac tors: an 
omit ted var i able that biases the OLS esti mate down ward, mea sure ment errors in the var i ables of inter est, 
validity of the instru ment, or the IV esti mat ing the local aver age treat ment effect on the “com pli ers,” rather 
than the aver age treat ment effect on the over all pop u la tion.
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Mechanisms

Given the con sis tent fnd ings, I con clude by explor ing the two mech a nisms that may 
under lie the neg a tive rela tion ship between women’s mobile phone own er ship and 
IPV, and that can be iden ti fed given the rich ness of the DHS data. I acknowl edge, 
how ever, that this is a nonexhaustive set that does not fully match the range of chan-
nels outlined in the back ground. I seek to expand on these ana ly ses in future research 
using both com ple men tary data sources and newly col lected var i ables in the upcom-
ing DHS waves.

Women’s Decision-mak ing Power

I hypoth e size that women with mobile phones might face a lower like li hood of expe-
ri enc ing IPV partly because they have higher deci sion-mak ing power, such as more 
auton omy in mak ing deci sions and more free dom in join ing and par tici pat ing in, 
for instance, com mu nity groups, forums, and activ i ties. I thus explore asso ci a tions 
between mobile phone own er ship and women’s deci sion-mak ing by rely ing on a 
set of ques tions mea sur ing deci sion-mak ing power in the fol low ing domains: health 
care, house hold pur chases, vis its to fam ily and friends, and man age ment of their hus-
band’s money. I code each of these as dummy var i ables that equal 1 if the woman 
or the woman jointly with the part ner/hus band is the main deci sion maker in each of 
these domains. I also con struct a deci sion-mak ing index as the sum of these domains 
(range, 0–4). For con sis tency with the main ana ly ses, I run sim ple OLS using the four 
deci sion-mak ing dummy var i ables and the deci sion-mak ing index as out comes. Pre-
vious research lim ited to SSA has dem on strated that the rela tion ship between mobile 
phone own er ship and these same female deci sion-mak ing mea sures can be deemed 
causal (Rotondi et al. 2020).

Figure 5 (top panel, left) pro vi des esti ma tes of the mobile phone own er ship coef-
f cient from the full spec i f ca tion; detailed esti ma tes reporting coef f cients on all  
con trols are pro vided in Table A.5 (online appen dix). Findings con frm the hypoth
e sis that women with mobile phones are more likely than oth ers to be the sole or 
joint deci sion mak ers regard ing health care, house hold pur chases, vis its to fam ily and 
friends, and money man age ment (by 4.5, 4.6, 3.0, and 3.5 per cent age points, respec-
tively). Coeffcients are robust to the inclu sion of con trols and sta tis ti cally sig nif  cant 
at the 1% level. Also, esti mated coef f cients by coun try (top panel, right) sug gest that 
the asso ci a tion is pos i tive in eight out of the 10 study countries (all  except for Timor-
Leste and Zimbabwe) and sta tis ti cally sig nif  cant in seven, includ ing Angola. This 
lat ter fnd ing sug gests that the pos i tive asso ci a tion between mobile phone own er ship 
and IPV in Angola might have more to do with shared device use and lack of pri vacy 
from hus bands rather than lack of deci sion-mak ing power alto gether.

Men’s Attitudes Toward IPV

Next, I turn to data on men’s atti tudes toward IPV, as infor ma tion on their per pe-
tra tion of vio lence is not avail  able in the DHS. In these ana ly ses, I focus on the 
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sub sam ple of cur rent male part ners of women who com pleted the DV mod ule to 
explore whether men’s atti tu di nal shifts might con sti tute a via ble chan nel through 
which lower occur rence of IPV for women with mobile phones operates. Although 
lit tle research exists on the topic, a study from India sug gests that greater access to 
media may influ ence norms about IPV, and reg u larly accessing tele vi sion and radio is 
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Fig. 5 Potential mechanisms. Top panel: Associations from OLS regressions between women’s mobile 
phone ownership and their decision-making power within the household, for all countries combined (left 
panel) and by country (right panel). Bottom panel: Associations from OLS regressions between men’s 
mobile phone ownership and their attitudes that wife beating is justifed for various reasons, for all countries 
combined (left) and by country (right). Women’s data are from DHS women’s fles, with domestic violence 
weights. Full specifcations are reported (all controls included). The top right panel reports coeffcients from 
country × mobile phone interactions for the decision-making index outcome. Analytic sample: currently 
married women who completed the DV module in full privacy. Corresponding estimates with coeffcients 
on all controls are provided in Table A.5 in the online appendix. Whiskers represent 90% confdence 
intervals. N = 49,849. Men’s data are from DHS men’s and couplelevel fles, with sampling weights. Full 
specifcations are reported (all controls included). The bottom right panel reports estimates from country 
× mobile phone interactions for the attitude index outcome. Analytic sample: husbands/partners located in 
the same household of the woman selected for the DV module. Uganda and Timor-Leste are not included 
as no men were interviewed in such households. Corresponding estimates with coeffcients on all controls 
are provided in Table A.6 in the online appendix. Whiskers represent 90% confdence intervals. N = 18,219.
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equiv a lent to the effect of three addi tional years of edu ca tion on reduc ing accept abil-
ity of IPV (Bhushan and Singh 2014).

As a coun ter part to the women’s ana ly ses, I frst pro vide raw descrip tive evi dence 
on the rela tion ship between men’s mobile phone own er ship and their atti tudes toward 
IPV for the pooled sam ple of countries (Figure A.3, online appen dix). All pan els 
show the same fnd ing: men who own a mobile phone are less likely than men with
out one to deem wife beat ing as jus ti f able under spe cifc cir cum stances. Trends for 
the com bined atti tude index are aligned both for the pooled sam ple and for each 
coun try (Figure A.4, online appen dix), except for Malawi, where between-group dif-
fer ences are min i mal.

In line with women’s esti ma tes, Figure 5 (bottom panel, left) pres ents coef-
f cients on mobile phone own er ship from full spec i f ca tions; detailed esti ma tes 
reporting coef f cients on all  con trols are pro vided in Table A.6 (online appen dix). 
Findings are again in line with expec ta tions and with the descrip tive evi dence 
discussed ear lier. Men’s mobile phone own er ship is asso ci ated with less favor-
able atti tudes toward IPV, even after con trol ling for coun try fxedeffects, inter-
net use, indi vid ual- and house hold-level mea sures of SES, and house hold dura ble 
assets. Although all  esti mated coef f cients are neg a tive, esti ma tes are not sta tis ti
cally sig nif  cant in two instances—namely, if the woman goes out with out tell ing 
her hus band and if she argues with him. For instance, men’s mobile phone own-
er ship is asso ci ated with a 1.9-per cent age-point lower like li hood of con sid er ing 
wife beat ing jus ti f able if the woman neglects the chil dren or refuses to have sex 
with her hus band, which cor re sponds to a 12% and 21% decrease, respec tively. 
Lastly, coef f cient esti ma tes by coun try for the atti tude index (bottom panel, right) 
 con frm that these neg a tive asso ci a tions are observed across most countries. Spe-
cifcally, the asso ci a tion is neg a tive and sta tis ti cally sig nif  cant in four of the eight 
countries (Angola, Burundi, Ethiopia, and Tanzania), neg a tive and non sig nif  cant 
in Nepal, roughly zero in Zimbabwe, and pos i tive and sig nif  cant in Malawi and 
Haiti.15

Discussion

To the best of my knowl edge, this study is among the frst to exam ine the rela tion
ship between the tech no log i cal rev o lu tion of mobile phone own er ship and a spe-
cifc sociodemographic out come related to women’s sta tus, namely, IPV. Using 
micro-level DHS data on women and men from 10 LMICs and adopting a vari ety 
of meth od o log i cal approaches, I have shown that women’s mobile phone own er-
ship is asso ci ated with a 9–12% decrease in the like li hood of expe ri enc ing emo-
tional, phys i cal, and sex ual vio lence over the pre vi ous 12 months. These asso ci a tions 

15 By lim it ing the sam ple size to cur rent part ners/hus bands of women who com pleted the DV mod ule, 
the size is con sid er ably reduced, and two countries are lost (Uganda and Timor-Leste) as no men were 
interviewed in such house holds. In Figure A.5 of the online appen dix, I show that these rela tion ships also 
hold—even more con sis tently—keep ing all  men (not just part ners/hus bands) in the same house holds of the 
DV women (top panel; N = 27,643) and keep ing all  men in the DHS sam ples (bot tom panel; N = 68,447). 
This sug gests that men’s mobile phone own er ship might be asso ci ated with favor able atti tu di nal shifts not 
just within vio lent ver sus non vi o lent house holds, but in soci e ties more broadly.
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may be partly explained by an empow er ment mech a nism whereby women owning 
mobile phones hold greater deci sion-mak ing power within the house hold vis-à-vis 
their male part ners. I have fur ther shown that a change in male part ners’ atti tudes 
toward less accept abil ity of IPV might be an addi tional under ly ing mech a nism. I 
have documented asso ci a tions that hold at both the indi vid ual and com mu nity lev els, 
are con sis tently neg a tive across the major ity of countries, and are robust to the use of 
matching tech niques and instru men tal var i ables. Although unob served het ero ge ne ity 
remains a con cern that pre vents the draw ing of causal con clu sions, the con sis tency of 
the fnd ings sheds light on a novel cor re late of IPV that deserves fur ther con sid er ation 
in light of the dig i tal rev o lu tion tak ing place world wide.

Readers may be skep ti cal that mobile phone dif fu sion might sim ply be another 
proxy for prog ress in socio eco nomic devel op ment and, as such, the mobile phone 
esti ma tes would cap ture the rela tion ship between socio eco nomic prog ress and IPV, 
suggesting lower vio lence where socio eco nomic prog ress is higher. I addressed this 
issue by con trol ling for a broad range of indi vid ual- and com mu nity-level char ac-
ter is tics related to socio eco nomic sta tus. Furthermore, I con trolled for house hold 
own er ship of radio, tele vi sion, and land line tele phone to cap ture tech nol ogy adop-
tion within the house hold and eval u ate whether mobile phones held any pre dic tive 
power above and beyond “monological” (and house hold-level) sources of infor ma-
tion. While monological tech nol o gies imply a uni di rec tional com mu ni ca tion flow 
with out allowing any inter ac tion, “dia log i cal” com mu ni ca tion tech nol o gies enable 
an inter ac tive com mu ni ca tion flow that—irrespective of online con nec tiv ity—is 
more instan ta neous and strength ens con nec tions with net works out side one’s own. 
All my esti ma tes point toward the same two con clu sions: the pre dic tive power 
of mobile phones mat ters above and beyond socio eco nomic prog ress, and mobile 
phones mat ter more than radio, tele vi sion, or land lines for explaining var i abil ity in 
women’s IPV out comes. My fnd ings align with other evi dence from the Afri can 
con text suggesting that sim ple SMS-based com mu ni ca tion can amplify the par-
tic i pa tory fea tures of uni di rec tional media, cre at ing new spaces for dia logue and 
pub lic dis cus sion around crit i cal issues, such as IPV (Abreu Lopes and Srinivasan 
2014).

Additionally, schol ars and policymakers inter ested in the topic might worry that 
unob served fac tors (e.g., per son al ity dif fer ences) or other observed fac tors omit ted 
from the model spec i f ca tions because they are not col lected in the DHS (e.g., dig i
tal skills, phone type, bar ri ers to owning/using a mobile phone) might influ ence both 
mobile phone dif fu sion and IPV out comes, thus rais ing con cerns on the inter pre ta tion 
of the esti ma tes as causal. This is a valid con cern that is hard to tackle fully when work-
ing with cross-sec tional data in the absence of exper i men tal var i a tion. I did my best 
to com bine sev eral meth od o log i cal approaches to test for the sen si tiv ity of the results 
to alter na tive func tional forms and pres ence of unob served fac tors driv ing poten tial 
endogeneity. Although IV esti ma tes might reflect mea sure ment error in the mobile 
phone pre dic tors or validity con cerns related to the instru ments them selves, the sign of 
the esti mated coef f cients is in line with OLS results, suggesting a neg a tive asso ci a tion 
between mobile phone own er ship and IPV. Treatment effects obtained through match-
ing are also in line with OLS results. Hence, I see these approaches as complementing 
each other toward a broad under stand ing of the phe nom e non under inves ti ga tion, rather 
than sim ply test ing whether asso ci a tions are causal. The con sis tency of the fnd ings 
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may hint at the causal nature of the esti ma tes, yet I pre fer to not make causal claims, as 
I see this work as valu able beyond the inter pre ta tion of the esti ma tes as causal.

To date, lit tle large-scale empir i cal work has addressed a topic of the kind stud ied 
here, likely because of the lack of indi vid ual-level mea sures of mobile phone own-
er ship in sam ple sur veys. Nonetheless, in light of pre vi ous research on such media 
and tech nol ogy as tele vi sion and radio (Bhushan and Singh 2014; Jensen and Oster 
2009; La Ferrara et al. 2012; Lee 2009), one rea son able hypoth e sis was that own-
ing mobile phones may be neg a tively asso ci ated with IPV by giv ing women more 
auton omy within and out side of the house hold (mobile phones as “empowering”), for 
instance by pro mot ing exchange and com mu ni ca tion with out side net works, shel ters, 
and com mu ni ties (includ ing other groups of women). My study pro vi des gen er al ized 
evi dence in favor of this hypoth e sis, thus complementing a recent global-level study 
by Rotondi et al. (2020), who—despite not focus ing on IPV—found the expan sion of 
mobile phones to be asso ci ated with reduced gen der inequalities, greater con tra cep-
tive use, and decreased mater nal and child mor tal ity.

I also discussed an alter na tive hypoth e sis in which women’s own er ship of mobile 
phones, by increas ing their auton omy, would threaten male dom i nance and chal lenge 
rooted patri ar chal struc tures, in turn trig ger ing increased vio lence by male part ners 
(mobile phones as “disempowering”). Qualitative evi dence in favor of this hypoth e-
sis has been found in selected com mu ni ties in SSA and Southeast Asia (Hobbis 2018; 
Mpiima et al. 2019; Svensson and Larsson 2016; Uduji and Okolo-Obasi 2018) and 
sug gests that real i ties for LMIC women are com plex and that the pre sum ably “lib-
er at ing” role of phones for women in some domains of social life (e.g., edu ca tion, 
occu pa tion) might trig ger unex pected reac tions on the part of male part ners, lead ing 
to increased IPV and/or “dou ble-bur den” respon si bil i ties in terms of childcare or 
house work (Garcia 2011; Mpiima et al. 2019). Reality may also be more com pli cated 
than either a pos i tive or a neg a tive sce nario, as women them selves might con sciously 
decide the extent to which to adopt a par tic u lar tech nol ogy based on how they think 
it will affect the gen der equi lib rium (Masika and Bailur 2015).

Despite cul tural and soci e tal het ero ge ne ity in the sub set of LMICs ana lyzed here, 
results point toward a pos i tive sce nario. Yet, coun tryspe cifc esti ma tes show some 
var i abil ity that cor rob o rates the afore men tioned com plex ity, pro vid ing evi dence of 
“reversed” asso ci a tions between mobile phones and IPV out comes in such coun-
tries as Angola, and nearly null asso ci a tions in such countries as Timor-Leste and 
Zimbabwe. Similar var i abil ity has been documented in a global-level study on the 
asso ci a tion between women’s fnan cial inclu sion and IPV, owing to var i a tion in gen
der norms across national con texts (McDougal et al. 2019). My fnd ings also relate to 
pre vi ous schol ar ship documenting con textspe cifc asso ci a tions between mea sures of 
female auton omy and IPV in Bangladesh depending on the level of cul tural con ser-
va tism of spe cifc com mu ni ties (Koenig et al. 2003). Timor-Leste and Zimbabwe are 
inter est ing case stud ies as the asso ci a tion of inter est is null, as well as both mech a-
nisms explored, suggesting wide spread IPV that coex ists with unequal gen der norms 
and rooted cul tural con ser va tism that shows lit tle evi dence of wan ing (Bengesai and 
Derera 2021; Fidan and Bui 2016). Angola pro vi des yet another sce nario, as the 
asso ci a tion of inter est is pos i tive, while the two mech a nisms operate in the expected 
direc tion. Thus, mobile phone own er ship is asso ci ated with both higher female 
deci sion-mak ing power and men’s less favor able atti tudes toward IPV, which sug gests 
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that mech a nisms might have more to do with shared device use among part ners and 
dynam ics of women’s auton omy threat en ing the idea of male dom i nance, in line with 
the disempowering sce nario and the argu ments in McDougal et al. (2019). Because 
iden ti fy ing pre cise mech a nisms for each coun try is beyond the scope of this study, 
future research might lever age cross-coun try var i a tion and var i ables at the meso level 
(e.g., cul tural con ser va tism and patri ar chal norms in the com mu nity) and macro level 
(e.g., Human Development Index and Global Gender Gap) to explore the rel e vance of 
eco nomic, cul tural, and soci e tal fac tors for explaining such het ero ge ne ity.

Limitations

As the frst of its kind, this study has sev eral lim i ta tions. An impor tant one is the 
cross-sec tional nature of the data, which pre vents the draw ing of causal con clu sions. 
Future stud ies—most likely focused on sin gle-coun try sce nar ios—might lever age 
nat u ral exper i ments exploiting tem po ral dis con ti nu ity in tech nol ogy roll out or design 
ran dom ized con trolled tri als on mobile phone expan sion. Moreover, despite the nov-
elty of includ ing mobile phone own er ship in the DHS, this var i able pres ents sev-
eral lim i ta tions, some of which are being addressed in cur rent DHS data col lec tion 
efforts. Specifcally, the var i able mea sures only own er ship, while evi dence sug gests 
that women may face mul ti ple bar ri ers to using phones (Blumenstock and Eagle 
2010; GSMA 2020). In the cur rent DHS data, there is no infor ma tion on inten sity or 
fre quency of use, how women use phones, the type of phone, or the types of bar ri ers 
they face. While com ple men tary data sources, such as the Afrobarometer,  sug gest 
that such fac tors as inten sity of use, dig i tal skills, and access to elec tric ity may be less 
of a con cern, other fac tors such as phone type and fnan cial bar ri ers lead to impor
tant omis sions that—if data were avail  able—could shed bet ter light on under ly ing 
mech a nisms behind the neg a tive asso ci a tions found. For instance, know ing which 
share of phones enable internet con nec tion would help us bet ter dis en tan gle the 
 com mu ni ca tion chan nel (e.g., reaching out to one’s net work by call ing or texting) 
from the infor ma tion-seek ing one (e.g., collecting infor ma tion on online health- 
related ser vices through mobile internet).

Considering related research on the topic (Abubakar and Dasuki 2018; (Varriale 
et al. forthcoming), oper at ing mech a nisms other than the two chan nels tested in this 
study are linked to access to infor ma tion, as well as bet ter con nec tiv ity and expanded 
com mu ni ca tion with wider net works beyond cores i dent kin; how ever, these can not 
be tested with the cur rent data. Existing research sug gests that for many of the mech-
a nisms to be effec tive, even sim ple-fea ture phones are instru men tal for clos ing infor-
ma tion gaps, pro vid ing media access,16 and enabling bet ter con nec tiv ity and access to 
ser vices (Pesando and Rotondi 2020; Rotondi et al. 2020; Suri and Jack 2016). Future 
data col lec tion efforts should com ple ment infor ma tion on mobile phone own er ship 
with addi tional var i ables on inten sity of use, phone type and qual ity, own er ship and 
usage bar ri ers, and within-cou ple dynam ics vis-à-vis tech nol ogy.

16 Media con tent, while not as rich and var ied poten tially as it would be through an internet-enabled smart-
phone, can also be accessed via fea ture phones. Therefore, I have not fea tured online con nec tiv ity as one 
mech a nism of its own, as it tends to mag nify all  the other chan nels outlined through out.
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Two lim i ta tions relate to the IPV out comes. First, these out comes mea sure 
whether women had expe ri enced vio lence in the pre vi ous 12 months, which raises 
some tim ing con cerns, albeit minor, as infor ma tion is lacking on when indi vid u als 
pur chased a mobile phone. Second, despite all  the mea sures adopted to ensure that 
women had a safe space to dis cuss IPV mat ters, the var i ables remain self-reported. 
Underestimation of IPV because of stigma and other fac tors remains a con cern, and 
one widely documented (Cullen 2020; Palermo et al. 2014; Peterman et al. 2015). 
Previous work using DHS data has also pro vided evi dence of social desir abil ity bias 
in responses to ques tions on IPV (Yount et al. 2013). Additionally, I obtained some 
clus ter-level infor ma tion from the Afrobarometer thus lim it ing sam ple size for the 
com mu nity-level ana ly ses and clus ter-level IVs. It would be ideal to obtain equiv-
a lent clus ter-level infor ma tion for the excluded countries to avoid loss of sam ple 
size. Lastly, although the deci sion-mak ing power var i ables are com monly used in 
sociodemographic stud ies, includ ing some on IPV, they have been crit i cized as mea-
sures of empow er ment for not account ing for how deci sion-mak ing pro cesses vary as 
women’s per sonal goals evolve (Donald et al. 2020; Miedema et al. 2018).

Conclusion

Despite these lim i ta tions, this study com ple ments the grow ing lit er a ture on the role 
of the media and dig i tal tech nol o gies as poten tially empowering tools for women in 
dis ad van taged set tings. The evi dence pro vided speaks to schol ars and policymakers 
inter ested in how tech nol ogy dif fu sion relates to dynam ics of women’s empow er ment 
and global social devel op ment. Findings from this study sug gest that owning a mobile 
phone bears a pos i tive rela tion ship with women’s sta tus in LMICs; how ever, for these 
pos i tive asso ci a tions to trans late into actual pol icy rec om men da tions, I believe sev-
eral fac tors would be required. For exam ple, a more elab o rate infrastructural over-
haul would be needed to sus tain a pop u la tion’s access to charged phones, along side 
broader invest ments in cheaper, equi ta ble access to tech nol ogy enabling inde pen dent 
use and ICT skill devel op ment, espe cially among women.

I con clude by stressing the rel e vance of my results in light of the COVID-19 pan-
demic. There is wide spread agree ment that cri ses and epi dem ics exac er bate stress, 
pov erty, and withinhouse hold con flicts, thus mak ing IPV more recur rent and vis i ble 
(Abel and McQueen 2020; van Gelder et al. 2020; World Health Organization 2020). 
For instance, evi dence supporting this view in the wake of the Great Recession is 
clear (Schneider et al. 2016). During a pan demic that imposes lock downs and move-
ment restric tions, women and their abus ers are bound to share the same space for long 
peri ods of time, thus increas ing women’s risk of expe ri enc ing IPV (Peterman et al. 
2020). Women in such sit u a tions might be more likely to use mobile phones to report 
IPV by accessing online ser vices, by join ing online forums and net works, or through 
recently devel oped mobile apps for help-seek ing, such as myPlan (Decker et al. 2020; 
El Morr and Layal 2020). However, it is also likely that lacking a safe space and fac-
ing men who engage in more con trol ling behav iors (Schneider et al. 2016), women 
might fnd it even more dif f cult to access mobile phones pri vately. Hence, own er
ship of mobile phones may be more or less strongly asso ci ated with IPV out comes 
in LMICs in COVID-19 times. I see this as a crit i cal ave nue for future research, the 
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fnd ings of which—sub ject to proper causal iden ti f ca tion—will pro vide evi dence
based pol icy rec om men da tions on whether mobile phones could be an effec tive tool 
to pro mote gen der equal ity dur ing epi dem ics. ■
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