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Digital Democracy 
(text) 

Letters to the Editor 

The Well/Usenet 

Community BBS 

Blogs 

Facebook/Twitter 

Voice-Based Systems 
for Inclusion 

Avaaj Otalo (Patel et. al ‘10) 

Spoken Web (Kumar et. al ‘10) 

Healthline (Sherwani et. Al ’07) 

PhonePeti (Koradia et al ‘12) 

Talk Radio AIR (Sterling ’09) 

RQ: Can we leverage voice for a more inclusive 
digital democracy (in low-resource settings)? 



Paper contributions 

1. Design & deployment of voice-
based extension to existing 
citizen journalism platform  

2. Qualitative multi-stakeholder 

assessment of systems’ uptake, 

use, and appropriation 



Background 



Chhattisgarh, India 

• Challenging geo-political 
context 

• 80% rural population 

• Internet penetration – 0.5% 

 

 

 

 

 

 



News and mass media in Chhattisgarh 

• Little visibility in 
mainstream media 

• Lack of news outlets 
for tribal languages 

• Community radio is 
expensive to set up 

• Illegal to discuss news 
on community radio 

 

 

2004 

• CGNet:  an Internet 
forum for Chhattisgarh 

• Website and mailing list  
to discuss local issues 

– 2,200 members 

– 300 posts / month 
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2010 

• CGNet Swara:  a voice 
portal for citizen news 

• Augments website, 
mailing list with voice-
based phone interface 

• Goal:  foster a more 
inclusive dialogue 

 

 

 



Design and Deployment 



CGNet Swara: an ecosystem of actors 

Server 

Callers 

Moderator 

Web Visitors 



CGNet Swara: an ecosystem of actors 

Server 

Callers 

Moderator 

Web Visitors 

Callers 

• Send missed call  
to server, which  
calls them back 
 

• “Press 1 to listen, 
 Press 2 to record” 
 

• Recordings await 
moderation 



CGNet Swara: an ecosystem of actors 

Server 

Callers 

Moderator 

Web Visitors 

Server 

• Runs an IVR server 
and a Web server 

 

• Open-source code, 
built on Asterisk 



CGNet Swara: an ecosystem of actors 

Server 

Callers 

Moderator 

Web Visitors 

Moderator 

• Chhattisgarh native & 
former BBC journalist 
 

• Reviews posts, cross-
checks facts, approves 

 

• Releases audio to phone, 
audio + text to Web 
 

• Follows-up to spur 
action from stakeholders 



CGNet Swara: an ecosystem of actors 

Server 

Callers 

Moderator 

Web Visitors 

Web Visitors 

• Citizens, journalists, 
government officials 

 

• Visits site to monitor 
news and grievances 
 

• Sometimes re-publishes 
posts in national media 
 

• Sometimes fixes 
reported problems 







MP & Chhattisgarh

Bihar & Jharkhand

Rajasthan

Orissa

Uttar Pradesh

Delhi Metro

Other

Caller Location 
Unique callers only 
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Highlights 
 

  - Total calls:  >90,000 
      - Unique callers:  >11,000 
  - Total posts:  >1,200 
      - Unique contributors:  >450 
      - Top 10 contributors  
        responsible for 25% of posts 
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Usage statistics 



Content analysis 

0% 10% 20% 30% 40% 50% 60% 70%

Interview

Appeal

Performance

Information

Opinion

Grievance

News

Based on first  
20 months of posts 



Qualitative Assessment 



Methodology 

Interviews  

• CGNet Swara users 
recruited from Swara call 
logs 

• Interviews include 
– 17 content contributors 

– 14 listeners 

– 5 Journalists 

– 3 Bureaucrats 

 

 

Field immersion 

• Travel throughout 4  
districts of Chhattisgarh 

• Contexts of field interviews 
include 
– Public meetings protesting 

wage payment delays 

– Protests against land 
acquisitions 

– Chhattisgarh government’s 
MNREGA complaint cell  

 
• Grounded Theory for data analysis 



Users 

• Who is calling? 

– Social activists and their beneficiaries 

– Part-time stringers and journalists 

– Passive listeners 

• Who is not calling? 

– The poorest of the poor 

– Lack of awareness 

– Fear of repercussion 

 

 

 

“We cannot expect a weak 
defenseless person to have 
the courage to speak out on 
Swara … talking on the 
mobile phone to someone or 
something he does not know 
is a big thing.” 
        — Editor of a Hindi daily 



Motivations 

• Grievance redressal 

– “I tell them it is a very nice medium where we can 
speak about any irregularities in government 
schemes. When you speak, then the government 
and the administration listen to you and they take 
steps to address the problem.” 

– Complementing government’s hotline 

• Occasional performances 

 



Imagined Audiences 
“Who do you think is listening?” 

• The decision makers 
– “Everybody. Farmers, ‘the big people’, the 

government administrators. Everybody listens to it.”  

• Bridge to the Internet & Internet users 
– “What happens these days is that the stories are 

also put on Facebook and a lot of people are 
reading it. Some people are taking legal action 
based on the stories, some people are calling up 
government officers after learning of incidents. So 
this is creating a pressure. CGNet Swara is spurring 
action on stories” 



Actual Audiences 

• Journalists 
– “What is news?” 

– “We are catering to an urban readership” 

– “Profits are not to be found in reporting on tribal 
issues” 

• Government 
– “If it has to be taken seriously, it has to come to 

some visible level and also take up various issues 
not limited to certain complaints or anti-
government issues …nobody will take it seriously if 
it just becomes a complaint box.” 

 

 



Discussion 



Broader implications for ICT4D 

• Continuing crucial role for infomediaries  

• Text AND voice trumps text OR voice 

• System helps journalists, does not replace them 



• Need to replicate two parts: 

– Technical 

– Human 

How to Replicate CGNet Swara 

EASY.  Code is free & open source. 

HARD.  Our moderator is irreplaceable. 

Paul Farmer 
Renowned public 
health pioneer 

“If Paul is the model, we’re f***ed.” 
— Dr. Jim Kim 
     President, Dartmouth College 
     Co-founder, Partners in Health 



Conclusions 

New Affordances 

• Demonstrated value of 
voice in participitory 
platforms for low-literacy 
environments 

• Increased reach, 
inclusiveness and 
accessibility 

• Small-scale ‘ICT4D’ success 
with real users, 
constituencies, and impact  

Persistent Challenges 

• Importance of “champion”/ 
infomediary / editor as 
barrier to scale 

• Intervention best assesed as 
new actor in multiplayer, 
multi-stakeholder space 

• Further scale and deeper 
impact will be hard-fought 

 


