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Our Clients and Technology

Mobile Technology, Social Media, and 
Serving Low Income Communities

Liz Keith, Pro Bono Net
lkeith@probono.net

With special thanks to Joyce Raby

Overview/Take-Aways

• Trends in mobile technology use
• How are nonprofit organizations using cell 

phones? 
• What’s involved?
• How might legal aid and pro bono 

organizations use mobile technology?
• Other trends to watch
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Scenario # 1

• You're at the EJC conference in MN
• Conference has ended 
• You’ve checked out of the hotel
• You have four hours to kill before your flight
• What do you want to do?

Text it
to Google:

466453

Google SMS

Other Sample Queries

• Movie  movie name + zip or town name
• Food   restaurant name or cuisine + zip 

or city name
• Flight times  flight aa 2111
• Sports score red sox
• Translation   translate hello in portuguese
• Local search term + zip or town name 
• Simple facts     population japan
• Definitions d [+ word]
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Scenario #2

• You’re having trouble with debt collection
• You saw a flier for legal aid 
• You want a confidential answer
• You have your cell phone with you

Text debt to
69866

Scenario #3

• There’s been a rash of unlawful evictions in foreclosed 
homes and apartments in a low income neighborhood

• You’re conducting an outreach campaign to help people 
protect their rights

• You want residents to know about your eviction defense 
hotline

• How can you integrate text messaging with your outreach?

Text rights evict to
69866



4

What else can you do?

• Basic triaging
– Users sends your program a text
– Program asks user for their zip code
– User texts reply
– Program sends text with location-specific information

• Text to call 
– Sends a text message to a user with a phone number. 

User hears pre-recorded message before connecting 
with destination number.

• Integrate sign up form with a website

Who uses cell phones?

How many mobile subscribers are there in the US?

• 255 million (Source: CTIA)

How many text messages do they send per month?

• 30 billion (Source: m:Metrics)
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Who uses cell phones?

• 59% of Latino adults have a cell phone
• 49% of Latino cell phone users send 

and receive text messages on their 
phone

• 18% of Latino adults have a cell phone 
but do not go online 

Source: Latinos Online, Pew Internet and American Life Project
http://pewhispanic.org/reports/report.php?ReportID=73

Who uses cell phones?

• Who lives in a cell-only household? 
• 2006 stats:

– 17% of low-income adults with household 
income below 200 percent of the federal 
poverty line

– 32% of low-income young adults (18-29)
– 25% of young adults (all income levels)
Source: Public Opinion Quarterly: http://poq.oxfordjournals.org/cgi/content/full/71/5/734#BIBL
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Iowa snapshot

“Nationally, the number of households that opt 
for a cell phone rather than a landline is 
increasing, and users in Iowa are no exception. 
Iowa's Utilities Board reported that in mid-2007, 
the number of cell phone users in the state 
exceeded the number of landlines by 400,000, 
with wireless carriers serving at least 97% of 
Iowa communities.”

- April 2008 issue of PC Today magazine

Cell v. Email

• What is the open rate for email?

• What is the open rate for text messages?

• Typically, email responses come within 
24-48 hours

• Users typically respond to text messages 
within15 minutes

Source M-Commons Mobile Industry Statistics and Response Rate Data

>50%

95+%
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How are nonprofits using SMS?

• Advocacy 
– petitions, emailing legislators

• Member recruitment 
– ONE campaign

• Fundraising 
– Spanish TV station Antena and Vodaphone raised $5.9 

million for SE Asia tsunami victims in 2 days with SMS 
campaign

– Each text message cost about $1 and whole amount went 
to tsunami relief

How are nonprofits using SMS?

• Education 
– Text fish [fish name] to 30644

• Coordinating logistics
– UNHCR and WFP using SMS to notify Iraqi refugees 

in Syria about upcoming food distributions

• Appointment reminders
– Public health organizations using SMS to remind 

patients of appointments, vaccinations due
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How are nonprofits using SMS?

• Ad hoc uses 
– citizen journalism 
– connections in crisis (ex., Katrina)

Nuts and bolts
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Nuts and bolts

Campaign tracking
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Usage metrics

SMS for equal justice?

• Deliver preventative information
• Publicize clinics, events
• Coordinate logistics
• Appointment, hearing reminders
• Your ideas?
• Advocate/pro bono uses?
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Considerations

• Know your clients and their needs
• Ask about their use of and preferences about text 

messaging
• Cost
• 160 character limit
• Using URLs
• Carrier charges 
• Carrier policies (and politics)
• Integration with other outreach and services

Looking ahead

• Considerations for mobile browsing:
– Creating a mobile version of your website

and 
– What content are people most likely to access on 

your site?

• Give it a unique URL (e.g. mobile.lawhelp.org)
• Technical considerations
• Evolving standards 
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Resources

Trends on low income technology use:
• Pew Internet and American Life Project
• TIG Conference workshop 

– Emerging Trends in Statewide Websites
http://tig.lsc.gov/tigconferencepresentations.php

• LSNTAP.org

Resources

Mobile technology and emerging trends:
• Mobile Active http://mobileactive.org/
• Mobile Commons http://mcommons.com
• Textually http://www.textually.org
• NTEN.org
• NYT Article: Can the Cellphone Help End 

Global Poverty? 


