
Methodology: RIA  Covid-19 Rapid Response 
Phone Survey  
One of the biggest challenges for policymakers, researchers, and the humanitarian community is 
how to obtain information about the affected when disaster or pandemics strikes. Information is 
critical to the design and implementation of life-saving policies, yet researchers often face hurdles 
and struggle to collect information consistently during a crisis. Technological innovation has the 
power to fill this blank, thanks to a broad-based boom in mobile phone ownership in African 
countries. The COVID-19 has renewed interest in mobile phone surveys as researchers and 
policymakers seek to understand the various impacts of the COVID-19 pandemic. Several 
approaches have been used to generate a sampling frame for a mobile phone survey. This 
includes sampling from respondents of a baseline survey with a representative frame and a high 
response rate, obtaining a list of valid phone numbers from a telecom company or private firm 
and lastly using random digit dialling.  

In its bid to address all the four sub-research questions, Research ICT Africa adopted a survey 
design that consisted of a phone survey that employed random digital dialling (RDD). RDD is a type 
of probability sampling where telephone or mobile phone numbers are randomly generated using 
computer software and applied as a sample for research projects (Elliott, 2020). The methodology 
is well established within the sciences and health sector of developed countries (United States of 
America, United Kingdom and Canada, to mention but a few). Despite the inherent low response 
rates and a firm reliance on self-reporting, random digital dialling was the most suitable approach 
to implement the survey considering the national government restrictions to face-to-face 
interactions and movement in 2021.   

The RDD drew on a combined list of phone numbers of mobile phone users in South Africa 
supplied by the regulator (Independent Communications Authority of South Africa - ICASA) for the 
sample of 2000 respondents. The frame was first weighted by the market share of South Africa's 
four mobile network operators before a stratified random sample of 102 500 seven-digit numbers 
from this sample was generated in STATA. These weighted randomly selected numbers were then 
verified for connectivity status, and the verified active numbers (42% of 102 500) were 
subsequently loaded into an auto-dialler and dialled. The call was connected to the enumerators 
(call agents) immediately after a respondent picked up. In total, the enumerators logged 9 516 
calls. From these respondents, 3 387 outrightly refused to participate in the study, and many 
cancelled the call immediately after the call was connected. Of those logged calls, 272 asked to be 
called back, 129 interviews were invalided for quality control purposes, and 57 were ineligible to 
participate. The final sample size was 2026 (see table 1 below).  

Just as face-to-face mobile phone surveys, the representativeness of the study might be 
challenged, especially in populations with significant disparities in mobile phone ownership. In 
cases where most of the targeted population do not own a mobile phone, existence of significant 



gender gap in mobile phone ownership lower rural coverage, mobile phone surveys are at most 
representative of the population that has a working phone. However, in populations with high 
rates of mobile phone penetration like most Sub-Saharan African countries, mobile phone surveys 
might achieve national representativeness. For instance, in a country such as South Africa, where 
some statistics show more mobile subscriptions than the people living in South Africa, the use of 
mobile phone surveys might be efficient. However, it is important to note that most of these 
studies that show more subscribers than the population are based on unique SIM cards and not 
unique individuals. An appropriate statistic to use when considering mobile phone surveys is the 
number of unique individuals who have regular access to a mobile phone.  

Table 1: Statistical Sampling Summary for South Africa 

Variable Statistic Variable Statistic 

Data collection period 2 Months Invalid Interviews 129 

Calls logged by enumerators 9 516 Overall sample size 2 026 

Asked to be called back 272 Consent (%) 100 

Refused 3 387 Female 56,5% 

Ineligible 57 Male 43,4% 

Margins of Error 4%   

Source: RIA Phone Survey 2021 

A study conducted by Research ICT Africa in 2018 shows that about 84% of the target population in 
South Africa has access to a mobile phone; this figure by 2018 had jumped to 95% (Pew Research 
center, 2018). This suggested that by 2020 the figure might have reached close to 100%.  In  South 
Africa, a country with high levels of mobile phone ownership, the representativeness of the phone 
survey is unquestionable. 

Another challenge associated with using the RDD method is the lack of information on non-
respondents and other information for weighting the data. However, to understand mobile phone 
users the study uses information obtained from the RIA After Access data to make some weighting 
adjustments to reduce bias due to nonresponse and lack of representation. Using the information 
on race and the probability of mobile phone ownership, the dataset was weighted using RIA's 
nationally representative 2017 After Access Study for South Africa's population of mobile phone 
users. The data was weighted using the inverse of individual selection probabilities, and racial 
design weights were used to match the survey data with the known population proportions. The 
focus of the study was assessing demand-side ICT issues such as access and use of digital 
technologies during COVID-19 lockdowns through a nationally representative survey.  The Survey 
provides information on the usage of digital platforms to access COVID-19 information and news, 
of online platforms to access government services, work or buy groceries and the access to the 
Internet during the COVID-19 periods and the use. After weighting the data, the results indicate 
that the results obtained can be inferred to the population. The data distribution in terms of 
gender and location approximate the distribution in the 2011 Census data and the 2017 After 



Access survey, with some negligible disparities in the gender distribution. The data shows that the 
South African population is dominated by black south African who make up 87% of the total 
population, followed by coloured at 7%, whites at 4% and Indian/Asian at 1%. The result obtained 
is comparable to the 2011 Census, which showed that the South African population is 
predominantly black (81%), followed by coloured at (9%).  

 

Figure 1: South African population by race 

Source: RIA Phone Survey 2021, Stats SA, 2011 

Table 2 shows some consistency between the current phone survey and 2017 After Access survey 
in terms of demographical distribution. This is very crucial in support of the representativeness of 
the phone survey. Both surveys confirm that the South African population is skewed towards 
females, which is also visible in the South African Census data. The current data further shows that 
South Africa is more urbanised than rural, with 64% of the country’s population living in urban 
areas, compared to 36% dwelling in rural areas. These results are consistent with the 2014 UN 
data, which suggest that 64% of the South African population were in urban areas in 2014.  On the 
other hand, the result obtained is similar to 2017 After Access survey (see Table 2).  

Table 2: Descriptive statistics  

Indicator RIA Phone Survey 2021 RIA After Access Survey 2017/18 

Male 43,4% 48% 

Female 56,5% 52% 

Urban residents 64% 64% 

Rural Residents 36% 35% 

Source: RIA Phone Survey, 2021; After Access Survey, 2017/18 
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