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FrontlineSMS helps organisations throughout the world harness the power, potential and reach of mobile technology to effect positive social and environmental change. Our software platform enables users in remote and underserved areas to turn a laptop computer and a mobile phone into a two-way communications hub (pictured), enabling SMS (text message-based) communication among large populations without the need for the Internet. Since 2005, over 8,000 organisations have downloaded and applied FrontlineSMS in their work, reaching millions of people in the process. Because it works without the Internet, FrontlineSMS is enabling often life saving information to be communicated to remote areas in the developing world where some of the most underserved and marginalised populations live – places many other tools don’t reach.

Who are we?

Our global team is made up of leaders in the design and development of SMS-based systems and processes. Our rich community of users and developers share experiences, challenges and advice with one another in diverse fields, from election monitoring to agricultural market reforms to the transformation of rural media and journalism. We combine technical expertise and a broad knowledge of mobile technology applications with over eighteen years experience working with rural NGOs in the developing world, to deliver all-round system design and support to our users.

Our history

FrontlineSMS began life back in 2004 when Ken Banks – an anthropologist, software developer and conservationist – was consulting in South Africa with an international conservation organisation. During one of many field trips he began thinking about how the park authorities could use mobile technology to communicate with local communities living around Kruger National Park, many of whom were slowly beginning to acquire mobile phones. Frustrated by the domination of web-based communications tools – it was impossible to connect to the Internet in many of the places these communities lived (see photo, over) – Ken began working on a communications solution that would offer its users the maximum amount of accessibility and simplicity. To reflect the reality in the field, this meant no Internet and no technology more advanced than a low-cost laptop and the basic mobile phones already in the hands of community members.
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Bushbuckridge, South Africa. The inspiration behind the development of FrontlineSMS            (Ken Banks, 2005)

In the late summer of 2005, armed with a laptop, programming guide and an assortment of cables, phones and GSM modems, Ken went to work on developing a prototype of his communications platform, one which was eventually to become FrontlineSMS. Around five weeks later the software was quietly released to the world, and within two weeks acquired its first user, a civil society organisation in Zimbabwe.

The next couple of years passed by without too much drama. Downloads approached the hundred-mark, and increasing numbers of technologists and ICT specialists began taking an interest in the software, primarily because of what was seen as its novel and innovative approach. In the spring of 2007, however, everything changed. Nigeria's “Humanitarian Emancipation Lead Project” (HELP) Foundation realised that FrontlineSMS would be the ideal tool to help them allow ordinary Nigerians to monitor and report on their 2007 national elections. The success of HELP’s project – supported by FrontlineSMS but entirely run by HELP staff – served as powerful proof of the usefulness of our free and simple tool.

The success of the Nigerian election project, which made international headlines, convinced the MacArthur Foundation that FrontlineSMS was a tool worth investing in. That summer, FrontlineSMS received its first grant - $200,000 – to enable a rewrite and a new website. One year later, in June 2008, FrontlineSMS as we now know it, was born.

Since then the number of users, partners and supporters has grown to more than 8,000 and we’re reaching millions of people in more than fifty countries around the world. Despite the successes, however, we believe that this is just the beginning.

How FrontlineSMS works

FrontlineSMS turns a laptop or desktop computer, connected to a mobile phone or GSM modem, into an SMS (text messaging) hub, allowing users to easily manage mass two-way communication throughout their project area. Since it works anywhere there’s a basic mobile signal, and doesn’t require the Internet, the software is ideal for grassroots organisations working in rural and underserved areas. Once the software is installed on a target computer – Windows, Mac or Linux-based are all supported – and a phone or modem attached, users can send messages to large groups of people, collect responses to questions and surveys, and transmit scheduled or urgent alerts, all via text message. The FrontlineSMS user interface (pictured) is designed to be easy to use, intuitive, and require little or no training.
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Once users are comfortable with the basic functionality of FrontlineSMS they have the opportunity to use some of the more advanced features of the software. The “Keywords” function, for example, allows users to set up custom, automated responses when FrontlineSMS receives a certain message. An agricultural support organisation could set up their system so that any farmer who texted in the name of a crop could be given the current market price, for example, or a health organisation could respond with symptoms when an illness was texted in. Messages can also be forwarded to groups, sent on as email, posted to websites, and even trigger external programs on the computer, making FrontlineSMS a powerful and fully extendable tool.

FrontlineSMS in the field

As exciting as the features and simplicity of FrontlineSMS may be, the best way to understand the versatility of the software is to allow the users to speak for themselves.

CARE International, Afghanistan

In early 2007, CARE began using FrontlineSMS as a platform to provide security alerts to its field staff throughout Afghanistan. In periods of acute violence text messaging in especially useful, particularly when e-mail services are not the most appropriate emergency channel and voice calls are often difficult to make. In a recent email communication, CARE staff describe how they use some of the features of FrontlineSMS: 

“Drivers receive updates on traffic congestion, road blocks, police operations, VIP movements, local minor security incidents and anything else that might be useful as they travel. We have an ‘All Staff’ category for those situations where we need to notify or account for everyone as quickly as possible”

Centre for Public Integrity (CIP), Mozambique
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During the 2009 elections, CIP set up an SMS hotline for the public to report and comment on concerns and incidents. This initiative allowed ordinary citizens to contact a well-publicised hotline with their feedback on the election process, a major step  in consolidating participatory democracy. According to Marcelo Mosse, CIP’s Executive Director:

“Thanks to FrontlineSMS we were able to compile reports on party and candidate practices during the electoral campaign, citizen’s reactions and opinions on the electoral process, and anomalies at the voting post. It was easy to understand and operate and manage and classify messages received. CIP intends to continue using FrontlineSMS on other campaigns where we believe citizen contribution can be valuable.”

Survivors Connect, Vietnam

In border towns across Southeast Asia, Survivors Connect works to ensure that members of vulnerable populations, especially young women and girls, know how to identify potential traffickers and keep themselves safe. As Survivors Connect founder Aashika Damodar puts it: 

“Thanks to the power of FrontlineSMS, we can build more effective human rights networks that cost little, deliver results, and combat trafficking better than we have ever seen. This software provides timely access to services, channels of information to those that need it, migrants, potential victims as well as agencies trying to serve them. We hope to replicate this model in other countries where rural trafficking is a great problem and hopefully make a serious stab at slavery in our lifetime”

Food and Agriculture Organization of the United Nations (FAO), Banda Aceh, Indonesia

FrontlineSMS served as the SMS component of a successful project for fishermen in Banda Aceh, Indonesia. FrontlineSMS delivers targeted, species- and location-specific market information to local fishermen. According to the FAO’s Teddy Syahputra:

“This project has already helped hundreds of people in Indonesia, with many more to follow. FrontlineSMS has been invaluable in helping us achieve this. It is incredibly easy to use – we downloaded it and had it working ourselves in no time. This ease-of-use is also essential if other districts are to be easily able to replicate what we have done here”

Our philosophy and values

Behind FrontlineSMS sits a talented and committed core team, built up over a five year period which has seen the software become well established in the non-profit world. Our core values have been formed as our work has evolved, and remain central to the work we do.

Focus on the users and all else will follow

From the very beginning, FrontlineSMS has existed to serve a user base of small and rural NGOs, operating in areas usually ignored by corporate and for-profit technology developers. Our successes are based on the successes of our users, and we continue to listen, and put them first, to ensure that FrontlineSMS remains useful, relevant and appropriate to them and their work.

Cultivate a hands-off approach to implementation

FrontlineSMS is not a project implementer, and we do not dictate how users deploy our software. As an all-purpose communications tool, it has more applications than we could ever possibly identify. We believe that no-one knows how to tackle a challenge better than the person or organisation facing it. A quote from 2007 in Africa Journal sums this up well:

“FrontlineSMS provides the tools necessary for people to create their own projects that make a difference. It empowers innovators and organizers in the developing world to achieve their full potential through their own ingenuity”

The most creative and inspiring people we know aren’t our developers or staff members, although they are a pretty smart bunch. They’re the field workers that constantly surprise us with new uses and new applications of the core platform we developed.

Take an ‘ecosystem’ approach to growth and expansion

The FrontlineSMS user community is rich and passionate, and has become core to how we handle and promote innovation. By being open with our code and allowing users to openly share uses and ideas, an innovation ecosystem has built up around FrontlineSMS, with both individuals and organisations taking our core platform and building sector-specific modules and tools.

FrontlineSMS  Sister Organisations

The most visible and exciting part of the thriving FrontlineSMS ecosystem is our growing community of sister organisations, separate projects which fall under the FrontlineSMS umbrella who are developing sector-specific plug-ins to do new and incredibly exciting things. Two of the more prominent sister organisations focus on community health and microfinance, and a number of other committed individuals are working on their own custom implementations in education, access to legal services and media, among others.
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In the developing world, lack of infrastructure prevents health workers from delivering efficient healthcare to rural areas. As health workers travel from clinics to reach isolated patients, they are often as disconnected from central clinics as the patients they are trying to serve. The mission of FrontlineSMS:Medic is to advance healthcare networks in underserved communities using the same simple mobile technology underpinning the core platform. FrontlineSMS:Medic has developed a plug-in for FrontlineSMS to enable patient management, mobile electronic medical records, cheap mobile diagnostics, and mapping of health services, all via SMS. In just a couple of short years, FrontlineSMS:Medic has become a leader in the field of m-health, and has partnerships with health ministries and healthcare organisations throughout sub-Saharan Africa and the developing world. 
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In most microfinance transactions, microfinance institutions (MFIs) must rely on cash payments to initiate and repay loan accounts. For MFIs in more remote areas, the cost of distributing and collecting these small amounts of cash can be prohibitive. As a result, the poorest rural communities – those who could benefit most from access to reliable financial services – are often completely priced out. This is where FrontlineSMS:Credit comes in. By combining the functionality of FrontlineSMS with existing one-to-one mobile payments systems in the developing world, they are enabling MFIs to manage the entire lending process in a fast, secure, well-documented and cashless manner.  Relying on no infrastructure beyond existing cellular networks, FrontlineSMS:Credit will dramatically lower the costs and increase the safety and convenience of microlending - and increase the availability of financial services to the people who need them the most.
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FrontlineSMS:Learn leverages ubiquitous mobile technology—SMS or “text messaging”—to support and strengthen education and training initiatives and human capacity development and make learning opportunities available anytime and anywhere. Using the application knowledge and higher-order reasoning and decision-making skills can be developed, reinforced and assessed leading to improved transfer of learning, increased knowledge retention, long-term changes in behavior and, ultimately, improvements in service delivery. 
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FrontlineSMS:Legal increases the reach, transparency, and efficiency of legal systems in underserved areas. FrontlineSMS:Legal combines case management, online forms, and and last-mile communication to improve dispute resolution service in underserved areas. 

