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FOREWORD
This case study is one of six produced by DIAL and Echo Mobile in May 2018, by which point 3.6 billion 
people were using mobile messaging applications—nearly half of humanity.1 DIAL commissioned Echo 
Mobile to research how and to what effect international development organizations have used these 
applications, with findings presented in three publications:

1. This case study and five others like it, which provide focused analyses of organizations that have 
deployed messaging apps for development;

2. a Project Catalog, which briefly summarizes fourteen development initiatives that have deployed 
messaging apps for development; and

3. an in-depth white paper, which synthesizes lessons from across the case studies and project 
catalog. The paper outlines common use cases for messaging apps in development while identifying 
essential considerations for successful project design and for selecting messaging apps.

These publications are based on over 50 interviews with development practitioners, digital development 
experts, technology providers, and entrepreneurs. They are free for download and discussion at  
www.messengers.digitalimpactalliance.org. This website is designed to help both the development 
practitioners and entrepreneurs who use messaging apps and the technologists who develop them 
understand the following:

1. how and to what effect messaging apps have been used for development; 
2. the circumstances and use cases where messaging apps have been most effective for development 

across different sectors, regions, and organizations; and
3. how messaging apps can be improved and made more effective for development.

The publications cover a diverse range of initiatives implemented by advocacy groups in Latin America 
and South Asia, social enterprises in Africa, private development firms in Central Asia, global multilaterals, 
and more. While the results of each case vary, they make clear that messaging apps have the potential 
to help development organizations inform, influence, support, and understand their audiences in new and 
powerful ways.

However, as outlined in the white paper and exemplified in this case study, realizing this potential depends 
not on the apps themselves, but on adaptive, user-centric project design and dedicated human, financial, 
and technical resources. In determining whether and how to use messaging apps, organizations must 
consider their audience, goals, and capacity, and select the channels or app that is most appropriate, 
rather than what is easiest or cheapest to implement.

1 Nov 23, 2015, Stephanie Newman, “The Messaging Phenomenon Has Hardly Begun”, Medium.

http://messengers.digitalimpactalliance.org/case-study.html
http://messengers.digitalimpactalliance.org/project-catalog.html
http://messengers.digitalimpactalliance.org/report.html
http://messengers.digitalimpactalliance.org/
https://medium.com/the-activate-outlook/the-messaging-phenomenon-has-hardly-begun-cdaeaf735cb2
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SUMMARY
Since 2008, the Agricultural Value Chain (AVC) project in Uzbekistan has supported commercial horticulture 
development by working with producers, processors, traders and exporters to create market linkages and 
increase technical expertise through information exchange. The project’s information services began with 
printed manuals before evolving to a custom mobile app. The project then began producing videos and 
publishing them on video sharing platforms such as YouTube, as well as social media forums. In 2017, the 
project team added a series of targeted forums on Telegram, which in 2016 was Uzbekistan’s most popular 
messaging application.

UZBEKISTAN
Kyrgyzstan

Tajikistan
Turkmenistan

Kazakhstan

Telegram, 
Uzbekistan’s 
most popular 
messaging 
application.



Key Feature Definitions
Chat Group: A virtual group of people that allows exchange of text messages and multimedia 

content. In Telegram, chat group members can invite others to join the group.

Telegram Broadcast Channel: A Telegram feature that allows the channel’s creator to send 
a message to a list of multiple recipients at once. Unlike with WhatsApp lists, recipients 
cannot reply to the creator nor other list members. Telegram channels also differ in that 
they can be made public and discoverable through the Telegram application’s search 
feature, and individual subscribers can invite others to join.

Telegram Supergroup: A A specific type of chat group on Telegram consisting of more than 
200 and up to 100,000 people. Unlike with a normal Telegram chat group consisting of 
fewer than 200 people, new members in supergroups instantly have access to the group’s 
entire message history. Groups that exceed 200 people are automatically converted 
from a normal chat group, though Telegram users can also create their own supergroup 
manually. Supergroups have a unified history, so deleted messages will always disappear 
for everyone in the group, not just the sender/deleter. Supergroup admins can make the 
group’s link public so that new members can join without receiving an invitation and pin 
important messages to the top of the chat dialogue screen, allowing all new and existing 
members to see them. For all supergroup members, message notifications on the phone 
app are automatically muted.

Telegram Username: Telegram’s username feature allows users to create a name that will 
mask their phone number, enabling the user to retain their anonymity and protect their 
phone number from being viewed by other users in a group or channel. This prevents 
others from contacting the masked user through calls, SMS or other messaging apps. 
If one user knows the username of another, the username can be searched for and 
contacted directly.

6 digitalimpactalliance.org

In mid-2017, AVC created its first Telegram chat group for a small, select set of commercial producers, 
which was then opened and steadily grew to more than 800 subscribers by 2018, becoming a Telegram 
supergroup. The group is used to curate dialogue and engagement among major commercial horticulture 
producers, share the project’s video content and other external resources, and publish written technical 
articles. For many users, the group also evolved into a self-directed marketplace to buy and sell crops and 
value-added services.

Later in 2017, AVC expanded its Telegram presence and created a public Telegram broadcast channel, 
through which the project pushed video and other content to a much larger spectrum of horticulture 
farmers and service providers. The channel attracted nearly 3,000 subscribers in five months. The project 
also began working with commercial partners to co-create and administer smaller Telegram chat groups 
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focused on specific crops or services (e.g., export, processing, storage and transport). AVC has inspired 
and helped some of its channel subscribers and supergroup members to create and administer their own 
crop-specific groups. All of AVC’s administered and affiliated Telegram groups were then monitored for 
common questions and needs, which were used to inform the project’s video productions.

The AVC team credits Telegram with increasing overall project productivity by enabling more efficient, 
effective, targeted and less costly exchange of information with beneficiaries. Just two staff members are 
now able to use Telegram’s mobile, desktop and web browser applications to manage multiple two-way 
chat groups and a one-way channel, all of which have grown virally through promotion on AVC’s social 
media forums and Telegram’s sharing and search features.

Key Lessons
1. Use an app that beneficiaries already have on their phones and are familiar with.
2. Expand gradually, start with a small group of select beneficiaries, test different messaging 

approaches and then slowly grew the group and expand to new chat groups and channels.  
3. Use existing professional and digital networks to grow the number of participants and 

engagement levels



digitalimpactalliance.org8

1  Hard copy manuals remain available for printing at the request of partner institutions, such as universities and research institutes, but the project 
itself no longer prints physical manuals for regular distribution.
2 “Uzbekistan Internet Users.” Internet Live Stats, http://www.internetlivestats.com/internet-users/uzbekistan/.
3 “The future of the telecom industry in Uzbekistan.”Azat Irmanov, Kommersant.uz, http://kommersant.uz/kejs/budushhee-telekom-industrii.
4 “Made in Uzbekistan Applications.” Akmal Raimov, Afisha, 30 May 2016 https://www.afisha.uz/techno/2016/05/30/sdelano-v-uzbekistane-
prilozheniya/.

BACKGROUND

Goals and Origins
DAI began implementing USAID’s 
Agricultural Value Chain project 
in Uzbekistan in 2008 to improve 
commercial horticulture production 
processing and trade through 
enhanced market linkages and 
technical expertise. Horticulture in 
Uzbekistan had waned after the 
collapse of the Soviet Union, but market privatization in the early 2000s had reinvigorated demand for 
technical knowledge and resources within the sector. The AVC project was designed to meet this demand 
through targeted investment and collaboration with commercial producers, processors, traders, exporters 
and universities within different fruit, nut and vegetable value chains. The project also sought to invest in 
educational opportunities for young people, especially university students, looking to enter the horticulture 
sector.

From the project outset, the production and provision of technical information and guidance was seen as 
a priority initiative and was initially conducted through the production and distribution of hard copy books 
and manuals on topics such as crop selection, equipment purchasing, pest management, cultivation and 
investment planning. However, these proved costly to print and distribute, cumbersome to use, and slow 
to update, so AVC transitioned to digital channels1.

Going Digital
By 2012, mobile penetration in Uzbekistan had reached 91 percent,2 and 78 percent of Uzbeks were 
expected to be on the internet by 2020, with 93 percent accessing it via smartphones.3 Therefore, AVC 
developed an Android mobile app, Meva App, to allow Uzbek horticulture farmers to access information on 
crops, cultivation, equipment and investment that had previously been published in books and manuals. 
In 2015, Meva was voted one of the top five apps in Uzbekistan for design and ease of use.4 But while 
it improved information distribution, Meva primarily benefited producers and could not facilitate two-way 
information exchange and marketing, which the project’s larger commercial partners repeatedly requested. 
It also required significant funding to continually create content for the app, which the project had difficulty 
sustaining.

http://www.digitalimpactalliance.org/
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Entering a new stage of the project in 2015, AVC began to use social media to enable two-way engagement 
between different value chain actors. Rather than start a new service, AVC partnered with a local 
horticulturalist who managed the Bogdorchilik Ilmi (science of horticulture) Facebook group. Working with 
the group admin, AVC began monitoring the group and providing responses to questions, then creating 
and sharing instructional videos on YouTube and Mover,5 usually relating to horticulture cultivation, 
which were responsive to particularly common questions. By 2018, the Facebook group had quadrupled 
to 14,000 members and was receiving more than 7,000 monthly reactions and comments. The group 
had become increasingly self-sustaining, with members sharing information and media in response to 
questions before AVC does.

However, the high volume of traffic eventually made it difficult for members to find old content, because 
Facebook presents the most recent and popular content up front and deletes group content after two 
years. The AVC team realized that this was especially true for the larger and more commercially oriented 
producers, commercial traders, storage operators and processors. As the Facebook group grew, the 
audience became extremely broad. By 2018, 25 percent of the Facebook group’s members were from 
outside Uzbekistan, and the group was generating the most engagement from younger, smaller-scale 
farmers, newcomers to the sector and students.

“For those working in the busy, fast-paced business context, Facebook just wasn’t fast enough for them,” 
said the AVC chief of party. While the group contained a wealth of information and constant 
engagement, for commercial actors it took too much time to get information through 
the Facebook app or website. The AVC team also observed that users struggled 
with the Facebook search feature when looking for older or specific content, 
and scrolling through the group and sifting through the traffic to find relevant 
information was difficult and confusing. This appeared to be in part because 
Facebook did not always present the information in chronological order but rather 
used an algorithm that also factored in the number of likes and comments a post 
had received. While Facebook Messenger could allow direct engagement with 
members, AVC and the group admin do not have the capacity to respond to private 
queries.

Expanding to Messaging Apps
In 2017, AVC decided to add Telegram as a new medium for multimedia information exchange. AVC 
believed Telegram’s one-way broadcast channel and two-way group chat features would allow for more 
targeted communications and easier creation and management of smaller chat groups for more efficient 
peer-to-peer information. The app’s use of phone numbers as unique user identifiers would also help AVC 
identify Uzbek users to help target its content in accordance with the project mandate, while the one-way 
nature of Telegram channels would ensure that all information was in the Uzbek language. Other apps 
offered similar features, but as the most popular messaging application in Uzbekistan in 2016, Telegram 
provided an easier path to adoption.6

5 Mover is an Uzbek video sharing platform that hosts content on Tas-lx, a free national network that enables mobile users in Uzbekistan to visit 
locally hosted sites and upload, download and stream videos for free, without incurring mobile data charges.
6 “Telegram became the most popular messengers in Uzbekistan.” Telegraf.uz, https://telegraf.uz/en/science-and-technology/telegram-became-
the-most-popular-messengers-in-uzbekistan.
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IMPLEMENTATION
AVC’s Telegram efforts started small, beginning in mid-2017 with a single chat group focused on general 
content and a select membership of existing professional partners and contacts. Throughout the year, the 
project expanded the group’s membership by continuing to build on its existing network and encouraging 
a viral approach among members. Then, one at a time, AVC began adding more focused Telegram chat 
groups and eventually a Telegram channel, while encouraging its members to create their own narrowly 
focused chat groups.

Using Telegram for engagement with commercial beneficiaries required no new hardware or software, 
since all of AVC’s staff already had mobile phones, computers and Telegram accounts. AVC staff were 
already using their own Telegram accounts through the Telegram desktop app, Telegram web browser app 
and the mobile app to communicate internally with one another and as the primary communication channel 
in their personal lives.

If they had needed to set up a Telegram account for the first time, the app could be downloaded for free to 
any smartphone and used to create an account, which could then be accessed, along with the account’s 
entire message and media history, via an unlimited number of other phone or desktop devices and through 
any web browser app. If using Telegram for professional purposes, the app’s username feature allows 
users to mask their phone number, retaining their anonymity and protecting their phone number from being 
viewed by other users in a group or channel and contacted through calls, SMS or other messaging apps. 
Alternatively, Telegram supports multiple accounts on a single app, meaning that within the app on a single 
phone, a user can toggle back and forth between multiple accounts.

The First Chat Group
AVC first used Telegram to start a small chat group for a select group of horticulture producers that was 
called Bogbon, which means horticulturalists. The AVC team saw the group as an opportunity to test a 
more targeted messaging approach and manage more focused engagement among commercially oriented 
beneficiaries on a more accessible and preferred forum to Facebook. For the group members, AVC hoped 
that the group would serve as:
1. A forum for producers in different regions of Uzbekistan who might not otherwise interact, share and 

learn about their respective horticulture issues and ideas
2. A source of information for AVC about trends and common needs among horticulturalists, which would 

inform video production efforts
3. A means for AVC to efficiently distribute its videos and other technical information to  its most important 

beneficiaries.

The project’s Production Component Leader used his own existing Telegram account, for which he had 
created a username, to create this single Telegram chat group. As the creator, he automatically became 
the group admin and then added three colleagues as co-admins. The AVC admins then selected and 
invited a small group of 30 major commercial horticulture producers with whom the project had worked 
closely as partners over the years. Nearly all of the producers already had Telegram accounts, and the 
AVC admins had their phone numbers on record, which enabled them to find the producers in Telegram 
and add them to the group. If not found, the AVC team used Telegram’s Invite via Link feature, copying an 
invite URL link generated by the app and sending it out via other channels such as SMS and email.

http://www.digitalimpactalliance.org/
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All of the original invitees joined the group, and as traffic grew over time, AVC decided to invite other select 
commercial horticulturalists from its network. The team also made the small group public by enabling 
members to access and forward or share a link with select other industry colleagues to encourage them 
to join the group. With invites going out both from the AVC admins and the group members, the group 
soon grew to 200 members, at which point Telegram automatically converted the group to a Telegram 
supergroup.

Growth to a Supergroup
Telegram supergroups can have up to 100,000 members, and unlike with a normal Telegram chat 
group, new members instantly have access to the group’s entire message history. While AVC’s Telegram 
supergroup was automatically converted from a normal chat group, Telegram users can also create their 
own supergroup manually. Supergroups have a unified history, so deleted messages will always disappear 
for everyone in the group, not just the sender/deleter. Supergroup admins can make the group’s link public 
so that new members can join without receiving an invitation and pin important messages to the top of the 
chat dialogue screen so that all new and existing members can see them. For all supergroup members, 
message notifications on the phone app are automatically muted.

As a supergroup, AVC’s Bogbon Telegram chat group came to include an increasingly large and diverse 
array of members. And while the content generally remained focused on large-scale commercial 
production, conversation subjects and AVC’s content spanned an array of different crops and horticulture 
services. Members represented commercial enterprises working in all areas of the horticulture value 
chain, including cold storage, processing and export, as well as those operating fully vertically integrated 
horticulture businesses. As the group expanded beyond those with whom the AVC admins had pre-existing 
professional relationships or partnerships, the AVC admins retained their anonymity, despite often using 
their personal Telegram accounts, by using the Telegram username feature.
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Addition of  a Telegram Channel
In July 2017, the AVC team created its first public Telegram channel, naming it  Bogdorchilik Ilmi like its 
Facebook group. Telegram channels are similar to WhatsApp broadcast lists in that they allow the channel’s 
creator to send messages to a group of subscribers at once. Unlike with WhatsApp lists, recipients cannot 
reply to the channel admin, nor to other members. Telegram channels also differ in that they can be made 
public and discoverable through the Telegram app’s search feature, and individual subscribers can invite 
others to join the channel.

AVC conceived its Telegram channel as a way to enable the full spectrum of Uzbek horticulture farmers—
large commercial operators and smaller farmers—to receive valuable, reliable technical information from 
the AVC team. For this purpose, the one-way nature of Telegram’s channel feature was preferred because 
it allowed AVC’s channel admin to completely control content. Through the channel, AVC could share only 
carefully curated, relevant media while preventing comments and replies from subscribers that might drown 
out content for others. The one-way feature also allows AVC to produce only Uzbek language content and 
thus ensure that it targets beneficiaries. Unlike Facebook groups, Telegram channels preserve content for 
subscribers to access and search over time.

The AVC Telegram channel was created and administered by the project’s Public Outreach coordinator, 
who took advantage of Telegram’s dual account feature to separately create and manage both his personal 
and professional Telegram communications. Using his Samsung mobile phone with dual SIMs, the 
Public Outreach Coordinator was able to have both a personal phone number and another used only for 
professional purposes, both on a single phone. This allowed him to create and manage both a personal and 
a professional Telegram account on the same phone, accessible through the same Telegram application. 
Once both accounts were created, the Public Outreach Coordinator could toggle between both, creating 
and joining new AVC Telegram forums on his professional account from his phone or desktop app without 
being overloaded with notifications from his professional chat groups or revealing his personal contact 
information to unknown professional contacts. 

Addition of  Focused Subgroups
To offer more targeted content and focused dialogue, AVC eventually decided to create more smaller 
Telegram chat groups, which the team internally refers to as subgroups. To narrow the subgroups’ focus, 
AVC planned for each to be based on either a specific crop or a specific value-added service, such as 
processing, and to create one at a time. The first subgroup created was the cold storage group in the fall of 
2017. To create and lead the subgroup, AVC looked outside of its own project team, choosing to help one of 
its most engaged commercial cold storage partners to create the group himself from his Telegram account. 
He then added two AVC staff as co-admins, as well as one other commercial cold storage colleague. The 
group was designed specifically for their colleagues working in cold storage to share market and technical 
information, such as preferred temperatures and humidity levels for specific crops, storage spacing, and 
crop durability in cold storage.

http://www.digitalimpactalliance.org/
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Shortly after the cold storage subgroup was created, a member of AVC’s original Telegram supergroup 
approached the project team to assist him with creating and populating another subgroup focused on grape 
production and marketing. Another group member then sought AVC’s assistance with creating a Telegram 
channel focused on lemons, and another created a walnut chat group. In each case, the subgroup’s 
creator had been a member of AVC’s original supergroup and a subscriber to its channel, the combination 
of which inspired them to create and independently administer a crop-specific offshoot.

Management
By 2018, the AVC team was administering its original Bogbon supergroup and Bogdorchilik Ilmi channel, 
co-administering the cold storage subgroup, and providing guidance to commercial horticulturalists who 
were continually creating their own chat groups and channels with colleagues. Within AVC, the primary 
admin for the supergroup and channel was the Public Outreach Coordinator, who used his Telegram 
professional account both from his mobile phone app and his desktop app to administer AVC’s forums 
and monitor and share information across the other independent subgroups and channels. The lemon 
channel and the grape and walnut subgroups, while inspired and aided by AVC’s efforts, are administered 
independently by horticulturalists. The AVC project team has no administrative access and no control over 
their content, though AVC videos are often shared within the groups when relevant to the focus crops.

To determine what video content to produce and share within AVC’s various Telegram forums, the Public 
Outreach Coordinator provides qualitative updates and assessments of the Telegram traffic he observes 
at weekly staff meetings. These updates are used as the basis for discussion and deliberation about what 
topics to prioritize for video production, with input from the agricultural technical staff. Each meeting results 
in production decisions, with the production team then going into the field to film with horticulturalists. This 
process then results in the creation of video content uploaded to Mover and YouTube, the links to which are 
shared on AVC’s various Telegram forums and Facebook page, along with actual video files for members 
to download for viewing and sharing offline. This video production and planning process relies largely on 
qualitative analysis of Telegram and Facebook traffic, as AVC has not undertaken any technical integration 
or custom development with Telegram to monitor traffic or generate quantitative user behavior analytics.

In addition to producing videos, in late 2017 AVC began using Telegram’s Telegraph publishing tool, which 
allows users to compose and share richly formatted posts resembling blog or newspaper articles with 
photos and other embedded media. Telegraph publications can be shared across Telegram forums via 
a short link through which recipients can open and view the publication. The links open the publications 
within Telegram’s Instant View feature, which presents content from Telegraph and external publications 
on a native page within the app so that users avoid linking to other apps or browsers, saving them time and 
data. The Telegraph and Instant View features then allow the publishers to track and analyze click rates, 
which the AVC team uses as a qualitative metric to assess interest in their content among their group and 
channel members.

http://www.digitalimpactalliance.org/
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WHAT WORKED, WHAT DIDN’T AND WHY

Successes
During the AVC project’s first year deploying Telegram to facilitate information sharing and learning 
among commercial horticulture actors in Uzbekistan, the project was extremely successful at growing 
and sustaining engagement. Between July 2017 and February 2018, nearly 3,200 people subscribed to 
the Bogdorchilik Ilmi Telegram channel, with roughly 50 joining daily. During the same period, the original 
generalist chat group grew to a supergroup, from 30 select members to more than 800 commercial 
producers. Then, in just three months, AVC’s first focused subgroup, the cold storage chat group, reached 
more than 80 members. The lemon channel and the grape and walnut farmer chat groups, which were 
inspired but not administered by AVC, reached 213, 200 and 500 members, respectively. This success can 
be attributed to three factors:

1. Gradual expansion: Rather than creating multiple, focused chat groups and channels, AVC took a 
gradual, stepwise and collaborative approach, adding one new Telegram forum at a time. By beginning 
with a single, closed chat group with a generalist focus and a small group of interested members, then 
opening it to a wider audience, the project was able to steadily grow a broad following, avoid technical 
challenges and develop credibility on Telegram with different user groups.

2. Building on existing networks and communication channels: At each stage of AVC’s Telegram 
expansion, the project team built its following from existing professional and digital networks. To begin, 
the original chat group was seeded with  a select group of commercial producers with whom the project 
had worked and was kept closed to others. As the group was opened and additional forums were 
created, AVC leveraged its Facebook, YouTube and Mover following. The project posted links to its 
Telegram groups and channel on its Bogdorchilik Facebook group and embedded graphics about the 
forums in its videos. When a new Telegram subgroup or channel was created, the team posted a link 
in the original chat group, which had then become a larger supergroup. Offline, AVC’s Telegram forums 
were promoted at farmer trainings. This networked approach reduced the resources allocated to driving 
adoption and maintained high levels of engagement.

3. Picking the right app: The AVC team attributes much of its successful growth to simply choosing the 
right messaging application for its context. As Telegram is an extremely popular and familiar messaging 
application in Uzbekistan, the project did not have to encourage beneficiaries to download it. Almost all 
of its followers were already active users. Moreover, in addition to building on existing networks, AVC 
was able to rely on Telegram’s effective sharing and search features to drive viral growth. AVC’s chat 
groups and channel are open and public, so subscribers are able to share content and invite others to 
join. The AVC and admins are not required to invite or approve new subscribers to the chat groups or 
channel.
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 Each message, media or file shared on a Telegram group or channel has a “forward” button next to it. 
When pressed by a recipient, the button brings up a full list of that recipient’s Telegram contacts and 
groups to which the content can be shared. When the message, media or file is forwarded to another 
contact or group, it appears with a link to the source channel or group, which the recipient can follow. 
If the group or channel is open or a supergroup, then the recipient of the forwarded content can press 
“join” to join the source group or channel. Telegram users who hear of the different forums through word 
of mouth can also use Telegram’s search feature or channel list to find and join them.

 These features made it easy for horticulturalists to circulate content from AVC’s groups and channel and 
for others to discover them. As new members discovered the chat group, the app’s unique supergroup 
features enabled the project to continue managing all of its two-way chat dialogue in one place. This 
contrasts with WhatsApp, which caps group sizes at 256 people, does not allow new group members 
to access the entire group history, and does not allow  members to engage through a desktop or web 
app without having a dedicated phone present. 

http://www.digitalimpactalliance.org/
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Members sharing or 
discussing text-based 
technical information or 
articles

Members sharing 
sector-relevant photos 
for discussion 

Members buying and 
selling products and 
services transactions

40%

40%

20%

Unforeseen Opportunities
AVC’s Telegram forums were intended to enable the exchange of technical information to help commercial 
actors at all stages of the horticulture value chain improve their business. In reality, by the end of 2017, 
AVC estimated that exchanges focused on sharing or discussing text-based technical information or 
articles represented just 40 percent of traffic in its Telegram chat groups. Another 40 percent consisted of 
members sharing sector-relevant photos for discussion, and the remaining 20 percent involved members 
buying and selling products and services.

For the latter 20 percent, the groups have become what AVC calls a “self-directed marketplace”—a digital 
forum where supply meets demand for different crops and value-added services such as processing, 
storage, transport and marketing. These transactions resulted largely from initial face-to-face meetings 
between sellers and buyers at AVC’s in-person events, who when followed up via Telegram. While 
unforeseen, this outcome nevertheless contributes to AVC’s overall goal, so the project has encouraged 
a range of marketing behavior in the groups. While the AVC team had anticipated that its Telegram chat 
groups might eventually be used for commercial purposes, it wanted it to happen organically without any 
push from the project.

The AVC team did not foresee the requests from other international aid donors and programs to announce 
outside trainings and services on the AVC Telegram chat groups. The AVC team has always complied with 
these requests, announcing a variety of training opportunities to the community, whether or not they are 
related to the AVC project. Equally unforseen was AVC project beneficiaries independently creating new 
crop-specific Telegram chat groups and channels, which is seen as a positive outcome and an opportunity 
to ensure the sustainability of AVC’s efforts. AVC has ensured that all of its groups are co-administered by 
reliable local partner beneficiaries.
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Lastly, the success of AVC’s use of Telegram for programmatic interventions has led the AVC project team 
to create an internal Telegram chat group for communication and coordination between its 18-person staff. 
AVC staff use the closed Telegram chat group to report their location and status in the field to aid with 
security and personnel management, and they regularly share files, videos and informal content. This 
has enabled the Country Director to have nearly full awareness of where staff are at all times, increasing 
accountability and resulting in valuable media from the field to share with partners and funders.

Challenges and Limitations
As of the beginning of 2018, AVC had encountered no major technical challenges or frustrations with the 
Telegram tool. In fact, the project’s only cited challenge was internal—convincing its agricultural technical 
specialists that Telegram would be an effective tool through which to provide and facilitate the exchange 
of technical information. However, after some brief internal testing with the team’s horticulture production 
and post-production specialists, the full project team was convinced and supportive of creating the first 
AVC chat group.

In considering the telegram app’s limitations and potential new features and upgrades, as of early 2018 
the AVC team was hopeful that Telegram would enable users to have individual video calls and group 
conference calls. At this time, Telegram facilitated only one-on-one voice calls through the app. The AVC 
team’s primary need for group calls was for operational coordination, so that different AVC teams in the 
field and their colleagues in the main office might periodically connect for conference calls. However, the 
team also envisioned the possibility of its members conducting group calls, both to discuss shared issues 
and negotiate the exchange of crops and services.

Impact
In assessing Telegram’s impact on AVC’s project goals, the project team points to its chat groups as 
critical for sustaining connectivity among industry actors and its channel as vital for disseminating valuable 
technical content to broader audiences. Based on user feedback, the project believes that this connectivity 
facilitates professional bonds between horticulturalists who might not otherwise connect and enables rapid 
information exchange that can enhance productivity and market efficiency within the horticulture market. 
AVC also emphasizes the benefits of Telegram to its own internal productivity and effectiveness. According 
to AVC’s Communications and Outreach Specialist, his team is “more efficient, effective and less costly in 
our provision of services due to the more direct feedback from our intended beneficiaries.”

http://www.digitalimpactalliance.org/
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NEXT STEPS
Entering 2018, the future of the project was unclear. While the third stage of funding was set to expire at the 
end of the year, there was a possibility of it being extended further. Regardless, the AVC team remained 
focused primarily on gradually creating and growing new targeted Telegram subgroups for different value 
chain functions, building on the success of the cold storage group to add groups for traders, processors and 
exporters. To potentially benefit all of AVC’s Telegram forums, in late 2017 the team began experimenting 
with chatbots. Creating a Telegram chatbot was seen as an opportunity to automate frequently asked 
question responses, streamlining content within the chat groups, and improve the speed and accuracy 
with which some questions are answered.

Telegram’s API allows developers to build custom chatbots, either as part of an existing chat group or as 
a separate resource with a dedicated user interface for one-on-one chats with users, as with Facebook 
chatbots. AVC sought to test both approaches and began building its first test chatbots at the end of 2017. 
According to the team, while the API enabled quick and easy development, as of February 2018 it was not 
yet clear what the optimal content structure and user interface would be.
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