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ABSTRACT

Thispaperpresentsacriticalanalysisofpowerdynamics for telecommunicationsgovernance in
thecontextofadevelopingcountry.Thestudyusedregulatorygovernanceandcriticaldiscourse
analysisastheoreticalunderpinnings.ThecaseoftelecommunicationssectorofMalawiwasanalysed
usingsecondarydatacomprisepolicydocumentsandmediareports.Theresultsshowedthatpower
relationsaffectedtheautonomyofthetelecommunicationsregulatorinperformingitsfunctions.The
effectsofpowerdynamicscreatedpracticesandconductofstakeholdersthatcontributedtowardsthe
barriersinmarketentryofmobilenetworkoperatorsinthetelecommunicationssector.Consequently,
therewaslimitedmarketcompetitionandthecostofICTservicesremainedhigh.Powerrelations
werealsoproductiveinenablingstakeholderstoraisesectorproblemstotheregulator.Thestudy
providesanunderstandingofpowerrelationsintheregulationoftelecommunicationsinthecontext
ofanAfricancountry.
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1. INTRodUCTIoN

Telecommunicationsregulatoryorganisations(TRO)areresponsibleforregulatingandpromoting
the development of telecommunications sector. Some of the roles of TRO include promoting
telecommunicationsnetworkexpansion,recommendingtariffs,promotingstandards,licencingnetwork
operators, allocation of spectrum frequencies, monitoring the quality of services and protecting
consumers(Binsfeld,Whalley,&Pugalis,2016;Qiang&Xu,2005;Vogelsang,2017).Thefunctions
ofTROare important infacilitatingtelecommunicationssector investments in infrastructureand
sectorcompetitivenessandgrowththatcanleadtoeconomicdevelopmentofacountry(Chavula,
2012;Gillwald,2005;Mohamad,2014).InAfrica,TROarefacedwithamyriadofchallengesin
performingtheirfunctions.Thechallengesincludelackofresources,absenceoflegalframeworks,
limitedexpertise,politicalinterferencefromgovernmentofficialsanddepartments.Consequently,
thequalityofregulatorygovernancemaybeaffected(Jayaker&Martin,2012;Lietal.,2005).

RegulatorygovernanceisclarityofrolesandfunctionsofTROthatsupportlegalandinstitutional
designtoachievecredibility,legitimacyandtransparencyofregulatorydecisions(Kapika&Eberhat,
2010;Levy&Spiller,1994).RegulatorygovernanceissignificantforTROintelecommunications
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sectordecisionsthatarecost-effective,promotereliableinfrastructureservices,financialviability
andattractingnewinvestments.Asnotedabove,oneofthechallengesinthetelecommunications
sectorispowerdynamicswheretherearestrugglesorpowerimbalancesforauthorityandcontrol
overprocessesanddecision-makingamongtheregulatoryorganisations,governmentdepartments,
politicians,courtsandprivatesectororganisations.Understandingofpowerdynamicsisimportant
becausepowerinfluenceswhatcanbeachievedinrolesandfunctionsofTROinthedevelopment
of thetelecommunicationssector(Badran,2012;Jayakar&Martin,2012;vanGorp&Matland,
2009;Vogelsang,2017).

TROpracticeautonomywhenexecutingtheirrolesandfunctions(Hullur&Sane,2017).Others
havenotedthatautonomyisoneofofthecriticalfactorsoftheTROtolegallyperformtheirmandated
functions without interference (Asoka, 2009; van Gorp & Matland, 2009). Further, regulatory
governancecanbeaffectedwherepoliticalsystemspermitpolicystakeholderstoinfluenceICTsector
decisions(Christensen&Laegried,2007).Thisstudytakesthedebatefurtherandarguesthatpower
dynamicsare inherent in regulatorygovernancewhere stakeholders (e.g.ministries,government
officials,politicians,courts,networkoperatorsandcitizens)areengagedandmayaffecttheautonomy
ofTRO(Christensen&Laegried,2007;Lietal.,2005;vanGorp&Maitland,2009b).Understanding
ofpowerstrugglesanddominationmaybringtolightthehiddenassumptionsandtakenforgranted
issuesinregulatorygovernanceandleadingtocorrectiveaction(Cecez-Kemanovic,2010;Myers&
Klein,2011).Understandingofthepowerdynamicsinregulatorygovernanceoftelecommunication
sectorraisesthefollowingquestions:

• Howdoesregulatorygovernanceaffectthedevelopmentoftelecommunicationssector?
• Howdoespowerdynamicsaffecttheautonomyoftheregulatoryorganisationsandtheirfunctions?

Toanswerthesequestions,thestudyemployedtwotheories.First,theconstructsofregulatory
governance and institutional endowments (Levy & Spiller, 1994) were used to understand the
contextoftelecommunicationssectorregulation.Second,Criticalsocialtheory(Foucault,1980)was
usedtobringtolightissuesofdominationandpowerstruggleswhenaTROperformitsfunctions
andautonomyaspartofregulatorygovernance.Thestudyarguesthatregulatorygovernanceand
institutionalendowmentdoesnotadequatelyaddresstheconceptofpowerinpracticesanddiscourses
relatedtotelecommunicationssectorregulation.Hence,Criticalsocialtheory(Foucault,1980)was
consideredtocomplementtheunderstandingofpowerdynamicsamongtheICTsectorstakeholders
(Willcocks,2006).

ThecaseofMalawiwasselectedasanexampleofalow-humandevelopmenteconomyinAfrica
(UNDP,2018).ICTsareperceivedasenablersthatcansupportthecountryinimprovingitseconomy
andthewell-beingofitscitizens.Oneoftheareasofinterestwasinfrastructuredevelopment(Makoza,
2019).Itwasinterestingtonotehowtelecommunicationsgovernancewassupportingtheregulator
inthedevelopmentoftelecommunicationssectorincludingICTinfrastructureinvestments,market
entryandsectorcompetitiveness.

The rest of the paper is presented as follows. Section 2 summarises the background to the
study.Section3highlightsthetheoreticalunderpinningofthestudy.Section4presentstheresearch
methodology.Section5summarisestheresearchfindings.Section6discussesthefindingsandthis
followedbyconclusionsfromthestudy.

2. BACKGRoUNd To THe STUdy

2.1. Telecommunications Regulatory Governance
Neoliberalreformsineconomieshaveledtochangesinthetelecommunicationssectorsacrossthe
globe.Partofthechangesincludedprivatisationofthestate-ownedtelecommunicationsenterprises,
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