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Detailed survey on mobile phone usage among 
grade 11 students [N = 441] from highly deprived 
areas in Cape Town, South Africa

One‐year project ‐ data capturing concluded in 
November 2008

In‐depth snapshot, not meant to be representative

Goal: Obtain detailed reliable quantitative data on 
mobile phone usage by low‐income urban South 
African youth



67% “own a cell phone” 
(AMPS, 2008)

62% “own a mobile phone or a SIM card” 
(RIA, 2009)

72% of youth “have a cell phone” 
(KFF/SABC, 2006)

33% of “households with access to cell phones” 
(Tlabela et al., 2007)

15% of households have “a computer at home” 
(RIA, 2009)

5% of households have “a working Internet connection” 
(RIA, 2009) 

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Reliable figures for mobile Internet use in South Africa have so far been difficult to assess, as most of the data available focuses on broad figures of overall access to mobile phones – provided either by the networks themselves (e.g. Goldstuck, 2007; Sutherland, 2008) or through nationally representative household or individual surveys (e.g. All Media and Products Survey (AMPS), 2008; Esselaar, Gillwald, & Stork, 2007; Kaiser Family Foundation and South African Broadcasting Corporation (KFF/SABC), 2006). Such research has shown, for example, that 67% of South Africans ‘own a cell phone’ (AMPS, 2008) or that 62% ‘own a mobile phone or an active SIM card’ (Research ICT Africa (RIA), 2009). Similarly, 72% of 15 to 24-year-olds reported to ‘have a cell phone’ (KFF/SABC, 2006), whereas Tlabela et al. (2007) found only 33% of South African households to be ‘households with access to cell phones’. RIA (2009) shows 15% of South African households have ‘a computer at home’, while 5% of households have ‘a working Internet connection’.



Household surveys often struggle to assess recent 
trends because of question design

E.g. “Do you ever use the Internet?” 

Industry reported data is insufficient
Only shows number of active SIM cards

Extreme inequalities among racial groups and between 
urban/rural users for Internet usage

Fast‐changing trends and uptake
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Reliable figures for mobile Internet use in South Africa have so far been difficult to assess, as most of the data available focuses on broad figures of overall access to mobile phones – provided either by the networks themselves (e.g. Goldstuck, 2007; Sutherland, 2008) or through nationally representative household or individual surveys (e.g. All Media and Products Survey (AMPS), 2008; Esselaar, Gillwald, & Stork, 2007; Kaiser Family Foundation and South African Broadcasting Corporation (KFF/SABC), 2006). Such research has shown, for example, that 67% of South Africans ‘own a cell phone’ (AMPS, 2008) or that 62% ‘own a mobile phone or an active SIM card’ (Research ICT Africa (RIA), 2009). Similarly, 72% of 15 to 24-year-olds reported to ‘have a cell phone’ (KFF/SABC, 2006), whereas Tlabela et al. (2007) found only 33% of South African households to be ‘households with access to cell phones’. RIA (2009) shows 15% of South African households have ‘a computer at home’, while 5% of households have ‘a working Internet connection’.



Grade 11, aged 16‐20   (mean avg. 17.8)

Confronted with crime, HIV/AIDS, unemployment…
but: chance to finish high school, attend university

Population in relative or extreme poverty

Early technology adopters

Of prime interest to politicians, social workers, etc.

Low‐income Urban Youth
‐ at the Crossroads



Targeted bottom 50% most deprived neighborhoods in Cape Town metropolitan area (shaded), 
showing  school locations

Using levels of multiple deprivation 
(health, education, employment, housing) rather than 
inconclusive income or similar indexes
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Presentation Notes
In order to concentrate on ‘low-income’ youth for this study, a novel approach had been chosen: By using the selection factor of relative deprivation, I was able to account for a much broader and more reliable measure of poverty than by simply using average income levels (cf. Townsend, 1979). The basis for selection in this research was drawn on the Provincial Indices of Multiple Deprivation for the Western Cape province (Noble et al., 2006; Barnes, Wright, Noble, & Dawes, 2007). Through this index, the bottom 50% (i.e. most deprived) of all electoral wards in the Cape Town municipal area were included for the purpose of identifying the location of schools to be targeted through random cluster sampling. Public secondary schools located in these areas were chosen randomly, while in each participating school one or two full classrooms were chosen as an availability or convenience subset as the first general class(es) to become available after arriving at the school. This process was continued until a minimum sample size of 400 students was achieved.



Biggest challenge: no shared vocabulary

Qualitative methods and interviews to identify 
survey weaknesses

Usage ‘ever’ and ‘yesterday’ to establish absolute 
and typical‐day usage

Detailed activity questions on online activities
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Presentation Notes
The questionnaire consisted of 48 questions on 13 pages, and included predominantly closed-ended rating scale questions (Likert scales) or multiple choice items. Several open-ended questions offered the respondents the chance to provide answers in more detail. The survey resulted in 299 direct variables, of which several are grouped into multiple response sets or represent variations of the same theme question. Several additional variables have been recoded from the results to provide a broader measure of a given problem, including relative deprivation, technology ownership and usage, the different activity indices, and others. Questions asking subjects about their use of certain technologies (or specific applications therein) were modeled after the Pew Internet & American Life surveys (Pew Internet, 2006; Horrigan, 2008) to avoid the “recall problem” (Deacon et al, 2007, p. 72): Respondents are asked whether they have ever used a technology or application, and whether they have done so yesterday – an important technique also used in this study. The findings provide us with reliable figures for absolute usage as well as for a typical day by asking about the most recent use on the previous day. (When conducting the survey on a Monday, respondents were asked to refer to Friday instead.) The absence of commonly accepted terminology was a major challenge for this study. Questions using terms such as online, Web, Internet and similar terms have varying meanings for different people (Horst & Miller, 2006) and have thus been largely excluded from the survey. As was demonstrated in the pilot stages, outright questions, such as ‘have you used a mobile phone yesterday’, have only a very limited validity: There were no differences between respondents answering ‘yes’ and ‘no’ to this question, as both groups had in fact done the same number of activities on a mobile phone on the previous day. This was revealed by asking detailed activity questions, some of which may not be associated by subjects with the phrase ‘using a mobile phone’. The reason for the accuracy of this question type, as conversations have shown, is largely due to varying concepts of technology usage: ‘Using a mobile phone’ is sometimes considered as synonymous for using traditional phone applications, rather than referring to advanced uses such as browsing the Web or using instant messaging clients. In the questionnaire and in the pilot study, the term ‘cell phone’ rather than ‘mobile phone’ has been used, as this is the most widely used term in South Africa.



299 direct variables 

52 variables assessing Internet usage; 13 activities





100% mobile phone users

77% owners
(but alsro co‐users)

23% co‐users  
(including 4% SIM‐only owners)



96% use a mobile on a typical day

73% 
make calls

68% 
use Internet

56% 
listen to 
music

50% 
take pictures

49% 
play games

37% 
record 
videos





* Models not supporting Internet access
Differences to 100% due to rounding. (n = 366) 



Using Mobile Internet on a Typical Day…

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Internet usage does not equal Web usage: 19% of respondents using the Internet on a typical day do so solely to use an instant messaging client (almost exclusively MXit). This means that although the Internet is being used by 68% on a typical day, only 49% use it to access the Web, i.e. Web pages with ‘hypertext’ content such as graphics, text, or interactive features. [The distinction is defined in the full results paper]There are four Internet user groups based on applications used:1: Using it just for IM (19%)2: Using it just for Web (19%)3: Using it for both IM and Web (30%)4: Do not use Internet (32%)



PC only
(5%)

Mobile only
(33%)

PC and mobile
(34%)

27% did not use Internet

63% have used the Internet 
at least once
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As a sharp contrast to all-time Internet access, Internet usage on a typical day is far more reliant on mobile phones. While 39% said to have used a computer to go online on the previous day, 67% said so for mobile phones. 27% did not use the Internet on the previous day. For typical Internet access, mobiles are thus by far the most important gateway to go online. A significant share of respondents (33%) do not use computers at all on a typical day but go online solely via a mobile phone. There are four groups of Internet users based on the gateway used:1: PC only (5%)2: Mobile only (33%)3: PC and mobile (34%)4: Never used Internet (27%)





* non‐Web activities



named 37% among 2115 websites

Portals WAP media portals make up 15% combined
Offering music, videos, games, pictures, etc for mobiles

6% each: waptrick.com, nabster.wen.ru, Yahoo







Personal communication 

Gaming

Personal digital media

Instant messaging 

Expenditure

Phone capabilities 

Media preferences

Socio‐economic position

Topline and full results available on tinokreutzer.org/mobile



Where Next?

More valuable content needs to become 
accessible from mobile phones

Better questionnaires in 
quantitative research

More qualitative probes 
to provide crucial context



All results
tinokreutzer.org/mobile

Email
research@tino.kreutzer.org
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