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1. Introduction 

Mobile phones have long surpassed traditional landlines as the most common voice communication 

technology – particularly due to the marked growth in new mobile phone users in most so-called 

developing countries (Feldmann, 2003). In South Africa, a country still trying to escape its legacy of 

dramatic racial inequalities, mobile phones have enjoyed spectacular growth over the past decade, with 

more than 60% of all South Africans above the age of 16 already owning a phone themselves (Research 

ICT Africa [RIA], 2009; All Media and Product Survey [AMPS], 2008). This rapid growth – up from just 18% 

in 2000 (International Telecommunications Union [ITU], 2001) – is at least partially due to the immense 

popularity of prepaid subscriptions and low-cost phones (Hodge, 2005; Esselaar & Stork, 2005), which 

have made it possible even for many of the country’s poor majority to own or use a phone themselves.  

 

In most developing countries, access to traditional computers and the Internet remains limited to a small 

elite (Bracey & Culver, 2005), an observation that also holds true of post-apartheid South Africa. Despite 

many initiatives to create more equitable access to Information and Communication Technologies (ICTs) 

since the country’s first democratic elections in 1994 (Lewis, 2007) marked inequalities persist in the 

access to and usage of these technologies to this date.  

 

South Africa’s ‘digital divides’ follow shifting and complex lines. Some distinctions demarcate the 

computer-based information practices of much wealthier (though very small) upper and middle classes 

from the analog sources available to the impoverished majority. Other divides, such as the inequalities of 

access to computers and Internet within the education system, indicate how South Africa has failed to 

achieve redress for the formerly racial basis of resource allocation that characterized so-called Bantu 

education under apartheid. Perhaps most significantly, many infrastructural, educational and economic 

disparities create vast differences in ICT access between urban and rural populations (Tlabela, Roodt, & 

Paterson, 2007). Under apartheid, fixed-line telephony infrastructure was put in place primarily to serve 

the affluent white population, and so the rise of mobile telephony in South Africa already marks a sharp 

departure from the past. But for many people, mobile phones are not merely substitutes for traditional 

landline connections. This study shifts attention to the ways in which, for many young South Africans, the 

relatively inexpensive mobile phone handsets are fast becoming the Internet platform and multimedia 

device of their choice. 
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Based on their users’ interests and the technical features available on them, phones are being 

appropriated in a myriad of ways other than standard phone calls, but increasingly also to make up for a 

lack of domestic and school-based access to the Internet and computers. Mobile Internet access1 has so 

far been largely neglected in media and technology research, leading some in the popular media (e.g. 

Selanikio, 2008; Economist, 2008) to suggest that a ‘silent revolution’ will come about owing to the 

growing number of people, especially in emerging economies like South Africa, who have begun using 

mobile phones to access the Internet.  

 

This study follows a strict distinction between the World Wide Web and the Internet, by which the former 

is seen as a distinct part of the latter, comprising only hyperlinked websites which are considered 

synonymous with ‘online media’.2 In particular, access to and usage of the World Wide Web (or Web) by 

the formerly ‘disconnected masses’ should be of major interest to media researchers. The Web has 

certainly made an enormous difference to the way mass media is distributed, consumed, and, more 

recently, incorporated into the participatory practices of online communities (e.g. Gilmore, 2004). But 

despite many benefits derived from this technology, some have argued that the Web merely serves and 

connects wealthy nations, and (at least so far) the affluent elites in developing countries (Castells, 2000). 

Others, however, have argued that the idea of a single binary digital divide does not grasp the complex set 

of social factors that can support or inhibit ICT usage or their potential benefits (e.g. Warschauer, 2003; 

Livingstone & Helsper, 2007). But as more affordable and more appealing mobile phones transcend from 

mere voice and text communication tools into complex technologies capable of handling the Internet and 

various digital media3 formats, the question of ‘leapfrogging’ online societies arises – which would 

possibly challenge many existing notions in the ‘digital divide’ debate. Indications for such a large-scale 

jump in Web usage have thus far not been assessed academically in South Africa, making anecdotal 

evidence often the starting point for initial assumptions and interpretations.  

                                                      

 

 
1 ‘Mobile Internet access’ does not refer to a different kind of Internet, but to is used to differentiate the mobile phone as platform from 
traditional sources of computer-based access, including dial-up, ADSL, or wireless broadband. Although there can be a technical 
convergence between forms of access that blurs this line, in South Africa the two forms are still very distinct. Mobile Internet thus signifies 
accessing the Internet through the network provider’s gateway server via GPRS, EDGE (2G), HSDPA (3G), or similar cellular network 
protocols.  
2 This study puts significant emphasis on the distinction between the Internet and the World Wide Web, stemming from a technical as well 
as from a mass media perspective. Thereby, the Internet is considered an application-neutral technology of interconnected computer 
networks, or rather, the underlying infrastructure that is used by various applications, including the interlinked pages of the (World Wide) 
Web. The Web, on the other hand, is used synonymous with online media within this study, referring to mass media accessible through the 
Internet. I use the term Web to include hypertext pages and publicly accessible audiovisual content of all kind, or in short, content that is 
viewable in a Web browser. ‘Mobile Web’ thereby simply means ‘the Web accessed through a mobile phone’. The term excludes, however, 
instant messaging applications, email, and other programs using non-http protocols. As we are witnessing an increasing integration of such 
applications into the Web browser format, it is important that this study’s usage of the term Web is thus mostly adhering to a mass media 
point of view rather than a strictly technical one. Semi-public sites, such as Facebook, are also included, but must be viewed with special 
attention by mass media studies due to their half private, half public nature.  
3 Digital media here is used in reference to photos, videos, music (including ringtones), and games that can be consumed, produced, or 
shared on mobile phones and computers. Given the specific mobile phone focus, this largely applies to files that can be saved, downloaded, 
or transferred. It is not meant to include online media accessed or streamed through a browser, such as websites or video streaming 
portals.  
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The mobile Internet and low-income youth in South Africa 

During my work with secondary students in Cape Town’s Philippi and Khayelitsha townships4, I started to 

notice the strong organic ascent of the mobile Internet among impoverished youth. Especially students in 

grades 11 and 12 were navigating through social networking sites and instant messaging applications with 

impressive ease, often using battered handsets passed down from older family members. The newly 

acquired Web navigation habit (and skill), so these students explained to me, coincided with the 

enormous popularity of the mobile instant messenger MXit over the past two years (Francke & Weideman, 

2007). MXit, a Java-based application that all but the most basic mobile phones can install, allows users to 

chat with each other using the Internet, very similar to computer-based instant messengers like ICQ, 

Google Talk, AIM, and many others. Since the program required a data connection to transmit its 

messages, most of my informants had only enabled their phones for Internet access for this specific 

purpose. However, usage of other resources on the Web followed suit, especially with the intention of 

downloading videos and music off the Web. 

 

This study was thus suggested by my own recent firsthand experiences with the rapid rise of the mobile 

Internet. The phenomenon was particularly noticeable among students from low-income families, many 

of whom still do not have regular access to computers or the Internet in their schools, let alone at home. 

As I had experienced in different media and computer literacy classes in these neighborhoods over the 

past years, there was an enormous demand for the Internet and training in Web use, which could not be 

fulfilled by the scarce number of volunteer projects or the schools that provided access to the Web. (Until 

2006, I happened to work for one such organization, IkamvaYouth.) At this point, I realized young people 

in the townships had begun to defy their status of ‘unconnectedness’, despite the almost complete 

absence of fixed-line Internet in their area. Although I was unsure about the scope of this revelation, it 

appeared that a new generation of mobile Internet users was being born – a generation that would grow 

up knowing the Web mostly from the tiny screen in their hand. 

 

The importance of this transition becomes evident if one looks at the level of ICT available to the majority 

of South African students. Research ICT Africa found only 15% of all households to have a working 

computer, while just 5% reported having ‘a working Internet connection’ (RIA, 2009). Even computers and 

Internet access at schools have only recently started to become available to the majority of South African 

sub-elite schools, but often remain behind their actual potential (Prinsloo & Walton, 2009). This picture 
                                                      

 

 
4 In South Africa, the popular meaning of the term ‘township’ refers to urban neighborhood areas that were built and reserved for all non-
white population groups under apartheid rule, usually consisting of shack settlements. Despite some progress, most townships remain 
distinctively underserviced in terms of infrastructure and are often synonymous with starkly worse living conditions than what is found in 
the better areas of a city. The distinct racial divisions that practically still define townships by the old classifications also remain largely 
intact.  



Generation Mobile: Online and Digital Media Usage on Mobile Phones among Low-Income Urban Youth in South Africa 4

differs vastly from the one found among the small group of middle and upper class South Africans, whose 

usage and exposure to computers and the Internet may be likened much more to the level found in most 

‘developed’ countries. Some have argued that the Internet and related ICT have indeed exacerbated 

inequality levels in recent years by providing useful tools and networks only to wealthier classes 

(bridges.org, 2001), something Castells has coined the “technological apartheid” (Castells, 2000, p. 93).  

 

Whether such trends might be halted or even reversed as youth in developing countries begin to explore 

and utilize the mobile Internet remains to be seen. Similar to the interest sparked by the rise of the Web 

(and the ensuing implications for societies) since its invention in 1993, I believe that the rise of the mobile 

Web among world’s ‘disconnected’ people will present crucial research questions for scholars from a 

variety of disciplines. Questions for media scientists could be: How will this affect the traditional media 

sphere? Will usage follow the model of Western societies or does the different technology dictate 

different priorities? To be certain, the rapid integration of mobile phones into people’s lives – in particular 

those with low income levels – has already lead to research being conducted from a plethora of academic 

orientations. The result is a wealth of data and analyses of mobile phone usage in South Africa and several 

other developing nations, often with an underlying interest in attaining certain development goals with 

this new technology (Donner, 2008).  

 

In fact, social and economic development agencies often express keen hopes to see the mobile Internet 

flourish as they strive for improved ways to promote programs for health awareness and other issues to 

the poor. At the same time, businesses can be suspected of vying to establish new mobile marketing 

channels and to exploit the surprising willingness of the poor to spend relatively high portions of their 

income on communication (Zainudeen, Samarajiva, & Abeysuriya, 2006).  

 

Reliable figures for mobile Internet use in South Africa have so far been difficult to assess, as will be 

discussed in more detail in the following chapters. Details of the extent to which mobile phones are 

already used by low-income youth to (partly) bridge this gap, and in what capacity they use them, are still 

not readily available. In South Africa, 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) or through 

nationally representative household or individual surveys (e.g. AMPS 2008A, 2008; RIA, 2009). Such data 

usually features the question of ‘access’, i.e. those who own or use a mobile phone, and those who don’t. 

Although recurring surveys have integrated more detailed questions into their questionnaires over recent 

years, most published studies have not yet caught up with the full scale of this relatively recent 

phenomenon, while those which have addressed it to some extent do not paint a sufficiently detailed 

picture for us to comprehend the scale of mobile Internet usage.  
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Theoretical framework and Research Questions 

This exploratory study is the first of its kind to obtain detailed quantitative data on online and digital 

media usage of mobile phones among grade 11 students in low income areas in Cape Town. In particular, 

as this study follows a mass communication and media science perspective, it will not merely address the 

question of access to mobile phones, computers, or the Web, but also aim to assess their detailed usage. 

In particular, it investigates the following questions and respective sub-issues in relation to this cohort of 

students:  

 

What are the patterns of phone ownership, and to what extent do students access and use specific 

handsets and their features? 

- What are the characteristics of mobile phone ownership? 

- How do overall numbers for mobile phone ownership and mobile phone usage compare?  

- What phone features and applications are commonly available to and used by students? 

- How recently have students started using mobile phones? 

- What are the average levels of expenses, as well as sources of funding? 

- To what extent do students use voice calls and SMS messages, and to what extent are cost-

cutting measures applied (missed calls, ‘please call me’ messages)? 

- To what extent are mobile instant messenger applications used (e.g. MXit)?  

 

How can students’ use of online media, and their use and production of digital media be characterized? 

- To what extent do students utilize the Internet and the Web on mobile phones? 

- How does mobile Internet usage compare to Internet usage on computers? 

- What websites are used most regularly, both for mobile phone and computer access? 

- How do students conceptualize the Internet? 

- How does the use of mobile media (and particularly news media) compare to the use of other 

forms of widely-accessible media, such as television, radio, and print? 

- How are students consuming, producing and sharing different kinds of ‘local’ digital media 

(photographs, videos, music, games) using mobile phones? 

 

Can we detect significant differences for users in this population …  

- between phone owners and those using someone else’s phone? 

- between early and late adopters of mobile phones? 

- between male and female phone users? 

- between language or ethnic groups? 

- according to self-perceived socio-economic status?  

- according to self-perceived academic performance?  
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The overall aim of this study was to find out just how widespread mobile Internet use had become among 

young people in low-income areas in Cape Town. I wanted to know whether the mobile Internet users I 

had met were only a small minority of ‘early adopters’, or whether the mobile Internet had grown into an 

everyday resource for communication among this cohort. Given the absence of sufficiently detailed data, 

it was necessary to include analysis of all major and minor mobile phone applications, ranging from basic 

voice calls to Bluetooth file sharing and free ‘please call me’ messages.  

 

My own particular focus on online news (e.g. Kreutzer, 2006) meant that the extent to which students 

were accessing news sources on the Web was a particularly important issue for me. Over recent years, the 

relationship between youth and news media have attracted continued attention from researchers, 

particularly in the United States, ranging from the supposed decline of youth’s interest in the news 

(Buckingham, 1997; Mindich, 2004) to the apparent reprisal through mobile and online social media 

during the past American presidential election cycle (Pew Research Center for the People & the Press 

[Pew People/Press], 2008). African Americans and other minorities with lower income levels, who were 

found to be particularly mobile phone savvy as it was often their most used technology (Horrigan, 2008a), 

may have had a key part in this mobilization effort. In South Africa, youth and news media studies remains 

an under-researched area (Ndlovu, 2008), with some researchers suggesting a decline in youth’s news 

interest (Claasen, 1996; Pepler, 2003) while others claim that access to the news among young people is 

actually quite high (Strelitz, 2002).  

 

At the same time, the extent to which the mobile phone allowed creativity and media sharing (e.g. videos, 

photos, music) seemed particularly worthy of investigation. Such practices might afford students with 

important skills development and opportunities for self-expression and participation in online 

communities, which many researchers consider the exclusive preserve of computer users (Jenkins, 2006b; 

Buckingham, 2005). The insufficiently researched relationship between youth and news media in South 

Africa (Ndvolu, 2008) will be addressed with regard to online and local digital media, as well as in relation 

to students’ reported use of mass media such as radio and television. The issue of sharing and producing 

local digital media (Jenkins, 2006a; Buckingham, 2007) will be followed as a secondary issue due to the 

proximity to classic mass media research.  

 

This study rejects the idea of technological determinism, which follows the notion of specific trajectories 

that are inherent in a technology and will lead to a certain usage thereof (Brey, 2004). I work under the 

assumption that mobile phones, like any other ICT, are being appropriated by users in various ways, 

leading to a unique set of uses and preferences that presuppose different conditions and will also have 

varying effects. For this reason, this quantitative study does not discuss the ‘impact’ of mobile phones, a 

notion suggesting a flat unidirectional causal relationship that is not only impossible to measure, but often 
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9. Appendix 

 

 Mobile phones PCs  Difference 

Label Ever % Yest % Ever % Yest % Ever % Yest % 

Aggregate: all activities 100 96 90 49 10 47 

Aggregate: all personal communication activities 99 87     

watch TV 99 81     

Aggregate: all local media activities 93 78 83 40 10 38 

make a phone call 96 73     

Aggregate: all Internet activities 93 68 83 39 10 29 

listen to the radio 98 67     

send 'please call me' 93 64     

Play music 87 56 83 33 4 23 

send SMS text messages 92 54     

read a magazine 96 50     

take pictures 86 50     

read a newspaper 96 49     

Play games 94 49 82 29 12 20 

Aggregate: all Web activities 88 49 81 37 7 12 

Send instant messages * 67 49 38 13 29 36 

give missed call 91 47     

MXIT 67 47     

Use calculator 91 37     

record video 80 37     

Use alarm function 74 37     

Download songs, videos, games or ringtones 82 35 55 20 27 15 

Play videos 81 35 72 27 9 8 

transfer files (Bluetooth, etc) 77 35 47 15 30 20 

send MMS message 75 34     

Go online for no particular reason, to ‘Google’ or browse for fun 67 20 61 19 6 1 

Send and receive email 53 20 47 16 6 4 

Use the Internet to get news or information about current events 59 18 54 15 5 3 

Go to websites about movies, TV shows, music groups, or sports stars 60 17 55 17 5 0 

Research information for school on the Internet 61 16 72 21 -11 -5 

go to Facebook, MySpace, Hi5 or similar websites 43 16 37 11 6 5 

Watch a video on video-sharing website like YouTube 41 11 42 15 -1 -4 

Look for health or medical information on the Internet 38 9 45 13 -7 -4 

 
*for mobile phones the measure is deducted from an aggregate of all four instant messenger applications 

 
Table 8 
Overview of most usage-related variables, for mobile phones and computer access 
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1. Please tell us about some technological devices –  
Which of the following have you ever used before, which did you use yesterday,  
and which ones do you have at home? 

Multiple choice – you can tick several items for each question. 

 Which one have you 
EVER used? 

 Which ones did you  
use YESTERDAY? 

 Which ones do you 
have AT HOME?  

 

   
 

  
 

 

Normal / ‘Desktop’ computer * 
47 

(90) 
  

(49) 
  

20 
 

Laptop computer 30 
  

7 
  

8 
 

Cell phone * (100) 
  

(96) 
  

72 
 

iPod or other MP3 player 49 
  

20 
  

26 
 

TV * (99) 
  

(81) 
  

87 
 

Radio * (98) 
  

(67) 
  

76 
 

Digital camera 38 
  

11 
  

25 
 

Video game console 
(e.g. PlayStation, Xbox, Wii, …) 36 

  
11 

  
21 

 

Handheld gaming device
(e.g. DS, PSP, …) 23 

  
5 

  
7 

 

[N=441] 
 
* usage data is parentheses is more reliable, 
multi-variable aggregate data  

    

 

 

 

 
 

   yes no 
Don’t  
know 

2. Have you ever used the Internet? [N=424] 69 29 1 

  Did you use the Internet yesterday? [N=405] 17 83  
 
 

3. When you use the Internet, how often do you do so… 
 

 

 several 
times 
daily 

about 
once a 

day 
3-5 days 
a week 

1-2 days 
a week 

every 
few 

weeks 
less 

often never 

 
Don’t 
know

on a computer at school  
[N=353] 9 15 8 16 5 17 28 2 

on a computer at home 
[N=291] 8 12 6 3 5 5 57 4 

on a cell phone 
[N=359] 36 15 7 6 8 8 20 1 

at a computer in the library 
[N=326] 6 12 4 8 8 12 46 3 

at an internet café  
[N=300] 3 4 3 3 4 6 74 4 

at a computer in someone else’s house 
[N=299] 7 11 5 7 7 13 42 6 

Where else do you use the Internet? 
 (qualitative question to test for additional responses, not coded) 
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4. Do you own or use a cell phone? 
      

 I own a cell phone with SIM card 77  [N=422]  
 I own a SIM card, but not a phone 4    
 I use a cell phone, but don’t have my own phone or SIM 18    
 I never use a cell phone 1    
 Other 

  
 

0    

 
 For all of the following questions, please talk about your OWN cell phone, or the one you USE most 

often (even if you don’t own a personal phone).  
 

5. What is the brand and model name/number of your phone? 
(e.g. “Nokia 1166”, “Samsung B910” …) 

      
 Manufacturer/brand 

Samsung 42
Nokia 31
Motorola 19
LG 4
Sony Ericsson 3
Sagem 1
Sharp *
 [N=380]

 
 
 
 

Models (top 10 only) 

Samsung E250 20 
Motorola V360 9 
Nokia 1100 4 
Samsung E370 4 
Samsung J750 3 
Motorola V3 Razr 2 
Nokia 3310 2 
Nokia 1600 2 
Nokia N70 2 
Samsung D900i 2 
 [N=366] 

  

 
 How much memory for storing pictures, music and other files do you have? (in Mega Bytes [MB]) 
  

 

Median: 506 MB   

 

[N=132] 

 

      
      
 > 0 MB (have some memory) 33    
 0 MB (no memory) 44    
 Don’t know 23  [N=401]  
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6. With your cell phone, is it possible to…?       

 yes no   Don’t know  

take pictures 
[N=424] 77 22   *  

play music or MP3 files 
[N=421] 72 28   1  

send and receive text messages or SMS 
[N=427] 96 3   *  

send and receive MMS 
[N=418] 80 19   2  

access the Internet 
[N=407] 63 30   7  

receive or ‘download’ files (music or video) from other phones 
(through Bluetooth or Infrared) 

[N=415] 
73 27   1  

send and receive email 
[N=402] 53 35   12  

record videos 
[N=417] 73 26   *  

play videos 
[N=417] 74 25   1  

play games 
[N=422] 93 6   *  

use MXit 
[N=414] 65 32   3  

receive radio programmes 
[N=402] 50 45   5  

use fast internet (3G or HSDPA) 
[N=387] 25 56   19  

       

What else: 
(qualitative question to test for additional responses, not coded) 
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7. If you had to buy a new phone today, 
how important are the following factors to you? 
Is it important that your NEXT phone… 

very 
important 

somewhat 
important 

< >  
 

not very 
important 

not at all 
important 

 
Don’t 
know Mean 

can take pictures
[N=431] 71 16 2 11 1 * 1.46

plays music or MP3 files
[N=431] 75 11 1 11 2 * 1.47

can send and receive text messages or SMS
[N=429] 91 5 * 2 1 1 1.85

can send and receive MMS
[N=429] 80 10 1 5 3 1 1.61

can access the Internet
[N=428] 80 11 * 4 3 2 1.65

can receive or ‘download’ files (music or video) from other 
phones (through Bluetooth or Infrared) [N=426] 72 13 1 10 3 1 1.42

can send and receive email
[N=425] 67 16 2 8 4 2 1.37

can record videos
[N=426] 61 18 2 14 4 * 1.18

can play videos
[N=428] 64 15 2 16 3 * 1.22

can play games
[N=428] 51 18 2 22 7 * 0.84

can use MXit
[N=429] 45 18 3 18 13 3 0.67

can receive radio programmes
[N=426] 59 21 2 12 4 1 1.19

can also use fast internet (3G or HSDPA) 
[N=421] 66 16 3 5 4 5 1.43

impresses with its great looks
[N=419] 50 19 2 18 8 3 0.89

has a big screen
[N=423] 43 20 3 23 10 1 0.64

is the latest model or newest technology
[N=421] 62 14 2 13 6 4 1.19

has a low price
[N=425] 43 19 5 18 10 5 0.70

has a small size or light weight
[N=426] 43 19 4 19 10 5 0.71

Responses were measured on a Likert scale from 1 (very important) to 5 (not at all important). 
 
What else is important?: 
(qualitative question to test for additional responses, not coded) 

 

 

 
 

 
  very  

happy happy 

neither 
happy nor 
unhappy unhappy 

very  
unhappy 

Don’t  
know 

8. How happy or satisfied are you  
with your current cell phone? 
 [N=437] 

3 35 34 16 8 4 

 
 

  Vodacom Cell C MTN Virgin Mobile 

9. Which mobile provider do you use 
normally? 
 If you use more than one phone or SIM card 
 you can tick several. 
[N=343; based on cell phone and SIM card owners. Total 
exceeds 100% due to multiple responses.] 

22 15 78 1 
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  Need to buy 

airtime 

Pay monthly 
through a 
contract  

Don’t  
know 

10. Do you need to buy airtime in advance or do you pay monthly 
through a contract?  
 
[N=339; based on cell phone and SIM card owners] 

95 4  1 

 
11. Who pays for your cell phone airtime or contract? 

      

 My parents or legal guardians 48  [N=441]  
 My family members other than my parents 17    

 Myself 58    

 Boyfriend or Girlfriend 17    

 I don’t spend any money on airtime 4    

 Friends 6    

 Other 5    

  
 

    

 
12. How much airtime, in Rand, did you use last week?  
 
If you don’t know the exact amount, please guess or give a rough estimate. 

      
  Median: R 20.00 

 5% Trimmed mean: R 23.82 
Based on prepaid users only [N=394] 

 
13. How much money did you spend on OTHER things for yourself last week,  
EXCLUDING airtime for cell phones? (money spent on food, clothing, going out, …)   
 
If you don’t know the exact amount, please guess or give a rough estimate. 

      
  Median: R 145.00  

 5% Trimmed mean: R 196.41 
Based on prepaid users only [N=391] 

 
Individual spending on airtime as part of total budget: 

      
  Median: 14.29% 

 Mean: 19.20% 

 5% Trimmed mean: 17.13% 
 
Based on prepaid users only [N=382]; calculated from individual responses. 

 

   
Six months  

or less One year  
Two or three 

years 
More than 
three years 

Don’t  
know 

14. How long ago was the first time 
you used a cell phone? [N=437] 14 16 22 34 14 
15. How long have you had  
your current cell phone?  
(based on cell phone owners [N=307]) 32 33 21 10 5 

 



   

Generation Mobile: Online and Digital Media Usage on Mobile Phones among Low-Income Urban Youth in South Africa 94

16. What are the three activities you do most often on a CELL PHONE?                    
[open-ended responses, up to three responses were coded] 

 

 
Combined 
[N=418] 

Most 
often I … 
[N=416] 

Second  
 [N=410] 

Third  
[N=398] 

Calls 54 27 16 17 
Music 52 17 22 17 
SMS / text messages 44 11 21 14 
Games 43 15 13 17 
Chat / MXit 38 20 10 9 
Internet 15 4 5 7 
Pictures / photos 14 1 5 9 
Videos 6 1 1 4 
‘Please call me’ 6 1 4 1 
Radio 4 1 1 2 
Alarm 2 * * 1 
MMS 1 * * * 
Check time 1 0 * 1 
Check weather 1 0 * * 
Give missed calls 0 * * * 
Store information 0 0 0 1 
Send/receive email 0 0 * 0 
Check or buy airtime 0 * 0 0 
Use calculator 0 * 0 0 
Other 3 1 1 1  

 

17. What are the three activities you do most often on a COMPUTER?              
[open-ended responses, up to three responses were coded] 

 
Combined 
[N=360] 

Most 
often I … 
[N=355] 

Second 
[N=347] 

Third 
[N=323] 

Games 63 22 22 23 
Music 50 17 20 17 
Internet 49 25 16 14 
School 32 12 11 12 
Information 19 9 5 7 
Typing 19 5 9 7 
Movies/videos 12 2 5 6 
Emails 11 4 3 5 
Pictures 4 0 2 2 
Drawing 3 1 1 1 
Burn CDs 3 1 1 1 
Cell phone-related tasks 3 1 1 1 
Printing 2 1 1 0 
Instant Messaging 2 1 1 1 
File storage (save or sort files) 2 * * 4 
Learning PC skills 1 * 1 * 
Other 4 1 1 2  
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18. How much, if at all, has your cell phone  
helped you to do any of the following things? a lot some 

only a 
little not at all 

I don’t 
know Mean

    
Keep in touch with my family

[Z=438] 84 11 3 1 1 1.21
Keep in touch with friends

[Z=433] 62 29 6 3 0 1.50
Do well in school

[Z=425] 14 29 20 35 2 2.78
Learn new things

[Z=432] 56 29 11 3 0 1.61
Share your ideas and creations with others

[Z=434] 49 32 13 6 0 1.77
Find important information

[Z=434] 56 26 11 6 1 1.67
Work with others in your community or in groups you belong to

[Z=426] 24 31 21 22 2 2.42
Follow your hobbies or interests

[Z=425] 41 26 16 14 3 2.03
 
What else is important?: 
(qualitative question to test for additional responses, not coded) 
 

 

   yes no 
Don’t  
know 

19. Do you ever “buzz” or give a missed call to other people? 
[N=435] 

91 9 * 

  Did you do this yesterday? 
 [N=428] 

47 52  

      
20. Do you ever send “Please call me” messages? 
[N=435] 

93 7 * 

  Did you do this yesterday? 
 [N=421] 

64 36  

 
21. Have you EVER used a cell phone to … 
  If yes, did you do this YESTERDAY? 
        If yes, HOW MANY?  

  
have EVER 
done this  

 
did 

YESTERDAY  

if you did it yesterday, 
HOW MANY yesterday? 

(MEAN) 
 

 
have 

NEVER 
done this 

make a phone call
[N=434] 96  73 

3.12 
(SD = 3.22) 

 4 

take pictures
[N=412] 86 50 

4.18 
(SD = 5.57) 

 14 

send SMS text messages
[N=411] 92 54 

2.48 
(SD = 3.29) 

 8 

record video
[N=398] 80 37 

3.15 
(SD = 7.57) 

 20 

send MMS messages
[N=397] 75 34 

3.06 
(SD = 6.41) 

 25 

The first value depicts the exact responses.  
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22. Which of the following programmes have you EVER used? 
  Which did you use YESTERDAY? 
        HOW MUCH TIME did you spend on them yesterday?  

  
have EVER 
done this  

 
did 

YESTERDAY  

if you used it yesterday, 
HOW MUCH TIME yesterday?  

(mean /median in minutes) 
 

 
have NEVER 

done this 

MXit
[N=413] 67 47 

100.20 / 60 
(SD = 152.56) 

 33  

méèp
[N=335] 22 5 

12.50 /4 
(SD = 18.73) 

 78  

noknok
[N=347] 28 9 

20.95 /5 
(SD = 29.99) 

 72  

2go
[N=332] 23 5 

9.23 /3 
(SD = 16.00) 

 77  

The first value depicts the exact responses.  
 
 

23. What are the three games you play most often on a cell phone?         
 
[open-ended responses, up to three responses were coded] 
 

 

Mentioned 
(3 variables combined) 

[N=397] 
Snake (all versions) 43 
Soccer / football (no specific mention of game) 25 
MXit 19 
Pacman 14 
Space impact 10 
Car racing 9 
Sudoku 6 
FIFA (all versions) 6 
Puzzle 5 
Bubble Bobble 4 
Pin Ball 4 
Streetfight 4 
Bounce 4 
Tetris 3 
Real Football 3 
Need for Speed 3 
Card games 3 
Golf 2 
Spiderman 2 
Snowball 2 
Cricket 2 
Forgotten Warrior 2 
Asphalt (all versions) 2 
Other 66  
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24. How or Where do you usually get games for your cell phone?  

      

 I download from the Internet 52    
 I get games from other cell phones 25    
 I ONLY play the games installed on my phone 31    
 I don’t play any games 3    

 Percentages exceed 100% due to multiple responses. [N=413] 
 
Other: 
(qualitative question to test for additional responses, not coded) 

   

 
25. How would you describe the Internet? What does it mean to you? 
 
(qualitative question, not coded) 

 
26. We’re interested in what you do when you use a  
CELL PHONE. Please tell us whether you EVER do these activities, 
and whether you’ve done them yesterday. Please also tell us if you 

NEVER do these things.                       

 
have EVER 
done this 

before 

 
did 

YESTERDAY 

 
have NEVER 

done this 

Play games 
[N=426] 94 49 6 

Play videos 
[N=418] 81 35 19 

Play music 
[N=425]  87 56 13 

transfer or ‘download’ files (music or video) to your phone 
(using Bluetooth or Infrared)  

[N=420] 77 35 23 
Use the Internet to get news or information about current events 

[N=408] 59 18 41 
Research information for school on the Internet 

[N=418]  61 16 39 
Look for health or medical information on the Internet 

[N=411] 38 9 62 
go to Facebook, MySpace, Hi5 or similar websites 

[N=409] 43 16 57 
Go to websites about movies, TV shows, music groups,  

or sports stars 
[N=411]  60 17 40 

Go online for no particular reason, to ‘Google’ or browse for fun 
[N=411] 67 20 33 

Watch a video on video-sharing website like YouTube 
[N=401] 41 11 59 

Use alarm function 
[N=414] 74 37 26 

Use calculator 
[N=423] 91 37 9 

Download songs, videos, games or ringtones 
[N=417] 82 35 18 

Send and receive email 
[N=412] 53 20 47 
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27. Some people also use computers to do some of these 
things. Have you EVER used a COMPUTER to do any of the following 
things, and did you do this YESTERDAY? Please also tell us if you 

NEVER do these things.                                        

 
have EVER 
done this  

 
did 

YESTERDAY 

 
have NEVER 

done this 

Play games 
[N=426] 82 29 18 

Play videos 
[N=419] 72 27 28 

Play music 
[N=423]  83 33 17 

transfer files (music or video) to or from other computers 
[N=403] 47 15 53 

Go online to get news or information about current events 
[N=405] 54 15 46 

Research information for school on the Internet 
[N=414]  72 21 28 

Look for health or medical information on the Internet 
[N=409] 45 13 55 

go to Facebook, MySpace, Hi5 or similar websites 
[N=400] 37 11 63 

Go to websites about movies, TV shows, music groups,  
or sports stars you are interested in 

[N=408] 55 17 45 
Go online for no particular reason, to ‘Google’ or browse for fun 

[N=409] 61 19 39 
Watch a video on video-sharing website like YouTube 

[N=402] 42 15 58 
Send instant messages  

(e.g. with Windows Live, ICQ, Google Talk, or Skype)  
[N=408] 38 13 62 

Download songs, videos, games or ringtones 
[N=405] 55 20 45 

Send and receive email 
[N=406] 47 16 53 

 

   yes no 
Don’t  
know 

28. Do you have a PROFILE on Facebook, MySpace, or a similar 
website? [N=416] 

20 66 13 

  WHICH is the profile you update most often?   
 (Qualitative question, not coded due to insufficient responses.) Most frequently mentioned: Facebook 
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29. We’d like to know if the following kinds of information 
are posted to your profile, or not.  

 
Based on those who own a profile [N=84]. 

 
yes 

 
no  

 
doesn’t apply 

to me 
A photo of yourself 

[N=79] 76 23  1 
Photos of your friends 

[N=75] 77 19  4 
Videos 

[N=75] 60 33  7 
Your name 

[N=80] 95 5  0 
Your school name 

[N=77] 61 38  1 
Your cell phone number 

[N=78] 78 22  0 
Your relationship status 

[N=78] 58 37  5 
Your email address 

[N=76] 66 29  5 
The city or town where you live 

[N=77] 75 17  8 
Audio or MP3 files 

[N=78] 58 35  8 
     

About HOW MANY friends do you have, or how many people have you ‘friended’ with your profile?  
 Based on those who own a profile [N=84]. 

  

Median: 9 
Mean: 39.31 

 
30. Which of the following things have you ever done, and 
which have you done yesterday? 

 
have done this 

before 

 
did 

YESTERDAY 

 
have NEVER 

done this 
watch TV 

[N=423] 99 81 1 
read a newspaper 

[N=417] 96 49 4 
read a magazine 

[N=417] 96 50 4 
listen to the radio 

[N=421] 98 67 2 
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31. What is the NAME of your FAVOURITE… 
 

 
…TV channel 

[N=394] 
SABC 1 63 
eTV 22 
SABC 2 7 
SABC 3 5 
CTV 1 
MTV 1 
Disney Channel 1 
Learning Channel * 
M-Net * 

 

 
…newspaper 

[N=377] 
Vukani 19 
Daily Voice 17 
Daily Sun 15 
Cape Argus 14 
City Vision 14 
Sunday Times 5 
Sunday Sun 5 
Soccer Laduma 3 
City Press 2 
Son 1 
Free for All 1 
Die Burger 1 
Bontebeuwel News 1 
Cape Times * 
Mail & Guardian * 
Sowetan * 
Athlone News * 
Tygerburg * 
Cape Ads * 
Ishibobo * 
Izindaba * 
People’s Post * 
Sport * 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

…TV programme 
(>1%) 

[N=270] 
Generations 43 
7 De Laan 10 
Rhythm City 4 
America's Next Top Model 3 
Days of our lives 1 
Isidingo 1 
MTN SoccerZone 1 
Mzansi fo sho 1 
Laduma 1 
Oprah 1 
Real Goboza 1 
Scandal 1 
Take 5 1 
WWE 1 
Zola 7 1 

 

 

…magazine 
(>1%) 

[N=379] 
You 20 
Bona 12 
Move 12 
Drum 9 
TV Plus 9 
Heat 5 
Kick Off 5 
Club 4 
Drama 4 
People 4 
Teen Zone 2 
Teen Magazine 1 
Car 1 
Huis Genooit 1 

 

 

… radio channel
(>1%) 

[N=407] 
Umhlobo Wenene FM 28 
KFM 23 
Metro FM 16 
Radio Zibonele 6 
Good Hope FM 5 
Heart 104.9 5 
Bush Radio 4 
5FM 3 
UCT Radio 2   
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32.  We want to know how and where you get news.  
 HOW OFTEN do you do the following things to get NEWS or information about current events? 
 (for example about sports, politics, celebrities, the weather, etc) 

 

 

 several 
times 
daily 

about 
once a 

day 
3-5 days 
a week 

1-2 days  
a week 

every 
few 

weeks less often never 

 
Don’t 
know 

watch TV news
[N=427] 56 24 9 2 6 3 0 0 

read a newspaper
[N=420] 24 38 13 11 7 5 1 1 

read a news magazine
[N=418] 25 31 14 11 8 7 3 1 

listen to news on the radio
[N=420] 50 19 8 6 5 8 2 2 

check news on Internet (on a cell phone) 
[N=410] 14 14 6 4 6 13 39 4 

check news on Internet (on a computer) 
[N=404] 9 9 7 5 6 14 44 6 

Where else do you get information about current events?: 
 
 (qualitative question to test for additional responses, not coded) 
 

 

 
Questions 33-38 assess websites used and are for qualitative analysis only.  
 
 

39.  What is the language you use most often at home? If two languages are used equally, list both. 
 

Language 
first 

mentioned 
second 

mentioned 
isiXhosa 74 5 
English 17 36 
Afrikaans 6 11 
SeSotho 3 2 
isiZulu 0 1 
Setswana 0 * 
siSwati 0 * 
Tshivenda 0 * 
[N=395]   

 
 

 
Questions 40 assesses where respondents were born (not coded)  
 
Questions 41 and 43 assess social deprivation and are used to compare subgroup performance.  
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43.  Are you  
female or male? 

female 

 

male 

 

44.  After your matric,  
what do you plan to do next? 

 

 60 40 Go to university, technikon 
or other further education

82

 Start working 
immediately

12

45.  (In which year were you born?)  
Age MEAN [N=360] 17.8 

 Other
(qualitative question to test for additional responses, not 

coded) 
1 

 Don’t know 5 

  
46.   Do you think of yourself as…  
 [N=412]   47.  How do you usually get to school?  

 

Black 78 Walking 75
White 1 School bus 3 

Coloured 17 My parents bring me by car 3 
Asian * Public transport or taxi 14

Indian 0 Other
(qualitative question to test for additional responses, not 

coded) 
75

Other
(qualitative question to test for additional 

responses, not coded) 
4 

  
 48.  How long do you walk / drive to school?   
    Mean: 24.24 minutes  

 
 




