














































































































































































































































































































































































































 

 189 

• Annie’s mental model on gender and ICT 

Annie believes that a definite power imbalance between men and women along with distinct gender 

roles are highly prevalent within society and her immediate community. Having had a religious 

upbringing and with continuous close ties to the church, she attributes the gender norms she 

observes in her community – in which men are viewed as superior and women are expected to adopt 

a submissive role – to be a product of biblical teaching, which is widespread, spilling over into non-

religious groups as well. 

The men are seen as superior. And like, for example, in the church, if you read the Bible, they 
say the woman must be submissive to the man. Now the guys take that to a whole other level 
and then they already put themselves on a pedestal. And the women is just here.18 We must 
just say ‘yes’, and ‘amen’ and so. Even people that’s like outside, that are not [part of the 
church], they even take it themselves that way. They still believe the woman must cook and 
clean. 

While she perceives these norms to be particularly pervasive amongst older generations, she also 

observes them amongst her own, noting that young men tend to be lazy and expect women to 

maintain fulltime careers while fulfilling all of the domestic and childcare responsibilities: “More in 

the older [generation] but the younger also. Some of the younger people, guys are so lazy, they want 

to send the woman to work but on the other hand also they want [them to run the household].” 

Annie also believes herself to be at the unfair end of these gender norms within her own home when 

comparing her treatment to that of her brothers, as her mother expects her to take full responsibility 

for the household tasks because she is female. 

I’m like ‘Mommy, we all eat here. Now why must I alone wash dishes?’ [Mother replies:] ‘But 
you’re the girl.’ And then I’m like ‘but you must take my side’. So, like that. I’m asked to do the 
things like, do the washing, hang the washing, do the dishes, do this, do that because I’m the 
girl. And I’m the only girl. So, it’s unfair. 

Despite this resentment, Annie claims she would not want traditional gender norms and roles in 

society completely removed stating: “I wouldn’t say it has to be changed because it would be weird 

now if the guys are going to cook and you going to sit there.” She would, however, prefer a more 

balanced dynamic between males and females and mainly takes issue when men and society at large 

“expect” or “demand” the duties be performed by women. 

Annie believes that certain challenges females face in society are transferred to the digital space. For 

example, she described how differently men and women are usually portrayed online. 

                                            
18 Drops hand to gesture a lower level stature of women 
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It’s so easy to make the female always looks bad. It’s always our name that goes down in the 
gutters. Like sometimes they would show like this guy, he’s cropped out here, but her head is 
like kind of blurred. Now, if I know who you are, I would see you, I would be able to identify 
you, even though they blur you. 

Annie also holds some perception of different characteristics or behavioural patterns amongst males 

and females, which she believes may disproportionately negatively affect females online. One such 

difference is her belief that “Girls talk but a guy would like do actions”, partially based on her 

observations during her high school years. She relayed a story of an incident which she believes 

reflects the typical manner in which such a gender norm plays out in a digital context, where intimate 

details were exposed by a male student to purposefully shame and humiliate a fellow female 

student: 

[T]there was like this one thing on school still […] The guy, he posted of this girl thing because 
she was […] And then he posted this whole thing on her – messages and stuff. And he said 
even like how she was, what she did − and that was between the two them. Things like that. 
So, a guy ja, maybe it’s just because they are heartless. 

Annie’s experience growing up with two reportedly highly digitally active brothers seems to have not 

only led her to believe that the men in her life are more skilled than her but likely also contributed to 

her perception that men as a whole are more knowledgeable. In her opinion this results from their 

greater experience with technology from an earlier age and seemingly a need to understand 

technology on a deeper level and a tendency to grasp the related concepts faster. Her response – 

particularly initially during discussion – gives the impression that she believes males to be innately 

better at using ICT. However, she settles into a position of uncertainty on the matter. 

Because they are from young already on their computer games and – So, they just look into 
deeper things and guys are more like that. I don’t think girls are really [like that with ICT] […] 
And [guys] catch on quicker. No, I don’t think they’re naturally better with it. Okay, maybe 
they are. Oh, I don’t know. Half-half. 

The explanation that males “look into deeper things” could also be interpreted as a greater tendency 

on their part to explore with ICT independently. 

4.2.11 Fiona 

• Demographic and background information 

Area Age Race Education Employment Relationship status Children 

Mitchells Plain 58 Coloured Grade 10 Retrenched Married 3 
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Previously employed as a machinist, 58 year-old Fiona recently found herself out of work when the 

clothing manufacturing factory closed down due to what she believes is a trend in a generally 

declining industry. She intends to continue doing clothing alterations from her home in Mitchells 

Plain once she is able to acquire her own sewing machine. Married, with three children and young 

grandchildren – most of whom continue to live with her and her husband – Fiona is adapting and 

settling into her new lifestyle at home. She occupies her time with a fairly routine set of daily 

activities. These consist of caring for her young grandchildren, doing domestic chores and attending 

numerous weekly church services and related events. 

• ICT access and usage 

Fiona received her first mobile phone as a birthday gift from her husband when she turned fifty. She 

had not felt a particular need for such a device considering her household landline to be sufficient. 

However, she was won over by the mobility of the cell phone in allowing her something as seemingly 

minor as communicating from her front porch. 

I had a home phone that time, so I didn’t worry, you know? The cell phone just came 
afterwards. But the house phone is alright, but I can go outside with the cell phone. I can stand 
outside of the house because the phone is here. So, it is very nice to have a cell phone. 

She has since grown very dependent on mobile phones stating: “the phone it’s something – always 

you need it.” Multiple incidents of phones having been lost or broken have therefore been quite 

upsetting and left her feeling “a bit lost”. 

I like to sleep on the bus. I’m so tired. And then I woke up, I forgot the phone. I don’t know 
what happened and I was so upset because I lost my phone. And after that, I can’t wait to have 
another one. I’m used to a phone now. I like to be − I don’t like to be without a phone. 

She has also reluctantly lent her mobile phone to family members on occasion leaving her in the 

unpleasant position of having to rely on someone else’s device should she require the use of one. 

My grandchild is 13 [...] he ask me the phone. So, I gave the phone to him because they had an 
event at school. He wanted to have my phone. I said no but he likes the phone […] And so he 
took the phone and I was so lost […] so every time I had to use my daughter’s phone […] I 
missed my phone. So you feel lost because you use – you need somebody, you want to talk. 
[When you have your phone] you don’t need to ask for my daughter or anybody else, I want to 
contact that one, you know? 

Fiona clearly dislikes losing the autonomy, control and immediate access that comes with having her 

own device. The prospect of having to be dependent on anyone else and request permission for 

something she is so accustomed to doing without regard, like making a phone call, is felt to be a 
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considerable inconvenience. She is, therefore, opposed to sharing her phone, noting that her 

“personal stuff is on there”. This appreciation of and dependence on mobile phones has not 

extended to a broader range of ICT and Fiona makes little to no use of computers beyond having 

visited an Internet café on the odd occasion to have something photocopied or printed. Though 

having access to a household computer for a number of years she has had no interaction with it 

whatsoever. Fiona’s use of the mobile phone is very simple in nature, not straying far beyond its 

basic communication features. The rudimentary nature of her use as a convenient form of 

communication when necessary is evident in her statement: “I’m not like sitting whole day with the 

phone but […] when you need somebody you don’t need to go take a bus or something. You can just 

spoke over the phone. Or you’ve got a message.” This communication is mainly with family, as well 

as some friends and church members via phone calls but also very much (individual and group) 

WhatsApp chats. The convenient contact is particularly valued in its ability to bridge the substantial 

physical distance between towns within the Western Cape province – given that without a car, 

transport is often a challenge. 

[…] you know where like I’m here and I need somebody like in Franschhoek or wherever, then 
we can just go onto [WhatsApp] and − It was a funeral two months back and the next week it 
was her daughter. So, they couldn’t get hold of us but through the phone then we can reach 
each other and help them whatever they [need]. 

As a dressmaker, Fiona has largely relied on word-of-mouth communication by existing clients to 

attract new potential buyers who then contact her via phone call to discuss orders: “[S]ometimes 

somebody get my number. Then they will like speak to me. I don’t know, some of the people. They 

will recommend me, like Mrs Davids or whatever. Then we speak, so then you meet some different 

people.” She intends to use her phone more intensely for work purposes in future, particularly in the 

area of marketing her services when she receives her machine and starts working from home: “[O]n 

the phone, [I’ll] put that I’m doing this stuff. And they can [contact me] you know for jobs and 

whatever. It’s also going to be for a good cause.” However, she appears unclear as to how and via 

which applications or channels this marketing would occur. 

As a resident of one of the province’s most crime-ridden areas, Fiona appreciates the safety function 

of her mobile device in allowing her to be constantly connected if necessary: “Any trouble you’re in, 

you can just phone somebody or whoever to help you. So, that is very helpful. Or your children went 

out and then [they can let you know] we are there. You know? They can contact you.” Her mobile 

phone is used for little more beyond these communicative purposes. She utilises the alarm and the 

radio applications, though more while she was employed and spent substantially more time using 

public transport: “I like gospel. I like, on the phone. My earphones in, I like it […] Sometimes when I 
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was working then I’m on the bus then I can hear it. And I can play the whole day because Radio 

Tygerberg is very good with their music […] The radio on the phone.” Apart from this, the only digital 

activity which Fiona occasionally engages in is viewing videos shared with her via friends on 

WhatsApp. However, multimedia is restricted to this and to that which she sees on television, for 

example the daily news: “I like my news on the TV.” She does not actively seek out any such material 

online and has in fact never used a search engine as she herself states: “I’m not really on the 

Internet.” 

Though Fiona is dependent on the phone in many ways even checking it first thing in the morning 

“just to see if there’s a message”, her overall use of the phone is intentional and with a specific 

purpose in mind. This is in line with her self-description as a “very plain” person with respect to 

mobile devices, caring little for technological trends and advancements. As much as she enjoys the 

benefits afforded by her mobile device, she believes it is not a necessity: “If I have one, I have one. 

When I don’t have one, I don’t.” 

• Influencing factors 

Interest 

Fiona demonstrates awareness and appreciation of the potential opportunities and benefits of ICT, 

though in no way personally capitalising on any of these activities. 

[…] that’s also very good with the phone, hey? To help us with things, whatever you need you 
can go and Google and they will explain it to you. 

And when you need something, you can just go on the phone and it helps you. It learns you a 
lot also. 

Her reflections on Internet banking present a pertinent example of her admiration of ICT applications 

she does not in fact engage in. This was introduced to her by a previous employer, as she recounts: “I 

was working by this place and she paid us. I said, don’t you go to the bank to put that money in? She 

told me no, everything is on computer.” She particularly values this service for minimising the need 

for residents to be outdoors and at risk of being robbed in her crime-ridden community: “It’s safer 

and it saves time. So, I think that’s where computers coming in. You can pay […] It save people 

because today they rob. They will rob around the road, whatever. I think that’s also, the computers 

are very helpful on that.” 
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All indications from the initial interview suggested that Fiona had reached a point where she was 

open and willing to increase her digital engagement. Her expressions of interest below are with 

reference to using social media, Internet banking and conducting online searches: 

[…] there comes a time for everything, ne? I think I’m going to try this out, maybe I must try it. 

I think I must go for it, hey? I must try it, ja. 

Maybe I must learn it – Facebook. 

However, nearly one year later, there was no change in Fiona’s digital behaviour, suggesting that the 

interest she had shown was insufficient to broaden her range of ICT activity. 

Ability and confidence 

A self-perceived lack of skills plays a considerable role in Fiona’s ICT engagement, contributing to her 

avoidance of computers and limited use of the mobile phone. Her consciousness of this lack of ability 

results in discomfort, nervousness or fear when taking part in activities beyond the very basic 

features with which she is already familiar. She is quick to point out her skills deficiency by 

repeatedly making statements like the following: 

Sometimes, I don’t know how to use it – sometimes, you know? 

I don’t know how to work [the phone], you know? That’s the problem. 

I don’t know using the computer. 

Fiona is able to distinguish between basic abilities she feels competent in as opposed to that in which 

she feels she is lacking: “The download, the download, I must do that, hey? Very important […] I can 

delete, all that I can [do] but the download [I can’t.]” While seemingly somewhat knowledgeable on a 

concept like downloading, she lacks understanding of other typical ICT terminology, conflating 

concepts like YouTube and Bluetooth and confused by a term like ‘app’ − “I’m using the radio. And 

then − I think that’s apps − what is that?” Fiona appears to be generally uncomfortable with 

increasingly advanced technology, making specific mention of touch screen devices which she finds 

fast-paced and difficult to operate. She would prefer to revert back to the older style feature phones 

with physical buttons: 

FIONA: Sometimes with the phone now, you know it’s a scan. And sometimes when I scan and 
then − and I want to take the name off then it goes so fast man. I like the old one. 
INTERVIEWER: You mean the touch screen? FIONA: Ja, I don’t like the touch screen. I like the 
one with the knobs. You can just − but this thing, it’s a bit too fast for me. 

http://etd.uwc.ac.za/



 

 195 

Social support system 

Fiona’s poor perception of her own ability has left her wary of undertaking even vaguely unfamiliar 

digital activity without assistance. She is direct in stating “I’m not going on my own” when the 

possibility of her using an online search engine is broached, followed by “I need some help.” The help 

referred to is sought from her children and grandchildren who are active ICT users. In describing her 

thirteen year-old grandchild for example, she stated: “he likes the phone. Oooh that boy! He will tell 

you more about the phone.” These family members have introduced Fiona to a few possibilities and 

trends beyond the scope of her general usage: 

[M]y grandchildren will say come on, let’s take a photo of − I see they’re all into the selfies 
hey? 

Like blue tooth, I’m not used to it. Blue tooth, they learn me now. 

It appears as though the teaching component mentioned in the latter extract is outweighed by the 

children performing the digital tasks on Fiona’s behalf. When she needs information, for example, 

her daughter seeks this out for her online. 

I wasn’t so well so I went to the chemist and they give me something. I didn’t really 
understand what, so [my daughter] told me they’re going to Google […] So, that’s also very 
good with the phone, ne? To help us with things, whatever you need you can go and Google 
and they will explain it to you. 

Her positive perception of the value of the Internet as a source of information therefore does not 

stem from her own experience, but from her observations of others like her daughter. Fiona also 

reportedly has very digitally active friends who spend a great deal of time on their mobile devices. 

However, they do not appear to be either teaching her or positively influencing her perception of ICT. 

If anything, observing their constant use of technology has only served to reinforce Fiona’s belief that 

ICT is making people antisocial. Overall, Fiona expresses a desire to increase her usage via the 

teaching of her family members, stating: “I would like to do that. They must give me a chance. I see 

the grandchildren is busy and busy but they − they must give me a chance with that.” This leaves an 

impression that those she relies on may often be too preoccupied to take the time to teach her and 

end up performing the tasks for her instead. 

Affordability 

Mobile expenses present a challenge to Fiona who acknowledges that she used her device to a 

greater extent when previously employed and in better financial standing to do so. “A month, [I 

spend] say R100. When I’m working, I do it − it’s more because I’ve got money to but I’m at home 
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now [...]” She considers credit (which she pays for herself) to be expensive and finds herself unable 

to afford making phone calls at times: “Sometimes the credit is so fast and then you just speak and 

then you − and then it’s over. Sometimes that [happens]. You can’t − I want to call maybe somebody, 

but I don’t have money for the credit. Maybe yes, when it’s less, it will be much better.” 

This struggle has occasionally led Fiona to request the use of her husband’s mobile phone and credit. 

It has also driven her to divert money intended for other purposes towards credit purchases, but she 

claims that this reallocation of funds has never resulted in any negative consequences. WhatsApp 

has played a significant role in alleviating the challenge of ICT costs and she finds the application 

particularly helpful at the moment given her lack of income: “You don’t need to every time credit − 

you can make messages on WhatsApp. WhatsApp is very – it’s not expensive. I’m not working, so 

that’s very […]” Aside from these credit and data expenses, Fiona also experiences difficulty in 

affording a device itself and has had to go without, after having multiple mobile phones stolen, lost 

or broken: “I lost my phone. And after that, I can’t wait to have another one. Like now, and then the 

one broke. And I don’t have money maybe to buy but as soon as I got, I go [buy one].” 

Concerns and negative perceptions 

Though one gets the sense that Fiona has not given the idea of social media a great deal of thought, 

her decision to refrain from this may have been at least partially influenced by a negative perception 

based on what she has “heard” from others: “I’ve heard a lot of Facebook, that the people always 

put everything on Facebook. Every problem, every – I don’t like that.” She acknowledges this to be 

the only reason for her lack of interest in engaging, though notes “maybe I will see it differently” 

once becoming an Internet user. 

Fiona appears to hold a perception of ICT as having different intended purposes for different 

generations, believing that she is “too old” for many of its features. She opts not to engage in any 

entertainment or leisure activities for example taking ‘selfies’ or playing games, perceiving this to be 

for younger people: “I’m not playing games. I’m too big.” Given this perception, her observations 

that many adults engage in this activity seems to confuse her: “I don’t worry with the games. Some 

big people like games, hey? I can see they never look up. It’s just like, what’s going on?” In general 

terms, Fiona appears to consider more meaningful and beneficial digital activity as the domain of 

younger people, and the more basic, simple ICT functions as intended for the wider population, 

including older women such as herself. This is illustrated in the two extracts below which 

(unintentionally) betray her outlook on the role of ICT for youth – a means of ensuring a better 
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career and future – as opposed to the very basic purpose of the phone in the life of someone like 

herself – a tool for phone calls and messages. 

I see children today, they do the computer and they do lessons, they take a course of that. 
Then one day they can reach a nice job and everything is computer. 

[…] as I can see on the phone, when you need somebody you don’t need to go take a bus or 
something. You can just spoke over the phone. Or you’ve got a message. 

It is also noteworthy that despite her limited financial means, Fiona purchased a desktop computer 

for her daughter in view of this being an important resource for her future employment. Fiona, on 

the other hand, has had no interaction with the machine in the years since purchasing it. A 

perception that age somehow dictates what type of digital activity is appropriate, may restrict Fiona 

from capitalising on more ICT opportunities and benefits. 

Despite her admiration for technology, Fiona believes those around her have become far too 

preoccupied with it, noting that “[T]he people don’t worry about their food, they worry over the 

phone, yes. They rather buy them a phone.” She is particularly frustrated with this fixation in her 

children as well as some friends and described often scolding her children: “I say ‘Hey, you must eat, 

you’re watching the TV and your phone. No ways.’ […] No, I’m not into that” – and even her adult 

friends – “Some of my friends stay on the phone. I say, ‘No!’” She appears to consider such constant 

usage as anti-social and somewhat of an abuse of ICT. 

I like the phone, but I don’t like […] I don’t like people must sit whole time [on the phone]. 
That’s the one thing. Because later you don’t care about who you’re with, you just on the 
phone. And sometimes your eyes can’t − your mind, you must be civilised, hey? But otherwise 
I won’t say I don’t like the phone. Because I know I’m not abusing the phone. I’m just using it 
when I need it now. 

Lack of time 

Fiona found that a lack of time while employed restricted her free time including that which could be 

spent on ICT-related activity, stating: “Time is the issue, ja − It was, ja.” She believes that this will be 

less of a factor now that she is out of formal employment and has a more flexible schedule: “I was 

working the whole time, so I haven’t got a chance to − I never had the chance to go into the phone 

and − maybe when I’m at home now.” Thus far, however, she has found being a housewife makes for 

a very busy, long day which leaves the question of time as a factor within the context of her new 

lifestyle unresolved. 
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I see when I’m at home, the time is fast. It goes so quick. And at work you had to [wonder] 
when are we going home? But at home, it’s − So, it’s 17:00 and 18:00 the people is coming 
home. Then you must dish up, go to church in the evening. So, I have a full time − Ja, at home. 

Environmental constraints  

Cable theft is a significant challenge in Fiona’s neighbourhood and has altered her ICT behaviour in 

that following repeated occurrences, she abandoned the landline altogether and now communicates 

solely via her mobile phone: “I don’t have a houseline now, no. They take the cables. Every time they 

take the cables out. They steal the cables. So, we had a problem every time. So, I just didn’t put it in 

again.” 

• Fiona’s mental model on gender and ICT 

Fiona’s general observations of men and women, along with her experience in her own marriage has 

shaped her perceptions of men as being lazy, leaving women to bear the brunt of the daily 

responsibilities: “They can do more man, the men. They can help but they’re so lazy.” Her own 

husband’s lazy behaviour, which has effectively left Fiona with the greater share of domestic chores, 

has led her to be somewhat resentful of his ample free time, which she does not have. 

See, my husband was on leave now for 3 weeks. He just got up, wash himself and eat and then 
he will go outside. Maybe clean the yard and that’s all. And then he come back lunch time, 
then he will eat again and go sleep. I must do the washing, I must do − clean up and I must do 
this, I must go to the shop, maybe buy bread. He just relax more than me […] He’s got more 
time to do all that other stuff I can’t do. He’s working a bit on my nerves because I must do this 
and this and he will just sit. You know what I mean? He got much more time. 

Fiona describes her husband’s ICT usage as simple like hers, perhaps even more so given that he 

makes no use of the Internet whatsoever, not even in instant messaging. His large amount of free 

time is not spent occupied with phones or computers. However, she does not believe this is the norm 

among men on a broader level, but believes they spend a significant amount of their seemingly 

substantial free time on digital activity. 

My husband got a phone. But they never − just the people will phone him from work and he 
will send a message to his family. But I never see he’s like [a lot on] the phone. But there is a 
lot of men that is so, that whole day they would be on the phone. So, I think they’ve got more 
time. 

In addition to her belief that there may be a difference in ICT usage between men and women 

because they have more free time: “I think maybe because the men have more time than a woman 

[they use ICT more]” – she also believes that women tend to direct what available time they may 
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have to (what she perceives to be) more productive activities: “Then ladies will rather do something 

else as women. Keep yourself busy with something else.” Despite these perceived differences in the 

ICT engagement of men and women, Fiona does not consider ICT as intended for any particular 

gender, nor does she observe any gender differences in the digital use of children. Her very young 

female grandchildren are described as highly adept ICT users, with even the two year-old girl playing 

mobile games. 

Though Fiona personally experiences no conflict in her own marriage related to the use of ICT, she 

does observe such trends in her community. According to her, this is partially due to men opposing 

the significant extent to which some women currently interact with ICT and seemingly neglect 

household duties: “[S]ome ladies, like women, they sit the whole time on their phone. And they 

won’t worry about the food or whatever. Then some husbands don’t like that.” Suspicion and 

distrust in relationships also results in checking of phones: “[S]ometimes the youngsters hey, when 

they got boyfriends and girlfriends you can see they like to [check their partner’s phone], because 

they’re so scared of something their girlfriend […] Some women, married couples also got a problem. 

Checking each other’s phone because they don’t trust each other and whatever.” Fiona and her 

husband have little interaction with one another’s phones – she rarely uses his and requests 

permission beforehand when she does; he never uses hers. Neither have passwords based on her 

belief that this is only necessary “when you want to hide something”. 

4.2.12 Belinda 

• Demographic and background information 

Area Age Race Education Employment Relationship status Children 

Saldanha Bay 41 Coloured Post-school 
qualification Unemployed Married 0 

Belinda is a 41 year-old woman originally from the Cape Town vicinity who recently made the move 

with her husband to the much smaller town of Saldanha. Currently unemployed, she has previous 

teaching experience – some of which was with special needs children – and holds a diploma 

qualification in Educare. Though not seeking work, she intends to re-enter the teaching profession at 

some stage in the future. Belinda is heavily involved in the church, playing key roles in the Sunday 

school and particularly activity pertaining to community development. She perceives herself as being 

creative and artistic and attempts to incorporate this into her work with children and the planning of 

the various projects and events she often takes upon herself. Belinda enjoys keeping busy. In 

addition to the domestic tasks she undertakes as a housewife, her activities vary from day to day. 
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• ICT access and usage 

Belinda’s fundamental understanding and perception of ICT is aptly summarised in her statement: 

“[I]t’s a form of communication. So, basically every day you need it. Without it, you wouldn’t be able 

to know where you’re going, get in touch with people, send letters […] Without it, you cannot − you 

wouldn’t be able to survive.” The value of technology for her is thus primarily in its communicative 

function, which she uses daily in maintaining contact with a range of people, including her husband, 

extended family, friends, church and community members. She especially finds comfort in 

maintaining connections with family and friends left behind in Cape Town: “I moved to Saldanha so 

I’m away from my family. So, I always need to know if someone is sick or if there are things 

happening in our family. But besides that, my friends as well. I also have friends in Cape Town, so I 

like to keep in touch.” Daily interaction is incredibly important to Belinda and she has grown 

particularly accustomed to sharing the greetings and inspirational messages passed around via 

WhatsApp. 

I find it more now, I just love to send out messages. Basically, things I receive from people, you 
know, like good morning messages because for me people go through different things every 
day. So, just sending a message to someone letting them know that you’re thinking of them or 
encouraging them. 

WhatsApp is used for the bulk of Belinda’s digital communication. This is a recent development as 

she spent the majority of the past few years without a smart phone, thereby restricted to the SMS 

and phone calls available on a feature phone. 

I’m actually a newcomer into the WhatsApp scene. My phone was stolen when I had 
WhatsApp the first time. It was a couple of years back. And then after that, I had a dumb 
phone. Listen to me, a dumb phone! One of these […] you can just basically make a call, send a 
message, that’s it. 

Her recent acquirement of a smartphone was as a result of her husband passing down his old device 

when he upgraded to a newer model. This was also the manner in which she first began using a 

mobile phone around fourteen years ago when he presented her with his old “brick” out of a need to 

more easily get hold of her. During the period between her first and most recent mobile phones, she 

has owned some brand new devices which were selected mainly by means of her husband’s 

discussions with a store assistant on her behalf. Belinda is appreciative of her ‘new’ smartphone, 

particularly in regaining access to WhatsApp. She now relies on the texting platform not only for 

social purposes but also for her missionary and community work along with a range of other 

organisational activity she undertakes. For example, she is currently acting as the wedding planner 

for a woman in her area. 
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… with the planning of the wedding, with the planning of the Sunday School, with the planning 
[…] Even getting in touch with people so that we need to get things going. So, being part of a 
leadership team you need to inform people because things change, situations change. So, 
without the tools that we have, which is your phone and your laptop, without that then things 
could go haywire. 

[…] everything heads back to the church […] Our purpose is missionary work. Missionary work 
you’re going to need your computer, you’re going to need your phone because it’s going to 
put you in touch with people that are going to be giving donations that are going to be opening 
up your world. So, for me right now it’s getting in touch with people so that they can help the 
community through the church. 

The activity Belinda refers to in these extracts is conducted almost solely via her mobile phone with 

the occasional use of a computer. She considers both of these resources the “tools” necessary to 

undertake the type of church and community work she involves herself in. Though she does not 

personally own a laptop, she sometimes uses her husband’s as she finds a computer to be the more 

appropriate platform for writing – a practice which she enjoys for reflection and organising her 

thoughts, almost as if a journal of sorts: “[S]ometimes I just find writing is a way of just putting your 

thoughts down. So, even if you’re not going to communicate everything to people, writing it down 

actually helps. It just makes you aware of what’s happening, of who you are in that space of time.” 

Belinda relies on the Internet – specifically Google – as a source of information: “I’m a fan of Google 

because for my day-to-day life, if I want to know something on any subject, Google is able to do that 

for me for where I am at.” Her search topics reflect her personal attributes as a creative, project-

oriented individual and relate to her daily activity, including activities for Sunday school children, 

cooking, wedding planning and biblical scriptures. 

I’m just a simple person. So, I just need to know − I always type in ‘do it yourself’, whatever it 
is. So, then it helps me with, as I said, with the wedding planning or with creative things for 
kids or Psalms or just basically what I need to know. Cooking also […] I love art, so − and I’m 
also looking at business wise. 

As a self-described “creative person”, Belinda views Google as the resource which enables her to 

really delve into this area, allowing her access to a world of new ideas and reimagining ones she 

already had in mind: “It’s able to open up your world there as well so it gives you more options. 

Sometimes you have the ideas inside of you but Google just opens it up for you and gives you the 

pictures.” Despite such highly positive perception of the Internet in this regard, she acknowledges 

that her actual usage in this capacity is relatively limited: “I know that the information is broad out 

there. I haven’t really tapped into it.” 
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In keeping with her creative nature, Belinda has come to enjoy photography on her smartphone, so 

much so that she would like to purchase a camera. Beyond capturing images, she believes this visual 

approach to be very effective in conveying her activity and information related to community 

projects and needs to her network and social circle. 

I am photo crazy. I actually would love to get myself a camera as well because I find − it’s just 
amazing because once again, I can show people or I can show my family or others what I’m 
doing and so opening my world to them and sharing. So, they can see this is the involvement. 
So, I would say listen, this is Sunday School. We need crayons, we need books. How can you 
help? So, I actually love taking photos now, I must say. 

Belinda is eager to broaden her currently limited digital engagement stating: “I actually want to open 

my world more to that.” Her interest in expanding her range of use particularly pertains to ways to 

be more effective in her church and community involvement and better get her message across. 

I would be open to it, to let people know what I’m busy doing. Especially when it comes to 
community. Especially when it comes to causes of humanity, I would say. For example, the 
church needs to reach out to people out there. So, if we let people know listen, Monday we’re 
going to be handing out clothing or food, I would then use it to better where people are at. 
That’s how I would use it. 

Her former occupation (and possibility of returning to it at some stage in future) may also motivate 

her desire to improve on her current ability as she notes that “being a teacher, you need to be able 

to use a computer”. Ultimately Belinda’s interest in increasing her ICT adoption is rooted in her belief 

that it will play a pertinent role in achieving everything she foresees for herself in future. 

I know for where I’m heading, should I have one in my hands, I know it would be a great tool in 
my hands. 

[…] it would genuinely make my life better. I know that for sure for what I need to do, there 
would definitely be a purpose for it. 

• Influencing factors 

Ability and confidence 

Belinda believes a lack of knowledge and skills restricts her current use of ICT and claims she would 

be engaging in more digital activity (including online banking and shopping) were she able to do so. 

Though she had previously enrolled in what she describes as a “basic” computer course, she never 

completed it and as such it had no impact on her ability. She is forthright in expressing her limited 

knowledge with statements like the following: 
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[I don’t use] YouTube. I think it’s because I don’t really know how to access it. Or I haven’t 
really […] I’m still not familiar with some terms of YouTube and all the other − like Twitter or all 
the other… 

[I don’t read or shop online] also because I don’t know how. 

Her lack of knowledge and ability therefore extends to difficulty in accessing and using various 

platforms as well as familiarity with common terminology. She perceives some of these digital 

activities as complex and appears to be somewhat intimidated by them. 

At times it can get complicated when it should be made simpler for the everyday person to 
understand. It is a simple device but there are applications on there that sometimes make it 
complicated. And then, for example, even when we had to download the WhatsApp. Oh, that 
was − that was […]! 

I don’t know how […] My brother does online banking and my husband. And I’ve always seen 
other people do it and I think to myself, sjoe, I would actually like to do that but it looks sort of 
complicated − I don’t know. 

Lack of skills currently limits her to text and imagery on the Google platform and prevents her from 

branching into any audio-visual content or the wealth of other channels and applications she may 

find useful. This is particularly unfortunate given her view of the Internet as a means to enhance her 

creativity and bring ideas to life. Belinda’s self-perceived poor skillset is accompanied by a lack of 

confidence and a very conscious sense of caution when dwelling into any unfamiliar digital territory, 

for example the previously mentioned online shopping. 

There’s no fear. The only thing would be is if − You were talking about the online shopping. 
There would be times where I’d end up different places and I’m thinking I better be careful 
because I’m going to press this button and then there’s going to be a result of this. So, I’m very 
careful when it comes to that. But otherwise, I generally know where I’m going into. If I know 
I’m going to be doing a letter, if I know I need to send a message or whatever, then I know 
that’s where I need to go into. But other than that – or if I’m looking for information. But I’m 
also careful on the computer. 

While claiming to have no fear, Belinda later admits to the amount of “courage” it took to enrol in 

the training course as “it’s territory that you go into that’s unknown to you”. Her self-acknowledged 

“fear of the unknown” therefore inhibits her from expanding on her currently limited ICT activity and 

underlines what she has identified as her biggest obstacle: “I’d say it would be myself [...]” 

Social support system and learning approach 

Belinda has a fairly digitally active social circle, some of whom have influenced her own ICT uptake, 

for example a friend introducing her to her current love of photography via her smart phone: “I 
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wasn’t one at first but because of a friend of mine taking photos, I am photo crazy. I actually would 

love to get myself a camera as well because I find – it’s just amazing […] I actually love taking photos 

now, I must say.” 

Belinda places great importance on being taught how to perform many digital activities stating: “[I]f 

I’m taught how, I would probably be doing it.” Having left formal instruction, she relies primarily on 

her husband to assist her. However, though he appears to be quite supportive in helping as well as 

lending her his own devices (tablet and laptop), he has also responded in ways that could be 

interpreted as less than positive. She recounted: 

[…] he actually made fun of me, the way I used [the tablet]. I would actually keep it close to me 
and then he would tell me no, don’t keep it so close to you, keep it away from you! 

Do you know in the beginning, in the beginning I don’t know what I typed − I mean not what I 
typed, what I did. So, my husband would always say ‘What did you do?’ 

It does, however, appear that his comments were made in jest and that her mistakes are somewhat 

of a shared joke between the two of them. At the same time, she describes some occasional 

impatience by him in his willingness to assist – a trait she believes may be common in men: “[S]hould 

you ask them to help you, I don’t know if it’s a man thing but I tend to find the patience – they would 

have the patience for that time but – ask them after that [then they don’t] − So, I think you have to, 

as a woman you have to figure it out yourself.” 

Belinda’s withdrawal from the computer course she had undertaken was due to a poor teaching style 

and lack of professionalism on the part of the instructor. Belinda considered this unacceptable, 

particularly given her own teaching background and her sense of the standard required of someone 

in a teaching role. Though she had enjoyed learning, the attitude and approach of the trainer 

ultimately led her withdrawing from the training. 

[…] when I went for the lessons, I was doing well […] And then I got quite disturbed in class and 
that made me leave […] In the way the teacher handled the students. And so, I had an outburst 
in the sense of − I wasn’t rude but I just said I’m going to the manager with this. Because I 
don’t like the way you teach. I mean, first of all, you don’t use discriminatory language when 
you’re busy with people. It could be ‘I will kick you if you don’t get this right’ […] There were 
certain remarks that was made. And I don’t appreciate that […] I deal with children that are 
special needs. Children that are excellent students but each one of them is an individual. So, as 
a teacher, you need to know how to help them. 

This experience has not negatively affected her perception of ICT or even ICT training programmes 

and she intends making another attempt with a different institution and trainer: “I told myself, I need 
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to actually go again. But this time I will make sure that I choose a good computer school.” Despite 

her firm belief in, and apparent preference for receiving instruction, Belinda also recognises the 

value of self-learning and independent exploration, stating: 

But the fun part [of using the tablet] was discovering different things on it. 

[…] I find if I’m not going to do it myself and get to, you know, learn, I’m going to make 
mistakes on it. 

You either have to equip yourself, go and get yourself educated when it comes to the 
computer, or it’s a matter of trial and error. 

Concerns and negative perceptions 

Belinda demonstrates an understanding as well as a fair appreciation of the advantages of social 

media and even shows some inclination to use it. She stated: 

[…] when I first heard about Facebook, I thought well this is very interesting. 

[…] the appeal for me is the fact that you can see what people are doing. You can see what 
people are involved in. News, media, what’s happening. 

Her concerns and negative perceptions however far outweigh this appeal and she assuredly states: 

“No, I don’t [use social media]. That’s because of personal preference.” Belinda’s opposition largely 

stems from a deeply ingrained scepticism of the Internet and a view of it as dangerous. She has 

significant concerns related to privacy and a strong belief that people expose too much online 

potentially putting themselves at great risk. 

With the Facebook, I feel it exposes people. Because it gives you a certain amount of privacy 
but there’s also danger that comes with that. To a certain extent you’re basically putting 
yourself out there. So, the world has access to you. And some things should be private, that is 
just my personal opinion. 

I just think that where do you draw the line to you as a person? What do you keep private for 
yourself? If people have that amount of access to you, I just think you’re opening up yourself 
to a lot. Yes, if you do I suppose then you must know that there’s going to be repercussions of 
that because you put yourself out there. 

She believes that self-expression and voicing opinions online is particularly dangerous as you are held 

accountable for everything you say in the digital space. 

[…] you cannot just say things freely, you’re now held accountable for it. In general, we’re all 
held accountable for what we say or what we put out there. So, even if you want to have a 
strong opinion you really can’t voice it because you’re going to be held accountable for it. 
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Belinda at least partially attributes her perspective of Facebook as being due to “what the media has 

portrayed about it.” This is similar to her broader distrust of the Internet seemingly stemming “from 

what we hear on the media − the access people has to you as an individual.” She has also heard of 

enough negative incidents relating to social media to reinforce her belief that it oversteps boundaries 

and invades privacy, conveying one such account: 

She was going for the divorce. Her son had put the papers on [Facebook] [...] So, it caused 
quite a stir and you know some things are private and something like that − I mean placing 
your own mother’s information like that on Facebook. So which means you are then, you’re 
going to cause a reaction here […] Now you give other people access to that. They have no 
right to it but you give them access to it. You give them a voice […] So, it was very hurtful for 
the person. 

Her perception of WhatsApp differs markedly, seemingly due to the belief that it allows for greater 

personal control of the audience which the content will reach: “WhatsApp is also personal. But then 

again, I think you allow what you put on there. That’s where you can sort of draw the line and to 

who.” Belinda is also conscious and wary of other risks in ICT use, having personally been targeted by 

people with pernicious intentions. 

So, that’s also just a bit, I won’t say scary but unnerving. Because people then have maybe the 
same number as you or, for example, people calling you, people you don’t know calling you, 
putting the phone down. So, that gives me an indication that people actually know about you 
or they have ulterior motives. So, yes I have had that […] they were always warning people 
about foreign numbers coming onto your phone, to not answer. So, I am wary of that and 
aware. 

Her awareness of technological threats does not appear to have had any particular effect on her ICT 

interaction or led to any privacy measures, not even setting a password on her phone. Her privacy 

concerns related to such risks or scams appear to be much less embedded and have less impact than 

those related to personal exposure on social media. She is, for example, “willing to venture” into 

Internet banking yet firmly opposed to engaging on Facebook or any other such platform. 

Apart from social media, Belinda also holds other perceptions of ICT which either negatively skew her 

stance or influence her usage. As a self-described activist against pornography, the wealth of such 

content online and the ease and frequency at which it appears while viewing other non-related 

material has substantially soured Belinda’s view of the Internet. 

http://etd.uwc.ac.za/



 

 207 

[…] coming from a Christian point of view I detest pornography that’s on [the Internet] 
because it’s exposing things that should not even be seen. For young people especially. Even 
men that are married. I know it’s a preference that people have, Christian or not. You have a 
preference for what you expose yourself to. But unfortunately, with being on the internet, 
these things just have a way of popping up on the screen. I don’t know how they get there or − 
you know? So, I generally feel there’s so much already in society that we’re faced with and 
now to have it also on your screen − ja, I don’t, I don’t agree with it. 

She is also opposed to technology’s role in any actions she personally believes to be immoral: “I’ve 

even been in company of where I’ve heard people taking pictures of their private parts and sending it 

to their partners. So, things like that, I think where the cell phone comes in − it’s sick.” Though not 

directly influencing her own usage, these perceptions do cause her great concern particularly 

regarding younger people’s use of ICT (devices, social media and the broader Internet) leading her to 

believe their access should be more restricted and that much closer monitoring is required. 

Belinda also holds a strong belief that technology has disrupted traditional human interaction. She 

stated: “That’s the negative part of it, where it can take communication away.” It is specifically for 

this reason that she and her husband have elected not to have a television in their home as it 

consumed a great deal of their attention in the past, detracting from communication in their 

relationship. 

[…] we don’t have a television. We had one and our lives were very centred around television. 
And I feel − also my personal opinion − television takes away a lot of our energy […] For us 
right now where we are at, we’ve actually discovered that there’s more communication in our 
home because there’s less TV. 

While removing the household television may have been a simple fix, the ubiquity of mobile phones 

and society’s fixation with them makes this a more difficult challenge for Belinda, who is frustrated 

with people allowing technology to disrupt face-to-face social interaction. 

I used to get agitated by it because I would think, you’re sitting in people’s company and part 
of communication is looking into someone’s face, looking into someone’s eyes and their body 
language. And I tend to think it’s selfish sometimes because they’re not even aware that the 
one person sitting without the cell phone is sitting there. 

As someone who has only recently acquired a smartphone and become more digitally active, it is 

easy for Belinda to recall a time before having technology as integrated into her life as it currently is. 

In reflecting on a period during which she had no mobile phone whatsoever she states: “I went 

through a stage where I never had [a phone]. Where I became quiet and I was quite fine.” This 

reflection on her time without ICT as being a “quiet” and content period also alludes to her 

perception of it as useful yet also distracting, disruptive and time-consuming. While clearly 
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recognising much of the positives of ICT, ultimately Belinda’s doubts and firm stance in her 

opposition regarding aspects of technology play a debilitating role in her use thereof. Her goal of 

reaching as broad of a base and audience as possible in promoting her church or community work, 

for example – which she describes as her main life purpose – is impeded in that she refrains from 

using the very tools and platforms which would be most beneficial in doing so. 

Awareness 

Belinda appears to lack some awareness in the opportunities and potential uses of technology, many 

of which she seems to either not have heard of or not considered. When the prospect of possible 

digital services and benefits is broached she repeatedly – often very excitedly and emphatically – 

makes statements such as: “You know, now that you’re talking about it, I never even thought about 

that” and “You’re actually making me think now. I should get my phone.” 

Affordability 

The limited nature of Belinda’s current ICT usage largely precludes costs of credit and data from 

being a considerable factor in restricting her engagement, particularly given the low costs of her 

most relied on mobile application (WhatsApp). She believes that expense will play a more significant 

role should she broaden her range of Internet usage to other platforms: “For me, I can generally last. 

Because I’m on the WhatsApp, so the WhatsApp is really a plus for me right now. But I’m sure when I 

have my own laptop or Tab for that matter and I need to be on the Internet it’s going to be an 

expense, definitely.” She and her husband are considering having Wi-Fi installed in their home and 

Belinda also has free access to Wi-Fi at her church where she spends a considerable amount of time. 

Affordability appears to be more of a factor for Belinda in the purchase of a mobile phone than in the 

costs involved in using one and is one of the main considerations in selecting a device, as she 

explained: “[Y]ou go into the shop and you’re just looking for a phone that’s a nice price that suits 

your pocket.” This financial aspect also determines the brand of device purchased, preventing her 

from acquiring her personal preferences. Finances may at least partially underlie Belinda’s lack of 

ownership of resources which she desires, specifically a laptop. Though she has access to and makes 

use of her husband’s, this is limited in that it is removed from the household daily when he leaves to 

work, placing restrictions on her time with it: “I don’t have a personal computer. I’d love one though, 

I’d love a laptop. I’m using my husband’s one, which he [takes] to the office every day.” 
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Environmental constraints  

Poor signal quite often interferes with Belinda’s main use of the Internet – WhatsApp: “[…] where we 

are, if we need to send a WhatsApp even or call on WhatsApp the signal is quite bad and you have to 

stand. But it can become frustrating […]” However, this is described as more of a “pet hate”, without 

any real impact or consequences beyond some inconvenience in delaying communication. 

• Belinda’s mental model on gender and ICT 

Since moving to Saldanha Bay, Belinda has observed a strong cultural trend of degradation of women 

and related low levels of self-esteem. She considers substantial alcohol abuse within the community 

to be a contributor to this detrimental trend: “[F]rom what we have seen, women are definitely 

degraded. Merely in the way they are spoken to first of all, the way they are addressed. And also low 

self-esteem. And I would say that it is also because of alcohol, the alcohol factor in our society.” 

While she is greatly opposed to this poor treatment of females, Belinda agrees with societal 

distinctions in gender roles, mainly due to her strong Christian religious beliefs which she believes 

prescribe that men be the authority figure and that women adopt a submissive role. 

I mean especially coming from a Christian point of view, God has placed the man in authority, 
God has placed the woman there to – if you go back to the Bible, it says that we have to be 
submissive. But it doesn’t mean that we don’t have an opinion or that we don’t have a right. 
So, I might differ with my husband but he’s still the authority of the home. 

She upholds this dynamic in her own marriage: “For me personally as the woman, he is my authority. 

I speak to him first, I go via him.” Belinda is however a strong-willed and opinionated woman and 

attempts to balance this with her more conservative gender beliefs. She appears to walk a fine line in 

attempting to express herself: “I try to make my voice heard” – particularly on her strong position on 

women’s issues – while not coming across as "overpowering" or “rude”. In keeping with her view on 

standing up for women’s rights, she believes females have a responsibility to empower themselves 

and change gender culture in society: “I also believe women have a responsibility. If we are not going 

to stand up, it goes back to in the way we carry ourselves, in the way we address people. In the way 

we just take a stand. So, I believe women need to take it back as well.” Belinda noted that women in 

Saldanha Bay are taking the lead in certain aspects, appearing to be employed more than men and 

playing the more dominant role in institutions like the church. She attributes these patterns to an 

inherent nurturing trait in women. In adopting such a multitude of roles, Belinda believes women 

have a greater task in having to juggle responsibilities and hold everything together: “[F]rom the 

moment you wake up your mind is now geared on what you need to do for the day. Where is it 

you’re going to be, who you need to see to, who is going to […]” 
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Where ICT is concerned, Belinda does not believe in any gender distinction in the intended end-

users, considering technology to be a domain for both men and women. She does not necessarily 

observe this to be the case in practice, however. The men in her own social circle – particularly her 

husband and brother – are far more active and skilled users. They own a wider range of devices; 

spend more on credit and data (her husband asks to use her phone at times as he often runs out of 

data); engage with a more extensive range of applications and platforms; and also use ICT for 

purposes beyond merely that which is required of them (for example, actively choosing to engage 

with technology for entertainment and leisure, which Belinda has not elected to do). 

I would notice my husband uses it to its full potential. I mean to his full potential. He uses it. 
For example, I would maybe just have a 20% usage of it. He uses it 110%. So he’s getting the 
maximum use out of it because he’s always busy. I mean, since I’ve known him, phones, 
computers − even my brother. 

Belinda does not believe that the gender disparity which exists in ICT use and skills in her own circle 

necessarily reflects a similar trend in broader society. She attributes the disparity in her own context 

as a result of the men in her life having undergone some form of training: “[I]n my case, I would say 

it’s because they’ve studied for it. So, it’s not a matter of women can’t.” She also described having 

come across very digitally competent women who have been educated in this area but believes that 

women tend to pursue these types of skills much less frequently than men. Belinda’s perspective, 

therefore, is not related to the issue of the inherent ability of men and women, but to the question: 

“It’s a matter of do [women] want to apply that to themselves? So, that’s what I would say where I 

am concerned.” In her view women are generally less interested in engaging with ICT than men and 

she attributes this lack of interest partially to lack of exposure to technology (also observing that girls 

are given less encouragement to use ICT than boys), a sense of fear of the unfamiliar (as is the case 

with her) and poor education: “[G]enerally in our society, I think maybe because people don’t get 

exposed. Or because of the fear of the unknown as well. Or maybe even educational background also 

plays a part.” 

Belinda perceives technology and gender to be intersecting in what she finds to be very concerning 

ways. She believes much of the harmful gender culture and practices in society date back to far 

before the age of technology (as far back even as biblical times). In her view, this has been 

transferred to the digital space and is thus extremely widespread. Belinda believes that women are 

presented in a particularly negative light online and that this poor reflection of females is now more 

readily available in homes. 
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I feel that women are definitely degraded. And this hasn’t just been happening now, I mean 
what we actually see now is what’s actually happening in the Bible, years back. It’s just − There 
is nothing new if we go back even to – if I may – if we go back to the time of Noah. We see 
what the people were doing. They were busy drinking and they were having orgies, they were 
− so, all of this, it’s just in this century that we’re experiencing it in this way. But yes, definitely 
it is something in our society that we see every day […] I mean, when I was at school it wasn’t 
this big. […] And then technology just got better and more advanced that it’s gotten to this 
state. 

She believes that women need to be proactive and be taking a stand against the online portrayal of 

females, at least within their homes and amongst their families. 

We need to let women know that this is not on. So, we as women in our homes, we also need 
to take a stand against it and be proactive, in a small way − it may not affect our society in a 
broader way, but in our homes we need to be watching what our children are seeing, what are 
our husbands looking at. We need to play an active role in the games and the things […] But 
definitely we need to take a stand as women, yes. 

Belinda has also observed that women who engage in behaviour of a sexual nature online risk serious 

negative consequences. She gave the example of her young neighbour who was physically assaulted 

by her brother when he discovered that she had shared images of herself. Despite advocating for 

female empowerment and opposing the abuse of women, her primary reaction to this incident 

appears to be largely focused on what she considers the inappropriate behaviour of the young 

woman and young people in general, with no condemnation of her brother’s violent response. 

4.3 CONCLUSION 

This chapter has provided an in-depth account of each individual participant’s lived experience with 

ICT. It has contextualised each of these narratives by introducing the participant with some 

background information and providing a general sense of her life. The account then moved to the 

woman’s experiences and relationship with ICT including her means of accessing technology, the 

purposes of usage, and the factors which have influenced such access and usage. Each woman’s 

narrative ended with an overview of her perceptions and views, or her mental model, on issues of 

gender and specifically how these may (or may not) relate to ICT. 
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CHAPTER 5:  

INTERPRETATION OF THE FINDINGS 

5.1 INTRODUCTION 

This chapter addresses the research question by integrating the analysis of the empirical study (in-

depth interviews) with the salient literature that was reviewed. The discussion is structured 

according to the research objectives. It, therefore, examines the women’s experiences of ICT access 

and usage; the underlying factors influencing such access and usage; as well as a potential 

relationship between ICT usage and socio-cultural gender issues, from the specific vantage points of 

participants in the three marginalised areas under study. 

5.2 ACCESS TO ICT 

This section explores the patterns of access and ownership of ICT of women in marginalised 

communities, specifically with respect to mobile phones, computers, the Internet and other 

traditional media channels. 

5.2.1 Access to mobile phones 

Each of the 12 interviewees owned personal mobile phones and had owned multiple devices since 

the time they first acquired one (dating back as far as a decade for many, and since being at school in 

the case of the younger respondents). This fits the trend reported by larger scale studies that mobile 

phone ownership is widespread nationally (LirneAsia & Research ICT Africa, 2017; The World Bank, 

n.d.) and in the three marginalised areas under investigation (as revealed in the Research ICT Africa 

survey findings, which is hereafter referred to as Research ICT Africa, 2015). Unlike the findings of 

certain literature which found mobile phones were shared property (Blumenstock & Eagle, 2010; 

GSMA, 2015), the interviewees all saw a mobile phone as a personal, individual possession. When 

the last two feature-phone owning participants (Belinda and Jasmine) recently upgraded to 

smartphones, all respondents – across all socio-demographic groups – had an Internet-enabled 

device. The cases of Diane (very little schooling) and Jasmine (illiterate) – who had both owned many 

mobile phones over the years – support the findings of Deen-Swarray (2016) that low levels of basic 

literacy are not necessarily a barrier to owning a mobile. 
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Respondents mainly purchased new mobile phones themselves and seven of the 12 had personally 

bought their current devices. These purchases rarely involved taking out a contract. Similarly, the 

Research ICT Africa (2015) study found that few women in Mitchells Plain, Saldanha Bay and 

Khayelitsha took out contracts when acquiring mobile phones. Five interviewees received their 

mobile phones as gifts from family members. The older women and housewives (Jasmine, Belinda 

and Diane) often received mobile phones from their husbands, adult children and grandchildren. 

These were typically hand-me-down, expendable devices which Diane referred to as “the scraps”. In 

the other two cases, younger interviewees Annie and Iris consistently acquired new mobile phones 

that were paid for by their mothers. It is possible to make a generalisation based on these findings 

and the literature (Research ICT Africa, 2015): younger women and housewives are likely to receive a 

mobile phone from a family member. 

5.2.2 Access to computers 

Exactly half of the interviewees owned a personal computer (more often a laptop and in one instance 

a desktop machine). However, this is not the norm in these areas given the very low computer 

ownership figures reported in prior research (Research ICT Africa, 2015). The reports of participants 

from Khayelitsha also support this literature finding in that each of these interviewees who owned a 

computer emphasised that it was rare for women in their community to own such technology. 

Jasmine – the interviewee from Khayelitsha who did not own such a device – reported that not a 

single person among her family and close social circle owned one. 

Among participants, computer ownership appeared to be restricted to those who used these 

machines in either a professional or a formal learning capacity. None of the housewives personally 

owned such technology. This is not to say that these non-owners had no access to computers. All but 

one, in fact, had access to one or more machine in their homes, typically owned by an employed 

household member. The composition of these homes makes access possible. Many of the women 

lived in large households where three-generational family structures are common. All interviewees 

above the age of 50 years shared their homes with their husbands (with the exception of single 

Jasmine and divorced Charlene), adult children and often grandchildren. Younger and unemployed 

respondents like Annie and Grace lived with their parents, adult siblings and (in the case of Grace) 

their own young children. This meant that most of the housewives and unemployed interviewees 

had some access to a computer. A larger household structure, therefore, increases the likelihood of 

having at least one computer within the home. 
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The notable exception was Jasmine, who had no access to a computer within the home. She shared 

the same three-generational household structure as many of the other non-owners, but unlike the 

others, she was the only working member of her household of eight (the rest being unemployed 

adult children and young grandchildren, nieces and nephews). On the other hand, her employed 

status meant she had much in common with most of the computer owners. However, unlike them, 

such a machine had no relevance to her job, nor had she ever required one in an educational 

context. Jasmine’s limited access to a computer is in line with the literature which reported that a 

very low percentage of households in Mitchells Plain, Saldanha Bay and Khayelitsha had such 

technology (Research ICT Africa, 2015). 

Jasmine is significant in another sense as the only interviewee without any experience of using a 

computer (her only exposure to such a machine being a brief moment observing someone else use 

one). She appears to be a typical example of women in marginalised communities according to the 

Research ICT Africa (2015) study, which found that nearly three-quarters of women had never had 

any interaction with such technology. However, Jasmine is not very different from many of the 

interviewees with ostensibly convenient home access, as this does not necessarily translate into 

usage. Four of the five respondents with access to a computer within their homes either rarely or 

never used these machines. Not surprisingly, they also made no use of a computer outside of the 

home and it appears highly likely that they would never have had any exposure to such technology 

were it not for a household member having brought it into the shared home. Jasmine and Fiona may 

be examples of the reported trend that those employed in manual labour positions are generally less 

engaged ICT users (Mapi et al., 2008; Thompson & Paul, 2016). Rashieda and Bongiwe, on the other 

hand, may fit the theory that employment may be a pathway to more frequent and substantive 

digital engagement (ITU, 2017a; Schmidt & Stork, 2008): the workplace was an important initial point 

of computer access for Rashieda and both women’s jobs were influential in their decisions to 

purchase laptops. In addition to exposure in the work setting, the literature has also suggested that 

younger generations often display higher rates of ICT access and usage than older groups given 

exposure in school environments (Kantner & Rosenbaum, 2003; Milligan & Passey, 2011; Montagnier 

& Wirthmann, 2011). Education has been the driving force for Grace, Iris and Helga’s acquiring 

computers. However, the assumption that young people automatically have more exposure to 

computers due to the school setting may not be well grounded. As the youngest two interviewees, 

not long out of the secondary school environment, both Annie and Grace reported that a technology 

module was optional in their schooling. While Grace elected to take this class, Annie did not. Annie’s 

level of access and exposure to computers was largely the same as that of older participants with 

very limited engagement with the technology (for example Diane, Eleanor and Fiona). The school 
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setting, therefore, seemingly does not guarantee the level of exposure commonly assumed. Based on 

interviews, the structure of the household was much more pertinent to the computer access and 

exposure of young Annie and older Diane, Eleanor and Fiona. 

Gaining access to computers at a public space was also rare among interviewees and only three 

women (namely, Bongiwe, Iris and Grace) capitalised on these local resources. Two of the three did 

so in addition to using their own devices. The interview findings could be interpreted as correlating 

with that of the Research ICT Africa (2015) study which concluded that women’s use of computers in 

e-centres and public spaces or institutions remains relatively limited. 

5.2.3 Access to the Internet 

All but one participant had accessed the Internet at some stage. Some degree of access and exposure 

to the Internet had thus occurred among participants across the range of socio-demographic 

categories. The fact that the exception is Jasmine – a 59-year-old woman with no formal education 

whatsoever – is consistent with the literature that found that the level of education and basic literacy 

has a strong influence on whether or not the Internet is used (Deen-Swarray, 2016). The literature 

indicates that the likelihood of having used the Internet is low among women with little to no 

education and a lower level of literacy (Bornman, 2014; Deen-Swarray, 2016; Research ICT Africa, 

2015; World Wide Web Foundation, 2015b). Jasmine also appeared to confirm the research 

associating Internet uptake with age, where fewer older women had ever connected to the Internet 

(Gillwald et al., 2018; Research ICT Africa, 2015). 

Given that half of the interviewees reported that they had limited to no use of computers, it is not 

surprising that several respondents (four of the 11 Internet users) connected to the Internet solely 

via their mobile phones – another trend which emerged strongly in the literature (Research ICT 

Africa, 2015). Three of these four were the oldest participants. Interviewees owning computers and 

other digital devices (e.g. tablets) tended to connect with a multitude of accessible resources. The 

respondents who used the Internet, tended to do so relatively frequently. Similarly, the Research ICT 

Africa (2015) data showed a high frequency of accessing the Internet by women who had been 

exposed to this technology. 

The most common means by which interviewees connect to the Internet is through prepaid mobile 

data purchases. Few had invested in Wi-Fi for their homes or reaped such benefits via the investment 

of a household member, though Diane’s case again revealed the phenomenon of access to ICT – in 

this instance Wi-Fi – solely as a result of household members. The workplace had also been a place of 

access for two interviewees, Charlene and Rashieda. As previously stated, use of designated public 
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ICT spaces – and thereby the available Wi-Fi – is relatively uncommon. Grace in fact preferred 

standing outside the premises of a nearby school within range of the Wi-Fi and connecting from her 

mobile phone (without authorisation) rather than visiting the library which is within equal walking 

distance from her home. This was reportedly simply a personal preference. While use of designated 

public ICT spots is fairly unpopular, spaces unintended for this purpose emerged as frequently used 

Internet access points. Several interviewees capitalise on free Wi-Fi available at their local 

community churches. Given that a substantial number of interviewees are active church-goers, it is 

not surprising that they reported that they spend a fair amount of time at these community buildings 

during which they connect to the freely available Wi-Fi via their mobile phones. These women were 

diverse in age, employment status, education and relationship status. The interview with Charlene 

occurred at the church premises and – despite generally having data loaded on her mobile device 

and Wi-Fi within her home – she immediately connected to the church Wi-Fi network upon arrival at 

the building. It was reported that elderly women within the church – constituting a significant share 

of the total church membership – are increasingly capitalising on this resource. Certain churches in 

Saldanha Bay reportedly purposefully use Wi-Fi as an incentive to attract members to attend 

services. This not only drew church members but surrounding community residents who sat outside 

the premises to access this resource. ICT usage within church settings may not be viewed as 

appropriate at all times. However, there did not seem to be opposition to the use of mobile phones 

either before or after services. Charlene’s portrayal of churches as widely recognised within the 

community as primarily female spaces, where women play a dominant role, is thus worth noting. 

Small business owner, Iris, stressed that Internet access within local public spaces is essential in 

advancing the digital inclusion of her under-resourced community of Khayelitsha and that access at 

vibrant local business hubs would be more successful than designated e-centres in drawing locals to 

engage. A few of the more avid Internet users among interviewees had become accustomed to 

seeking Wi-Fi access at certain public spaces which offer this resource when they happen to visit, for 

example the local mall or restaurants. Most interviewees did not, however, consider this. While prior 

research (such as that of Research ICT Africa, 2015) has explored citizens accessing the Internet from 

designated e-centres, there appears to be a lack of information as to the extent to which the Internet 

is accessed in such more informal public settings. 

5.2.4 Access to television and radio 

The interview findings correspond with prior research which showed widespread ownership and use 

of traditional devices (specifically television and radio) in Saldanha Bay, Khayelitsha and Mitchells 

Plain (Research ICT Africa, 2015). Ten of the 12 interviewees had one or more televisions in their 
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homes at the time of the interview, which they watched either daily or relatively frequently. 

Charlene was the only participant who owned a smart television. Radios were also common in the 

households of respondents. In certain cases (such as that of Rashieda and Jasmine), these were 

preferred to television. Traditional devices were used by the respondents in all socio-demographic 

groups. They formed part of the routine daily activity of the least digitally engaged interviewees 

(Jasmine and Fiona). Using the radio application on her mobile phone when travelling to and from 

work was one of very few ways Fiona reported that she used her phone. 

5.3 USE OF ICT 

Apart from the purposes for which interviewees use ICT, the way in which they view and relate to 

their devices – specifically their mobile phones (given that this is either largely or solely the device in 

use by participants) – provides an interesting picture of the manner in which technology factors into 

the lives of these women. This section thus begins with a brief overview of the nature of the 

relationship between respondents and their devices. This is followed by a discussion of the various 

ways in which interviewees have used or found meaning in ICT. 

5.3.1 Relationship with ICT 

The strongest sentiment shared among interviewees was a fierce attachment to and dependence on 

their personal mobile phones. This was common to those of all socio-demographic backgrounds and 

across the spectrum of ICT usage, from the most basic to advanced and intensive users. Respondents 

were typically willing to go to great trouble and inconvenience and make sacrifices to ensure they 

remained in possession of an operational device loaded with credit and/or data. Interviewees’ 

accounts of the relationships with their devices revealed great affection for these inanimate objects. 

This included many expressions of “love” for the phone, references to it as “my baby” and 

descriptions of being incredibly protective of the device. In cases such as that of fifty year-old 

widowed and divorced Charlene, the device had evolved into an emotional crutch, largely replacing 

human companionship, interaction and support. 

Being without the accustomed technology was typically a source of great frustration and annoyance 

for participants regardless of whether it be a short period of a few hours or longer indefinite periods. 

In the absence of ICT, many experienced a sense of feeling “lost”, “stranded”, “disconnected” and as 

if “something is missing”. An impression is left that the phone had almost become an extension of 

the self for some, as Charlene commented: “because it’s constantly in my hands”. More extreme 

descriptions indicating the level of dependence on the device include: “I will be sick. I really can’t 
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cope without my phone”; “If I think I lost my phone, I’m dead. It’s not nice. That whole shock.”; “life 

will stand still [without my phone]”; “If I don’t have my phone on me? Then I’m going to get crazy.”; 

“Without it, you cannot – you wouldn’t be able to survive.” While these statements are clearly 

hyperbolic, they give a good indication of the extent to which the mobile phone has become 

embedded into the lives of all of the participants. For many interviewees it is checked first thing in 

the morning and last thing at night. At least one respondent acknowledged that her excessive use of 

the device at times leads to phone fatigue. 

Ultimately, a dependence on ICT was consistent among all of the users, though the reasons for it 

varied significantly. The following section provides an overview of the purposes for which 

participants used ICT. 

5.3.2 Access to information and services 

• Information seeking 

Interviews revealed that several Internet users had not used the platform as a resource to find 

information. This was particularly true of older interviewees: the four oldest participants reported 

doing very little to no online information seeking. Given that these participants were predominantly 

retirees and housewives, this corresponds with the findings in the literature that retired and 

unemployed women tend to be consistently less active information seekers (Research ICT Africa, 

2015). Additionally, the interview findings may support the literature which reported a pattern 

between level of education and searching for information (Research ICT Africa, 2015). The three 

respondents who said that they made no use of the Internet for this purpose are also those with the 

lowest levels of education. On the other hand, the same prior research (Research ICT Africa, 2015) 

portrayed self-employed women as not particularly active in information seeking, which was not the 

case with entrepreneurs, Bongiwe and Iris (though it should be noted that the latter had only very 

recently begun engaging in such activity). 

The literature revealed that online information retrieval (particularly quick fact finding or checking) 

was common among female Internet users (Research ICT Africa, 2015); that women are highly 

positive about accessing online information (Colley & Maltby, 2008); and that gaining information 

was a significant motivator for women in acquiring a mobile phone (Cowell, 2016). In this study, 

seeking information was not a primary reason for participants initially acquiring phones. However, 

gaining information online had become a highly valued use of the Internet by participants who 

engaged in such activity. This is evident, for example, in Belinda’s statement of appreciation: 

“[Google is] able to open up your world there as well so it gives you more options. Sometimes you 
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have the ideas inside of you but Google just opens it up for you and gives you the pictures.” It was 

however not Belinda but mainly the most frequent and engaged ICT users among interviewees who 

really made use of the Internet as an informational tool, specifically those participants who had long 

since adopted technology and had embedded it into much of their daily activity. This typically also 

coincides with employed and relatively younger participants. Several interviewees (like Belinda), who 

expressed great appreciation for this resource, had only recently begun to engage in such activity. 

This suggests a growing trend in the use of technology for informational purposes. It is worth noting 

that Internet users, Fiona and Diane, who had never sought information online, were, in fact, among 

those who had a very positive opinion of this function of technology. 

Interviews suggest that the adoption of the Internet as a tool for information seeking is often only 

initiated once an individual perceives a specific subject to be of particular importance. In the case of 

self-employed Iris, it seems that this function of ICT was only explored once its pertinence in 

attaining her career goals became apparent. A need to obtain information relevant to one’s 

occupation or professional ambitions has proved to be a significant motivating factor for several 

working participants who engage in information seeking. On the other hand, it has been less in use in 

looking for employment in the first place. This accords with the literature (Rashid, 2016; Research ICT 

Africa, 2015). Two respondents – Grace and Charlene, who were notably avid ICT users – intended to 

seek jobs in the near future. They reported that they would largely be using offline channels in this 

process (i.e. word of mouth or physically visiting businesses to inquire about available positions). 

Sourcing information online is also a method used by all interviewees who had recently been 

enrolled in studies of some sort. This is supported by prior research suggesting women use the 

Internet as a tool for educational research (Bujala, 2012; Gillwald et al., 2018; Hilbert, 2011; Li & 

Kirkup, 2007; OECD, 2007; Rashid, 2016) and that this is an activity women engage in more often 

than the ‘fun’ features of technology (Wilson & Lawan, 2015). Information seeking is thus utilised by 

women for broader economic and educational benefits (expanded on in sections 5.3.5 and 5.3.6 

below). This corroborates the literature showing that it is relatively common for women to use the 

Internet for more substantial research (Research ICT Africa, 2015). Apart from these important 

professional or educational motivators – where some degree of information seeking is often 

compulsory – a personal passion or hobby was also a catalyst for some participants’ interest in 

engaging in such digital activity. 

The content browsed by interviewees (outside of that related to an occupational or formal 

educational context) includes exercise, cooking, parenting, décor, religion, pop-culture, ‘do-it-

yourself’ projects and often seemingly trivial material. Finding health information was a topic of 
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interest to several interviewees. While this finding contradicts the literature reporting that health 

information was not commonly sought by women (Research ICT Africa, 2015), the same study found 

that two-thirds of women owning mobile phones had identified health as an area in which the device 

was personally beneficial (but did not specify in what way it was beneficial). The interview findings 

also accord with other research indicating that women do in fact take an interest in content related 

to health and care-giving (Bujala, 2012; Gigler, 2015; Kennedy, 2011; OECD, 2007; Rashid, 2016). 

Additionally, the empirical results of this study support the research that found that there is little use 

of the Internet to gain information from government organisations (Gillwald et al., 2018; Rashid, 

2016; Research ICT Africa, 2015). Though a few of the most digitally active interviewees turn to 

dedicated online news platforms, for most participants, news and locally relevant information was 

still largely received via the television, radio and word of mouth. This supports research findings that 

women still largely rely on passively absorbed information from traditional media or family, friends 

and acquaintances (Research ICT Africa, 2015; World Wide Web Foundation, 2015b). 

The pattern of a number of the interviewees’ information consumption also suggest that even when 

women gain content from online sources this is often by chance on social media rather than having 

actively conducted an online search. According to Gillwald et al. (2018), 60% of South African social 

media users (male and female) use these platforms to access the news, while Roux and Dalvit (2014) 

reported that social platforms such as Facebook serve a broader information-sharing function as 

people share and discuss news and current events. Five of the eight respondents with social media 

accounts at the time of interview were using Facebook to gain information of some sort. Social 

media was thus a primary source of information, particularly for the youngest interviewees who – as 

reported in the literature (Gillwald et al., 2018; Intel, 2012) – tend to be heavily invested in these 

platforms. However, it appears that interviewees in this age group turn to a search browser in 

addition to their intensive use of social media. A degree of interest in the information they randomly 

come across via social media may lead them to engage in further research on the topic. 

Social media was also used to consume information of a more serious nature, for example Charlene 

acquiring information regarding health matters and Annie seeking formal learning opportunities. 

Though not specific to females, Gillwald et al. (2018) reported that 43% of South African social media 

users used the platforms to access educational content or find out about learning opportunities. 

Given that many of the interviewees using social media did not follow trusted sources and 

publications, it stands to reason that the information they consumed on these channels was almost 

exclusively passed on by individual personal contacts and therefore mostly likely unverified or even 

false. While some of the most avid and long engaged Internet users tend to be aware of a bulk of 
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misinformation online, the level of critical thought (or lack thereof) among interviewed women 

surrounding the discernment of information sources and their trustworthiness is a matter of 

concern. This is significant given the fact that several respondents’ perspectives and behaviour were 

based on or swayed by information consumed online. Examples include Annie adapting her eating 

habits and Rashieda forming negative opinions of particular groups of people. 

Some of the respondents who began using the Internet at an earlier stage and had become frequent 

Internet users may have gradually integrated information seeking into regular daily online activity, 

while more recent Internet users had just begun tentatively exploring in this area and were more 

limited in the online platforms used. Whereas several more avid ICT users had come to incorporate 

platforms like YouTube in their information seeking (and information in video format was 

increasingly sought and/or preferred), less engaged and more recent Internet users’ searches were 

relatively narrow and often limited to textual content via a search browser. Furthermore, the process 

of moving beyond very specific searches towards substantial periods emerged browsing online 

material across multiple platforms appears to be a gradual one, even among some avid Internet 

users (notably, early adopter Charlene’s transition was very slow). This relates to the literature which 

reported that the longer women are online, the more they tend to capitalise on the Internet’s 

potential as a source of information (specifically with respect to gathering more substantial material) 

(Intel, 2012). Internet users among interviewees (including Rashieda, Bongiwe and Annie), who were 

initially drawn to a search browser with a specific purpose in mind, have moved to frequently 

investigating a broader range of topics of interest. They often searched impulsively or out of curiosity 

and they allowed themselves free rein to explore a topic. It is thus logical that the typical means of 

conducting such activity (particularly something that is quick to do like fact-checking) was via the 

mobile phone, given that it was always on hand. 

• Access to services and applications 

Interviewees were not extensively capitalising on the wide range of digital services available to them 

via their devices. The fairly low uptake of Internet banking among women in these marginalised 

areas reported in literature (Research ICT Africa, 2015) resembles the diffusion of this technology 

among participants where only a few – notably employed and/or relatively middle-aged – women 

had incorporated it into their financial practices. Such transactions were conducted via either mobile 

devices or computers to pay debts or purchase utilities or mobile credit. Though they made no use of 

Internet banking, there was a perception among several interviewees (for example Fiona, Iris and 

Belinda) that this service was highly beneficial, particularly as a means of saving time. Other online 

transactions like purchasing goods or services or connecting with government institutions were rare 
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among participants, even among more avid ICT users. The limited use of digital government services 

in South Africa was consistently reported in the literature as well (Gillwald et al., 2018; Research ICT 

Africa, 2015). Some of the more digitally engaged interviewees had at some stage used mobile 

applications intended to help them to carry out their personal tasks more effectively. Examples 

include fitness, organisational and learner’s driver’s licence preparation applications. Even for those 

like Fiona and Jasmine who made very little or no use of digital services, the mobile phone was used 

daily in its very basic offline function as an alarm clock. 

An undoubtedly more commonly perceived purpose of ICT is its role as a safety measure. The 

interviewees reported that they enjoyed the security of being able to communicate with authorities 

or loved ones in the case of an emergency. It was a very important, if not the most critical, function 

of the device for them. This trend is also very clearly reflected in the literature (Research ICT Africa, 

2015). Several interviewees had replaced the landline in their homes with a mobile phone, making it 

either the primary or sole resource relied on in the case of an emergency. Safety was the main 

reason for Diane initially receiving a mobile phone and remains the main reason for ensuring that it is 

consistently loaded with credit. The Interviewees who focused on the safety function of the device 

tended to be older, spent a significant deal of time alone (typically housewives, divorced or widowed 

women) – as was the case in the prior research (Research ICT Africa, 2015) – or lived in particularly 

dangerous neighbourhoods. Both the literature (Research ICT Africa, 2015) and these empirical 

findings showed the safety aspect to be one of few functions of ICT meaningful to women of all levels 

of education. Having access to the Internet in their homes was also perceived by respondents like 

Fiona as potentially increasing safety in that it minimised the need for people to leave their houses 

and put themselves at risk of being robbed or assaulted. Alleviating the challenge of crime in any 

capacity makes ICT pertinent to women’s very practical challenges and needs (Kalani, Sonawane, & 

Sawant, 2013). 

5.3.3 Social purposes 

The interview findings support the abundant literature that indicates that the strongest (and often 

sole) motivation for many women’s ICT usage is its communicative value (Cowell, 2016; Gillwald et 

al., 2018; Handapangoda & Kumara, 2013; LirneAsia, 2012; Masika & Bailur, 2015; Research ICT 

Africa, 2015; Scott, 2017). Interviews revealed that digital communication was a useful means of 

maintaining ties with friends and family members both near and far. For example, daily conversation 

between Diane and her daughter was an easy way of dealing with routine, practical activities such as 

grocery shopping. Many respondents saw using the phone to make long distance calls as more 

important. This was related to the strong trend of migration particularly among interviewees in 
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Khayelitsha and Saldanha Bay. Most participants living in Khayelitsha had migrated from other 

provinces in search of employment and schooling opportunities, while some Cape Town natives had 

relocated to Saldanha Bay when their husbands found work in the area. These women (Belinda, 

Helga, Diane, Jasmine and Eleanor) considered the mobile phone as a crucial means of maintaining 

their long-distance connections, thus adding to the literature which describes the value of the device 

in contexts where family separation is common (Lim, 2014; LirneAsia, 2012; Masika & Bailur, 2015). 

Jasmine reported that she would be even more dependent on her phone in the near future as she 

was due to move back to her home province without her children and grandchildren. The 

considerable distance between areas within the Western Cape also underlies the communicative 

value of the phone as most interviewees did not have easy access to privately owned vehicles and 

public transport is unreliable, inconvenient and increasingly dangerous. 

While modern forms of interaction like instant messaging had grown in popularity among 

interviewees, the traditional mobile phone call remains common and heavily relied upon by strictly 

offline participants like Jasmine. The continuously high number of offline citizens reported in the 

literature (Gillwald et al., 2018; ITU, 2017a; Research ICT Africa, 2015; The World Bank, n.d.) 

underlies the phone call remaining a substantial part of digital communication of many Internet 

users as well, given that they typically have close ties to non-users (often older family members). 

Nevertheless, both the literature (Research ICT Africa, 2015) and the findings of this study indicate 

that instant messaging has become a primary means of communication among women. It was used 

by 11 of the 12 interviewees, thus was common among women of all socio-demographic groups. 

WhatsApp – the favourite platform for such interaction – was embedded in daily communication and 

highly regarded by interviewees for its cost effectiveness and ease of use. For Fiona, online activity 

was restricted to this single communication channel. The use of WhatsApp is thus all that 

distinguishes her from the many completely offline women referred to in the literature. 

Instant messaging is therefore significant in that it is typically the entry point to Internet adoption for 

many women. This thus supports research which suggested that when low-income urban women do 

become Internet users, a large share of activity is social in nature (Intel, 2012). Certain participants 

appeared to have only become open to the prospect of exploring other online avenues and 

opportunities – most notably information seeking – after having become comfortable with such 

(seemingly) basic socially-oriented Internet activity. Given the significant role the social aspect of ICT 

usage plays in increasing women’s digital participation, the interview findings support the claim of 

the World Wide Web Foundation (2015b) that social use of ICT constitutes a useful entry point to 

other forms of digital activity for women. Considering the typical digital trajectory of interviewees, 
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particularly those with relatively limited ICT engagement, social media – Facebook – appears to be 

one such activity women commonly branch out to after instant messaging. All but two Internet users 

among respondents had (at some stage had) Facebook accounts. The literature also revealed 

Facebook accounts to be popular nationally (Gillwald et al., 2018). In the Research ICT Africa (2015) 

study slightly less than half of women using the Internet were involved in social networking. The 

survey (Research ICT Africa, 2015) also showed that social networking was the foremost reason for 

women initially opting to use the Internet, thus concurring with this empirical study’s findings that 

socially-oriented activity is a clear driving force for Internet engagement. 

Certain rather distinct differences emerged between respondents in various life-stages where 

socially-oriented digital activity is concerned. For many older women and housewives (often largely 

confined to the home), engaging in social interaction and remaining connected to family members 

was crucial to, if not their only form of digital participation. The perceived importance of maintaining 

this contact was the primary reason that numerous participants initially purchased or were given 

mobile phones by husbands and family members. Acquiring (or being gifted) phones in view of 

maintaining contact is also in line with the literature (GSMA, 2015). One interviewee, Jasmine, is an 

interesting case in the context of maintaining connections via her mobile phone. She appeared less 

interested than other participants in the phone as a way of maintaining family ties than in its helping 

to remain connected to her local neighbourhood friends. As a single, generally financially struggling 

woman, living in the township, with no extended family in the province, the relationship with these 

local women was of particular importance to her: maintaining these connections was the primary 

meaning of her device. This is in line with Woolcock (2005) who emphasised the relevance of the role 

of ICT in social capital within urban poor communities where there is particular reliance on the social 

circle (friends and relatives) to ‘get by’. Along with WhatsApp and traditional phone calls, older 

interviewees like Charlene, Diane and Eleanor used social media to keep track of family, friends and 

acquaintances, typically visiting the social network site, Facebook, on a daily basis via their mobile 

phones. 

For the youngest respondents – Grace, 21 and Annie, 19 – communication with friends and peers of 

a similar age was a particularly powerful driving force in digital participation. Aversion to the 

prospect of being disconnected and excluded from the day-to-day developments unfolding within 

their respective social circles underlies the high frequency with which these young women engaged 

with their devices, using texting, voice and video call features. These participants had social media 

embedded in their digital activity since their early teenage years and fit the description in the 

literature of young women as more intensive users of social networking (Gillwald et al., 2018; Intel, 
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2012). The content these young interviewees consumed on the platforms often became the topic of 

conversation during face-to-face social interaction with friends. Annie and Grace also differed from 

older participants in that they frequently used social media as an additional instant messaging 

channel and connected with strangers (from around the world). Older interviewees on the other 

hand were extremely selective about the people with whom they actively engaged online, typically 

not straying beyond their close social circle. Though it is not evident what – if any – impact these 

broader social connections have had for the young interviewees, it is clear that they were the only 

ones capitalising on the opportunity afforded by ICT allowing women to expand their connections 

beyond their immediate social and community networks (Arnold et al., 2012; Zainudeen & Galpaya, 

2015). The younger women were also far more eager to belong to multiple social network platforms 

than their older counterparts, all of whom were reluctant to subscribe to a second application. Annie 

and Grace’s strong interest in other social media applications such as the photo-sharing platform 

Instagram is indicative of the differing perspectives of social networking which emerged among age 

groups. Young interviewees appeared far more aware and focused on online image and self-

presentation, evident in their great affinity for taking selfies (not a feeling shared by older 

participants). 

The interest in social networking platforms among young and old interviewees was very clearly not 

the case among those falling into the mid-age range. All participants aged between 30-45 years were 

far less inclined towards such activity. These women were either completely inactive or less active on 

social networks than other age groups. Furthermore, when active they tended to employ these sites 

for purposes other than general social interaction. Rashieda only used social networking as she was 

required to do so in her previous occupation and deactivated her account immediately upon 

resigning; entrepreneurs, Bongiwe and Iris perceived Facebook as only having value in a professional 

context and made little use of it outside of this; Helga’s reluctant social media participation was 

solely based on it being required of the church leaders; and Belinda – having no professional or 

organisational need for social networking – opted not to participate whatsoever. These women thus 

had very little interest in the social aspect of these social network applications. Iris’s minimal interest 

in the overall social function of ICT is noteworthy. She considered it to be largely trivial and made 

little use of her mobile phone outside of work hours. 

The digital behaviour of those in the youngest and oldest age categories may thus fit the popular 

narrative of women being heavily concentrated within the communication and social applications of 

technology (Bujala, 2012; Duggan, 2013; Gillwald et al., 2018; GSMA, 2015; Haight et al., 2014; 

Hargittai & Shafer, 2006; Intel, 2012; Joiner et al., 2012; Keller, 1992; Kennedy et al., 2003; Roux & 
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Dalvit, 2014). However, participants in the mid-age range debunk the stereotypical association of 

women’s digital engagement with the social paradigm and instead act as corroboration for the 

notions of Abbiss (2008) that females are “task-oriented users” focused on utilitarian functions of 

ICT, and Tondeur et al. (2016) that females take a pragmatic approach to ICT and engage in activities 

they find useful. Furthermore, the particular age bracket and life-stage of these women – in which 

having relatively young children, being married and working fulltime are more common – is 

significant and supports the literature indicating that greater restrictions on women’s time may in 

fact drive them to be more strategic and task-oriented Internet users, adopting only activities serving 

a functional or productive purpose (Scott, 2017; Sylvester, 2016). 

5.3.4 Cultural, emotional and spiritual needs 

While the communication function is undoubtedly underscored by a need for connection, for some it 

has evolved into more. For fifty year-old widowed and subsequently divorced Charlene, ICT had long 

since largely replaced human companionship and been used as a means of overcoming boredom and 

loneliness. This began during her time as a housewife, intensified with the passing of her first 

husband and now as a divorcee with adult children and limited social engagements, she relied 

heavily on her phone for companionship and emotional support. In a very different sense, 

technology also formed a source of support of sorts for another interviewee. Though not socially 

isolated, Rashieda felt somewhat marginalised as a Muslim woman, perceiving local mainstream 

media as not catering to her cultural context. She therefore found a lesser known Muslim radio 

station and the topics of conversation which were personally relevant to her context to be a source 

of support and comfort, particularly during more difficult periods such as fasting time. This may be 

related to the literature which details how minority groups may not identify with mainstream media 

or see themselves represented within it and thus seek out minority or ethnic media to meet their 

specific cultural needs and enhance a sense of belonging (Georgiou, 2002; Morley, 1999). 

Interviewees were also drawing on ICT to meet their spiritual needs. Based on discussion thus far, it 

could justifiably be argued that the church and/or religion on the one hand, and ICT on the other, 

have overlapped: Helga’s Facebook subscription was solely due to her church activity, Charlene and 

Belinda facilitated their church organisational duties through the use of ICT, Charlene often read 

Bible scriptures on her digital devices instead of the traditional book, and – perhaps most notably –

the findings suggest that the church may have become associated with free Internet connectivity. 

Apart from her church activities, Belinda had also integrated ICT into her spiritual life by typing out 

her thoughts and reflections on a computer. She believed this process of reflection to be pertinent to 

her mental well-being. 
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While ICT seemingly had a positive impact on Belinda’s mental well-being in this example, it is less 

clear in the case of Annie. Her decisions to take selfies “whole day”, was almost solely underscored 

by the need to share these self-portraits with an online audience on social media. Receiving positive 

affirmation from others (via the number of ‘likes’) on these online channels had a positive impact on 

her mood and seemingly reinforced self-worth. Social media platforms could thus be considered as a 

means of seeking external affirmation and validation, potentially alluding to a connection between 

digital activity and self-esteem, particularly with regard to young female users. A link between 

feedback on self-images on social networks and self-esteem has been described in multiple studies 

focused on people around Annie’s age (Burrow & Rainone, 2017; Chua & Chang, 2016; Valkenburg, 

Peter, & Schouten, 2006). As was the case with Annie, these studies showed that edited self-

presentation on social networks is a means of seeking peer recognition (Chua & Chang, 2016), and 

that positive feedback on profile pictures enhanced self-esteem, whereas negative feedback 

decreased self-esteem (Burrow & Rainone, 2017; Valkenburg et al., 2006). 

5.3.5 Economic and occupational use 

Previous studies varied in their reports on the degree to which women value and capitalise on ICT in 

a professional or economic context (Gillwald et al., 2018; LirneAsia, 2012; Masika & Bailur, 2015; 

Munyua, 2009; Scott, 2017). The responses of participants in this research show that many of the 

economically active interviewees perceived this as an important, if not the most meaningful function 

of ICT. This supports the literature which indicated that women perceive positive effects on income 

and employment as a primary benefit of technology (Scott, 2017). Small-business owner Iris’s 

transition to becoming a more active ICT user was solely motivated by her new business goals and 

her digital engagement was highly oriented towards increasing productivity. For interviewees who 

had recently opted to participate in digital skills training (namely Iris, Bongiwe and Rashieda), this 

was also solely driven by profitability and professional goals, i.e. learning how to effectively capitalise 

on technological tools to advance one’s business or acquiring certification to pursue better 

employment opportunities. Even among some not employing ICT in a work context, there was a 

perception that it had a critical role to play in professional advancement – though they might not 

perceive this as relevant in their own economic activity. A case in point is Fiona who largely 

associated financially profitable uses of technology with younger users, essentially ignoring its 

potential in her own professional entrepreneurial ambitions. 

Employed or self-employed participants mainly considered ICT indispensable in the daily functioning 

of their professional and economic ventures. For Bongiwe, whose company was centred on the use 

of technology, ICT was integral to and integrated into every aspect of her business functioning. She is 
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thus an example of a woman who capitalises on the new employment and income opportunities 

afforded by ICT (Antonio & Tuffley, 2014; Broadband Commission, 2013; ITU, 2015; Ponge, 2016). 

Technology was also woven into the professional practices of most other economically active 

participants, whether minimally or fully embedded into daily tasks. The most commonly employed 

use of technology in these contexts is the communicative function. In the Research ICT Africa (2015) 

study, 63% of women’s phone calls were more for business than social purposes. Many interviewees 

capitalised on multiple channels for this purpose including phone calls, email and (to a lesser extent) 

video communication platforms. However, the often informally used WhatsApp had become 

increasingly relied upon in work communication by nearly all economically active interviewees. This 

was used in formal exchanges as well as more informal interaction in small-scale business ventures, 

such as Eleanor informing a few community members of her upcoming food sales. A WhatsApp 

group chat was also Helga’s primary means of communication with the parents of her young 

learners. Digital communication had become imperative in business functioning for many of these 

women, evident in Iris’s statement that this was a matter of urgency in her small business and her 

main motivation for ensuring her phone remains switched on and at hand at all times. 

Social networking for professional purposes was also relatively common among working 

interviewees, with some employees having no choice in the matter. Self-employed Iris and Bongiwe 

recognised this as an important professional tool and created Facebook pages dedicated to their 

respective businesses. As previously stated, these women did not generally enjoy social networking 

applications. They had a tendency to neglect maintenance of their business pages on these 

platforms, making word-of-mouth a continuously common means of marketing. While the intention 

to employ social media channels for economic gain may be increasing among female small-business 

owners, their effectiveness may be questioned. However, the entrepreneurs interviewed said that 

they derived some benefit from social media that were in line with their professional goals by 

subscribing to entrepreneurial pages and joining groups of like-minded individuals for guidance and 

motivation. Bongiwe also employed the platform for market research to seek “business 

opportunities to see like what other people need and all of that, what I can offer”. Gillwald et al. 

(2018) report that a relatively small proportion of South African social media users use these 

platforms to make professional and business contacts, as well as marketing their products or 

services. 

A need to obtain information relevant to one’s occupation appeared to be a driving force in 

interviewees’ digital information seeking, evident in teacher, Helga, finding material for her lessons 

and entrepreneurs, Iris and Bongiwe seeking information to improve their services and expand their 
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businesses. Many working interviewees used ICT in carrying out much of their daily work operations, 

particularly with respect to those with administrative responsibilities. A significant recent change by 

Iris to her business practice, for example, was to store data digitally rather than through a paper-

based system. The participants who were most committed to using ICT in their business functioning 

were also typically those who owned computers and tended to use their multiple devices in these 

operations. Bongiwe noted: “[T]he laptop, the phone, everything, anyway. It goes hand in hand”. The 

respondents recognised their mobile phones as pertinent in their business practices, especially in the 

running of a small-business. This relates to prior research which identified the smartphone in 

particular as the technology women were using to advance economically (Cowell, 2016). The 

interviewees’ adoption of technology in the work context was, therefore, largely with the intention 

of increasing efficiency, saving time and improving organisational processes – precisely the impacts 

of ICT for women which was hoped for in certain literature (Ponge, 2016). Charlene, for example, 

stated: “[ICT is] supposed to lighten my job […]” The flexibility of the technology, which made it 

possible to carry out work from anywhere, was also highly valued and emphasised by participants 

like Bongiwe who carried out her work in various spaces. This corroborates the literature (Antonio & 

Tuffley, 2014; World Bank, 2016) describing new-found flexibility as significantly benefiting women. 

While the adoption of technology by interviewees in the professional context appeared to be 

growing, there was a reluctance to adopt ICT to the extent where it could be truly beneficial. 

Respondents with small income-earning ventures or ambitions (namely, Eleanor and Fiona) appeared 

to have given little thought to adopting ICT into their practices beyond basic phone calls or 

WhatsApp messages. While these two women did not extensively use technology in general, several 

more avid digital users (for example Grace and Charlene) also used offline channels when ICT might 

have been useful. Job-seeking was, for example, still often done via word-of-mouth and hard copies 

of CVs were physically delivered. Even Helga who had increasingly used ICT for many of her 

professional tasks and administrative duties (where it was, in fact, required) still preferred the more 

traditional pen and paper system and conducted a great deal of her work without using technology. 

The reluctance of these interviewees to extend their use of ICT – particularly the Internet – and thus 

obtain greater economic benefits may support recent literature indicating that a relatively small 

percentage of South African female Internet users (22%) were using the platform for work-related 

purposes (Gillwald et al., 2018). It is noteworthy that the income earners among interviewees who 

opted to make very little or no use of ICT in their economic-related practices were either involved in 

informal employment or manual labour. Findings are, therefore, consistent with the literature 

indicating that women in these positions tend to be less engaged users or less active in using 

http://etd.uwc.ac.za/



 

 230 

technological resources for economic benefits (Jiyane & Mostert, 2010; Kwami, 2015; Mapi et al., 

2008; Thompson & Paul, 2016). 

5.3.6 Educational use 

The findings revealed relatively little use of the Internet for activity related to formal education. 

However, involvement in studies at some stage (whether at secondary or tertiary level) was the 

central motivating factor for several interviewees’ acquiring a computer. Grace – the only participant 

engaged in formal learning at the time of interview – made some degree of use of the Internet for 

this purpose and Annie who intended pursuing a tertiary qualification in the near future, foresaw 

such activity. Despite their intensive use of and affinity for mobile phones, both of these women 

notably considered the computer as the technology fitting for such learning purposes. This could be 

viewed as conflicting with literature findings indicating that a substantial number (two-thirds) of 

women used their mobile phones for ‘educational activities and/or searching for information’ 

(Research ICT Africa, 2015). However, the conflict may lie in the survey’s combination of these two 

activities: a) educational activity and b) searching for information. The interviewees considered their 

mobile phones as the primary device for (informally) searching for information but associated 

(formal) educational activity with the computer. As previously noted, conducting research on 

potential learning opportunities (e.g. Annie researching universities) was also done via the Internet, 

even by way of social media which was generally perceived as an informal platform. 

The interviews also suggest that ICT may potentially aid offline learning. In Jasmine’s case (no formal 

education whatsoever) dialling numbers on her mobile phone had led to a higher frequency of 

interaction with and recognition of numbers, correlating with the findings of Macueve et al. (2009) 

who noted that such activity could advance numeracy skills. While there is no evidence that the daily 

use of instant messaging and social media browsing by Diane (little education) had, had any impact 

on her writing and language ability, this had undoubtedly increased the frequency of her exposure to 

reading and writing. This may support the claim of Zainudeen and Galpaya (2015) that mobile phones 

can assist in developing language ability. 

While the interviewees may not have significantly capitalised on the educational benefits of ICT for 

their own gain, the findings indicate that technology was employed in assisting in the learning of 

children. The findings that relate to Rashieda, who had school-going children, and Diane, who 

observed her adult daughter’s daily interaction with her school-going grandchildren, suggest that 

mothers personally take responsibility for sourcing information online for assignments on their 

children’s behalf. The literature indicates that 43% of South African women using the Internet were 
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doing so for educational purposes (the second most commonly used function of the Internet) 

(Gillwald et al., 2018) and that half of the female Internet users were using the platform to get 

information for academic purposes or research a topic (Research ICT Africa, 2015). As the survey 

does not indicate whether such research was for personal gain, it could have been on behalf of 

others such as their children and thus potentially relate to the interview findings. Furthermore, this 

empirical finding concurs with the literature which identified assisting children with homework as a 

function of ICT employed by women and noted that they tend to make use of technology for such 

productive purposes (Kennedy, 2011; Sylvester, 2016; Thompson & Paul, 2016). In this manner, the 

Internet had largely replaced the library as an educational resource for mother, Rashieda. This 

educational research was also done via computer, thus corroborating the perspectives of younger 

Grace and Annie who associated academic work with computers rather than mobile phones. While 

not having played such a hands-on role in the learning of her child, one mother, Fiona, contributed 

towards this purpose financially by purchasing a computer solely for her then teenage daughter to 

use for educational purposes. Besides the compulsory information seeking for school assignments, 

participants like Rashieda and Bongiwe had incorporated technology into their children’s educational 

development in more enjoyable and innovative ways. Examples include using downloaded cartoons 

(in a foreign language, with English subtitles) and mobile educational games to improve reading and 

numerical ability along with a range of other learning areas and general knowledge. Bongiwe 

capitalised on the technology in an additionally useful manner to monitor the child’s progress in 

learning. 

On the other hand, several interviewees with children of a similar young age as Bongiwe’s (around six 

years old) considered use of ICT in a learning context (non-compulsory at this young stage) to be 

unnecessary. While there are no discernible socio-demographic factors accounting for these 

differences, it is worth noting that these women (namely, Iris and Helga) were generally less frequent 

or engaged ICT users than Rashieda and Bongiwe, for example, who had opted to integrate it into 

their children’s learning, even going beyond mere school requirements and capitalising on the 

educational benefits of technology in more creative ways. The different perceptions of ICT of these 

women underlie their different approaches. Bongiwe – who was passionate about technology to the 

extent of having made it her career and incorporated it into most aspects of her own life – 

considered it to be such a beneficial learning resource that she had given her six-year-old daughter a 

mobile phone specifically for this purpose. Beyond social purposes of ICT, Helga and Iris mainly used 

it when required of them (though Iris had recently begun increasing her range of use after being 

introduced to additional benefits). These two took the opposite view from Bongiwe’s, considering 

their similarly aged children too young to own a device. This reflects Bongiwe’s main perception of 
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technology as being a resource aligned to important, productive activity such as learning, whereas 

the others did not immediately associate these tools with such serious activity and were in fact more 

inclined to view it as a distraction from such priorities. This latter view was one which prior research 

found to be common among mothers (Zainudeen & Galpaya, 2015). 

5.3.7 Mobilisation and expression 

Despite increasing awareness of the new avenues of self-expression and exposure to diverse 

perspectives outside of their own environment and context that ICT affords women (Broadband 

Commission, 2013; World Bank, 2016), the findings of the study suggest that this function of 

technology remains relatively underused by interviewees. The respondents’ general approach to 

online engagement, specifically with respect to their behaviour on social media platforms, appeared 

to be relatively passive in nature and predominantly, if not exclusively, geared towards consuming 

rather than contributing content or voicing opinions. This supports a range of research indicating that 

women continue to lag behind and constitute a greater proportion of the digitally excluded 

demographic as far as contribution, generation and sharing of content is concerned (Roux & Dalvit, 

2014; Schradie, 2015; Wilson & Lawan, 2015; World Wide Web Foundation, 2015b). Interviewees 

who were hesitant to participate more actively in the digital space sometimes attributed this to being 

a ‘private person’. Interestingly, the Research ICT Africa (2015) data revealed that those Internet 

users in the employment category of doing ‘unpaid housework’ were more active than others in 

‘posting and reading’ via social networks or blogs. This may appear out of line with this study’s 

findings where housewives like Diane and Eleanor were among the most passive users of social 

media. However, given that this figure fails to distinguish between consuming (reading) or 

contributing (posting) content, it may well be that those surveyed were predominantly consuming 

content, as was the case with housewives in this study. Not only was their social media engagement 

largely restricted to absorbing content, but it was almost solely with contacts with whom they are 

personally familiar. Given that this was often people from the same area, ethnicity and cultural 

background, it restricted opportunities for interaction with people with diverse perspectives, 

experiences and worldviews. Ironically, even when benefits such as diversity in interactions and 

greater confidence in self-expression and communication skills were recognised as key advantages of 

social media (as was mentioned by Helga), this was not sufficient reason to engage in such activity by 

participants extremely reserved in online behaviour. 

This reserved approach was not followed by all interviewees. Young respondents in particular 

(specifically those in their early twenties) tended to be more actively engaged in contributing 

content, free in expressing commentary and open to online interactions extending beyond their 
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immediate circles. For these women, not engaging in such an active manner would remove from the 

enjoyment they derive from social media applications. As Grace commented, this would be “boring”. 

For several slightly older interviewees (i.e. those in their thirties) social media had been utilised for 

purposes like engaging in lively debate with strangers on online forums regarding current affairs 

(Rashieda) or connecting with like-minded individuals on platforms dedicated to a shared goal (Iris). 

In the case of the latter, Iris may not have been actively expressing opinions but drew valued 

inspiration from that of others. These findings relate to literature indicating that half of female 

Internet users reported posting and reading online via a social media channel or blog (Research ICT 

Africa, 2015) and 41% of South African (male and female) social media users made use of these 

platforms to learn other people’s opinions or share their own experiences (Gillwald et al., 2018). 

However, as previously explained, it is difficult to gauge from these figures whether women passively 

acquired information or actively contributed content. It is, however, notable that only 45% of women 

who used the Internet felt free to post or express their opinions on any issue online (Research ICT 

Africa, 2015). Such a sense of freedom was certainly not felt by a number of interviewees, most 

notably Belinda who was very strong in her opposition to online expression. Nevertheless, there 

were interviewees like Rashieda who, despite her general dislike of Facebook, enjoyed the discussion 

and debate around current affairs on the platform. This aligns with research which suggested that, to 

a certain extent, social media was being used for greater societal participation by South African 

women rather than merely as a social tool (Roux & Dalvit, 2014). 

At least two interviewees (Iris and Bongiwe) had considered expanding on their online engagement 

by actively contributing content of their own via blogs. According to Iris, this would be educational in 

informing women like those in her community on a topic in which she had expertise. However, it is 

likely that the primary reason for both of these women creating such online content was in line with 

their professional goals and for increased exposure. The two women shared certain commonalities in 

that they were both from Khayelitsha, around the same age, single mothers and entrepreneurs. The 

latter two characteristics may particularly factor into their considerations to enter into a more active 

form of digital participation as they were both highly motivated to make a success of their businesses 

and were willing to explore various means to do so.  

Rather than interacting outside of their immediate environments, ICT appeared to be more 

commonly employed by interviewees as a means of enabling such connections within their 

respective communities regarding issues pertaining specifically to them. This function was viewed as 

advantageous by the wider group of participants and capitalised on even by the older women who 

had no interest in exposure to others outside of their own context or environment. Similarly, prior 
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research found that one of the most valued functions of the smartphone for women was enabling 

them to remain informed of what was happening in their local areas (Cowell, 2016). Instant 

messaging (including the sharing and broadcasting of texts, images, videos and voice notes) was the 

preferred platform for informing other community members or rallying community engagement 

regarding pertinent challenges both directly and indirectly affecting them. WhatsApp was considered 

a primary tool in updating and rallying citizens in response to situations like escalating protests and 

violence in their immediate areas (frequent occurrences), environmental challenges (the water crisis 

being a pertinent example), as well as mobilising members of a particular community, organisation or 

religious or cultural group in support of local or even broader causes (for example notifying and 

imploring citizens to attend marches or gatherings). While this appeared to occur largely via online 

channels, offline methods like phone calls were employed for those not using the Internet and word-

of-mouth remained a highly significant communicative channel in this regard. 

Phone calls and word-of-mouth were precisely how Jasmine remained informed of information 

relating to the political and civic community organisations in which she was highly involved, 

attending weekly meetings of each organisation. She described the community organisation as 

considerably relied upon by citizens in Khayelitsha for a wide range of issues, including assistance in 

procuring housing, settling disputes and serving as intermediaries between the community members 

and authorities or institutions. This again brings to mind the reporting of Woolcock (2005, p. 12) that 

the urban poor are typically “faced with institutions, policies, and services that are frequently hostile, 

inadequate, or indifferent to their concerns” and “have little choice but to valiantly deploy a range of 

coping strategies”, one of which appears to be the greater reliance on such local organisations. Given 

the emphasis in literature on the pertinent role ICT can play in enhancing women’s participation in 

public discussion and decision-making processes (World Bank, 2016; World Wide Web Foundation, 

2015b), it stands to reason that Jasmine could have most to gain from ICT usage in this regard as the 

interviewee most invested in citizen participation. 

5.3.8 Entertainment 

Most participants made some use of ICT for recreational purposes. However, opting to spend free 

time away from technology remained common among generally limited ICT users as well as some 

who used ICT extensively for work purposes and lacked interest in technology outside of this space. 

For the most part, interviewees shared a fondness for older mediums as entertainment. Ten of the 

12 women watched television either daily or frequently, even if only for short periods. After tiring 

days of work and domestic and childcare responsibilities, the television offered a brief form of 

relaxation for Iris, Helga and Jasmine. The radio was also popular and listened to daily by arguably 
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the two least active ICT users, Jasmine and Fiona – the latter woman notably doing so on her phone. 

For several participants, traditional media forms a secondary activity, consistently on in the 

background while the women are otherwise occupied. It is thus unsurprising that a device such as 

the radio was described as a non-disruptive medium, able to be used while engaged in other tasks 

(Asiedu, 2012b). Findings also showed that use of traditional media often co-occurred with use of 

modern ICT. Free time for Grace, Annie and Charlene was frequently spent divided between these 

various forms of older and more modern digital devices. In describing the need to keep occupied 

with multiple devices at the same time, Charlene explained: “I have the tendency that I can’t sit still.” 

An impression is left that being restless and fidgety factors into this behaviour. 

For young Annie and Grace in particular, social media was the go-to activity for any moment of 

restlessness, boredom as well as a secondary activity while engaging in something else. Social 

platforms provided these interviewees with more than social interactions but also various forms of 

recreational content (including a wealth of audio-visual material). Though not used nearly as 

intensively, social media was also perceived as recreational in nature by other participants. Older 

respondents like Diane and Eleanor described Facebook as something to be used while relaxing in 

the evening. Bongiwe derived a bit of enjoyment from gossip on Twitter and occasionally browsed 

topics of interest on Pinterest. Given the much broader scope of use and benefits derived from social 

media than merely a platform for social interaction, these findings bring to mind the prior discussion 

as to what constitutes ‘entertainment’ activity and concur with literature which proposed that 

females were deriving entertainment value from the social networking activities they frequently 

engage in (Soh et al., 2013). 

Ten of the 12 interviewees used their mobile phones to take photos or videos and this is a highly 

enjoyed and valued function of the device for most of these women. Sending and receiving such 

content with friends is common, however, for several participants this material is viewed as for 

personal consumption only. Diane was one such respondent and explained: “I leave it in the Gallery 

[…] then if I want to then I just pass – go to in the Gallery and then I can look at the pictures. Ja, it’s 

just for me.” While some interviewees (for example, Diane, Charlene and Rashieda) valued this form 

of mobile activity as a means of storing memories, for younger Annie and Grace, the sharing function 

is particularly important. Annie and Grace are the only two who make frequent use of photo-editing 

mobile applications. 

Several interviewees streamed online content for their personal enjoyment. Charlene had developed 

a taste for this since discovering this was possible on the bigger screen of her smart television. Screen 

size also factored into other participants’ digital decisions. Consuming audio-visual content is one of 
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few activities where respondents generally opted for computers or televisions rather than their 

mobile phones. Grace, for example, preferred the household computer for this purpose, whereas 

this screen is believed too large for her social media activity as it is considered private. Another 

interviewee who deserves particular mention in the context of consuming multimedia on a computer 

is Rashieda. This was her main pastime and sole use of her laptop at the time of interview. She 

illegally downloaded movies, television series and/or music videos on a daily basis. Watching this 

downloaded material was her family’s preferred activity when spending time together. Despite being 

the most vocal in her opposition to American media, Rashieda also seemingly consumed the most 

American television and film content of all the interviewees. 

Eight of the 12 respondents occasionally played games on a computer or mobile device. For many 

this tends to be infrequently or to pass the time during tedious activity like standing in queues. 

Playing offline games is particularly noteworthy in the cases of older, retired participants, Eleanor 

and Diane, as this was their sole use of the computer. The only other notable use of ICT for 

recreational purposes was Charlene’s long-time hobby of scrapbooking ideas. She adapted her 

means of finding, collecting and storing information related to her various interests from offline 

channels to the Internet and her computer. 

5.4 INFLUENCING FACTORS IN THE ACCESS AND USE OF ICT 

The following discussion encapsulates a wide range of the factors underlying the ICT access and 

usage of the interviewees. It examines impacts these factors have on various respondents and the 

conditions under which they may either impede or motivate digital engagement. 

5.4.1 Affordability of ICT 

The average individual monthly income (including salaries and transfer income) for people in the 

three marginalised areas in question was reported to be: R2 335.45 in Khayelitsha; R2 524.96 in 

Mitchells Plain and; R3 589.74 in Saldanha Bay (Research ICT Africa, 2015). Given the strong 

correlation between income and digital participation due to the challenge of ICT expenses (Alliance 

for Affordable Internet, 2016; Cohen et al., 2018; Gillwald et al., 2018), it was expected that 

affordability would strongly influence the ICT usage of women in these areas. This was found to be 

true among interviewees, though affordability did not play a significant role in the ICT usage of all 

participants. The diversity in the financial standing of women within such marginalised communities 

was reflected among the respondents. While most lived modestly with limited financial means, there 

were exceptions. In the notable case of Charlene (from Saldanha Bay), her ICT behaviour is clearly 
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related to her comfortable and sound financial standing: compared to other interviewees she owned 

more devices including more sophisticated technology, spent excessively more on her monthly digital 

expenses and frequently engaged in data-intensive activity without reservation. Her view that Wi-Fi 

connectivity was available “at a reasonable price now” was far removed from that of other 

respondents and clearly indicated that ICT costs had no bearing on her activity. Interestingly, the only 

other interviewee to have no qualms about the costs involved in ICT usage was at the opposite end 

of the spectrum in terms of both income and digital participation. Jasmine survived on extremely 

limited financial means and had the narrowest range of ICT engagement of all interviewees. The 

miniscule amount spent on her minimal digital activity – which she felt was sufficient – left her 

feeling unaffected by an affordability barrier. 

However, these women were the exception rather than the norm as ICT costs influenced the 

engagement of all other interviewees to some extent and nearly all claimed that they would be more 

active were it more affordable. The bulk of respondents are thus typical of the reporting of a wealth 

of literature emphasising the role of costs as a constraining factor for women’s digital participation 

(Abraham, 2009; Comfort & Dada, 2009; De Lanerolle, 2012; Deen-Swarray et al., 2013; GSMA 

Connected Women, 2018; Intel, 2012; Munyua, 2009; Rey-moreno et al., 2016; Roux & Dalvit, 2014; 

Wilson & Lawan, 2015; World Wide Web Foundation, 2015b). 

Affordability appeared to become more of a barrier once actually becoming digitally engaged. 

Research showed that costs were the least significant barrier to Internet activity for non-users 

(Research ICT Africa, 2015), while a substantial – if not most significant – factor in limiting the 

Internet usage of existing users (Gillwald et al., 2018; Research ICT Africa, 2015). In this study, this 

was an especially significant barrier for more digitally active participants who may not limit the 

frequency of using devices and platforms but practise a greater degree of caution in engaging in 

data-intensive (and therefore more costly) activity. Self-employed respondents like Bongiwe and Iris 

reported that the underlying costs of ICT usage prevented them from fully capitalising on the wealth 

of digital opportunities to advance their small businesses. The literature indicates that even when 

more obvious affordability challenges are overcome (i.e. owning a device and affording some data), 

the cost of capitalising on more sophisticated applications and services limits the greater 

transformational and empowering benefits of technology (Deen-Swarray et al., 2013). The cases of 

Bongiwe and Iris are in line with the literature which reports that a striking 87% of self-employed 

women surveyed limited their online activity due to high Internet expenses (Research ICT Africa, 

2015). Furthermore, the two women’s single-parent status may also be relevant considering research 
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indicating that single-parent, female-headed households are reportedly most affected by the high 

costs of connecting to the Internet (Alliance for Affordable Internet, 2016). 

ICT costs also factored into the usage of housewives, retirees and unemployed respondents who 

limited (often already infrequent) activity like Internet browsing, streaming, downloading as well as 

making phone calls. Nearly two-thirds of women in the Research ICT Africa (2015) study were in fact 

found to practise restraint in making phone calls due to the expense. The ‘missed call’ and the 

‘please call me’ had become a core part of the digital communication process of Jasmine and her 

social circle. Literature attributed the popularity of these features as directly due to the affordability 

challenge (Abraham, 2009; De Silva et al., 2012; Deen-Swarray et al., 2013). 

The cases of newly unemployed interviewees (recently retrenched Fiona and resigned Rashieda) 

provide pertinent perspective into the impact of income in ICT usage. These women were forced to 

adapt their behaviour in ways like cutting back on their data expenditure and abandoning a data 

contract in favour of prepaid spending. Rashieda described the greater impact of costs on her digital 

behaviour after resigning from her job as “a massive change”. There was one notable point of 

consensus among women where even those who otherwise considered ICT expenses to be 

exorbitant perceived the technology as affordable and within their means, namely instant messaging. 

WhatsApp was greatly revered by users, particularly the unemployed respondents, for its cost-

effectiveness. This single application appeared to substantially ease cost concerns, particularly for 

those like Fiona who made no use of the Internet outside of this platform. 

The cost barrier was also a prominent reason for several interviewees delaying purchases of mobile 

phones when their existing devices were faulty or lost, thereby either spending periods without a 

device or enduring poorly functioning technology which restricted their activity. Though one of the 

least significant barriers, broken phones was reported as a reason for women not owning a device in 

prior studies (Deen-Swarray et al., 2013; Research ICT Africa, 2015; Zainudeen & Galpaya, 2015). On 

the other hand, expense never deterred financially struggling Jasmine who repeatedly opted to 

purchase mobile devices on credit rather than going without. Jasmine’s determination to remain in 

possession of a device and ensure she had a phone regardless of her financial struggles, may provide 

insight into why costs were reported to be the least significant reason for women not owning a 

mobile phone according to Research ICT Africa (2015). Her reliance on the device essentially 

outweighed the burden of having to use her limited financial means to pay for it. Furthermore, these 

devices may be somewhat affordable in these areas given Bongiwe’s explanation that costs had 

become less relevant to phone ownership – and smartphone ownership – in Khayelitsha “especially 

now that this smartphones are very affordable”. Nonetheless, costs should still be viewed as relevant 

http://etd.uwc.ac.za/



 

 239 

to South African women considering recent GSMA (2018) findings that affordability of a handset 

and/or credit costs were the greatest barrier to mobile ownership for this demographic. Based on 

interviews, expense may pose a greater threat to ownership of other technology, specifically 

computers. This was the reason Belinda did not own such a machine despite wanting one. The 

expense of computers was also referred to by Khayelitsha respondents in explaining the low levels of 

computer ownership in the area. 

Despite the struggle with costs, all of the participants felt that the benefits of their mobile phones – 

be it for minor or more advanced purposes – outweighed the issue of expense and tended to ensure 

their devices were loaded with data or credit (however small the amount). As such, many 

interviewees had at a stage made certain sacrifices and allocated money intended for other purposes 

towards ICT expenses. This corresponds with other South African research which revealed either 

substantial sacrifices made or overspending in effort to remain in possession of a phone with credit 

(Rey-moreno et al., 2016; Research ICT Africa, 2015). Such sacrifices may be small in nature (for 

example, Iris opting to forego a cup of coffee to purchase data), however, it is a matter of concern 

that Eleanor and Rashieda described community members as forgoing necessities in order to be 

connected. 

5.4.2 Ability and confidence 

The interview findings allude to a wide spectrum of digital ability and confidence among participants. 

Several interviewees – specifically Grace, Bongiwe and Rashieda – considered themselves to be 

competent and capable users and expressed confidence in their ability. These women had generally 

interacted with a wider range of digital applications and programs than other interviewees and 

either worked extensively with technology in their occupations or had undergone some form of 

digital training. For the most part, however, the findings correspond with literature identifying digital 

skills as a crucial barrier to digital participation by women (Deen-Swarray et al., 2013; GSMA, 2015; 

IGMENA, 2016; World Wide Web Foundation, 2015b). A lack of ability and/or lack of confidence in 

ability was apparent among most interviewees and arguably the greatest inhibiting factor to 

increased engagement. This was true of participants across the range of socio-demographic 

variables, including age, education and employment. 

Almost all interviewees attributed their lack of participation in various ICT activities to lack of 

knowledge as to how to do so. It was only the degree to which women considered themselves 

incapable and the activities they limited themselves to which differed. Some struggled with tasks like 

downloading, Internet banking or somewhat more advanced features of computer software, while 
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others lacked any understanding of how to access the Internet or what the various icons on their 

phones represent. On the more extreme end, one interviewee (Jasmine) was unable to perform any 

digital activity beyond making and receiving a phone call and taking a photo or video. These 

differences between participants, however, bear no weight on the fact that lack of know-how by 

most of the women was accompanied by a lack of confidence, a sense of fear and a cautious 

hesitation in performing certain activities, specifically venturing into any unfamiliar digital territory. 

When any such activity was encountered, most respondents described their experiences with 

language reflecting fear and caution including: “I feel a bit scared”, “I’m thinking I better be careful” 

and “I don’t know what to do and if I do, then it’s going to be trouble. So, I leave it now.” The last 

extract (Diane) is particularly significant in revealing how fear of somehow damaging the device (in 

this instance, a computer) restricts the activity performed on it. This is directly in line with the 

findings of Zainudeen and Galpaya (2015) who reported significant insecurity in usage among women 

who feared breaking their own mobile devices and consequently limited their activity. In the 

previous example of Diane, fear of breaking the machine was probably exacerbated by the fact that 

the computer belonged to her husband. Another interviewee, Belinda, described her anxiety about 

using ICT as being due to a “fear of the unknown” and described the prospect of going for training as 

taking a great deal of “courage”. 

Hesitation was also evident among some very digitally engaged participants. Such insecurities hinder 

branching out into what would be personally beneficial digital activity. Lack of ability also affects the 

manner in which digital tasks are performed. This was evident in the case of Iris, who had frequented 

the local e-centre for years despite personally owning the necessary equipment, reportedly due to an 

inability and lack of confidence to engage with her own machinery. Charlene is a particularly 

interesting case in the skills barrier discussion. One of the most frequent and avid ICT users in the 

study, she attributed her restricted range of engagement solely to a lack of knowledge. Her response 

to the prospect of using social media platforms other than Facebook for example was “No, I’m not 

that clever”, revealing that she was intimidated by such technologies and her belief that she lacked 

the skills required to engage. The accuracy of this belief is doubtful given her substantial and 

confident interaction with the social media application she was using. Her long-term use of Facebook 

(as a very early adopter) had probably resulted in her taking her existing skills for granted and she 

appeared to perceive newer technological applications as more advanced. 

Charlene’s case also alludes to the problem surrounding the understanding of transferable skills. 

There is a seeming failure to perceive a skillset on one platform as sufficient to engage on a similar 

one. An underestimation of ability appears more plausible than actual lack of ability. This resonates 
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with the discussion by Helsper (2008) and Robinson et al. (2015), for example, that emphasises the 

negative influence of poor self-perceived abilities or self-efficacy regardless of the actual skills 

possessed, as well as the pertinent role of such perceptions and lack of confidence in limiting the use 

of ICT. This may also underlie the low level of uptake of certain online opportunities like financial or 

government services which would be highly beneficial to women. It is worth highlighting that 

interviewees like Diane and Fiona, with limited Internet engagement, expressed an interest in 

information-retrieval but did not engage in it because they believed that they were unable to do so. 

This correlates with the findings of Hargittai and Shafer (2006) who concluded that women’s 

perceived lack of ability is particularly related to information-retrieval and navigating content online. 

This is especially concerning given the integral role of information-retrieval in accessing the broader 

economic and educational benefits of ICT. 

In contrast to Diane and Fiona, Iris searched for information on a wide range of topics across multiple 

platforms daily. Yet she lacked the confidence to source information – on a topic in which she 

personally had great expertise – for the blog she intended to create and had requested her boyfriend 

(with seemingly little knowledge on the subject) to do so on her behalf. This appears similar to the 

example described by Thompson and Paul (2016) where a woman, who was an information 

technology professional, felt more comfortable delegating tasks involving online information 

gathering to her husband. Iris clearly had some confidence in her ability to retrieve information 

online as she frequently did so for her personal consumption. However, it seems that her level of 

confidence was insufficient for her to perform this activity independently for what she considered 

the more important purpose of sharing with a wider audience. This then also speaks to an issue of 

self-perceived rather than real lack of ability and again supports literature associating this particularly 

with information-retrieval and navigating content online (Hargittai & Shafer, 2006). Poor self-

perceived ability may also be accompanied by negative self-talk as was the case with Charlene who 

referred to herself as “useless” and “stupid” with regard to using certain technology, which likely 

only served to reinforce her underestimation of skills. 

Though participants mainly discussed lack of ability in the context of computers, it extended to using 

their mobile phones. Several avid and early ICT adopters described the lack of knowledge of devices 

as “basically the same” and admitted that a lack of ability prevented them from moving beyond the 

relatively narrow scope of mobile applications currently used. Given the frustration and annoyance 

of being constrained due to a perceived limited skillset, at least one respondent described using self-

denial as a coping mechanism to avoid such negative feelings. Annie acknowledged: “I make myself 

believe I’m okay but sometimes I get annoyed” and explained a tendency to “ignore” what she did 
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not understand. In the case of 19 year-old Annie, it is worth reflecting on the writing of Hargittai 

(2010, p. 92) who stated: “People who have grown up with digital media are often assumed to be 

universally savvy with information and communication technologies. Such assumptions are rarely 

grounded in empirical evidence, however.” Similarly, formal employment – particularly 

administrative work – is often said to allow greater opportunity to experiment with technology and 

develop ICT skills (Schmidt & Stork, 2008; Thompson & Paul, 2016; Wasserman & Richmond-Abbott, 

2005). Yet confidence in ability was not the outcome for Charlene, who spent many years employed 

full-time in a largely administrative position. The interview findings thus again suggest that lack of 

skills is relevant across the range of socio-demographic variables. 

These findings are thus compelling in implicating lack of digital ability to be critical to interviewees’ 

patterns of ICT engagement in abstaining from interactions with certain devices (i.e. computers) and 

constraining the online activity of Internet users. Literature has also identified lack of skills to be 

fundamental to women’s non-use of the Internet and in multiple studies (across a range of African 

and other developing countries) this was found to be the single most significant barrier in keeping 

women offline (outweighing even costs) (Deen-Swarray et al., 2013; World Wide Web Foundation, 

2015b). On the other hand, the Research ICT Africa (2015) research (conducted in the specific three 

areas also under investigation in this study) found that ‘I don’t know how to use it’ was less 

significant among women not using the Internet, and that other reasons applied more strongly to 

these non-users. This was the case in this study with non-user Jasmine. 

5.4.3 Digital adoption and the ecosystem 

• The approach to learning 

An important aspect of discussion in the ICT usage of women – and one closely connected to the 

issue of skills – is the manner in which the adoption of technology occurs. Most interviewees seemed 

to subscribe to a shared view that broadening their range of digital interaction must happen under 

the guidance of someone more knowledgeable, be it via informal demonstration or more formal 

training setting. This belief was accompanied by a reluctance to experiment with technology 

independently and an unwillingness to venture beyond the familiar platforms to which they were 

already accustomed. Previous research had noted that the degree of helplessness felt by middle-

aged and elderly women when confronted with the task of learning basic computer skills alone was 

concerning (Lin, Tang, & Kuo, 2012). A similar sentiment was evident among participants who had 

never used an online search engine and refused any attempt at such activity without sufficient prior 

instruction, stating: “They must first show me how […] I don’t actually scratch in phones” (Diane) 
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and; “I’m not going on my own” (Fiona). Even among several more active ICT users, a pattern 

emerged in their need to first be instructed, allowed time to process and internalise the new 

information by memorising or taking notes and only then practicing and performing the action 

independently. Great emphasis was placed on this initial instruction before attempting the activity 

unaccompanied. Charlene explained: 

I like if somebody tells me […] show me but let me just make a note so I can do it on my own 
and refer to my notes rather. Because a lot of things that I’ve learned on the computer, I used 
to − okay, show me, right and let me make a few points about it […] I made notes for myself 
and eventually I could do it on my own because I got used to doing it. 

Such a cautious learning approach is particularly adopted when tasks are considered important. 

Helga, for example, relied on someone else’s expertise to ensure her work task was correctly 

completed while attempting a separate ‘practice’ round on her own as potential mistakes had no 

consequences. Though relying on others, both Helga and Charlene ultimately made concerted efforts 

to internalise the teachings in order to perform the activity on their own later. However, even in the 

cases of these interviewees and certainly among those less engaged, there was a tendency not to 

stray beyond the specific application taught or take initiative to explore further independently – a 

phenomenon similar to the behaviour of women reported in literature (Zainudeen & Galpaya, 2015). 

An independent, self-learning, explorative approach to engaging with ICT was generally only evident 

with a few of the most advanced and avid users (specifically Grace, Bongiwe and Rashieda). 

Narratives of these participants showed that they were drawn to challenge, discovering new aspects 

of technology and often took the initiative to do so (unlike the previously discussed respondents). 

These interviewees also tended to be those who had previously undergone training and/or had 

greater exposure to working extensively with technology. Despite training, it appeared to be the 

years of self-learning and exploring that most of their current knowledge was acquired and where 

confidence in their own capacity to develop skills independently was gained. Even within the process 

of formal training, these respondents preferred a component of self-learning and independent 

exploration rather than constant monitoring by an instructor, as was preferred by a less confident 

participant like Iris. The difference in approach to ICT adoption is particularly interesting in 

comparing the youngest two interviewees, who were similar in age, life-stage, personal interests and 

even the purposes for which ICT was used. However, unlike Annie, Grace welcomed new technology, 

preferred experimenting on her own and was confident of her ability. This was probably because she 

did computer training while at secondary school which gave her a solid foundation, both in skills and 

confidence, which Annie – with no training or meaningful interaction with computers – did not have. 
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Apart from the four respondents who had, had some formal digital training, there was a perception 

among several other participants (for example Charlene, Belinda and Annie) that formal training was 

important, if not essential, to improving ability. For those who had completed such learning, the 

impact was significant – not only in improving knowledge and ability but also in instilling and 

reinforcing confidence – and, for Iris in particular, drastically changing their views of ICT which were 

largely negative before the instruction. 

• The social circle and the source of support 

The Research ICT Africa (2015) study revealed that the degree to which women’s social circles 

engaged in ICT activity influenced their own digital choices: more than half of women who made no 

use of the Internet referred to a similar lack of activity by their friends. Each interviewee typically had 

a diverse social circle where ICT engagement and competency was concerned, consisting of 

reportedly both very digitally active and very limited ICT users. Though not related to the Internet 

per se, the case of Jasmine may be relevant here. Given the low level of uptake of computers among 

her network of friends, family and community in general, it seems to have become the norm in this 

circle that computers are generally out of place in their environment. On the other hand, Jasmine’s 

high dependence on her phone was mainly due to the extent in which it was deeply embedded 

within this circle. 

Given the high level of significance which most interviews placed on receiving instruction, attention 

must be paid to the supplier of such assistance. The formal trainer can clearly not be discounted as 

an important source of learning. However, it is clear from interviews that informal knowledge 

transferral was far more common. The most significant sources of instruction, guidance as well as 

general influence in terms of digital engagement were immediate family members, namely children, 

grandchildren, siblings and spouses. Children and often older grandchildren provide most of the 

digital assistance needed in the case of many of the respondents. This was particularly the case with 

interviewees aged 50 years and above, all of whom shared a home with one or more adult children 

and in most cases grandchildren. However, children also featured as far as some younger and more 

digitally competent participants were concerned. This was the case with Rashieda who considered 

her young son – described as a “genius” with ICT – to be the only genuinely competent ICT user in 

her family and friendship network. However, his influence was in motivating Rashieda to be 

knowledgeable rather than assisting her to learn. She did not want to appear incompetent or feel 

embarrassed in front of him. Maintaining a reputation for being digitally competent was important to 

her. Rashieda, along with most interviewees who were married or in a relationship, did not often 

look to their husbands and partners for ICT assistance. This was particularly evident in the case of the 

http://etd.uwc.ac.za/



 

 245 

two older respondents who appeared to rarely request the help of their husbands. Two of the 

younger married women (namely, Belinda and Helga), however, often sought the help of their 

spouses when it was required. For a few younger interviewees (aged 19-34 years), adult siblings were 

a source of digital assistance. One of these women (Bongiwe), had older siblings in IT careers who 

aroused her interest in technology and influenced her decision to pursue a career along a similar 

path. Finally, despite having very little digital engagement themselves, the parents of some more 

digitally active interviewees may have had considerable roles in their daughters’ digital competence 

and confidence by creating an environment which was conducive to their learning and their 

development in general. This was through funding necessary resources and/or encouraging and 

instilling them with confidence to pursue their interests. 

Participants were also instructed and often indirectly influenced or swayed to become digitally active 

by friends and colleagues. Twenty-one-year-old Grace’s group of digitally active female friends 

formed a central support system for one another. They provided assistance and Grace’s interest in 

adopting new applications was stimulated by the technology becoming popular with this group. Iris 

enrolled in training after being made aware of the programme and being persuaded to do so by a 

friend. For small business owner, Bongiwe, a network of likeminded individuals and entrepreneurs 

connected to a local business hub offered a useful resource when necessary. Jasmine’s only exposure 

to a computer was via the daughter of an acquaintance in the area. Friends or colleagues encouraged 

the interviewees to be more active in instant messaging, engage in more information seeking, 

explore more online content or participate in new digital activities (particularly social networking). 

Charlene opened a Facebook account after a colleague suggested “let’s play a game”. The fact that 

she felt that she lacked the intelligence to engage in other social media applications may support the 

notion that having ICT introduced in a simplistic manner as an innocuous or fun activity through 

informal, comfortable relationships may reduce anxiety and perceptions of technology as technical 

and complex. 

Many interviewees themselves influenced others to engage in digital activities. This was particularly 

evident among the more competent and avid users who were the core support for their less capable 

family members (most often parents, but also children and even largely digitally excluded adult 

siblings). Participants, like Rashieda and Bongiwe, who are mothers, considered it vital that their 

children be digitally competent and they made an effort to relay their own knowledge to them. Aside 

from family members, certain respondents also held a level of influence over others. Bongiwe, for 

example, attempted to have an impact on local youth in Khayelitsha by promoting IT as a career path 

and Helga directed the parents of her learners towards various digital channels, which some had not 
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been exposed to. On the other hand, Helga also attempted to sway others from using digital 

platforms, which they seemingly find useful but which she personally disliked. 

• The learning environment 

While it is clear that interviewees’ familial and social circles were instrumental in their learning and 

ICT usage (particularly due to the general reluctance to self-learning), the attitudes of the members 

of these social circles had a tremendous effect on the actions and digital development of the women, 

as well as women in prior studies (Liff & Shepherd, 2004; Lin et al., 2012). For some, the learning-

environment created by these sources of assistance proved counterproductive. This was true of 

Charlene and Annie, who relied on assistance from male family members. They were usually met 

with impatient, hostile attitudes along with a host of insults related to their intelligence. As a result, 

Annie tended to largely refrain from requesting assistance. Charlene on the other hand, had resorted 

to a strategy of ‘playing dumb’ or feigning ignorance to get the men to perform the task on her 

behalf rather than requesting they teach her and subjecting herself to further insults. In effect, this 

prevented both women from learning. Thompson and Paul (2016) reported that having strong social 

networks may have an adverse effect on women’s digital interaction in instances where they have 

opted to rely on others to undertake ICT tasks on their behalf. Furthermore, it is likely that 

repeatedly being called “stupid” by her supposed support system contributed to Charlene’s own self-

perception as being incompetent, which hindered her attempts at independent learning. These 

findings correlate with prior research which reported that while family members were often 

assumed to be the main source of help for women, they were in fact hidden obstacles to ICT 

learning, by ignoring women’s attempts to learn and providing little assistance (Lin et al., 2012). 

Patience and positive, agreeable attitudes appear critical for learning. The literature also emphasises 

the importance of a supportive environment, sympathetic understanding and encouragement in 

successfully acquiring digital skills (Intel, 2012; Liff & Shepherd, 2004; Lin et al., 2012). It is significant 

that Charlene viewed her colleague’s knowledge as a direct result of having a patient and willing 

support system. Multiple other interviewees also experienced impatience or reluctance to assist by 

family members who should ideally constitute a support system. This was particularly constraining in 

the case of some older participants whose skill levels were limited and required more assistance, yet 

they faced resistance, reluctance or discouragement by family members despite requests to be 

instructed. Lin et al. (2012) had noted that the absence of support and assistance from family 

members was particularly constraining for middle-aged and elderly women given that they already 

had low self-efficacy and little confidence. A perception that emerged during interviews is that ICT is 

somehow unnecessary or inappropriate for older women. This was revealed in how some older 
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interviewees described the treatment they received from their children, grandchildren and in certain 

cases even their husbands. It also emerged in the narratives of some younger interviewees. Older 

respondents themselves may have internalised this perspective to a certain degree, as appeared to 

be the case with Fiona and Jasmine. These perceptions of ICT being inappropriate and unnecessary 

for older women evidently only related to ownership and use of certain technology – most notably 

the use of social media but also other recreational uses of ICT and ownership of computers or newer, 

sophisticated smartphones. 

For the most part however, reluctance to assist participants appears to stem from unwillingness to 

spend the necessary time to teach as the learning pace of some women was believed to be slow, and 

therefore requiring repeated instruction. Though this impatience and reluctance was evident among 

female instructors as well – as was acknowledged by Grace in her approach to teaching her mother – 

it was most commonly attributed to men (including sons, brothers, grandsons, husbands and male 

partners). Belinda described her observations of this phenomenon in men: “[T]hey would have the 

patience [to show you] for that time but ask them after that [then they don’t want to show you].” It 

is also important to note that this impatience did not always take the form of direct refusal to assist 

or hostile and rude attitudes while doing so. In certain cases it was a more subtle discouragement, as 

in the case of Grace, knowing that this would probably be enough to keep her mother from moving 

from general mentions of interest in learning, to direct requests for instruction. The approach of the 

instructor is critical to learning outside of the familial and social circle as well, as is evident in the 

experience of Belinda who abandoned her ICT training programme because of the reportedly 

unpleasant and condescending attitude of the trainer. On the other hand, while most of these 

participants’ digital advancement was impeded by the negative treatment of others, for Rashieda 

being mocked, belittled and undermined had the opposite effect. It ultimately strengthened her 

conviction to advance herself. This case is, however, clearly the exception rather than the norm. 

None of the negative experiences of any of the interviewees (be it with respect to a formal trainer or 

family member) appeared to have affected their view and interest in ICT itself. 

As is clear at this stage of discussion, many of the digital tasks the interviewees wanted to do were 

performed on their behalf. This accords with the literature (Jiyane & Mostert, 2010; Zainudeen & 

Galpaya, 2015), which reveals a dependence by women on others due to a significant (real or 

perceived) lack of digital skills and a resultant insecurity. While this is seemingly often due to 

impatience on the part of family members, it may also be marked by genuinely well-meaning 

intentions in the belief that one is in fact helping the less able individual. There was an interesting 

difference between Bongiwe and Rashieda in their approach to assisting their teenage children. 
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Despite both being committed and willing to do what they could to support their children’s 

education – one had opted to ensure her son was self-sufficient to use technology in his assignments, 

while the other continued to do the required online assignments on her daughter’s behalf. What is 

clear is that support circles play key roles in all of the interviewees’ ICT engagement, be it by 

performing functions on their behalf, indirectly influencing their usage, or directly teaching them. 

5.4.4 Interest in using ICT 

All interviewees showed great interest in at least some level of ICT engagement, even if only for the 

most basic communicative purposes. Most of those with limited range of use were curious about the 

greater possibilities and benefits and more intensive users were interested in improving on their 

knowledge and increasing their range of activity. Six of the 12 interviewees for example expressed 

interest in undertaking formal training. The appeal to expand engagement typically stemmed from 

the benefits of ICT which they had heard about and believed might be of benefit to them, either 

within a personal or professional context. For younger interviewees, remaining updated or 

knowledgeable on socially-oriented digital platforms and trends was considered important in keeping 

on par with their social circles. 

While there was generally significant interest in ICT usage among interviewees, there were also clear 

examples of a lack of interest. This seemed to stem from a belief that either a particular device or an 

activity beyond the basic communicative functions of a mobile phone was irrelevant to the 

individual’s daily life. Additionally, there appeared to be a mismatch between the way in which a few 

of the respondents self-identified and their perceptions of ICT where the two were considered 

incompatible. This perceived clash – which could be considered a mental hurdle – was deeply 

embedded for some and the primary factor inhibiting ICT usage for at least one interviewee. Eleanor 

had a relatively sufficient level of access to the necessary digital resources, was aware of 

opportunities and potential benefits afforded by them, had an enabling support system and 

reportedly possessed no fear of engaging with technology, yet remained steadfast in her position: 

“[T]hat is not my life.” Her opposition to ICT could be interpreted or framed within the following 

premise put forth by Mapi et al. (2008, pp. 83-84): 

In most cases people from marginalised communities prefer to live life traditionally in the way 
they have been used to. They do not accept change easily. In the perception of some 
community members, the introduction of technology has never seemed appropriate to the 
traditional way of life. 

In keeping with this resistance, Eleanor had a tendency to mentally disengage or distance herself at 

times when the subject of ICT was broached (both in conversation with her husband as well as during 
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the interview itself), even when digital channels which she frequently used were mentioned. This 

was reflected in her haste to declare “I’m not addicted to Facebook” upon the mere mention of the 

application. This created the impression that she would rather not be perceived as an avid user or be 

closely associated with such activity. Eleanor did, however, express interest in potentially engaging in 

one additional online activity, namely Internet banking, though seemingly misunderstanding the 

purpose and benefit of the platform. Nevertheless, her motivation for wanting to engage in it – to 

assist in the running of her small house-shop – may provide insight into how her interest in ICT and 

thereby her usage may be piqued. While increasing her ICT activity for leisurely purposes had been 

unsuccessful (in the instance of her friend’s suggestion of accessing gospel music online), appealing 

to her economic ambitions and specific ways in which ICT may be helpful in this respect may prove 

more effective in arousing her interest and changing her perception of technology as incompatible 

with her way of life. This was in fact the case with Iris, now an avid ICT user, who up until recently 

lacked interest in technology. However, upon starting her business, any possible assistance ICT could 

offer to growing the business was enough to not only arouse her interest, but also to persuade her to 

enrol in a training programme tailored specifically for this purpose. Though significantly affecting her 

view and use of ICT in the professional context, it had not increased her interest or use of it in other 

areas of life. Her use of digital platforms for social purposes post-training remained minimal. 

Ultimately, the exposure to and increased use of ICT (in a professional context) served to significantly 

change her previously negative attitude towards technology. This thus supports the literature which 

reported that the more people use ICT, the more positively they view it and the more useful they 

consider it; on the other hand, less familiarity generally resulted in less appreciation for its benefits 

(Broos, 2005; Huyer et al., 2005). 

Unlike Internet users who lacked interest in furthering their online usage, another example of this 

barrier was the case of Jasmine – a woman demonstrating no interest in using the Internet 

whatsoever. Jasmine notably did express interest in two specific additional forms of digital 

participation: advancing to a touch-screen smartphone and using a computer. The enthusiasm for 

the former was not rooted in a need to increase her range of digital activity and gain additional 

benefits but rather in a need to give the appearance of keeping pace with advancements such as 

touchscreen devices. This move was essentially futile, given that there was no intention to use the 

device to increase its impact. Her stance on using the device in any additional capacity or connecting 

to the Internet was: “I don’t want to [do] anymore”. Given this, Jasmine’s interest in using a 

computer may be surprising. This came after having observed someone write her a CD-R consisting 

of music of her choice. This example, in addition to Eleanor’s interest in Internet banking and Iris’s 

interest in using ICT in her business functions supported the basic argument that it is not a lack of 
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interest, but a failure to see the relevance and usefulness of technology that limits women’s digital 

engagement. Smith (2014) stressed that ICT adoption is dependent on the direct relevance of ICT to 

women’s daily lives and basic needs while Lin et al. (2012, p. 85) advised: “To effectively introduce 

computing skills to nonusers, a connection needs to be made between ICT and people's lives. In 

addition, the motivation of the target group needs to be defined.” A wide range of research found 

that failing to see the personal relevance or need prevented existing Internet users from increasing 

their engagement, and affected non-users (like Jasmine), who do not connect whatsoever (Correa & 

Pavez, 2016; GSMA Connected Women, 2018; Intel, 2012; Kapoor, 2016; Research ICT Africa, 2015; 

World Wide Web Foundation, 2015b). The degree of significance of this barrier varied between these 

studies. However, it is clear that the perceptions ‘no need’ and ‘no relevance’ continue to factor into 

women’s lack of ICT activity. 

Additionally, Jasmine’s lack of schooling aligns with findings that a lack of interest in the Internet is 

more prevalent among less educated non-users (Research ICT Africa, 2015). It is also worth 

considering that unlike those like Eleanor for whom lack of interest (or perceived irrelevance) and a 

generally negative attitude towards ICT (perceived incompatibility between technology and her life) 

was a primary barrier, Jasmine was also influenced by both lack of awareness and illiteracy. 

Therefore, it is probably not surprising that her main interest in additional digital participation 

(acquiring a touchscreen phone) is one which does not require a greater level of reading and writing. 

5.4.5 Awareness of ICT 

The interview findings revealed that some participants lacked awareness of ICT, ranging from limited 

knowledge of the possibilities and benefits of the Internet among users to a seeming lack of 

awareness of even basic functions of ICT among Internet non-users. Jasmine is the quintessential 

example of the latter more severe case. Apart from being unfamiliar with certain highly popular 

digital terms (e.g. Google), she had misperceptions of the nature of other common platforms and 

concepts like Wi-Fi, social media and instant messaging applications, believing most of these terms to 

refer to “games”. Zainudeen and Galpaya (2015) reported that many women do not understand 

what such mobile applications are used for. Research has emphasised that the large percentage of 

women who remain offline lack awareness of the Internet (De Lanerolle, 2012; Deen-Swarray et al., 

2013; GSMA Connected Women, 2018; Intel, 2012). The Research ICT Africa (2015) study found it the 

most significant reason for women never having been online. 

Lack of awareness has also limited the benefits of technology for Internet users. Up until very shortly 

before her interview, Iris had been oblivious to the wide range of digital opportunities that she could 
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use to advance her business. Belinda had only heard of many very basic Internet features which 

would be beneficial to her as a creative individual and community worker during the interview, 

making repeated statements like: “You know, now that you’re talking about it, I never even thought 

about that”. This relates to the literature which indicated that even women with Internet access 

were unaware of its potential beyond common and familiar platforms such as Facebook and 

YouTube (Intel, 2012). Whether Belinda would actively follow up and capitalise on this new 

information is unclear. However, the impact of raising appropriate awareness was most evident in 

the case of Iris. When she heard about the opportunity to advance her business using ICT, she 

immediately took action, enrolled for training and became an avid user. The reason for her 

transformation was that the information she received (in other words, newfound awareness) was 

not vague, but clearly stated the ways that ICT could be beneficial specifically to her, in her context 

as a new entrepreneur. The findings of this study thus suggest that the barrier of awareness is 

intertwined with an interest in using ICT (and perceived relevance of doing so). This concurs with 

reports suggesting that a lack of perceived value accompanied by a general lack of interest in the use 

of ICT is strongly correlated with a lack of awareness of the potential benefits (The Economist 

Intelligence Unit, 2013). The appropriate awareness led to Iris seeing value and relevance and 

becoming interested. Additionally, the information relayed to her was accompanied by direct 

demonstration of the applications and features useful specifically in her context, allowing her to see 

the advantages first-hand. On the other hand, many interviewees with rudimentary ICT engagement 

had heard of certain digital activities in passing conversation only and were then left to their own 

devices. Awareness on its own was not sufficient to get them to participate. 

5.4.6 Availability of time for ICT usage 

As reported in a great deal of the literature, free time is often a luxury lacked by women in particular 

(Gill et al., 2010; OECD, 2014; Pankan & Radhakrishnan, 2016). For all their diversity, the 

interviewees were all primarily (if not solely) responsible for daily household labour and caregiving. 

They were aware of the fact that this was a role assigned to them as females that is not generally 

expected of men. Though this gender norm remains, there is a significant movement of women from 

the household to the workplace. However, this transition has only served to increase their workload 

as many now maintain fulltime jobs in addition to fulfilling traditional domestic and childcare 

responsibilities (Pankan & Radhakrishnan, 2016). 

Interviewees across the age spectrum observed a generational difference in women’s responsibilities 

and as a result, their time. The younger respondents used their mothers as a measure of comparison, 

noting that while this older generation of females carried a great deal of responsibility this was 
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generally not compounded by employment. Older interviewees described the changing culture and 

the additional burden they witnessed being placed on younger females, including their daughters. In 

describing this, Diane referred to her employed daughter returning home after work only to begin 

her so-called “second job”. Interviewees in Saldanha Bay also lamented the role reversal they had 

observed in the community: females were not only expected to join their male partners in 

contributing to income but were often relied on by men to be the sole earners, all the while 

maintaining their domestic and caregiving duties. Older participants in particular appeared to 

disapprove of such cultural changes or as Diane referred to it, these “new things”. 

Gender norms dictating female responsibilities affected the interviewees and consequently their 

time to varying degrees. The most affected in this regard was Helga, for whom lack of time was the 

greatest challenge to more frequent and substantial ICT engagement. This was due to a number of 

interacting factors – the combination of which was not applicable to any other interviewee – namely: 

a) being married; b) having young children; c) being employed full-time – in a position which required 

relatively little ICT interaction; d) residing in a nuclear family household (thereby lacking the support 

available to many other interviewees living in extended family households, which often house 

another adult female) and; e) both her and her husband having been raised within a cultural context 

– in their case a Xhosa community – with strict, firmly entrenched traditional gender norms, which 

her husband expected her to adhere to. In other words, Helga was expected to perform the ‘female’ 

duties while maintaining her career. She was acutely aware (and resentful) of the constraining 

impact which this had on her free time compared to that of her husband (who was also a teacher) 

and attributed his far greater use of ICT to this difference. 

While Helga was unique among interviewees in her particular circumstances and the extent to which 

lack of time was reportedly a barrier, cases such as hers have been frequently reported in prior 

studies (Antonio & Tuffley, 2014; Geldof, 2011; Gill et al., 2010; Hafkin & Taggart, 2001; Hargittai & 

Shafer, 2006; Scott, 2017; Steeves & Kwami, 2017). The finding of the World Wide Web Foundation 

(2015b) makes particular mention of lack of time as the single greatest barrier to females increasing 

their Internet usage (notably outweighing both the challenges of cost and skills). While Helga made 

time for basic ICT activity, this was typically more aligned to tasks viewed as priorities. The more 

detrimental effect of lack of time on her digital engagement was that she could not freely explore 

technology at her leisure to find new opportunities or for more recreational purposes. This directly 

corresponds with the insistence of Hargittai and Shafer (2006) that available leisure time has a 

significant impact on the intensity of use. 
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The only participant who was close to having the same set of personal circumstances as Helga was 

Rashieda. One important difference between the two women was that unlike Helga, Rashieda’s 

profession relied heavily on technology so she used her computer for most of her working day. The 

extensive exposure to ICT in her work context led to it spilling over into other life areas and 

becoming the main form of entertainment for her and her family as well (more so since being 

unemployed). Therefore, time to engage with technology during her working day was not a problem 

for Rashieda. However, finding the time required to attend digital training and obtain certification 

was a considerable challenge. This was viewed as an impossible feat while she was employed and 

difficult even while unemployed, given her childcare duties as a stay-home mom to a toddler. 

Attending training was ultimately only possible with the support of the extended family – which 

Helga did not have, having migrated and left her support system. This corroborates previous research 

which revealed that time constraints and lack of child care was a major factor in preventing women 

from attending ICT training programmes (Balasubramanian et al., 2010; Dlodlo, 2009). 

The case of Charlene, previously a housewife and currently employed, allows for more insight into a 

potential relationship between employment and the time required for digital engagement. A great 

deal of her daily time while unemployed was occupied with ICT. While this high frequency of activity 

occurred while she was a married woman, it intensified when she became a widow. However, 

entering the formal workplace did not significantly affect her time to engage with technology. This 

was at least partially due to ICT being relatively embedded in her line of work – much more so than 

Helga’s. The personal circumstances of these women also diverged in a number of ways: Charlene 

was single, her children were grown and consumed little of her time, and she was not raised in a 

context of strict gender norms. Furthermore, she showed considerably greater resistance to her 

previous husband’s expectations that she adhere to an inferior role in the marriage. As opposed to 

the barrier which limited free time played in the digital activity of Helga, the exact opposite was true 

for Charlene where an abundance of not only free but also alone time actually served as a driving 

force in ICT usage. Substantial free time also enabled the very frequent digital activity of the 

youngest unemployed interviewees. 

5.4.7 Literacy and language 

Ten of the 12 interviewees had attained an education level of a minimum of grade 10 and with it a 

reasonable level of literacy. Two women fell outside of this bracket: Diane had not completed 

primary schooling and Jasmine had no schooling whatsoever. These two cases offered an insight into 

the impact of either limited literacy or complete illiteracy on ICT engagement. The degree of this 

impact on the two women differed considerably. For functionally literate Diane, a lack of confidence 
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in her writing ability did not prevent her from using digital applications but impacted how she 

engaged in them. While she enjoyed reading content on social media, fear and self-consciousness 

about what she believed to be poor spelling prevented her from making commentary and posting 

content. It is worth noting that this embarrassment did not appear to affect her activity on the text-

based platform, WhatsApp. This is probably because of her consciousness of the extensively larger 

audience on social media compared to her close family and friends on WhatsApp. Though it is likely 

that she may not have engaged more actively even if more confident in her literacy, this certainly 

significantly factored into her reluctance to be more expressive online. For Jasmine, the complete 

inability to read and write significantly constrained her ICT usage leaving her unable to capitalise on 

the applications used by others which require at least a basic level of literacy. While other barriers 

(specifically lack of awareness of the potential of ICT) perhaps prevented her from getting to the 

point where her illiteracy presented a serious challenge, this did factor into even the limited mobile 

phone features which she used. However, she had developed strategies to effectively carry out basic 

digital activities. 

Language proved less of a challenge for the women than literacy. Though the home languages of the 

women in the three areas were not the same, most interviewees were either fluent in English or had 

sufficient understanding and conversational competence in it. As such, none of the women saw the 

dominance of English on ICT platforms as a constraint. This was also the least impeding factor to 

online engagement for female Internet users in the Research ICT Africa (2015) study. Contrary to this, 

prior research found this to be a challenge, where the Internet was abandoned due to a perception 

that everything was in English (Chigona & Mbhele, 2008). It should be noted that this was in a 

community in the Western Cape which could be considered quite similar to Saldanha Bay, both being 

small, primarily Afrikaans speaking, fishing communities. Though not a personal barrier, some of the 

more educated participants (particularly those in Khayelitsha where English is very rarely a home 

language) noted that this may be problematic for their less educated community members. One 

interviewee noted that her Xhosa-speaking daughter struggled with English. However, Iris’s view was 

that any potential language barrier in ICT usage would be overcome as she advanced at her school. 

It should be noted that it was difficult to gauge the extent to which language was a barrier to some of 

the less active ICT users. Some observations can be made, however. Fiona, for example, made no use 

of the Internet beyond WhatsApp where she conversed in her first language, Afrikaans. She made no 

use whatsoever of the Internet as an informational resource or in any context where its primarily 

English foundation might have posed a challenge. Given that online writing is often on a level which 

excludes even those with basic English fluency (Gigler, 2004; Livingstone et al., 2008), it is plausible 
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that certain interviewees might have experienced more difficulty in using the Internet for more 

advanced purposes. Greater exposure to online content in English seems to have made the more 

educated respondents and those using technology more extensively accustomed to this as the norm. 

The prospect of change in this regard was even viewed as odd by some and rejected and disapproved 

of by Xhosa-speaking Iris, who seemingly perceived English as the appropriate language of 

technology rather than her own African language. However, the question arises as to whether her 

fellow community members in Khayelitsha would agree. 

5.4.8 Concerns and negative perceptions related to ICT 

Even the most appreciative ICT users among interviewees held some negative views or concerns 

regarding pernicious or unwanted impacts associated with ICT. This affected digital engagement in 

various ways, as described below. 

• Concerns related to participating on social media 

Much of the concern of respondents related to participating on social media platforms. Most 

practised restraint in exposing personal information, particularly visual material like photographs of 

themselves or their children. It was notably more digitally advanced interviewees (such as Bongiwe 

and Rashieda) who reported either rarely or never uploading such images, even on the more trusted 

instant messaging platform WhatsApp. A general fear of exposure also led to limiting self-expression 

and public commentary, aptly reflected in Diane’s statement describing her cautious approach on 

Facebook: “[Y]ou must be careful what you say. Because it’s a media, like you said. Everybody is 

reading it. So, you must be very careful.” While many participants adopted a similar guarded 

approach, only one interviewee, Belinda, was unsettled enough by the perceived risk to her personal 

privacy that she refrained from participating on social networks whatsoever. This decision was 

underscored by a deep distrust of the Internet – attributed to the dangers portrayed to her by the 

media itself – and opposition to what she viewed as a growing culture of overexposure and devaluing 

of privacy. Engaging on such channels and voicing opinions was viewed as making oneself vulnerable 

to a host of negative consequences with potentially dangerous repercussions: “[Y]ou cannot just say 

things freely, you’re now held accountable for it […] So, even if you want to have a strong opinion 

you really can’t voice it because you’re going to be held accountable for it.” 

• Online risks and safety issues 

Participants had, had a range of experiences with ICT leaving them concerned about digital safety. 

These include: being targeted by perpetrators of scams; negative experiences with online financial 
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transactions; hacked social media accounts; personal photographs being ‘stolen’ and; harassment by 

men via multiple digital channels. This supports the literature which noted that women are 

particularly vulnerable to the threat of cyber-stalking, harassment and unwanted advances (Gorski, 

2001; Henry & Powell, 2015; Ponge, 2016; Throop, 2014). On a different note, one interviewee 

(Bongiwe) was left frustrated and irate when she discovered that a government organisation had 

made her personal information (including her identity number and home address) public and freely 

available online. Given such instances, it is probably not surprising that a significant number of 

women reported that they were not willing to entrust their personal information to government 

organisations during their online interactions (Research ICT Africa, 2015). There was also significant 

concern among several interviewees for the safety of young people and children online (for example, 

as a result of the increasing prevalence of online bullying). This issue was particularly raised by young 

participants like Annie and Grace, possibly because they were part of the generation raised in the 

digital age and thus had a greater understanding of issues affecting the youth. Personal negative 

experiences, as well as an awareness of potential risks and dangers had left many respondents 

viewing the Internet as unsafe. However, it had not deterred them from using it or resulted in a 

noticeable uptake of security measures (with the exception of a few more knowledgeable ICT users 

like Bongiwe). This correlates with studies which showed that while security was a concern, it was 

not enough to significantly deter women from using the Internet or mobile phones (Sylvester, 2016; 

World Wide Web Foundation, 2015b). 

Given the generally widespread scepticism of the Internet and the related risks, the positive 

perception and openness to engage in a sensitive activity like online banking may be surprising. 

Though eight of the 12 respondents did not use this digital feature, only Helga refrained specifically 

because of her safety concerns. The difference between her concerns and those of Belinda 

(previously highlighted as rejecting social media due to the perceived intrusion on privacy) illustrates 

the diversity in participants’ fears and the various digital channels which are consequently avoided. 

Contrary to the literature suggesting that security concerns were not a significant deterrent to 

women’s digital participation (Sylvester, 2016; World Wide Web Foundation, 2015b), the cases of 

Helga and Belinda are consistent with other research revealing that half of the female Internet users’ 

concerns were significant enough to constrain their online activity (Research ICT Africa, 2015). The 

interview findings also revealed an age factor in the tendency of respondents in their early twenties 

to view and treat digital security risks more nonchalantly. Other notable disparities in perspectives 

also emerged among respondents, for example, differences in the extent to which interviewees 

believed an individual has control over their own safety online and; differences in how participants 

discussed the Internet and safety: some appeared to assign blame to the technology itself whereas 
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younger and/or more avid and experienced users highlighted the human factor, i.e. people use the 

resources in pernicious ways for harmful purposes. This latter view is evident in Annie’s comment: 

“some people now go make [the Internet] bad.” 

• Explicit, inappropriate, immoral or discriminatory content online 

Nearly all Internet users among respondents had come across content of an explicit nature online. 

Though pornographic material was frowned upon by most – and viewed as “disgusting” by some – 

and though it may factor into perceptions of the Internet as being unsafe or immoral, it had little 

effect on the usage of interviewees, who tended to overlook this. Mothers and grandmothers, 

Rashieda, Jasmine and Charlene, were, however, concerned about their children and grandchildren 

(specifically boys) being exposed to such content and attempted to monitor their activity when 

possible. For Charlene, her then teenage son’s frequent consumption of online pornography was the 

sole reason that she ever considered ridding her house of the technology, which she was so 

accustomed to. Faced with what she described as a difficult dilemma, her affinity for the Internet 

ultimately outweighed her concerns. The respondents’ concerns regarding children viewing adult 

content were not limited to the Internet. Jasmine, for instance, underlined that the television 

exposed her grandchildren to such content. 

Opposition to what was considered highly inappropriate online content appeared to only impact on 

two interviewees (again, Belinda and Helga), both of whom had devout religious backgrounds and 

approached their digital activity from this worldview. Helga’s dislike of what she referred to as the 

“bad things” was significant enough to contribute to her limiting her frequency of engagement on 

social media (which she would have abandoned altogether if not for it being required of her). The 

abundance of immoral content on the Internet soured Belinda’s views of the platform in general and 

influenced the particular digital channels she chose and the activities in which she engaged. This is 

related to another perception held by a few interviewees that traditional gender norms and the 

manner in which women are typically viewed and treated in society are now reflected and reinforced 

online. According to the literature, the huge amount of online content of a sexual nature has served 

to normalise the sexual exploitation of women to some extent, which is a matter of serious concern 

(Gurumurthy, 2004; Ikolo, 2010). Belinda, in particular, was firm in expressing her belief that the 

Internet had become the modern means of the sexual objectification and degradation of women. 

She noted that while this had occurred in society throughout time, it had now transitioned into the 

technological space where it had become infinitely more widespread and harmful. Iris and Annie also 

lamented that women are shamed on social media for engaging in practices which are considered 

culturally taboo for females and how differently males and females are generally depicted online. 
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On a different note, Rashieda believed that the Internet and media at large do a grave disservice to 

certain minorities and religious groups including her own, by demonising and presenting an unfair 

portrayal of Muslims, whose perspectives and stories are often ignored. She explained: “There’s two 

sides to a story and unfortunately for us, there is only one story that gets broadcasted.” 

• The Internet and deteriorating values 

Several interviewees believed that the Internet and social media in particular host what was 

considered to be many of the negative qualities of human behaviour. One such perceived quality is 

the superficiality of many users of these platforms, which are reportedly used to portray an often 

misleading image of oneself and to boast about achievements. This soured Rashieda’s perception of 

social media to the point where the negative outweighed the benefits she derived from such 

applications. She therefore stopped using these platforms. As a young woman, Grace discussed the 

dangers a fixation on online presentation can have on the mental well-being of people her age 

though this had reportedly not affected her own use of social media. It was also noted by Rashieda 

that a sense of decency or decorum in behaviour, interactions and consideration for others had 

significantly deteriorated on online platforms where people had become brazen and emboldened in 

expressing ill-mannered or rude commentary. This contributed to perceptions of social media 

platforms as being increasingly negative, toxic environments. 

• ICT as a disruption 

Both interview findings and the literature (Research ICT Africa, 2015) suggest that ICT serves as a 

distraction for some women. Interviews revealed this may manifest in a disruption of sleeping 

patterns (particularly in the case of Charlene) or delaying the completion of daily tasks. What was 

more prominent, however, was a perception among more than half of respondents that ICT has 

grown embedded in society to the extent that it has become a disruptive force in traditional human 

interaction and communication to the detriment of relationships. A similar sentiment was expressed 

in the literature with respect to social networking and the concern that this was leading to anti-social 

behaviour (UNESCO, 2011). This perception was held both by intensive users – particularly, though 

not exclusively, young interviewees – who witnessed this in their own digital behaviour as well as 

those less active (for example, Fiona and Belinda) who frowned upon what they viewed as an 

excessive use of technology among their friends and families. Interviewees noted how people have 

become “consumed” (Charlene) and “enslaved” (Rashieda) to their phones and the Internet. Five 

respondents were concerned about the deteriorating communication within their households as the 

use of ICT had increased and was seemingly gradually replacing face-to-face interaction. These 
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participants lamented typical situations occurring within their homes such as children watching 

television and using phones during mealtimes, spouses occupied on their devices upon returning 

from work and household members communicating with one another from different rooms via 

instant messaging. Their strong disapproval was reflected in descriptions of this growing trend as 

“abuse” of the phone – particularly felt by those whose use of the device was largely restricted to 

basic communicative activity. Among certain older interviewees, there was also a sense of 

sentimentality and longing for a previous era before the pervasive integration of technology in 

society. Diane commented: 

[T]here’s no more communications because this one is on the phone, that one is on the phone. 
When you’re not on the phone, you’re watching TV. The olden days there was no TV, there 
was no phones. The communication was much more better. Like today, no. I’m in my corner, 
you’re in your corner. 

Younger interviewees (i.e. those in their early twenties) also observed the disruptive impact of ICT 

within their social interactions. They referred to face-to-face conversations being conducted while 

operating mobile devices – notably not out of boredom but an unconscious force of habit which 

reflects how embedded digital engagement has become into behavioural practices. The literature 

reported trends of mobile phones disrupting face-to-face interactions and having negative effects on 

closeness, connection and the quality of conversation (Przybylski & Weinstein, 2012). Though the 

young participants considered the changing nature of traditional social interaction to be a matter of 

concern, these thoughts were fleeting and did not have an impact on their digital engagement. 

Middle-aged and older interviewees, who often found themselves on the receiving end of the 

conversation with someone distracted by their phone, considered this behaviour “selfish” and not 

“civilised”. Similarly, in the literature, research participants referred to such behaviour as 

“inconsiderate”, “disrespectful” and “disruptive” (Washington, Okoro, & Cardon, 2013). It is also 

noteworthy that, as in the interview findings, it was older women in the literature who wanted more 

restricted cell phone usage in most social situations (Forgays, Hyman, & Schreiber, 2014). Belinda 

explained how such “selfish” behaviour was mismatched to her view of appropriate etiquette: “[…] 

you’re sitting in people’s company and part of communication is looking into someone’s face, looking 

into someone’s eyes and their body language.” Beyond disruption in social interaction, there was 

also a common perception among participants that ICT has a negative impact in being a threat to 

romantic relationships. Technology was considered a catalyst to extra-marital affairs and was 

perceived to have introduced dangerous elements like pornography and dating websites, resulting in 

conflict. Helga perceived men of her (Xhosa) culture in particular to be generally promiscuous and 

prone to engaging in extra-marital affairs and considered ICT as a significant enabler. 
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It is notable that there was a general sense of acceptance among participants that the perceived 

unravelling of traditional communication due to ICT was beyond control and could only be contained 

if forced by external influences. For example, Rashieda’s recently more constrained financial 

situation meant she was able to purchase less data for her and her children, while Charlene 

expressed that sporadic interruptions in Internet connectivity in her home had the advantage of 

forcing face-to-face conversation among her family members. Only one interviewee, Belinda, had 

actively taken steps to remove certain technology from her home. In this case, it was the television 

that had become too great of a focus and interfered with the communication in her marriage. She 

had also previously gone without owning a mobile phone for a considerable interval. She 

experienced this as a “quiet” and peaceful period, which reflects her perception that ICT introduces 

an element of distraction into one’s life. Prior research found that despite the benefits many users 

perceive, smartphone usage also led to feelings of distraction or frustration (Pew Research Center, 

2015b). 

Aside from the perception of ICT as distractive and disruptive to relationships, a few of the more 

advanced users among interviewees (namely, Rashieda, Grace and Bongiwe) were or had recently 

become more aware of the inevitable impact technology would have on future jobs and 

concomitantly the livelihoods of their children and community members who were perceived to be 

ill-equipped for these changes. These threats that modern advancements hold were a matter of 

concern and were frightening. They somewhat soured perceptions of technology, even for those 

with very positive views. 

5.4.9 Environmental constraints 

Poor network signal was a common and frustrating experience for interviewees. For the most part, 

this was an inconvenience or a “pet hate” as Belinda described, without significant impact and 

primarily disrupted or delayed recreational or social use of ICT. For Iris, it had somewhat more 

consequential impact given her dependence on her phone for work purposes. Frustration caused by 

a poor signal had minor influences on the respondents’ digital decisions. Two participants chose to 

refrain from WhatsApp voice and video calls in favour of more expensive traditional phone calls, and 

Bongiwe opted to alternate between cellular networks as a means of reducing the inconvenience. 

Fiona from Mitchells Plain and Helga from Khayelitsha also reported the issue of frequent cable theft 

leading to power cuts that made it difficult to maintain a landline. 

Participants from Mitchells Plain and Khayelitsha highlighted the significant difficulty of retaining 

possession of digital devices in their high crime environments. The Mitchells Plain precinct had the 

http://etd.uwc.ac.za/



 

 261 

second highest crime rate in the province in 2018 and the precincts of Khayelitsha and Mitchells Plain 

were rated second and third in the province, respectively, in the category of ‘Robbery with 

aggravating circumstances’ (Crime Stats SA, 2018). Respondents from these areas reported that they 

were vulnerable to theft when outdoors and when travelling on public transportation. This was 

particularly problematic given that all of the respondents from these two communities had no choice 

but to regularly use public transportation and, in doing so, walk a distance to and from their homes. 

Prior research revealed that a drug-ridden township (near to Mitchells Plain, with a similar 

demographic makeup and challenges) was “infested with thugs who rob phones to satisfy the drug 

crave” (Maleka, 2011, p. 144). Stolen mobile phones were a reason for not owning a device in the 

Research ICT Africa (2015) study and – though not relating to women – the literature revealed that 

concern for ‘personal safety’ was the foremost reason for South African men not owning a mobile 

phone (GSMA, 2018). 

Different strategies were adopted in response to this threat. Bongiwe had become more pro-active 

in taking measures to safely store her data. For the most part, interviewees resigned themselves to 

the reality of their situation, attempted to keep their devices out of sight and, in the event of a 

robbery, bought a new device. As a result, Jasmine had owned over ten mobile phones and was again 

robbed (this time at gunpoint and physically assaulted) during the period between the first and 

second interview. These incidents had left her more inclined to use a cheaper looking device, 

believing this made her less appealing to criminals. This belief is supported by the literature that 

reveals that thieves are attracted to fancier looking mobile phones (Maleka, 2011). While concurring 

with the belief that sophisticated devices make one a greater target, Rashieda believed that an 

inferior looking device put one at greater risk of physical assault during the robbery as criminals were 

dissatisfied with their pickings and likely to resort to violence to express their anger. Rashieda’s 

strategy was to avoid travelling with her devices whenever possible, thereby foregoing two of the 

main perceived benefits of the phone (as emerged from this study), namely its mobility and function 

as a safety resource when needed. However, she had no choice but to take her devices with her 

while employed. The fear she felt for her personal safety during these periods caused her a great 

deal of daily anxiety. She explained that her “nerves were shattered most of the time”. 

5.4.10 Resistance from a male partner 

Three interviewees – Grace, Helga and Iris – faced some degree of opposition from their current 

partners in using ICT while one participant, Charlene, had dealt with considerable resistance from her 

now ex-husband while married. The fervent objections by her boyfriend and his resentment of her 

digital engagement presented the primary barrier to usage for 21 year-old Grace. Along with 
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seemingly being more direct and frequently vocal in his disapproval than the partners of Helga and 

Iris, Grace’s boyfriend was also notable in attempting to sabotage her digital engagement by 

damaging the device. Though a source of conflict in the relationships of the other two interviewees, 

it was most significant for Grace as the keener ICT user, whose autonomy of use was diminished by 

resorting to begrudgingly abstaining from using ICT when in her boyfriend’s presence. Grace’s actions 

in view of keeping the peace, are aligned to that of many women in prior research who opted to 

maintain social harmony in the home (Buskens & Webb, 2014; Gender and ICT Network, 2005; 

Handapangoda & Kumara, 2013; Kyomuhendo & Kabonesa, 2006). The decision to limit her digital 

engagement in spite of her own wishes is an example of what was theoretically defined as ‘adaptive 

preferences’ (Masika & Bailur, 2015). 

Male opposition to their female partner’s digital engagement was either solely (in the cases of Iris 

and Grace) or partially (in the cases of Helga and Charlene) rooted in distrust and suspicion of the 

possibility of communication with other men. Most of these men inspected their partner’s mobile 

device. Such suspicion on the part of men was also a common trend in literature (Gender and ICT 

Network, 2005; GSMA, 2010; Handapangoda & Kumara, 2013; Intel, 2012; LirneAsia, 2012; Porter et 

al., 2012). While many interviewees perceived an association between men, ICT and infidelity, they 

were not opposed to men’s digital engagement and appeared far less active in monitoring their 

partners’ phones. 

An additional reason for male objection to women’s digital participation emerged in Helga’s 

husband’s view that his wife’s time should be occupied with domestic and childcare activity. The idea 

that ICT will deter women from these expected responsibilities was noted in literature as being 

related to traditional understandings of what constitutes a ‘good woman’ and concern that ICT may 

influence this (Gender and ICT Network, 2005; Intel, 2012; Kyomuhendo & Kabonesa, 2006). It is 

worth mentioning Helga’s husband’s upbringing in a cultural context with deeply embedded socio-

cultural gender norms. The same internalised beliefs drove the objections of Charlene’s former 

husband to her ICT usage. Married at a time when ICT was less pervasive, his wife’s use of technology 

– perceived as a symbol of progression – appeared to have been interpreted as threatening to the 

power dynamic in the relationship. His opposition to her usage was thus an attempt to re-establish a 

sense of authority by showing "he is still the man" and "the one in control". This was comparable to 

the findings of studies in which men found ICT to be unsettling and threatening to domestic 

equilibrium and male dominance (Buskens & Webb, 2014; Gender and ICT Network, 2005; 

Kyomuhendo & Kabonesa, 2006). It is interesting that as arguably the most financially well-off 

interviewee, Charlene was also the only participant who emphasised the issue of socio-economic 
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class and distinguished herself from “lower class” citizens – a group which her husband reportedly 

formed part of, hailing from a very different background than her. Charlene’s worldview includes an 

understanding of “lower class” groups as less educated, more invested in traditional gender norms, 

having a mentality of complacency and lacking ambition towards progression. In her opinion this 

drove her husband’s attitude towards her digital engagement. 

The diversity in women’s responses towards the opposition they faced is evident when comparing 

Charlene’s fervent resistance to be submissive, to other respondents who for the most part chose to 

conform to their partner’s wishes in order to keep the peace. Research has shown that women’s 

rebellion against their partners has aggravated domestic conflict and even ended marriages 

(Kyomuhendo & Kabonesa, 2006). While Charlene’s digital engagement was not the cause of her 

divorce, it certainly aggravated the power struggle which contributed to it. Ultimately, the barrier 

presented by male resistance to female digital usage – particularly in the cases of Helga and Charlene 

– corroborates the notion that ICT mirrors the uneven power relations and gender inequality offline 

(Wakunuma, 2007). 

5.5 WOMEN’S MENTAL MODELS ON ICT AND GENDER 

The discussion up to this stage has explored the patterns of ICT access and usage and the factors 

influencing the digital behaviour of the interviewees of this study. This section aims to delve deeper 

than examining the digital activity of respondents. It aims to explore the women’s broader 

understandings, perceptions and ways of thinking – their mental models – of a potential relationship 

between gender and ICT usage in their marginalised communities. This includes whether or not 

interviewees see gender as having any influence on ICT usage, potentially leading to disparities 

between men and women’s digital engagement, and their views on the causes of any such 

differences. This would allow for greater understanding of a potential relationship between socio-

cultural gender issues and ICT access and usage. 

5.5.1 Perceptions and experiences of gender norms as women 

Interview findings revealed that participants shared a sense of the deeply embedded gender norms 

within society and their immediate communities. Nearly all of the married respondents abided by 

these traditional gender norms and either predominantly or solely took responsibility for domestic 

and caregiving responsibilities, often while maintaining full-time jobs. This supports reports that 

unpaid household, family and childcare responsibilities are disproportionately the domain of women 

(OECD, 2014; United Nations, 2014). When combined with employment, this is sometimes described 
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as the ‘triple burden’ (Pankan & Radhakrishnan, 2016), or as Diane noted, the woman’s “second job”. 

Though respondents from all three areas under study referred to the expectations placed on women 

and the widespread acceptance of male superiority as being central to their cultures, black 

participants from Khayelitsha (specifically, Iris, Bongiwe and Helga) particularly emphasised this. 

Bongiwe claimed that this inequality is deeply embedded and that women in her community were 

greatly at fault as they in fact wanted to be dependent on and supported by males. While 

acknowledging sexism and problematic gender norms to be a universal phenomenon, Charlene 

claimed that there tended to be a greater investment in such beliefs and traditions among groups of 

lower socio-economic status. Rashieda, on the other hand, lamented what she believed to be an 

inaccurate societal perception of women of her religion as being subservient. Interestingly, her 

argument was not that these traditional gender norms were not prevalent in Muslim households, but 

rather that they in fact empowered the women. As an example, she referred to the gender norm that 

men must work, fulfil the role of breadwinner and share their earnings with the family while this is 

not expected of or is optional for women. 

While the prevalence of these gender norms was strongly identified by almost all interviewees, 

differences emerged in whether women supported or opposed these traditions. Older participants 

such as Diane and Eleanor, along with devoutly religious Belinda tended to approve of these norms 

and support notions such as the male being the rightful authority figure in the home and the family 

breadwinner. The rest of the participants, however, considered these norms to be largely antiquated, 

though their degree of dissent varied from merely voicing disagreement with certain traditions when 

questioned, to expressing vehement opposition to or resentment of women’s inferior status in 

society and the expectations which accompany this. 

There was a divergence in perspective among women as to whether these gender issues played any 

discernible role within the context of ICT usage. The following discussion details the mental models 

held by women with regard to such a potential relationship between gender and ICT. 

5.5.2 Perspectives of a relationship between gender and ICT 

5.5.2.1 Mental model: No relationship between gender and ICT usage 

The participants that did not perceive any distinguishable differences between males and females in 

the digital space were primarily those with very limited digital engagement and older respondents. 

For Eleanor (51-years-old) and Jasmine (60-years-old), their own limited use and remote or distant 

relationship with ICT was often in stark contrast to others in their circles – whether male or female. 

This seemingly resulted in them perceiving a chasm between themselves and others rather than men 
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and women in general. Jasmine’s very limited understanding and awareness of the functions of 

(relatively widely known) ICT and the purposes for which others typically use computers and 

smartphones left her lacking any deeper insight into potential distinctions between men and women 

in the digital space, particularly in more sophisticated use of ICT. She also observed little difference in 

the digital activity of her adult son and daughter who live with her, considering them both to be 

generally limited in their use of ICT. While Eleanor observed some gender differences in her 

immediate social circle and described male family members as more competent, she did not believe 

this to be the case at a broader societal level. The mental models of interviewees like Eleanor and 

Jasmine are aligned to that of females in the research findings of Li and Kirkup (2007, p. 313) where 

women had little faith in their ability at an individual level, yet had confidence in the capability of 

females as a collective, thus believing: “we can but I can’t”. 

Twenty-one year old Grace on the other hand differed considerably from these women, being an 

avid, far more engaged and confident ICT user. Her personal comfort with using ICT and the frequent 

use she observed both her male and female peers making of it meant she did not support the notion 

of the existence of a digital gender divide. Instead she perceived an age disparity. She considered her 

young male and female peers equally competent and older generations of men and women equally 

limited in their digital usage and ability. Her mother and father’s comparable lack of digital 

participation had contributed to this perception. Jasmine also perceived digital disparities between 

her and her children on the one hand, and her grandchildren on the other. As opposed to her son 

and daughter, her older grandchildren were avid ICT users who made frequent use of their phones 

and the Internet and were able to use computers. Jasmine attributed this generational difference in 

digital competence to education and the difference in exposure to ICT they were afforded at school. 

These perspectives correspond with research and popular discourse claiming a digital divide between 

young and older generations and noting age as a pertinent predictor for digital engagement (ITU, 

2017a). 

5.5.2.2 Mental model: Relationship between gender and ICT usage – male dominance 

Nine of the 12 respondents perceived significant differences along gender lines in ICT usage in their 

immediate communities and society as a whole. This was primarily reported by the more engaged 

ICT users among interviewees who perceived a strong trend of male dominance in the digital space, 

identifying men in their communities as the more frequent and/or skilled users of technology. 

Bongiwe – who considered herself an exception in this regard – claimed this disparity might not be 

obvious if one went on outward appearance. According to her, women in Khayelitsha tended to own 

mobile phones equally as sophisticated as those of their male counterparts. However, this was 
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reportedly merely for appearance or status and hid the reality of their lack of knowledge and limited 

range of use of the devices. Jasmine is thus a good example of the phenomenon described by 

Bongiwe. As in the literature (Broadband Commission, 2013; Collado, 2013; Hilbert, 2011; Huyer et 

al., 2005; Robinson et al., 2015), the claims and examples of access not translating into usage suggest 

that the digital gender disparity that interviewees perceived may be related to the use of ICT rather 

than access. This trend was alluded to by other interviewees as well. It is evident in Belinda’s 

statement: “I would maybe just have a 20% usage of it. [My husband] uses it 110%. So he’s getting 

the maximum use out of it.” 

Other perspectives of male superiority in the digital space also emerged from interview findings, one 

being the issue of an age disparity – which was discussed previously but is now highlighted in relation 

to gender in ICT usage. Charlene in particular considered age as an important factor in understanding 

gender within ICT usage. While echoing Grace and Jasmine’s perceptions of an age gap, Charlene 

believed that only older women (specifically those aged 45 years and older) and not men lack 

interest in ICT. This view corresponds with previous findings related to the digital gender divide 

phenomenon which described the disparity between men and women as more pronounced among 

older groups and identified older women as typically the least digitally engaged group (Fortunati, 

2009; ITU, 2016; OECD, 2007; World Wide Web Foundation, 2015b, 2016). On the other hand, 

Rashieda noted that she observed far greater digital competence in her young son than her older 

daughter, and 19-year-old Annie claimed that males her age were also more digitally advanced than 

females, suggesting a gender gap in younger groups as well. A final interesting perspective on the 

nature of the relationship between gender and ICT also came from Charlene. Based on her view that 

antiquated gender norms and beliefs were more deeply embedded among groups of lower socio-

economic status, she also believed that the association of ICT with men was stronger among these 

reportedly less educated groups. 

Opinions as to the cause of the identified digital gender disparity and male dominance in the digital 

space varied among interviewees and are discussed below. 

a) Innate differences between men and women impact ICT usage 

Several participants – specifically, Helga, Iris and Annie – had the view that the gender differences in 

ICT activity might potentially be innate. These women considered gender differences in ICT usage as 

(at least partially) due to men being inherently superior with technology, grasping technical concepts 

faster and attaining some deeper level of understanding of ICT, whereas women are more fearful 

and have less interest in technology. This strongly suggests the persistence of an early narrative of 
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males as more interested, tech-savvy and simply naturally better suited to technology (Fallows, 2005; 

Satapathy, 2014). That these views are held by interviewees on the younger end of the age spectrum 

including the youngest participant (19 year-old Annie) is particularly indicative of the enduring nature 

of such detrimental perspectives. Annie’s stance is even more significant given her strong 

attachment to ICT, spending the bulk of her time engaged in activity on her mobile phone and 

observing the exact same behaviour in her female friends, yet still considering males more advanced. 

Her perspective of male superiority within the ICT context thus appeared related to quality and 

sophistication of use rather than quantity or frequency of engagement. Annie’s stance is particularly 

striking in contrast to the earlier discussed Grace who is similar in age, an equally avid ICT user, with 

a similarly digitally active female social circle. The significant difference in perspectives of the two 

women is likely attributed to a great disparity in confidence and self-perceived ability – which Annie 

was sorely lacking. This was exacerbated by her living with reportedly highly skilled male siblings, 

whereas Grace had no such point of comparison and was secure in her role as the most digitally 

competent household member. Helga also observed the men in her life to be more advanced users 

and the women in her community to be highly lacking, not only in ability, but in interest in 

participating. This had effectively solidified her perception of men as superior. Iris’s context, 

however, differed from that of Annie and Helga in that men in her immediate social circle were not 

seen as more advanced users and yet she also undoubtedly considered males to be within society at 

large and was inclined towards an explanation of innate differences. She appeared to associate her 

own formerly distant relationship with ICT as being “a woman thing”. The following claim by Iris is a 

fitting reflection of a worldview of innate gender differences in ICT usage: 

[M]en are good at it. Even if they know nothing about IT […] they will still do it better than 
women […] They will do better than women even if they don’t know anything about 
computers but they still do it better than women. 

It is notable that this is her stance even after having undergone some form of digital skills training, 

which speaks to how deeply embedded this belief is. Iris, Helga and Annie can be viewed as generally 

comparable in lacking confidence in digital ability. 

b) Socially constructed gender norms impact ICT usage 

Contrary to the theory of innate differences, other interviewees who perceived a digital gender gap 

within their communities attributed this to causes born out of socially constructed gender norms and 

behaviour. This was notably (though perhaps unknowingly) also alluded to by the participants who 

claimed the innate superiority of males within the digital space. A common explanation proposed by 

several respondents (such as Charlene, Belinda and Annie) for the perceived male superiority in ICT 
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usage was that males have simply had more training and exposure to ICT than females. This tended 

to be reported by participants who had directly observed this within their own personal networks. 

The literature has also noted men’s more extensive experience of using ICT during which they have 

more time to build confidence in their abilities (Li & Kirkup, 2007; Mubarak, 2014; Steeves & Kwami, 

2017). Belinda attributed women’s lesser interest in ICT to their lower degree of training and 

exposure and consequently a greater fear of the unknown. The reasons which participants posit for 

this gender difference in training and exposure to ICT is particularly interesting. 

Arguably the most commonly proposed rationale by interviewees viewing digital gender disparity 

through the lens of social constructs is the same reasoning supported by a bulk of the literature: that 

socially constructed gender norms that place a heavier burden of responsibility on females limit the 

amount of time women can engage (Antonio & Tuffley, 2014; Cowell, 2016; Dixon et al., 2014; Gates, 

2014; Geldof, 2011; Gender and ICT Network, 2005; Gill et al., 2010; Gurumurthy, 2004; Hargittai & 

Shafer, 2006; Ibrahim & Adamu, 2016; Indo-Asian News Service, 2015; Kennedy et al., 2003; 

Kennedy, 2011; Pankan & Radhakrishnan, 2016; Scott, 2017; Steeves & Kwami, 2017). As detailed in 

the earlier discussion on the constraining influence of time (section 5.4.6), this was the personal 

experience of Helga. Though it did not personally affect them, the other interviewees from the same 

area, falling within the same age bracket and life-stage (namely, Bongiwe and Iris), strongly identified 

time as one of the foremost factors in the gender disparity in ICT usage. Their perception of this as a 

deciding factor in digital gender disparity was based on observations of the community and not on 

personal experience, reportedly due to: a) not having live-in partners and; b) having a great deal of 

childcare assistance from extended family. It is noteworthy that these three interviewees (Helga, Iris 

and Bongiwe) are also those who stressed the intensity of gender norms in their culture. The 

participants also indicated that these gender norms and expected behaviour reportedly apply to girls 

from a young age, leaving them facing a greater challenge than boys in finding time to engage – also 

a finding of previous research (Steeves & Kwami, 2017). 

A number of respondents appeared to believe that social norms effectively limiting the free time at 

women’s disposal results in differences in the type of digital activity between men and women where 

males are observed spending more time in entertainment-oriented activity. This finding therefore 

supports that of previous research noting a distinction in usage given that women often do not have 

the luxury of time to pursue digital activities simply out of personal interest (Ibrahim & Adamu, 2016; 

Rathgeber, 1995), and that men are far greater represented in the use of ICT for recreational 

purposes (Bujala, 2012; Collado, 2013; Cowell, 2016; Hilbert, 2011; Intel, 2012; Tondeur et al., 2016). 

Furthermore, there was a perception among interviewees (for example, Fiona, Iris and Helga) that 
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greater responsibilities and limited time results in women opting to allocate their time and focus to 

what is considered more important activity – implying that ICT is in fact perceived as low on women’s 

priority lists. 

Various character traits generally culturally associated with either masculinity or femininity were also 

perceived to play a role in ICT usage. Iris reported a tendency for males to want to present 

themselves as self-sufficient and knowledgeable. She believed they are thus much more opposed to 

asking for assistance than women, for whom acknowledging that they lack knowledge was not 

perceived as an embarrassment or something to conceal. This appears similar to research findings 

that digital skills were viewed as important for a male’s reputation and social standing, and are 

acquired by men in order to feel superior (Mubarak, 2014). Lacking in this regard would mean being 

compared to the inferior female. Such a gender norm would exert greater pressure on men to 

become familiar with ICT than it would on women. This may also partially relate to Rashieda’s son 

who seemed to acquire digital knowledge largely due to the pleasure he received in taunting family 

members with his more advanced ability. Her description of this as a “boy thing” also speaks to her 

perspective of this being a male character trait. If one were to accept that competence in usage is 

important to men, contrasted with the earlier discussed premise that access for the sake of 

appearances is important to women, it may signal a significant difference in the impact of ICT for 

males and females. Additionally, if we were to work from the premise that men seek to be viewed as 

independent which would have a motivating influence on their digital engagement, it might be worth 

considering what – if any – impact dependence would have on women. It is clear from interview 

findings that many participants were socialised to be dependent on men: nearly all the married 

interviewees, as well as some single respondents, for example, either directly stated or indirectly 

revealed their belief that it is the man’s duty to financially maintain the family. This could thus be 

viewed as support for Bongiwe’s emphatic claim that women in her community want to be 

dependent on men. It is thus worth considering whether this socialisation of women to be 

dependent may potentially contribute to their preference for or the comfort many interviewees take 

in being dependent on others to perform digital tasks on their behalf, rather than being self-

sufficient. 

Other gendered traits or characteristics also appeared to have an impact in the ICT space based on 

interviews. Teacher, Helga, for example described how abiding by rules was associated with females, 

noting girls “like to keep the rules” whereas boys are “adventurous”. In the computer class setting, 

where independent learning and exploration is discouraged, this creates a chasm between digital 

engagement of males and females at a young age. The outcome in this instance is similar to the case 
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in the literature where the cultural norm ‘girls don’t run’ resulted in girls reaching the small number 

of school computers later than boys (who ran) and effectively had less time and exposure to the 

machines (Gadio, 2001). Such scenarios challenge the perception that girls are innately less curious 

or interested in ICT than boys when in fact they are merely adhering to gender-differentiated 

prescribed rules which place them at a disadvantage. 

Several of the most digitally engaged and advanced participants conveyed that a significant reason 

for the digital gender disparity, which they observed within their respective communities lies in an 

on-going mentality that ICT – particularly within a professional or career context – is a male domain. 

This was reportedly in part due to community members being accustomed to typically observing 

males enter these work or study fields. Additionally, detrimental perceptions exist that technological 

professions are somehow in conflict with traditionally held notions of femininity: for example the 

association of ICT related occupations with being “dirty” – which is not viewed as a feminine trait. 

Rashieda explained that certain careers were still largely perceived within the community as male 

professions. Construction work was highlighted as an example of a profession which women would 

be ostracised for entering and possibly labelled as gay. While a career in the field of technology 

might not be perceived as crossing gender boundaries to the same extent, Rashieda noted that it still 

remained within the category of work falling within the male domain, and as such, could deter 

females from choosing it. 

Interviewees like Rashieda and Bongiwe reported that such a detrimental mentality was also held by 

young women in their areas. According to the literature these perceptions begin early on: school 

subjects (i.e. STEM modules), which typically precede careers in ICT, are perceived as being at odds 

with qualities typically valued in women (i.e. femininity, people-oriented and modesty in abilities) 

(Cheryan et al., 2015; Federal Ministry for Economic Cooperation and Development, 2017). Females 

were thus socialised to believe they are bad with technology and that it is not really their domain, 

which leads to their underestimating their own abilities (Li & Kirkup, 2007; World Wide Web 

Foundation, 2015b). Prior research found different socialisation experiences between girls and boys, 

and boys enjoyed greater support and motivation by parents in their computer learning (Vekiri & 

Chronaki, 2008). This factored into their computer competence and the value they placed on learning 

computer skills. In other words: “Girls are exposed to different social expectations when they start 

using computers, before they even begin to think about their academic and career plans” (Vekiri & 

Chronaki, 2008, p. 1401). Consequently, girls often lack a sense of belonging in the field, which 

remains with them well into adulthood and they are less likely to pursue these professions (Intel, 

2012; Vekiri & Chronaki, 2008). This was evident in a situation Bongiwe recounted where she found 
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herself having to convince a young woman in Khayelitsha to pursue IT as a study path as the girl had 

been socialised to believe – and had internalised the perception – that it was a man's field. How 

deeply embedded and taken-for-granted these beliefs and worldviews are is evident when 

considering how quickly interviewees like Annie and Iris were to claim the innate superiority of 

males, yet when asked to reflect on this, presented explanations or rationale more in tune with 

gendered socialisation underlying differences. 

This brings to mind a point made by Belinda that the issue is not whether women are not able to 

advance in ICT ability but: “It’s a matter of do [women] want to apply that to themselves?” Bongiwe 

noted that there has traditionally been less focus on educating women and girls on the importance 

of technology and its growing role in society, beyond merely communicative and social functions. She 

explained: 

[…] as women we are not taught about the importance of technology. So, most women still 
perceive technology as you know, something that's not very much important, though they see 
that everything now is being done through technology but they still don’t value it. 

Interviewees like Bongiwe and Rashieda proposed that increasing the participation of females in ICT 

would require changing a societal perception associating more sophisticated technological use with 

males and shaping the mindsets of young girls into believing that “It's not only a boy thing.” 

Furthermore, even in cases where girls may not associate ICT with males per se, focused effort may 

also be necessary to change perspectives and make ICT careers appealing to females. The case of 

Grace is applicable here as, despite being an avid ICT user and claiming she would enjoy a career 

where she could spend ample time interacting with computers, the prospect of pursuing a career 

within the IT field was immediately off-putting and she rejected it. This alludes to a broader 

underlying negative stance, not towards ICT itself but ICT focused careers. Based on interviews with 

participants like Rashieda, Bongiwe, Belinda, Helga, Iris, Annie and Charlene, it seems that women do 

not view ICT as for men where common ICT devices and functions are concerned but do seem to 

associate it more with men when it comes to more sophisticated engagement, specifically in a 

professional context. 

5.5.2.3 Mental model: Relationship between gender and ICT usage – female dominance 

One participant’s perspective is noteworthy in its complete divergence from all others. She saw 

females as more digitally engaged and advanced users than males. Rather than gender-based norms 

having an impeding influence on women’s digital participation, Diane observed that this had, had 

quite the opposite effect on her adult daughters. These women had reportedly integrated ICT into 
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the process of carrying out many of their expected responsibilities such as maintaining 

communication with family members regarding daily practical domestic tasks and assisting children 

with homework – a duty reportedly also falling within the mother’s domain. These observations led 

Diane – a very limited digital user herself – to regard ICT as very much a female-oriented resource. 

Diane’s perspective is thus in line with the view that ICT enables existing gendered needs and 

activities to be carried out (Sylvester, 2016). Interestingly, the very same argument Diane made for 

ICT being a female resource is the one which certain literature has used to justify the opposite, i.e. 

that women’s lower engagement is “out of a sense of pragmatism, that is, out of their need to deal 

with a multitude of tasks” (Ibrahim & Adamu, 2016). 

5.6 CONCLUSION 

This chapter has integrated the analysis of the findings with the relevant literature in a nuanced 

discussion on women’s experiences and perceptions with regard to ICT access and usage. It explored 

the ways in which they access ICT; the purposes of usage; the underlying factors influencing usage; as 

well as the women’s mental models on gender and ICT, which provide insight into a potential 

relationship between socio-cultural gender inequality and ICT. 
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CHAPTER 6:  

CONCLUSIONS AND RECOMMENDATIONS 

6.1 INTRODUCTION 

In light of the dearth of research providing an in-depth, nuanced understanding of the digital 

engagement of women in marginalised communities, this qualitative study, conducted from a 

feminist phenomenological perspective, aimed to address the following research question: 

What are women in marginalised communities’ experiences and perceptions with regard to ICT 

access and usage?  

Given the lack of research that gives a voice to this particular demographic group, this study sought 

to answer this research question through exploring the lived experiences of women in marginalised 

communities with regard to ICT access, usage and factors which influence their digital participation. 

In order to do so, in-depth semi-structured interviews were conducted with twelve women living in 

marginalised communities of the Western Cape of South Africa. Their subjective first-hand accounts 

provided rich descriptions of each individual woman’s experiences and perceptions of ICT. A feminist 

phenomenological perspective was chosen as it gives priority to women’s own understandings and 

interpretations of their experiences, within the social structures of their environments (Fisher & 

Embree, 2000). The data were analysed by means of Interpretative phenomenological analysis. This 

was appropriate as it “attempts to explore personal experience and is concerned with an individual’s 

personal perception or account of an object or event” (Smith & Osborn, 2007, p. 53). 

The interview findings did not reveal a uniform, simple description of the digital activity of women in 

marginalised communities. Instead, a nuanced and diverse picture emerged of the ways in which 

respondents accessed, used and perceived ICT. The findings also reveal a complex and often 

interrelated combination of factors that influenced the digital activity of participants. This study, 

therefore, does not conclude with a simple description of women’s ICT access and usage, but rather 

with one that highlights the diversity and depth of women’s lived experiences with regard to ICT. 

The following sub-sections of this chapter provide summaries of each of the significant aspects that 

emerged from this study relating to a) the women’s access and use of ICT and; b) the factors 

influencing the women’s access and use of ICT. Each of the phenomena to be summarised are listed 
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in Table 6.1 below. This is followed by a critical integrated overview of the salient findings and finally 

a summary of the phenomenon of women’s experiences and perceptions with regard to ICT. The 

chapter concludes with recommendations for policy and practice, an outline of the limitations of the 

study, suggestions for future research and finally, the significance of the research. 

Table 6.1: Superordinate themes and clusters 

Access to ICT Mobile phones, computers and the Internet   
Purposes of ICT usage Maintaining social connections 

Business or professional use 
Educational resource 
Informational resource 
Services and safety 
Citizen participation and mobilisation 
Recreation 
Cultural, emotional and spiritual needs 

Factors influencing ICT access and usage Ability, confidence, learning and support 
Affordability 
Interest, perceived relevance and awareness 
Availability of time 
Literacy 
Resistance from a male partner 
Environmental constraints 
Concerns and negative perceptions 
Gendered identities, norms and perceptions 

6.2 ICT ACCESS AND USAGE OF WOMEN IN MARGINALISED COMMUNITIES 

All respondents were involved in digital participation of some sort. However, the purpose and 

frequency of use, and the devices and platforms employed differed considerably. The following sub-

sections summarise the respondents’ access to and use of ICT. 

6.2.1 Women’s access to ICT 

Each participant, across all socio-demographic groups, owned an Internet-enabled phone, which 

constituted either the primary or sole point of Internet access. Participants purchased their own 

phones or were given devices by family members. Computer ownership was the preserve of only 

interviewees who used these machines for either professional or formal learning purposes. However, 

others who lived in a larger and/or three-generational household were afforded some degree of 

exposure to computers. This included retirees, housewives, unemployed women and those involved 

in informal or manual labour. Only a few participants (three of the 12) made use of e-centres and 

prior research indicated that these designated ICT facilities were not extensively used by women in 

http://etd.uwc.ac.za/



 

 275 

the three focused communities (Research ICT Africa, 2015). Less typical or expected points of 

Internet access appeared to be commonly used by a greater number of participants. Several 

interviewees, for instance, used the facilities at churches to connect to freely available Wi-Fi via their 

phones. 

6.2.2 Women’s use of ICT 

• ICT for social connections 

The social and communicative value of ICT was unquestionably the main benefit for most 

interviewees. This was the only function of the phone common to all interviewees and largely the 

only use of the device for the four oldest participants. Traditional phone calls remained common. 

However, instant messaging was used daily by 11 of the 12 interviewees. Digital communication was 

particularly highly valued by more socially isolated participants (housewives, retirees and divorcees), 

those separated from family members following migration and women who relied particularly 

heavily on the social capital of others – young respondents wanting constant interactions with peers 

and an older financially struggling interviewee gaining support from females in her township. 

• ICT as a tool in business or professional tasks 

ICT was integrated into the professional practices of all but two economically-active participants, 

whether fully embedded in daily operations, or only used in business-related communication via 

phone calls or WhatsApp. The potential for economic and professional growth was the greatest 

appeal of ICT for participants in their 30s. This was specifically relevant to the young entrepreneurs 

heading single-parent households, who were highly motivated to capitalise on any resources able to 

assist in advancing their businesses. Despite the adoption of ICT in a professional context, many 

participants were reluctant to fully integrate ICT into occupational practices and there was an 

inclination to conduct certain tasks in the absence of technology. 

• ICT as an educational resource 

The Internet was used as an educational resource by the sole respondent involved in formal learning 

at the time of interview. However, some mothers assisted in the educational development of their 

children by sourcing information online for assignments and using mobile phones and computers in 

innovative and enjoyable ways to advance learning. The mother most invested in this non-

compulsory use of ICT differed from others in her perception of ICT as a critical resource in all 

productive activities. Others were not as progressive in their thinking and viewed ICT as more of a 
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distraction from, rather than enabler of, productivity. While interviewees generally associated 

educational activity and formal learning with computers, their mobile phones were the devices most 

often used to search for a variety of information, thus serving an educational function. 

• ICT for seeking information 

The role of the Internet as a source of information was one of the most highly regarded benefits of 

ICT – praised even by several respondents who had never personally sought information online. This 

function was mainly capitalised on by the most frequent and engaged ICT users, specifically 

participants who had long since adopted technology and embedded it into much of their daily 

activity. These were typically employed and relatively younger interviewees. Apart from information 

for professional and educational purposes, interviewees often sought content related to topics of 

personal interest. They almost never looked to governmental sites for digital content. News was still 

largely received via offline, traditional mediums and word of mouth. Several respondents’ 

perspectives and behaviour were influenced by content consumed online. 

• ICT for services and safety 

Interviewees were not extensively capitalising on a wide range of digital applications and services, 

though more digitally engaged participants had at some stage used applications intended to increase 

efficiency (for example, Internet banking). A far more widely valued use of the mobile phone was its 

perceived role in safety. Those respondents most focused on this function of the mobile phone 

tended to be older, generally spent a significant deal of time alone, or resided in particularly 

dangerous neighbourhoods. 

• ICT for citizen participation and mobilisation 

For the most part, respondents were generally passive consumers rather than active contributors of 

content or expression online. ICT was used in the organisation and facilitation of activity related to 

religious, political and civic community organisations of which participants were members. The 

mobile phone was commonly employed by interviewees as a means of enabling connections 

between community members regarding issues pertaining directly and indirectly to them. Instant 

messaging – sharing texts, images, videos and voice notes – was the preferred platform for informing 

community members or rallying community engagement. 
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• ICT for recreation 

Most interviewees, across the spectrum of ICT competence and usage, shared a fondness for older 

media (the television and radio) as digital entertainment. Few participants regularly streamed online 

content for recreation. Notably, one interviewee spent the bulk of her free time consuming 

downloaded content. The most common entertainment participants sought from the Internet was 

social networking, which offered them a wealth of recreational opportunities including a bulk of 

audio-visual material. Taking photos or videos on a mobile phone was popular among most 

respondents; playing offline games slightly less so. Significantly, playing games was the sole 

interaction a few of the older respondents had with computers. 

• ICT for cultural, emotional and spiritual needs 

ICT had been integrated into the religious activities of women in a number of ways. It also had value 

in several other important contexts. A member of a minority religious group derived specific cultural 

needs and a sense of belonging from a niche local radio station; a self-described ‘lonely’ divorcee 

used her mobile phone as a form of emotional support and replacement for human companionship; 

a woman used a computer to document her thoughts in her process of self-reflection; and the 

youngest respondent used social media seemingly to seek external affirmation and validation. 

6.3 FACTORS INFLUENCING THE ICT ACCESS AND USAGE OF WOMEN IN MARGINALISED 

COMMUNITIES 

The study findings revealed that a range of factors influenced the ICT access and usage of the 

participants and affected the women in various ways. These are summarised below. 

• Ability, confidence, learning and support 

Lack of ability and/or lack of confidence in ability were apparent amongst most interviewees across 

age, education and employment groups. This arguably presented the greatest obstacle to more 

substantial digital engagement and extending Internet activity beyond very basic use. The most 

extreme instance was in the case of a participant unable to use a phone for more than its basic 

offline features. Though poor digital competence was especially constraining in the use of 

computers, for most interviewees this extended to their mobile phones. Apart from a genuine lack of 

skills, interviews revealed a significant challenge in self-perceived lack of ability, concurrent with a 

lack of confidence and a sense of fear. Poor self-perceived ability was particularly noteworthy in 

preventing participants from online information-seeking, as had been reported in prior research 
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(Hargittai & Shafer, 2006). It is a matter of concern that the participants were unaware that their 

existing skills could be transferred to other digital applications. 

Most interviewees were unwilling to venture beyond familiar platforms on their own thus 

advancement was dependent on formal or informal instruction. While a number of participants had 

undergone formal training, informal demonstration (by family members, friends and colleagues) was 

the more common means of skills development. These social support circles were critical in all of the 

interviewees’ ICT engagement (or lack thereof), be it by teaching them, indirectly influencing their 

views and usage, or performing digital tasks on their behalf. The attitudes of family members had 

proved counterproductive to learning for some interviewees, who faced insults, impatience and/or 

(often subtle) discouragement. This most likely contributed to their poor self-perceptions – which 

may have been reinforced by negative self-talk – and discouraged independent learning. These 

findings accord with prior research which identified family members as often being hidden obstacles 

to learning (Lin et al., 2012). Social support systems also impeded learning and self-sufficiency for 

several interviewees as tasks were performed on their behalf. This adverse effect of strong social 

networks was also noted in the literature (Thompson & Paul, 2016). 

• Affordability of ICT 

As might have been expected, given the strong correlation between income and digital participation 

(Alliance for Affordable Internet, 2016; Cohen et al., 2018; Gillwald et al., 2018), ICT expense had 

little impact on the digital activity of the seemingly most financially well-off participant. For those 

with more limited means, expense had a constraining influence on usage though not deterring 

engagement altogether. Costs either altogether prevented or gave participants pause in purchases 

like computers. It played a much smaller role in obtaining mobile phones and participants typically 

managed to acquire a device and some mobile credit or data. It was seemingly once reaching this 

stage that the affordability barrier became more significantly constraining – a trend also noted in 

prior studies (Gillwald et al., 2018; Research ICT Africa, 2015). Being cost-conscious limited the 

frequency of relatively basic ICT activity (for example phone calls and Internet browsing) for less 

digitally engaged respondents to a certain extent. However, it had the greatest constraining effect on 

those who were more digitally active, in that it limited the frequency of more sophisticated, data-

intensive activity (particularly streaming of multimedia). This constrained the recreational benefits 

participants drew from ICT and the economic benefits for self-employed interviewees. 
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• Lack of interest, perceived relevance and awareness of ICT 

A few participants claimed that they simply had no interest in furthering their fairly limited use of ICT 

beyond basic communicative features. It seems that this was partially caused by the view of the self 

and traditional way of life as not compatible with modern advancements. However, each of these 

women were a little curious about at least one particular digital activity that they saw as potentially 

beneficial to a specific area of personal interest. This suggests that it is not so much a lack of interest 

as failing to see the relevance and usefulness of technology that limited the digital engagement of 

these women. This conclusion is in line with reports suggesting that a lack of perceived relevance or 

value, accompanied by a general lack of interest in ICT, is intertwined with a lack of awareness of its 

uses and potential benefits (The Economist Intelligence Unit, 2013). Lack of awareness among 

participants ranged from limited knowledge of the possibilities and benefits of the Internet among 

users, to an offline interviewee unfamiliar with more basic ICT concepts and functions. 

• Availability of time for ICT usage 

Lack of time had a significantly limiting impact on ICT usage for a participant with a particular set of 

circumstances. She was married and lived with her husband; had young children; was employed full-

time in a position requiring relatively little use of ICT; was raised in a cultural context with deeply 

entrenched gender norms and; bore the brunt of domestic and childcare responsibilities with little 

support from her husband or extended family. The interaction of these factors resulted in time 

constraints, which limited the frequency of ICT activity perceived as having a low priority. Time 

constraints posed a challenge to undertaking skills training for another participant. However, 

considerable support from her extended family made this possible. 

• The effect of literacy 

The findings revealed a relationship between the participants’ level of literacy and their digital 

activity. While having no notable impact on the ICT usage of the respondents with some level of high 

school education, social media engagement and online self-expression made a participant who had 

only very basic literacy very self-consciousness. In the case of another participant – the only Internet 

non-user – having no education and being illiterate profoundly affected the manner in which she 

engaged with ICT, including the most basic features of her mobile phone. The findings support the 

literature (Deen-Swarray, 2016) that found that lower level of education and literacy had little impact 

on mobile ownership, but was influential on Internet adoption and engagement. 
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• Resistance from a male partner 

A number of interviewees, across age groups, faced some opposition from their partners in using ICT. 

The resistance from males was rooted in suspicion that it would be used to communicate with other 

men and the concern that ICT might effect change in longstanding, traditional gender norms and 

power relations. Findings suggest that this barrier may be more significant where there is stronger 

investment in such socio-cultural norms and internalised beliefs of distinct roles for men and women. 

Resistance to women’s digital participation may be an attempt to re-establish cultural norms 

believed to be slipping away. Opposition to women’s ICT usage resulted in some conflict in 

relationships and was the main reason for one participant limiting her digital engagement despite 

her own wishes. 

• Environmental constraints: Theft and assault 

High levels of crime impacted on ICT usage and was found to be a particularly significant issue for 

participants in Khayelitsha and Mitchells Plain. This did not deter participants from owning 

technology, but influenced their selection of devices and digital behaviour. The risk of assault during 

a robbery caused at least one interviewee significant anxiety and led her to travel without her 

devices whenever possible. This effectively negates some of the main perceived benefits of the 

phone, namely its mobility and function as a safety resource if required. 

• Concerns and negative perceptions 

Despite the largely positive view of ICT, participants held a host of concerns including distrust of 

online security, apprehension regarding privacy and exposure on social networks, and scepticism of 

the influence of technology on society. One reason for this scepticism related to a widely shared 

perception that ICT had disrupted traditional interactions to the detriment of relationships. A few of 

the more knowledgeable interviewees showed some unease about the recognised inevitable future 

impact of technology on jobs and concomitantly the livelihoods of their families. Concerns and 

negative views had caused a number of participants to avoid Internet banking, social media and 

having a television in their homes. The most notable effect was the cautious manner in which most 

interviewees approached their online activity, particularly with regard to sharing personal content or 

opinions. 
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• The effect of gendered identities, norms and perceptions 

Gender was not always perceived by interviewees as having any relation to ICT. However, two-thirds 

of participants (eight of 12) reported females in their communities as the less frequent and/or skilled 

ICT users. While prior research had not revealed significant gender differences in ownership of 

Internet-enabled phones in Mitchells Plain, Khayelitsha and Saldanha Bay (Research ICT Africa, 2015), 

it was clear from participants that there were gender disparities in the use of ICT rather than in 

access. Their narratives alluded to the gendered nature of socialisation and differences in expected 

behaviour favouring digital engagement of males. This was most evident for respondents – 

particularly black women in Khayelitsha – in the heavier burden of domestic responsibilities assigned 

to females that limited their time for ICT exploration. An interesting factor which emerged was the 

subtle or indirect influence of character traits associated with, instilled in, or expected from males or 

females with regard to digital engagement, including: adventurous, rebellious boys versus 

conservative, obedient girls, which benefitted boys in the restrictive computer class setting; 

independent men versus dependent women, which encouraged men to develop their skills so that 

they would appear self-sufficient; and the notion of women as being clean and neatness of women 

conflicting with a misperception of ICT professions as “dirty”. 

Respondents explained a mentality within their communities that ICT is not viewed as for men, but 

more sophisticated usage tends to be associated with men. Specifically in a work context, ICT 

professions are perceived as “a man’s field”. It was suggested that these views are strongest amongst 

lower socio-economic groups as traditional gender norms were believed to be deeply embedded 

within lower educated groups. Furthermore, several interviewees – all relatively younger women – 

were inclined towards a perception of men as inherently superior or better suited to ICT while 

females are fearful and lack interest. These negative views appeared deeply embedded and taken for 

granted as factual, affecting one participant’s belief in her capability as a woman even after 

successfully completing digital skills training. The detrimental beliefs had seemingly never previously 

been reflected on or challenged. More digitally adept respondents believed these views were 

reinforced by females observing men dominating ICT careers and studies and that there has 

traditionally been less of a focus to educate women and girls on the growing importance of 

technology in society beyond mere social functions, or explicitly make them aware that sophisticated 

digital engagement is in fact entirely appropriate for them as females. It is interesting that some of 

the more digitally competent interviewees were raised by parents who encouraged their 

advancement as females (whether in a general context or specifically in the digital space). 
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Finally, contrary to the above, one respondent believed that gender-based norms in fact made ICT a 

female-oriented resource. Her rationale was that it assisted in carrying out existing gendered 

activities and expected female duties (for example mothers helping children with homework). 

6.4 OVERVIEW OF MAIN FINDINGS 

The study findings showed that all participants had personal access to an Internet-enabled device 

and thereby the opportunity to engage with ICT and the Internet. However, such access did not 

always translate to usage. Several women made little to no use of the Internet. It is worth noting that 

the only interviewee to have never gone online (and thus largely digitally excluded) was also the one 

most clearly living in conditions of hardship. This reinforces the need for digital inclusion efforts for 

the most vulnerable groups, even within the broader category of women in marginalised 

communities. Regardless of extent of use, all respondents shared a strong attachment to and 

dependence on ICT, specifically their mobile phones, which they had embedded into their daily living. 

What varied significantly were the reasons for these relationships with their devices – in other 

words, the roles and meaning of ICT in their individual lives. 

The literature has generally discussed women’s ICT usage in terms of the strong association of 

females with social applications of technology (Anderson, 2015; Bujala, 2012; Gillwald et al., 2018; 

GSMA, 2015; Haight et al., 2014; Joiner et al., 2005, 2012; Roux & Dalvit, 2014). The digital behaviour 

of interviewees in both the youngest and oldest age categories is clearly aligned with this popular 

narrative. However, the behaviour of participants in the mid-age range (30 to 45 years) debunks this 

stereotypical association of women with the social paradigm of digital activity. These participants – 

who fell within the life-stage where having relatively young children, being married and working 

fulltime are common, if not typical, characteristics – were largely pragmatic and task-oriented ICT 

users, adopting activities which serve a functional, productive or economic purpose. The findings 

thus support the notion that there is merit in viewing digital engagement through the lens of 

variations in general life-stages (Brotcorne, 2016; Helsper & Reisdorf, 2016). 

Professional goals were, therefore, an important driving force to Internet engagement for 

interviewees and certainly the only reason for participants having undertaken formal training. On the 

other hand, the findings strongly correlate with literature advising against undervaluing non-

economic use of ICT (Huyer et al., 2005; Zainudeen et al., 2010). This, in fact, carried the most 

meaning for many respondents in giving them a feeling of emotional support, a sense of security in 

high crime areas, and in maintaining long-distance familial relationships or drawing on social capital 

in contexts where this is especially critical. Besides socially-oriented activity being the critical entry 
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point to Internet adoption for many interviewees, it must also be noted that platforms traditionally 

viewed as ‘social’ were used far beyond this context and are in fact reflective of the broader range of 

(informational, recreational, professional, educational and mobilisation) purposes for which 

respondents used ICT. This supports the warning given by some researchers that it has become 

difficult to separate dimensions of usage or to make neat distinctions (De Silva et al., 2011; 

Zainudeen et al., 2010). 

A wide range of factors emerged as challenges to the greater digital participation of interviewees. 

Lack of ability – both real and perceived – together with lack of confidence was perhaps most 

significant. It negatively impacted most interviewees regardless of age, education and employment 

status. This was closely related to the challenge of poor social support circles. The findings are 

consistent with the literature which argued that the ‘second-level’ factors impacting usage add to, 

but do not replace, the issue of access (Helsper & Reisdorf, 2016). While the skills barrier limited the 

range of digital activity of participants, often preventing more advanced usage, the challenge of 

affordability of Internet costs was most influential for those already more digitally competent, in 

limiting their frequency of engagement in more sophisticated, data-intensive activity. Both barriers 

thus limit the greater transformational and empowering benefits of technology. However, costs had 

a particularly hindering effect on women with the awareness, competence and desire to fully 

capitalise on potential benefits. Apart from such awareness and several other barriers, time 

constraints, poor literacy and resistance from a male partner emerged as having significant influence 

on ICT activity, though affecting a smaller number of participants than ability or affordability. 

It was clear from the findings that the women live in highly gendered environments. Socially 

constructed gender norms and roles were generally embedded into the identities and lives of 

participants and emerged as intricately underlying some of the previously mentioned constraints. For 

example, socio-cultural gender inequality was fundamental in the time constraints and in the power 

dynamics and resistance they faced from male partners. Findings also indicate that gender identities 

and traits indirectly disadvantage females in the digital context. This accords with the literature 

illustrating ways in which the concepts of masculinity and femininity have intersected with ICT to the 

detriment of females (Cheryan et al., 2015; Gadio, 2001; Mubarak, 2014). It is a matter of concern 

that perceptions detrimental to the enhanced digital participation of females – thus fuelling digital 

gender divides – were reportedly prevalent in the communities and had been internalised by some 

interviewees. This includes association of sophisticated ICT activity with males and the persistence of 

women’s beliefs in the essentialist theory which considers men inherently better suited to 

technology (Fallows, 2005; Satapathy, 2014). That these beliefs emerged among younger 
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respondents suggest that the digital gender divide in young generations may be more problematic 

than had been implied in some of the research (ITU, 2016; World Wide Web Foundation, 2016). 

To a very large extent, participants were moulding ICT to fit their existing offline activities and needs, 

thus essentially capitalising on ICT “to seek solutions to problems or tips that will make their lives 

easier” (Wilson & Lawan, 2015, p. 60). Alleviating women’s very practical challenges and needs is of 

course the main envisaged purpose of ICT (Kalani et al., 2013). At the same time, simply slotting ICT 

into gendered activities allows technology to be used in the perpetuation of existing socio-cultural 

inequality. Examples of this emerged in the study where ICT was implemented in carrying out 

culturally expected ‘female duties’. It is important to note the finding that not all participants 

necessarily object to the typical social order and some seem content being dependent – both in and 

out of digital contexts. These women’s experiences with ICT clearly differ from the liberation 

attributed to the mobile phone in certain research as a “symbolic representation of our transition 

from dependency on males to self-dependency” (Balasubramanian et al., 2010, p. 204). However, 

there were also respondents tremendously frustrated with the status quo of gender relations and 

exerted their agency in using ICT to uplift themselves and other females in their communities. Others 

were keen to capitalise on ICT in various economic and educational dimensions, while still adhering 

to and retaining traditional cultural norms. These differences in women’s experiences and 

perceptions relate to a critique of feminist writing and standpoint theory: while the focus on the 

socio-political context and gendered power structures in society is important, these perspectives 

should also not treat women as passive victims and ignore individuality, agency and diversity 

between women (Mauthner, 2014). 

The respondents were thus not only diverse in employment, education, age, and other socio-

demographic variables which have proved related to their digital activity, but also more intricate 

elements like worldviews and mental models, which impact on their perceptions and experiences 

with ICT. An essential finding of this study regarding the digital engagement of participants is thus 

consistent with the literature reporting that women do not behave as a monolithic group in their 

digital behaviour and it is difficult, if not impossible, to define an average female ICT user (Huyer et 

al., 2005; Intel, 2012). 

6.5 SUMMARY OF THE PHENOMENON 

All participants in this study – women residing in marginalised communities – had strong 

attachments to ICT. They had embedded it into their daily living and integrated it into their own 

individual contexts, to fit their needs, activities and ambitions. Thus given the diversity in the 
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women’s lives outside of the digital context, the meaning of ICT and the areas of life in which it had 

been interwoven differed vastly among respondents. To various extents, ICT had touched and been 

integrated into their social, economic, educational, political, cultural, recreational and spiritual 

dimensions of life. An array of barriers impeded the women’s digital participation, including: digital 

skills and confidence, affordability of ICT, social support systems, awareness of personally beneficial 

opportunities, time constraints, literacy, privacy and security concerns, negative views of ICT, high 

crime in the community and detrimental effects of socially-constructed gender norms, roles and 

identities. The extent to which each woman was affected by these barriers were typically related to 

and often determined by a mix of socio-demographic variables (age, employment, education, 

relationship and child status, household structure etc.) and more intricate elements like cultural 

upbringing, worldviews and mental models. Overall, the women live in highly gendered 

environments and as such, this is the context in which their experiences with ICT occur and their 

perceptions are shaped. Their digital experiences, perceptions and the barriers they face in 

participation are thus often affected by the norms, social structures and dynamics of these gendered 

environments. 

6.6 RECOMMENDATIONS 

In accordance with a fundamental objective of feminist research to effect broader social change and 

social justice (Doucet & Mauthner, 2006), the main envisaged impact of this study is to contribute 

towards narrowing socio-cultural gender inequality and empowering women in marginalised 

communities. This is undoubtedly a complex ambition and such change would require long-term co-

ordinated actions from a wide range of stakeholders, from policy to grassroots levels. Informed by 

the findings of this study, this section offers recommendations for policies, strategies and concrete 

practices in view of enhancing the digital inclusion of women in marginalised communities. 

• Stakeholders involved in women’s empowerment must recognise that women live in gendered 

environments, which are carried with them as internalised perceptions of their identities, roles 

and capabilities. Digital inclusion projects implemented in the absence of gender considerations 

may be successful in enhancing the digital participation of some women, yet fail to change 

deeply internalised self-perceptions of females as inherently less capable and therefore not have 

the desired empowering impact. The design and implementation of interventions must have a 

gender-sensitive underpinning that recognises a relation between ICT and gender. 

• Stakeholders should recognise the critical role of the mobile phone as the primary or sole 

digital device used by women in marginalised areas and design interventions accordingly. 
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Providing free access to Wi-Fi in trusted local spaces, which women already frequent and feel 

comfortable in (for example, churches, community centres and business hubs), would likely 

reach more digitally excluded women than relying on conventional e-centres. Targeting typically 

female-friendly/dominated local spaces may be the best course of action. 

• It is critical to ensure that women understand the direct relevance and usefulness of ICT in their 

own lives in order to generate interest and change pre-conceived negative attitudes. An 

introduced application should ideally be as specific as possible in relating to digital activities 

which appeal directly to the needs and context of the individual. Awareness-raising efforts 

should encourage non-users and existing Internet users to expand their range of benefits. 

Campaigns targeting mainly digitally excluded women should not exclude important older 

communication mediums like television, radio and word-of-mouth in their awareness-raising 

strategies. 

• Skills development, educational and awareness-raising efforts should reconceptualise the idea 

of ICT via clear messaging which: refutes perceptions of sophisticated ICT usage as a male 

domain; assures females of their equal capability and; explicitly encourages female digital 

participation. The findings suggest that merely prompting women to reflect on the internalised 

beliefs, which are often taken for granted as being factual, may initiate a change in thinking. 

While particularly targeted at females, messaging should be directed at males as well in order to 

change mentalities at a societal level and increase support for female digital participation. These 

awareness measures should ideally be implemented in the school system to counter gender bias 

and detrimental perceptions as early as possible. 

• Skills development is sorely needed for women in marginalised communities. Training initiatives 

must go beyond improving ability and operational skills. They must instil and reinforce 

confidence, as well as remove the myth that ICT is overly complex and something to be feared. A 

few areas emerging from this research which require particular focus in skills development 

include: information-seeking and critical thinking; knowledge surrounding online safety, security 

and responsibility and; understanding of transferable skills and the need for lifelong learning. 

• Even within the broader demographic of women in marginalised communities, digital inclusion 

interventions should be tailored to particular groups. Outreach is particularly necessary for 

older, low income, poorly educated women. It is necessary to recognise the diversity of women 

in their lifestyles, interests, needs and the barriers they face in digital participation. Considering 
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typical – though not fixed – life-stages may be useful in this endeavour. Tailoring intervention to 

particular groups includes making strategies locally relevant to women’s contextual settings. 

• Having ICT introduced in a simple way as an innocuous or fun activity, through informal, 

comfortable relationships may reduce anxiety and perceptions of technology as overly complex. 

Incorporating social support systems in digital interventions may thus be beneficial. 

Additionally, recruiting local – preferably female – community members to serve as digital 

intermediaries could have particular impact among older digitally excluded women, and could 

change the mentality of young girls with detrimental views of ICT. Exposing girls to female ICT 

professionals may inspire them and debunk harmful stereotypes. 

• Teaching must occur in a patient, supportive, understanding and encouraging learning 

environment. Repeated, slow-paced instruction under close monitoring is often necessary. 

• Attention should be given to women who struggle with literacy, to enhance meaningful use of 

their devices by introducing them to suitable applications and assisting them in usage. This would 

also require cost-friendly applications targeted at and tailored to this demographic. 

• As stated, addressing the gender inequality, which contributes to a barrier like lack of available 

time will not be realised in the short-term. However, training initiatives can implement practical 

steps to support women who may have difficulty attending sessions. Hosting training in spaces 

where childcare activity or services could be offered (for example, local libraries) or integrating 

more informal, flexible learning measures (for example, using local digital intermediaries or 

members of the social support system) may help. 

• After closely reviewing the survey instrument used in the Research ICT Africa (2015) quantitative 

study, it became evident that although salient issues (according to the findings of this qualitative 

PhD) had been included in the survey questionnaire, they had not been directed to some of the 

most appropriate contexts. This was most notable in the discrepancy between questions posed 

to Internet users and non-users. For example, while this PhD study has showed lack of skills and 

time to have significant constraining influences on Internet using participants, the Research ICT 

Africa survey instrument was designed to pose questions related to these barriers only to women 

who had never been online. It thus ignored an important component of the phenomenon of 

women’s ICT participation. Considering the often more nuanced findings of qualitative studies 

when designing and refining quantitative survey instruments, would maximise the richness of 

data on this subject, particularly in under-researched areas. 
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6.7 LIMITATIONS OF THE STUDY 

The small number of participants as well as the method of purposive sampling employed means this 

sample cannot be considered as representative of the broader population of women in marginalised 

communities and the findings cannot be generalised. However, generalisation was not the goal of 

this feminist-phenomenological study, which sought depth, rather than breadth of data. IPA 

approaches could also be criticized as limited in their typical homogeneity of sampling. While this 

study consisted of women in three specific marginalised communities, the participants are diverse in 

a range of socio-demographic categories. The sample was thus intentionally designed to take 

account of diversity of women in such communities while exploring the phenomenon. 

A further limitation of this study was the issue of language. Each of the twelve participants selected 

were able to converse in English. Respondents whose first language was Afrikaans were encouraged 

to switch to their mother tongue during interviews if ever they had difficulty expressing themselves 

(though they did not often do so). Given the researcher’s inability to speak Xhosa or Zulu (primary 

languages in Khayelitsha), the same opportunity could not be offered to participants with these as 

first languages. While rich data emerged from each individual interview, it is possible that greater 

depth could be reached had all the women been able to express their thoughts in their first 

language. Furthermore, it is also possible that language may present a more significant challenge to 

ICT usage for non-English speaking women than it did for those with conversational fluency. Future 

studies of this nature, should consider conducting each interview in the language of the participant’s 

choice. 

6.8 CONTRIBUTION AND SIGNIFICANCE OF RESEARCH 

The central contribution of this study lies in the fresh and interesting insight added to a very limited 

body of knowledge on the lived experiences of digital engagement of women in marginalised 

communities in the Western Cape of South Africa. The study is important given the paucity of 

research not simply on but for and giving voice to women in these areas. This has allowed for 

uncommon in-depth accounts of their own experiences with ICT, as well as their understandings and 

perspectives of a potential interplay between ICT and the construct of gender, within the context of 

their own environments.  

The deep insight gained from this investigation complemented a rare quantitative data-set on ICT 

access and usage in Saldanha Bay, Mitchells Plain and Khayelitsha and filled in the gaps on women’s 

lived experiences with ICT which the survey was unable to. The result has been a more holistic 
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depiction of the digital engagement of women in these three specific marginalised communities of 

the Western Cape. This insight is particularly useful and timely given the provincial government’s 

targeting of these particular communities in its digital strategy and interventions. Furthermore, the 

nuance and subtleties revealed between the experiences of individual women in marginalised 

communities – who are often discussed as a homogenous group – is arguably the study’s most 

significant contribution to the body of knowledge in the area. The research findings revealing a 

complex and, at times, obscure interplay between gender and ICT are important at the current stage 

where statistics indicating narrowing gender divides in ICT access in South Africa (Research ICT Africa, 

2015) may leave doubts as to the significance of gender issues in ICT spaces. The findings of this 

qualitative study can be useful in informing future survey instruments and potentially redefining 

indicators used to measure ICT access, usage and digital gender inequality in South Africa. 

The insights from this qualitative study may also have implications on existing related theories. The 

Unified Theory of Acceptance and Use of Technology (UTAUT) model, for example, identifies gender 

as a key moderator on a number of direct determinants of user acceptance and usage behaviour. 

One key hypothesis is that ‘performance expectancy’ of a technology will be a more significant 

determinant for men – and particularly young men – given that males are viewed as more task-

oriented users, partially due to traditional societal gender roles resulting in differing priorities for 

men and women (Venkatesh et al., 2003). While encouraging that the model aims to position gender 

as broader than simply biological sex, the findings of this PhD study may put into question the 

premise that traditional gender roles lead to less task-oriented female ICT users. On the contrary, the 

findings suggest that performance expectancy may be a significant determinant for certain young 

mothers who are pragmatic ICT users, adopting technology which would be most useful in increasing 

efficiency and productivity. This research may thus bring into question the way in which women and 

their experiences are defined and understood in relation to ICT in theoretical models. 

Both feminism and phenomenology as distinct schools of thought are underused in technological 

research fields. The combination of the two is even rarer. This study has thus contributed to the 

scant body of work (both globally and nationally) undertaking ICT research from a feminist 

phenomenological perspective. Approaching the study through this specific lens has enabled the 

investigation of experiences with technology in an in-depth, multifaceted and comprehensive 

manner (Cilesiz, 2011), rendered visible a tacit masculine norm embodied in the traditional 

epistemology of computer and information systems (Adam & Richardson, 2001) and (in its 

commitment to emancipatory values) brought to light often hidden viewpoints of subjugated groups 

(Webb & Young, 2005). The feminist phenomenological perspective ensured that each individual 
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APPENDIX D: 

FIGURES AND TABLES20 

Table D.1: Gender of household member surveyed 

Gender of household member 

 
Frequency Percent Valid Percent Cumulative Percent 

Valid Male 542526 44,1 44,1 44,1 
Female 687784 55,9 55,9 100,0 
Total 1230310 100,0 100,0   

 

 
Figure D.1: Ownership of Internet-enabled mobile phone by age 

                                            
20 Data presented in all tables and figures in Appendix D was obtained from Research ICT Africa and re-analysed 
by researcher.  
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