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ABSTRACT 

This paper explores the information and knowledge-seeking habits of the mobile 

internet-using public in Cape Town, South Africa. It analyses two surveys carried 

out in face-to-face interviews and a small usability study with random members of 

Cape Town’s public to ascertain the need for knowledge over information. The 

report uses the data to assess the demand for a mobile-accessible online 

encyclopaedia, and measure the respondent’s awareness of and use of Wikipedia. 

Lastly, a small usability sample explores the ease of access to the encyclopaedia 

using the participants’ mobile phones, thus being able to expose familiar and 

habitual practice. 

 

Keywords: Mobile interrelationships, usability interface, mobile internet, mobile 

usability, human mobile interaction, multi-media, information networks, Wikipedia 

 

INTRODUCTION 

In South Africa the way that people consume information, and knowledge, has changed radically 

over the last ten years (de Lanerolle 2012). Mobile access to information in the palm of almost 

every adult’s hand has changed how ordinary people do business, keep in contact, check their 

finances, and consume knowledge.  

 The take up of mobile in Africa, and the ensuing tech boom, has been much lauded, with 

the recent The State of Broadband 2013 report from UNESCO/ITU showing that in the first 

quarter of 2013, mobile subscriptions in Africa and the Middle East exceeded 1 billion. In 2013, 

Budde Communications estimated that the current trajectory would bring 1.5 billion mobile 

phone users in Africa by 2050 (Lang 2013).  

For many, the advent of the mobile internet has placed ‘Africa’ on the brink of a miracle 

cure; a form of technological saviour able to leapfrog the Global South from extreme technical 
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inequality into a position of technical proficiency that will “increase the productivity and agency 

of individuals and organisations” (Donner, Gitau 2011: 2).  

The Information and Communications Technology (ICT) data for telephony on the Africa 

Continent, as collated by the International Telecommunications Union (ITU) shows an impressive 

take up in mobile telephony (rising from 12.4 subscriptions per 100 people to 63.5 between 2005 

and 2013) that far outstrips fixed-telephone line subscriptions (which has marginally reduced 

since 2005). Although activated later (2010), active mobile broadband subscriptions is seeing 

similar enthusiasm.  

Indeed, the majority of young, urban South Africans first experience internet via their 

phone; often with out realising they are doing so (Kreutzer’s 2009 survey of low income high 

school children in Cape Town as outlined in Walton, Donner: 2011). 

  

 
 
Table 1: The key 2006-2013 ICT data for the world, for Africa in the millions, and by level of development. 
(Source ITU) 
 

““Africa is truly a crucible for mobile phone innovation and entrepreneurship” 

(Etzo & Collender, 2010, p. 659), and users often display remarkably creativity in 

overcoming the obstacles put in their way by exorbitant pricing structures.” 
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Wasserman, 2011 
 

 
 
Table 2: The key 2006-2013 ICT data for the world, for Africa per 100 inhabitants, and by level of 
development. (Source ITU) 
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being female, and four out of ten users living on incomes of less than R1,500 per month (de 

Lanerolle 2012). 

 

 

Table 3: Growth of Mobile Cellular phone subscriptions in South Africa since 2000 (Source ITU) 
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context, isolate any challenges that mobile users have in accessing knowledge, and test the ease 

with which users can find knowledge platforms using a mobile phone device that they are 

familiar with. 

There is an acknowledged pro-innovation bias (Rogers 1976) in the research in that it is 

assumed that the reported need for information can, in part and when required, be fulfilled by a 

global knowledge ‘brand’ such as Wikipedia.  

Statistics from the Wikimedia Foundation (2013) show that 25 million page views come 

from South African-based IP addresses every month. Frustratingly, these statistics are only in 

reference to the ‘main’, or internet-based Wikipedia site, and do not reflect country-specific 

statistics for the mobile site. The Wikimedia Foundation acknowledges this discrepancy and is 

trying to find a solution to extracting country-specific data for the mobile site, however, it is 

generally believed that the mobile site accounts for some 17% of overall traffic. It is not yet 

possible to receive a detailed analysis of mobile traffic vs. website traffic for countries where 

mobile traffic might dominate (Zacht 2013).  

Mxit is South Africa’s largest mobile phone-based social network and the only mobile 

platform to offer free access to Wikipedia. Yet, in a challenge to the erroneous belief that users 

will seek knowledge regardless of the challenges or interface, Mxit has released its Wikipedia 

portal figures for 2013 showing that views to this section of the portal are steadily dropping. The 

decreasing figures seen in Table 4 are attributed to increased user sophistication. Despite 

continued demand for information from increasing number of members (Mxit users who 

subscribe to the Wikipedia channel), the outdated and awkward Wikipedia app is seen as being of 

lower quality than newer information-based apps on Mxit, resulting in decreasing monthly page 

views. 

 



The need, demand, use and ability to access knowledge using mobile internet 
   7 

 

Table 4: Member and User numbers for the Wikipedia App on Mxit in 2013 (Source Mxit Reach) 
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information required, and 

3. Assess if usability of the platform impacts on its ability to be accessed. 

With these objectives in mind, the research looks at answering the following three questions: 

1. What kinds of information were people trying to find? 

2. Did they use Wikipedia to find this information? 

3. How easy was it for them to find this information given the current set up of Wikipedia 

on their phone? 

These three questions were answered through around 40 semi-structured interviews in a free 

format with random people chosen from the Cape Town station and surrounds. In addition, 9 

interviewees were asked to take part in a simple individual mobile usability test, which was 

filmed. 

 

METHODOLOGICAL CONSIDERATIONS 

The methodology required to access, capture and assess mobile phone usage has a unique set of 

challenges. A vast range of methodology has been inherited from a variety of other disciplines 

that have been outlined very thoroughly in Donner’s Research Approaches to Mobile Use in the 

Developing World: A Review of the Literature (2008). Crossing between sociology, 

anthropological, communications and media studies, research in the last two decades has 

determined a myriad of issues around mobile adoption, mobile impact and mobile 

interrelationships (Donner 2008). Mobile phone usage, relationships and impact have been 

explored from many angles utilising research methods that encompass Human Computer 

Interaction (HCI), Rogers’ diffusion research, the Technology Acceptance Model (TAM) and on to 

Silverstone’s concept of double articulation, which Livingstone (2007) believes should be applied 

to new media studies.  
It is not surprising that research is so complex. Mobile phones are both a private and a 

public space; they are physically immediate and yet connect you globally; they root you to your 

networks at all times and, especially, when you are mobile. For the last decade, it has become 
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apparent that the mobile phone should not be viewed as a tool for accessing information, but 

rather for unveiling new methods of communicating (Hagen, Robertson, Kan, Sadler 2005), 

socializing, viewing power structures and situating the self in both global and local realms.  

Indeed, Horst and Miller (2006: 7) posit that there is “no fixed thing called a cell phone” 

that one has to study what the user becomes in light of their cellphone use, and that it is the 

process that should be analysed rather than the thing or the people using it. While not all of the 

contextual data can be discussed in this paper, the every day, mundane needs that drive mobile 

usage can be found in the express desire behind accessing the internet. As Livingstone explains, 

“for Silverstone, it is precisely through the mundane that the subtle and too-easily unnoticed 

workings of power are achieved”(17: 2007).  

In a particularly short space of time mobile phones, and the possibilities they provide, 

have become vital to the on-going success of Castells’ networked society, where “while networks 

are old forms of social organization, they are now empowered by new information / 

communication technologies, so that they become able to cope at the same time with flexible 

decentralization, and with focused decision-making”.  

With these considerations and complexities in mind, qualitative research was conducted to 

more fully understand the motivations for individual’s attitude towards and interpretation of 

knowledge, and record preferences with regards to subject matter, and mobile phone behaviour 

patterns.  Semi-structured face-to-face interviews were conducted with 40 respondents in a free 

format (Deacon, Pickering, Golding, Murdock 2007) where the ‘verbal exchange’ was managed 

through clearly structured question that allowed for unhindered interviewee responses (Newton). 

The first interview process was designed to capture specific information about Wikipedia, 

notably awareness of the project.  

South Africa has a very small culture of contribution to the internet, despite its relatively 

free access to technology. Yet, as Walton and Donner (2009) identify, “Mobile social software 

platforms are emerging that suit the low-bandwidth environments and cost constraints of millions 

of mobile-centric Internet users in the developing world (Kolko, Rose, and Johnson, 2007).  
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The second survey was more specifically designed to capture data that could assist in 

identifying culturally motivated imperatives and behaviour; what Castells refers to as the 

“symbolic identification by an actor of the purpose of her / his / their action. The consolidation of 

shared meaning through crystallization of practices in spatio-temporal configurations creates 

cultures, that is systems of values and beliefs informing codes of behaviour” (2000).  

 

METHODS 

Research Site – Central Business District of Cape Town 

The Central Business District, specifically St George’s Mall and the Cape Town Station Forecourt 

is an intensely frequented urban zone allowing for many kinds of people, with vastly different 

socio-political, employment, demographic and consumption needs. Although there are only 5,000 

people living in the Central City, it is estimated that 350,000 people pass through the CBD each 

day (CTP, 2013). Situated either at or near a major transport hub, most people in this district are 

either in transit to work, taking a break from work, or waiting for their train or bus home. It was 

decided that this would be an ideal place to find a diverse test group in of participants. Not only 

do many people have the required amount of time on their hands to conduct a full survey, almost 

all pedestrians use mobile communication extensively, while in motion and at rest.  

Respondents were selected at random and at different parts of the day to ensure a cross 

section of residents in Cape Town. Respondents were informed of the research’s intentions, the 

concept behind the surveys and usability study, and of their absolute anonymity. 

Surveys 

Two surveys – one brief and the second more detailed (34 questions) - were conducted during 

October 2013 with members of the public.  

The first interviews were conducted with 100 recipients through a short range (10 

questions in total) of closed response questions, mainly allowing for checklist answers. The first, 

standardised face-to-face survey investigated the awareness of Wikipedia, how frequently it is 

used, and how receptive the public is to contributing information. The interviews culminated in a 
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large anonymous sample (N=100) of 53 men and 47 women of varying ages (ranging from 15 to 

above 41 years of age) in the Central Business District (CBD) of Cape Town.  

The second interviews (34 queries) were conducted through a range of closed response 

questions ranging from checklists and attitude statements, and included open-response questions 

specifically to allow for deeper, more sensitive responses as to exactly how central their mobile is 

to information gathering, what knowledge they value, what they want to find out, and what 

platforms they use. This form of interview process enabled a collation of clear statistical evidence. 

It also allowed for more nuanced ideas behind the interests, habits and usage patterns of the 

respondents. 

Using semi-structured interviews, some of the questions were aimed at extracting the 

subjects that people seek out over others, the types of information that they access via their 

mobile phone, the platforms they use to access information, and their satisfaction with these 

methods. The interviewer sought to establish familiarity with Wikipedia and the regularity of 

usage. Care was taken not to lead the respondent towards one specific platform over another. 

Care was taken to ensure that the questions did not to lead the respondents. The second 

questionnaire was completed by a smaller sample (N=40) of 18 women and 21 male respondents, 

of varying ages. 

Usability study 

The third investigation was structured as a filmed usability study using a small sample (N=8) of 6 

men and 2 women who used their own mobile phones to navigate to Wikipedia. This simple test 

involved setting three relatively simple tasks. The respondent was asked to find Wikipedia on 

their mobile phone, and to then find the article for Robben Island.  Once at the Robben Island 

article, respondents were asked to search for their hometown, or a place they identify with. 

Respondents were given a data voucher to compensate for the minimal data usage.  

The purpose of this empirical usability study was to explore potential usability gaps that 

might be found within a mobile phone interface with regards to accessing Wikipediai. Each test 

will be filmed to allow for identification of shortcuts and challenges, as well as ensure correct 
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timing of the test. The usability study has the added value of enhancing initially negative 

respondents’ knowledge of Wikipedia and the potential of their phone. 

The focus of the study (and the camera) was entirely on the respondent’s ability to (and 

the speed with which they could) navigate their mobile phone interface in order to access 

Wikipedia. Three simple tasks were set: to access Wikipedia using any method, to search for 

Robben Island, and to then search for the place of their birth. 

Study participants 

Participants in the 2 surveys and the usability study were intentionally chosen at random and are 

entirely anonymous. Study participants were randomly accessed on different periods over the 

month of October, and at various times of the day. The project was explained to each participant 

and the process only started once verbal consent was given. Some participants approached for the 

usability study were hesitant to be filmed face-on for the usability test. Therefore, the test was 

adapted to ensure that faces were never directly recorded.  

 

FINDINGS 

Mobile usage 

According to the second, smaller survey (N=40) the favourite thing to use their mobile phone for 

is as a vehicle for chatting, with 46% citing it as the thing they do most on the their mobile phone. 

For 18% it is using the internet, more than the 15% who use their phones as a phone. Other uses 

included checking in on friends at 8%, SMSing (5%) and 3% (or 1 person) for gaming. None 

claimed to use their phone for studying.  

54% used the prepaid option. When asked how much they spend on data, 21% spends 

between R150-250 per week on data; the highest amount (33%) spends between R50-R150, with 

28% spending between R20-R50. However, when cross referencing the prepaid vs. contract, only 

one prepaid person spends over R150 on their data and SMS costs per week. 

 

Interestingly, those who spend the most money use their phones for phoning, in part 
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because it is their connection to work (marketing, events). The lowest spenders (R0-R20) indicated 

their ability to keep costs low by using What’s App as their priority. Interestingly, both of the 

lowest spender accessed the internet, one for blogging and information, the other for property and 

school information.  

Table 5: The amount of money spent weekly on the mobile phone data and SMS (N=40) 

Mobile Internet 

The first, large sample (N=100) recorded what devices were used to access Wikipedia (with 

greater internet access being implied in their answers). 16% claimed that they exclusively used 

their mobile phone to access Wikipedia, with 13% claiming to use their mobile and a home 

computer, and 11 claiming to access Wikipedia both on their mobile and at work, indicating that 

Wikipedia could generally be seen as a leisure pursuit. 7% claimed to access Wikipedia on all 3 

devices (home computer, work computer and mobile phone). 

Table 6: Phone as a device to access the internet (N=40) 
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In keeping with current statistics, the second survey (N=40) showed nearly 90% or 36 of 

the respondents claiming to use their phone to access the Internet. Two of the four negative 

respondents either did not have a phone or did not have a phone that could access the internet.  

Reasons for access 

In the second sample (N=40) the respondents were given an open-response question as to what 

they were looking for on the internet. Social networking, checking with friends, keeping updated 

with news, entertainment and music featured highly. School and college work, and research, were 

also included. In some cases, more social reasons were placed along side more business-like ones: 

“News, Social media and work related things for my course”. Checking in on company websites, 

and trends, “product information” and jobs also feature. Although several are eager for random 

fun (“Anything that pops up”), specific topics include sport, music, teaching, “cars and occasions”, 

“IT topics and computer developments” and “Weather, porn and company website”. Information 

is mentioned six times. 'Knowledge' not at all. 

Information verses knowledge1 

When asked, “How does having access to the Internet help you?” nearly half or 19 mentioned 

gathering information, staying informed or keeping up to date – all in the context of seeking 

information for school, work, business advancement or job improvement.  There was no mention 

of knowledge. When asked what information they are looking for, subjects range from news and 

maps to cars and the weather. Health and sports information featured. Some people mentioned 

“serious topics” and business research and subjects.  

When the same question was asked relating the knowledge, 12 repeated their answer for 

information. Mentioned twice, history is obviously associated as a knowledge subject, but less 

understandable is television series, and soccer results.  The channels used to access knowledge are 

predictable with Google featuring significantly (19 individual mentions, 10 mentions along with 

                                                           
1 Knowledge refers to any body of facts that have been gathered through study, research, or experience, and to the 
ideas that have developed from these facts  
  Information could be a collection of data or some facts that have been gathered through observation, reading, or 
gossip, with no guarantee of validity. 
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one or two others). Wikipedia is mentioned 8 times but only twice individually. Yahoo received 3 

individual mentions, and YouTube once, Mxit, not at all.  

Language of consumption 

In the smaller survey (N=40), 30 out of the 40 respondents read the internet in English only, 6 

switched between English and another European language (with the inclusion of Afrikaans), 

while only 2 accessed entirely in another language: Afrikaans and Dutch.  

 

Table 7: The number of people who believe that having Wikipedia in a first language would help (N=40)  

Later in the survey, when asked if they believed it would help to have Wikipedia in their 

home language, 89% believing that it would help people to better understand the concepts and 

information, allowing readers to “feel more confident”. 

In the usability study, although one respondent was clearly German, and another from the 

Congo, every single person used the English Wikipedia to navigate to Robben Islands and their 

hometown. 

Awareness of Wikipedia 

From both surveys, it is apparent that Wikipedia is well known, if not particularly well used. In 

the first (N=100) survey, 88% had heard of Wikipedia with 76% having used it, and a fairly 

positive usage of 59% using it at least once a week (26%), and 17% using it every day.  

In the smaller survey (N=40), the percentages are less optimistic: 44% rarely and 10% never 
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use Wikipedia.  

From an even smaller sample (N=9), the usability tests indicated low levels of awareness 

shown through the inability to spell Wikipedia, with the interviewer spell it out several times to 

three participants.  

Usability Study: Accessing Wikipedia using mobile phones 

The usability study involved asking nine participants to do several tasks using their mobile 

phones. These tasks were filmed. Each person was asked to find Wikipedia. They were then asked 

to search for the article on Robben Island. Finally, they were asked to find their hometown or the 

place they were born. Almost all the users completed the tasks. One person did not complete the 

final task, as he refused to divulge his hometown. Another managed to navigate initially to 

Encyclopedia Dramatica (a spoof wiki site) but did not seem to realise his error and was 

automatically redirected to Wikipedia without him noticing.  

The timeframes for completing the task ranged from 0:59 seconds on an iPhone, to 7:54 

minutes on a Samsung R380; most stayed within the 1:34-2:57 range. The only usability glitch 

seemed to be a Blackberry user who, when searching for Wikipedia via their Vodafone Live! 

Portal, could not access the site. In the end, after a full minute, she managed to access Wikipedia 

by opening a separate browser. 

 

DISCUSSION 

Silverstone (1994) states a convincing argument (backed by Livingstone 2007) for double-

articulated research in new media studies, where there is the analysis of both the private in the 

public, the material and the text, and the context and the content. In this research paper I have 

sought to cover the subject needs that drives people, on the move, to access the internet on their 

mobile phones and what information they seek out as a result; information, and in some cases, 

knowledge that may or may not be answered by Wikipedia.  

The three stated objectives of the research were to: 

1. Establish the need to access specific knowledge sources (including, but not limited to 
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Wikipedia) on mobile devices 

2. Assess the reliability and satisfaction of the platform in satisfying the request for the 

information required, and 

3. Assess if usability of the platform impacts on its ability to be accessed. 

Analysing the need 

According to the research, people are accessing the internet for a wide range of reasons: to 

connect with friends, to be entertained, to listen to music, to keep abreast of news, weather and 

sport, to find their way in the physical world via maps, to keep on top of their careers (or find a 

new one), and find out what is going on where. Despite the glowing high figures for education in 

the New Age report, of our research sample of 40 urban dwellers seem to have perfectly 

pedestrian requirements with only 3 expressly stated that education or research was what they 

were looking for on the internet. Of course, many are looking for information of various kinds, 

and more will be using the internet for educational purposes, but only three expressly stated it as 

a priority. 

Interestingly, while most did not mention information in the reason for access, 15 clearly 

state that information is a clear benefit. Other benefits included entertainment and connectivity 

for work and friendship. Yet again, in contradiction of the New Age report, 15 respondents clearly 

state that social networking is an impelling factor behind internet use, as opposed to the nine who 

accessed the internet for a wide range of information purposes.  

Access to knowledge 

Although the language of the responses clearly leans towards ‘information seeking’ on mobile 

phones, there is clearly a need for knowledge. Sinenjongo High School in Joe Slovo Park, Cape 

Town has recently launched a campaign on change.org2 to pressure the cellular network providers 

in supplying zero-rated Wikipedia on mobile networks in South Africa. This indicates that in 

there is a desperate need for knowledge that it is not being displayed in the samples above.  

                                                           
2 View the campaign here: https://www.change.org/petitions/the-1-generous-thing-mobile-providers-could-do-to-
help-kids-all-over-the-world 
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This in itself could be to do with the age groups that were being targeted with only two of 

the respondents between the age of 15 and 19, and the timing of the survey towards the end of 

October when high school, college and university students are consumed by exam pressure. 

Reliability and satisfaction 

Wikipedia is a name that people obviously recognise. Yet, despite uneven displays of use of 

Wikipedia on a regular basis, the reader is clearly aware of the benefits. To the question, How has 

access to Wikipedia helped you? almost every answer includes the words ‘information’ and 

‘finding’. Interestingly, words like ‘learn’ and ‘educate’ do not feature, whilst ‘knowledge’ 

features once (“Getting a general image and knowledge on topics).  

The range of topics and tasks attributed to Wikipedia are also interesting: “develop myself 

and finding the right information”, “Growing up quite a bit”, “how to grow up pets and getting to 

know more about the world”, “To get general and a complete image about subjects fast”, “get to 

know better about different political topics”, “learn more about soccer players”, ”Finding 

information on companies I wanted to apply to”. Clearly there are high expectations of Wikipedia 

being the ultimate information as well as knowledge repository. 

Satisfaction with Wikipedia’s content (N=40) is also interesting; just under half saying that 

that they always find what they want, but 41% saying that they either hardly ever (10%) or only 

find what they are looking for half the time (31%).  

 

Table 8:  Expectations of content on Wikipedia (N=40) 

The 41% negative is lower than expected. Although given the thin veneer of information 
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that exists on African subjects (Graham, Heather 2012), including South African subjects, that there is 

dissatisfaction with the amount of local contextual knowledge on Wikipedia. This is emphasised 

by the responses to the next question, which asked What more they would like to see on 

Wikipedia? This resulted in requests for local music (several requests), up-to-date news, and more 

history articles related to South Africa.  

The answers to this question also provided insight in to erroneous or misguided 

impressions that exist about Wikipedia, over and above the usual call for better citations and 

validated sources (“links to evidence based research”, “More reliable articles”); there was a call for 

different languages (most of South Africa’s most populated official languages have their own 

Wikipedia versions) and “more details about information on every page”.  

In a faint whisper of Silverstone and Echo, others wished to see more of the self reflected 

in the global platform, with requests for “reliable articles in my field of business”, “business 

related topics” and “personal thoughts”.  

Ease of Access  

Interestingly, although many were hindered by slow speeds (with one participant’s phone clearly 

displaying an EDGE connection), every single person used an internet browser to access 

Wikipedia (not a single participant used an app). Access was surprisingly easy, easier than 

expected, which might be due to an unexpected disparity between smartphone users in urban 

settings and feature phone users elsewhere. However, of the nine users, four of them seemed 

unsure of the paths they were taking, three could not spell the word, as if they had never accessed 

it previously. 

In addition, and despite mobile interfaces being available in Afrikaans, German and 

French (and some of the respondents being second language English speakers), they all chose the 

English version of Wikipedia to complete the task. This could be due to a combination of the 

dominance of the English Wikipedia in media and news, and the fact that the interviews were all 

conducted in English. 

Notably, despite approaching members of the various socio-political groups, and the belief 
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there are many hundreds of thousands of mobile feature phones in existence in South Africa, even 

the oldest phones in the usability study had ‘smart’ or internet capability.  

Smartphone adoption across Africa, and in South Africa, has been lower than expected, 

which makes the results of the quality of smartphones used in the usability test all the more 

surprising. For this reason, Wikipedia Zero has concentrated its apps mostly at the feature phone 

and ‘dumb’ phone market (Wadhwa, 2013), as has the Mxit platform (Rudge, 2013).  

The usability test displayed that there remain challenges to accessing the online 

knowledge portal: these include prohibitive data costs and slow bandwidth when using the 

browser. In addition further barriers are in place with service providers not even linking to the 

site (as displayed by the Vodafone portal), let alone providing it for free as zero-rated.  

 

CONCLUSION 

This research moves beyond assumptions and attempts to start at the beginning: to seek out what 

users or readers want, and the means (tools and habits) they use to access those things. Although 

it was perhaps too ambition in scope, and looked at too many facets of a large problem at one 

time, the research did succeed in determining if there is a need for encyclopaedic knowledge to be 

available on mobile phones in Africa. With these initial findings it does appear that there is a 

demand by all people, young and old, for a portal through which to seek information and, in 

many cases, access knowledge. The universal popularity and seamless use of mobile phones in 

this quest for information is notable in how quickly this habit has been adopted, especially given 

the articulated set of challenges by people at the southern tip of this continent. The study has 

tested the possibility that Wikipedia might not be the answer to the users’ information 

requirements, and while there is increasing competition in information supply sector, Wikipedia’s 

brand remains strong, although it will have to remain vigilant and actively work to retain its 

relevance.  
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